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Your guide to keeping your

septic system from feeding

the Lac Courte Oreilles Lakes.

Protecting The

Lakes We Love

Protecting The Lakes We Love

Do You Support Clean Water in Lac Courte Oreilles?
COLA has implemented a Lake Management Plan, which identifies sources of pollution to Big and Little

Lac Courte Oreilles. Septic systems are contributors to pollution on our lakes, but we need a survey to quantify
where we stand.

In August, 2012 you will receive a ballot asking for your support of the survey. The study will be conducted
in 2013 by interns from UW-Stevens Point and overseen by Eric Wellauer, Sawyer County Sanitarian. Vote yes
when you get your ballot.

• No gardens on the soil absorption system.

• Do not cover the soil absorption system with an impermeable surface. An impermeable surface will hamper evaporation and air
circulation necessary for effective treatment.

• Don’t connect sump pumps to the septic tank. Clean water discharges don’t need treatment.

• Don’t do all of your laundry in one day. An overloaded system can interrupt the biological processes taking place in the tank and
route untreated waste to the soil absorption system, thereby shortening its life. The results on one study indicated that 75-percent
off all system failures investigated were attributed to hydraulic overloading.

RESOURCES:
Sawyer County Zoning and Conservation website: for information on your septic system history or for more general information:

http://www.sawyercountygov.org/Departments/ZoningandConservation/tabid/70/Default.aspx.

Wisconsin DNR website for Septage Hauling Business Licenses sorted by county and city:
http://dnr.wi.gov/org/es/science/opcert/BusinessList.pdf



You obviously value the gems that are the Lac Courte Oreilles lakes. The lakes are classified as Outstanding Resource Waters, putting
them on par with the Boundary Waters. Moreover, you have voted it as outstanding in the best possible way – with your recreational
dollars.

Here is a great way to protect your investment:

DON'T FEED THE LAKES
Chances are very good that you rely on what used to be called a septic system to handle your household wastes. They are called

Private Onsite Wastewater Treatment Systems (POWTS) now, but what ever you call them
they must be working properly to ensure the health of your family, the safety of other people
around you, and the well-being of the Lakes themselves.

To paraphrase an old plumbers adage, “Effluent flows downhill,” and if that effluent is
not properly treated or if “downhill” ends at the lakes' shore, some very bad things can
happen.

Untreated or poorly treated effluent can make people and pets sick. It can also make
the lake sick by increasing the pathogens in it and by providing unwanted fertilizer for
noxious plant species in the lake.

This pamphlet is a guideline for identifying problems with your POWTS, if any, and
offering solutions or resources for solutions for making your septic system a good citizen
of the LCO community.

PRIVATE ONSITE WASTEWATER TREATMENT SYSTEM (POWTS)
According to the 2002 Environmental Protection Agency Septic System Manual (http://www.epa.gov/owm/septic/pubs/

septic_2002_osdm_all.pdf, 367 pp, 20.9 MB) the lifespan of a septic tank and drain field is about 20-30 years depending on site and
soil characteristics. After that time, the tank may need to be refurbished or replaced, and/or the drain field relocated or rejuvenated.
The tank and drain field are referred to as a Private Onsite Wastewater Treatment System, or POWTS by Sawyer County.

POWTS – HOW DOES IT WORK?
A traditional POWTS consists of a baffled tank and a subsurface wastewater infiltration system or drain field (also called a leach

field). Waste water enters the tank via a pipe from the dwelling where bacterial activity
works to break down waste, creating sludge that builds up at the bottom of the tank over
time. When a septic tank is serviced, it is this sludge that is pumped. At a minimum, tanks
should be serviced when one-third of the tank volume is occupied by sludge.

The remaining liquid fraction is routed to the drain field where it percolates through
the soil column. A biomat develops in the first inch or two below the perforated drain field
pipes and this is where microbial activity continues to break down waste and kill pathogens
remaining in the liquid fraction. As the waste water continues to move through the soil
column, soil microbes continue the process of breaking down organic waste into carbon
and ammonia into nitrate. Eventually the liquid fraction enters the water table free of
pathogens and suspended solids. Up to 90-percent of phosphorus is also bound to soil
particles in this process.

