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Your Septic System Is Your Responsibility
Did you know that as a homeowner you are responsible for maintaining your septic 
system? Maintaining your septic system protects your investment in your home. You 
should periodically inspect your system and pump out your septic tank.


Unlike those who live in areas served by regional sewerage systems, septic system owners 
are unique because they are solely responsible for the daily operation and maintenance of 
their wastewater treatment and disposal system. By adhering to simple and straightforward 
guidelines, septic system owners can ensure years of trouble-free operation with minimal 
maintenance. If properly designed, constructed and maintained, your septic system can 
provide long-term effective treatment of your household wastewater. If your septic system 
isn’t properly maintained, you might need to replace it, costing you thousands of dollars. A 
malfunctioning system can contaminate groundwater which might be a source of drinking 
water. It also is important to keep your system properly maintained because it must be in 
good working order if you are planning to sell your home.


Rules and Regulations

The design, construction and operation of septic systems in New Jersey is governed by the 
Standards for Individual Subsurface Sewage Disposal Systems, N.J.A.C. 7:9A, also known 
as Chapter 199. Health departments are responsible for enforcement of Chapter 199 
throughout the state. You should always first consult your health department when:

· You are experiencing any problems with your septic system.
· You are planning any work on your septic system such as a
   repair or expansion.
· You are planning any additions or expansions to your home

Finding Your System

Your septic tank, drain field and reserve drain field should be clearly designated on the “as-
built” drawing for your home. (An “as-built”drawing is a line drawing that accurately portrays 
the buildings on your property and usually is filed at your local health department.) You 
might also see lids or manhole covers for your septic tank. Older tanks are often hard to find 
because there are no visible parts. An inspector/pumper can help you locate your septic 
system if your septic tank has no risers.

Why You Should Maintain your Septic System


When septic systems are properly designed, constructed and maintained, they effectively 
reduce or eliminate most human health or environmental threats posed by pollutants in 
household wastewater. However, they require regular maintenance or they can fail. Septic 
systems need to be monitored to ensure they work properly throughout their service lives.

Save Money  -  A key reason to maintain your septic system is to save money. Failing septic
are expensive to repair or replace, and poor maintenance is often the culprit.
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Differences between a Cesspool and a 
Septic System

Design and Functionality 
Cesspool: A cesspool is an underground pit, often 
lined with concrete, stone, or brick, that collects 
household wastewater. Liquids seep directly into 
the surrounding soil, while solids accumulate at 
the bottom. It provides no treatment of the waste, 
and over time, the pit can become saturated, 
leading to surface pooling, odors, and potential 
groundwater contamination 
Septic System: A septic system is a more advanced, 
two-stage system consisting of a sealed tank and a 
drain field. Wastewater enters the tank, where 
solids settle as sludge and fats float as scum. 
Anaerobic bacteria partially digest the waste. The 
clarified liquid, called effluent, flows into a drain 
field, where it undergoes further biological, 
chemical, and physical treatment as it percolates 
through soil, reducing pathogens and pollutants 
before reaching groundwater. 

Environmental Impact 
Cesspools can contaminate groundwater with 
bacteria, nitrates, phosphates, and other pollutants 
because untreated sewage seeps directly into the 
soil. They also produce foul odors and attract pests. 
S e p t i c s y s t e m s , b y c o n t ra s t , m i n i m i z e 
environmental risks by treating wastewater and 
distributing it over a larger area, making them 
safer for drinking water sources and local 
ecosystems. 

Maintenance and Longevity 
Cesspools require frequent pumping, often every 
1–3 years, and may need replacement after 20–40 
years due to soil saturation or structural failure. 
Septic systems generally require less frequent 
pumping, typically every 2–5 years, and can last 
several decades if properly maintained. 

Legal and Regulatory Status 
Cesspools are illegal to install in many areas due to 
environmental concerns, and existing ones are 
often subject to phase-out regulations 
Septic systems are widely legal and are the 
standard for on-site wastewater treatment in areas 
not connected to municipal sewer lines 

Cost and Installation 
Cesspools are cheaper and simpler to install but 
carry higher long-term environmental and 
maintenance costs. 
Septic systems require a larger initial investment 
and more space but provide safer, more 
sustainable wastewater management. 

(continued from page) 

Protect Human Health and the Environment  - Safe treatment of sewage is important 
because it prevents the spread of infection and disease, protecting water resources. 
Typical pollutants in household wastewater are nitrogen, phosphorus and disease-
causing bacteria and viruses. If a septic system is working properly, it will effectively 
remove most of these pollutants. Inadequately treated wastewater from septic 
systems can be a cause of groundwater contamination, which poses a significant 
threat to drinking water and human health. It can contaminate drinking water wells 
and cause diseases and infections in people and animals.

(For more information Cumberland County Health Department has a Homeowner’s Guide to 
Septic Systems available on the cumberland county website  - www.ccdohnj.gov - use the 
drop down menu to locate Septic Program)


Under N.J.A.C. 7:9A-3.16, cesspools, privies, outhouses, latrines, and pit toilets are 
classified as “not systems” and must be abandoned and replaced with a compliant 
wastewater disposal system when part of a real property transfer, unless specific 
exceptions apply. If a property is sold, the seller must replace a cesspool with an 
approved septic or other compliant system before the transfer.


Top Four Things You Can Do To Protect Your Septic System
1  Inspect and pump your system every three years. 

2  Use water efficiently. 

3  Don’t dispose of non-biodegradable items or household hazardous wastes       
in sinks or toilets. 

4  Care for your drain field. 
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