
Signs That Your Septic 
System Might be Failing

If you are experiencing any of the 
following signs or have doubts about 
the condition of your system, consider 
having it inspected:

n	 Slowing or backed up drains 
	 in your home
n	 Spongy spots on or near 
	 the leaching bed
n	 Sewage on the ground or near 
	 the bed
n	 Odour in the basement or outside
n	 Poor well or surface water quality

The inspection should identify the 
problem and identify the work 
necessary to repair your system.

If your septic system requires repair, 
help may be available. The Province of 
Ontario, through the Ontario Drinking 
Water Stewardship Program under 
the Clean Water Act, has funded Early 
Actions programs at local conservation 
authorities. The Early Actions 
programs provide funds for upgrading 
or decommissioning septic systems 
that may be a threat to municipal 
drinking water sources. For more 
information on Early Actions funding, 
contact your local conservation 
authority.

Information Sources 
on Septic Systems

n	 Ministry of the Environment 
	 ontario.ca/environment

n	 Ministry of Municipal Affairs & Housing 
	 ontario.ca/buildingcode

n	 Ontario Rural Wastewater Centre 
	 www.orwc.uoguelph.ca

n	 Ontario Onsite Wastewater Association 
	 www.oowa.org

n	 Ontario Association 
	 of Sewage Industry Services 
	 www.oasisontario.on.ca

n	 Your local Conservation Authority, 
	 Health Unit or Building Department

This pamphlet was created by the Ontario Rural Wastewater 
Centre and the Ministry of the Environment.
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Protecting Your

Investment
and the

Environment

Your Septic 
System:



Maintenance of 
Your Septic System

Most rural homes and cottages use a septic 
system - a sewage system that usually consists 
of a tank and a leaching bed, also sometimes called 
a tile bed. A septic system is privately owned, 
and by law you are responsible for its safe 
operation, maintenance and repair.

A septic system is like any other equipment 
in your house. If you operate and maintain the 
system responsibly, it will work well and should 
last a long time. A properly functioning septic 
system provides a safe, reliable way of treating 
your household wastewater.

If you don’t maintain your septic system, 
you could be endangering your family’s health, 
the integrity of the natural environment and nearby 
water sources. If something goes wrong with your 
septic system, the replacement cost can be up to 
$25,000.

The Province of Ontario is committed to ensuring 
that Ontarians can enjoy safe and clean water for 
generations to come. The Province has taken steps 
such as the passing of the Clean Water Act, 2006 
and making changes to the Building Code Act, 1992 
to better ensure that septic systems in Ontario 
are well maintained to help protect the quality 
of water.

This pamphlet contains tips on how to responsibly 
operate and maintain your septic system, 
when to have your system inspected and how to 
tell if your system is not functioning properly.

Safe Operation of 
Your Septic System

Here are some things you can do to responsibly 

operate and maintain your septic system:

n	 Know the location of your tank and bed 

	 and have the tank contents pumped out when 

	 necessary (generally every 3 to 5 years).

n	 Avoid putting food, compost or grease down 

	 the drain.

n	 Conserve water and try to spread water use 

	 over the course of the week – including laundry.

n	 Avoid excessive use of anti-bacterial soaps, 

	 bleaches and harsh cleaning products.

n	 Protect your sewage system – avoid driving 

	 over it and do not construct anything 

	 (e.g. pools, driveways and sheds) on or 

	 near any part of the tank or bed.

n	 Avoid putting paints, solvents, pesticides 

	 and other toxic chemicals in your system; 

	 use recycling or hazardous waste collection 

	 programs for these substances.

n	 Keep trees and shrubs away from 

	 the leaching bed.

n	 A properly installed and maintained septic 

	 system should avoid contamination of nearby 

	 wells. A private well should be tested for 

	 bacteria at least 3 times per year.

Septic System 
Inspections

Regular inspections are important for the 
proper maintenance of your sewage system and 
can identify on-going or potential problems. 
Inspections can help to ensure a long, useful 
lifespan for your sewage system.

New or Replacement Septic Systems
n	 New and replacement septic systems require 
	 a building permit and must be approved 
	 and inspected by the local enforcement 
	 agency to ensure that it meets the 
	 requirements of the Building Code.

n	 Your municipality can tell you who enforces 
	 septic system requirements in your area.

Time of Sale Inspections
n	 Buyers, real estate agents and financial 
	 institutions commonly request that septic 
	 systems be inspected prior to finalizing a 
	 sale to protect against unexpected costs.

n	 A time of sale inspection might involve 
	 pumping the tank and examining the 
	 leaching bed for any signs of problems.

n	 This type of inspection may be conducted 
	 by a licensed septic system installer, a licensed 
	 sewage hauler or a professional engineer.

Re-inspection Programs
n	 Some municipalities have initiated 
	 reinspection programs of existing septic 
	 systems to address water quality concerns.

n	 These programs are conducted by the local 
	 enforcement agency to determine the 
	 integrity of the system.

n	 This type of inspection could involve 
	 assessing the condition of the tank, as well 
	 as examining the bed for signs of problems


