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FAILING SEWER SYSTEM? 
  

What to do if you think your sewer system 
might be failing. 
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If you notice any of the following symptoms, your sewer system is 
potentially failing: 

 Taller, greener grass in one area of the yard 

 Wet area with foul odor, could be black or 
grey in color 

 Drainpipes do not drain well or sewage backs  
        up into house 

Many circumstances can cause your sewer system to fail.  In order to fix a 
failing system, you should try to determine what is causing the failure. 
Consider the following possible causes and recommended actions: 
Solids have passed through the tank and 
damaged the drainfield 

Have the tank pumped, inspect baffles or sanitary 
T’s, get a health department permit and replace the 
drainfield. 

A pipe has been smashed or clogged Clear the pipe or replace the affected section.  
Install a cleanout if needed. 

Groundwater is getting into the system Install a curtain drain with gravel and pipe at least 
20’ away from the drainfield and at least 3 feet 
deep to catch groundwater and carry it away from 
the system 

Roof/foundation/basement drains 
discharge onto or into the system 

Divert roof drains away from the system. 

Excess surface water runs onto system Install a diversion ditch to catch surface water and 
divert it away from the system.  Carefully fill in any 
dips or depressions that are found over the 
drainfield.   

Excess water usage within the home Install water-saving fixtures and follow water 
conservation within the home.  Obtain a permit to 
modify your system and add more footage to your 
drainfield 

Contact the health department and ask for a list of certified installers.  A 
certified installer can come to your property and evaluate your system 
and make recommendations for the best way to fix it.  Keep in mind that: 

 Pumping the tank does not cure a failing sewage system.  
Tanks should be pumped regularly to prevent failure.  If 
you wait until it fails, it is too late.  The drainfield is likely 
already full of solids. 

 Adding line to a failing system is risky. Consider putting in a 
separate new drainfield.  If the existing system worked for a long 
time before it failed, a 6 month rest from use may restore it.  
Putting in a separate drainfield with a valve after the tank will 
allow you to switch back and forth. 

 Any modifications to tank or drainfield requires a health 
department permit 

 

After you install a new system, prevent it from failing by: 

 Install water-saving fixtures. 

 Avoid using excessive amounts of bleach and other chemicals. 

 Do not use sewage system additives.  They help break up the 
solids in your septic tank, but those solids are more likely to find 
their way into your drainfield.  Solids in your drainfield will ruin 
your septic system. 

 Put an inexpensive effluent filter on your tank to protect the 
drainfield from solids that could pass through your tank.  

 Pump the tank every 3-5 years. 

 Do not build buildings, paved or graveled driveways or parking 
areas on the septic tank, septic system lines or in the reserve 
area. 

 Do not drive vehicles or heavy equipment over the septic tank or 
drainfield. 

 Do not add extra bedrooms or another dwelling onto your 
system.  Septic system are designed for a specific number of 
bedrooms and can only treat up to a certain amount of water 
before being over-loaded. 

 Do not add additional soil or fill dirt over your septic system 
without additional health department approval.  Your system 
needs to be shallow in order to take advantage of the 
evaporation process. 

 Do not install a garbage disposal.  They can cause irreparable 
damage to your septic system. 

 

Standard systems can be used where the soil drains well (5-60 minutes 
per inch percolation, or “perc”) and there is no solid rock, water, or 
seasonal water table within 54” of the ground’s surface. To get more 
information about what types of systems can be installed under different 
conditions, pamphlet “Septic Systems: Know Your Options.”    
 

If you are considering the purchase of a home with an existing septic 
system, contact the health department to get a list of people who 
evaluate existing sewage systems. The property owner is responsible for 
correcting a sewage system failure, so you wouldn’t want to purchase a 
legal problem and be faced with paying for a new sewage system on top 
of your closing costs and mortgage payments.   
 

To get information about how to get a permit, see the NCHD pamphlet 
“How to Get a Permit to Install or Modify a Septic System in Nicholas 
County.”  If you have any questions, you may call your local health 
department (Nicholas County Health Department: 304-872-5329).  You 
may also contact the State Health Department at 304-356-4288. For 
copies of regulations and other information go to 
www.wvdhhr.org/phs/sewage . 

http://www.wvdhhr.org/phs/sewage