NORTHERN TREASURES
Unfortunately, traditional systems as described above, do not remove nitrate. As a matter of fact, up to 90-percent of the nitrate

contained in the waste water can be transferred to the water table because nitrate is water soluble. Wet and dry cycles dictate which
direction the water moves. Wet cycles saturate the soil column, creating the potential for ground water to migrate to surface water.
During dry cycles, the opposite is true where surface water can enter the water table. When excess nitrogen and excess phosphorus
exist within the same body of water, algae blooms can occur that inhibit recreational uses. Aquatic plants can also explode in abundance
and density.

Today, alternatives to the traditional septic system described above are available that reduce or remove the potential for nitrogen to
pollute ground water. They include mound systems, holding tanks and sand filters, to name a few. When you have to have to replace your
system, please investigate these alternatives.

Contact Eric Wellauer, the Sawyer County Sanitarian, at (715) 634-8288, for additional information and guidance.

PREVENT PREMATURE SEPTIC SYSTEM FAILURE, CONTROL COSTS AND PROTECT GROUNDWATER

DO’S
• Maintain records of maintenance and pumping. Without a record, you may forget when to schedule maintenance.

• Create a map of the location of your tank and soil absorption system. You need to know where the system components are located in
order to avoid activities that may negatively impact them.

• Regular “Pump-outs” and System Inspections. The lack of regular maintenance is the primary reason for early system failure. At a
minimum, your system should be inspected every three years and if sludge accumulation exceeds one-third of tank capacity, it should
be pumped. The average cost of inspection and pumping by a reputable service provider is $130-$200, depending on the integrity,
type, and complexity of your system. The cost to replace a traditional POWTS is between $8,000 and $10,000 while a holding tank will
run around $5,000. Do the math.

• Keep these out of your toilet and sink drains: grease, paper towels, cigarette butts, disposable diapers, tampons, coffee grounds, food
fat, paint, cleaning fluids, disinfectants, pesticides, etc. Avoid introducing anything that doesn’t break down and can clog the perforations
in the drain pipe or that can kill the bacteria in the tank, filters, biomat, and soil absorption system. No bacteria = no treatment. Toxic
chemicals entering your tank can also end up in the ground water and eventually, the lake.

• Limit household cleaners, soaps, and detergents from entering your tank. Moderation is key. Too much will negatively impact bacteria.

• If your system has pumps or siphons, make sure they are operating correctly. Mound systems, dosing chambers, and lift stations all
require pumps. If you are unsure of what to do, contact your plumber.

• Reserve undisturbed space for soil absorption system replacement. The soil absorption system will eventually need to be moved
because of old age. The soil column will no longer allow water to percolate because dissolved solids eventually fill soil pore space.

• Reroute downspouts so they do not discharge towards the soil absorption system. Excess surface water that percolates through the
soil absorption system will reduce its capacity to function properly.

• Divert surface water drainage away from the soil absorption system.

• Use efficient plumbing fixtures and repair when leaky. Do everything you can to minimize the volume of water entering the POWTS.

• Install a flow regulator on shower fixtures.

DON’TS
• Do not use a garbage disposal. The use of a garbage disposal increases biological oxygen demand by 20-65 percent, suspended solids

by 40-90 percent, and fats, oils, and grease by 70-150 percent, thereby shortening the life of the soil absorption system. Garbage
disposals can double the amount of solids added to your tank. As an alternative, compost vegetable matter and use to replenish garden
soils. If you insist on using a garbage disposal, have your tank pumped annually.

• Do not use septic system additives. They can do more harm than good by killing the bacteria in the tank, filters, biomat, and soil
absorption system. There is no scientific evidence that supports their use. A well maintained tank is a much better alternative.

• Do not park or drive on any part of POWTS. The weight of a vehicle will compact the soil, making it less effective in allowing water to
percolate. The weight of a vehicle can also fracture and collapse drain pipe, leading to water backup or other system failure.

• No trees or shrubs near soil absorption system. Tree and shrub roots seek moisture and nutrients and will plug the perforations in the
drain pipe so the tank won’t drain properly.

• Never pile winter snow on the soil absorption system.
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continued on next page


