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1 in 5 US homes use on-
lot systems

~ 20% of US population use

~ 26% of PA households 
use on-lot systems

Many homes are still being built 
with on-lot systems

Image: https://www.circleofblue.org/2015/world/infographic-americas-septic-systems/



Many septic users do not follow recommended 
system care and maintenance

• Pollution is dispersed and overall impact can go unnoticed

• It is challenging to trace pollution back to individual households or 
communities

• Why are users not motivated? 



Domestic wastewater contain a mixture of 
contaminants

Organic & in-organic constituents

Grease and oils

Food scraps

Suspended particulates

Nutrients

Salts and minerals

Trace metals

Pathogens

Chemicals & by-products



On-lot system users also rely private water systems

Image: PA Department of Environmental Protection

Public water supplier service areas in PA



Project Goals

Characterize homeowner practices, perceptions, preferences, and 
factors influencing decision making processes related to private well 
and septic system operation and maintenance.

Objective 1: Conduct a Survey of PA Rural Residents

Practices, Perspectives, and Needs with Regards to Septic System and 
Maintenance in Pennsylvania.

Objective 2: Private well testing

Characterize the Links Between Septic Maintenance Practices and Well 
Water Quality.



~15 minute survey



Knowledge of system components and characteristics



Timing of system maintenance is a main issue

• ~75 % pump tanks and ~30% have system inspections 1 – 5 years



Repairs and maintenance costs are the top challenges



Types of services users need



Ongoing work

• Data synthesis 

• Private water system testing 

• Survey still ongoing – additional participation from rural counties 
needed



Participate in the septic system survey

extension.psu.edu/septic-
system-survey

Call: 814-863-4622



Participate in the septic 
system survey
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Septic system component solation distances in PA

Source: PA Code Title 25, Chapter 73.13. Minimum horizontal isolation distances

Drain fieldsSeptic tanks, Dosing 
tanks, Lift pumps

Item

100 ft50 ftPrivate drinking water supply

25 ft25 ftCistern used as water supply

50 ft25 ftStreams, lakes, ponds or other 
surface water

10 ft10 ftOccupied building, swimming 
pools and driveways

10 ft10 ftProperty lines, easement or 
right of way


