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What are domestic sewerage systems? 

Domestic sewerage systems include septic tanks, small sewage package treatment 
plants and cesspools.  

 

 

 

 

 

Septic tanks 

Septic tanks are underground 
chambers where bacteria break down 
waste. Solids sink to the bottom 
forming sludge and the liquid flows into 
a ‘drainage field’ where more bacteria 
treat it as it soaks into the ground. 
These systems must not discharge 
into a watercourse. 

Cesspools 

A sewage holding tank with no outflow. 

 

Small sewage package treatment plants 

Package treatment plants work in a 
similar way to septic tanks, but use 
powered mechanical parts to aerate 
the bacteria. This makes them more 
effective at treating waste water. 
However these treatment plants are 
not able to remove the nutrient 
phosphate and when plumbed directly 
into a watercourse can release high 
levels of phosphate, causing nutrient 
enrichment and polluting 
watercourses. 

 

What can homeowners do? 

Ensuring that Septic Tanks or Package Treatment Plants are properly used, 
maintained, and frequently emptied, can protect the environment.  

Avoiding harsh chemicals, binning instead of flushing rubbish, and promptly fixing 
faults will enable tanks to work more effectively - following this 'good practice' advice 
will help to prevent pollutants getting into our local rivers and help householders to 
avoid costly repair bills.  

New ‘General Binding Rules’ for domestic sewerage systems were introduced in 
2015 to ensure that systems are maintained properly and do not cause pollution. This 
homeowner pack describes these rules as well as additional ‘best practice tips’ which 
will help homeowners to keep their systems working effectively.  

If a system isn’t compliant with the new rules, homeowners will need to apply for a 
permit from the Environment Agency – more detail on this and the ‘General Binding 
Rules’ can be found at: 

www.gov.uk/small-sewage-rules 

 

 

http://www.gov.uk/small-sewage-rules
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Best Practice Guidelines 
 
• Get to know your system  

Where is your tank? A metal or concrete lid should visible, usually in the ground 
downhill from your property. Is it shared? Ask your neighbours. 

 
Where does it discharge to? Locate your soak away. This gravel or grassed area 
cleans and filters the liquid effluent from your tank. 

• Check your system 

Check the soakaway isn’t water-logged, and that there are no pools of water 
running into ditches or watercourses. Effluent inside the inspection chamber 
should be clear and odour free.  

• Don’t upset the balance 

Using products marked as ‘suitable for septic tanks’ or ‘environmentally 
friendly’ will keep the bacteria in your tank healthy. The bacteria break down 
your waste, without them your tank could cause health risks and environmental 
problems.  

Avoid harsh chemicals, like bleach and caustic soda, disinfectants and anti-
bacterials, and use cleaning products and detergents sparingly as they might kill 
the bacteria.  

Domestic systems can’t remove phosphate, so using phosphate free products will 
help to protect your local streams and rivers.  

• Bin your waste 

Household waste can block drains or damage your system 
and should be binned instead of being flushed.  

Kitchen towels, ‘flushable’ wipes, tissues, cotton buds, 
nappies and sanitary items will all block your tank or pipes 
leading to expensive repair bills.  

Paints, solvents and chemicals can kill your tank bacteria 
and should be disposed of at a civic amenity site. Medicine 
can also kill your bacteria.   

• Don’t over water 

Large volumes of water can overwhelm your tank, flushing out untreated sewage. 
Ensure roof guttering and rain water drains are not connected to your system.  

Avoid running dishwashers and washing machines several times in one day.  

• Keep good records 

Keeping good records of maintenance, emptying and servicing will help 
contractors to fix any problems that arise, and will be useful if you want to sell 
your home.  



Septic tank & Small Sewage Treatment Plant 
Homeowner Pack 

 

www.riverthame.org 
Homeowner pack adapted from the ‘Septic tank and small discharges project’ run by the South East Catchment Partnerships 

 

General Binding Laws 
These must be compiled with by law. 

• Follow the law 

Calculate how much your system is discharging at www.gov.uk/small-sewage-
rules - if you discharge more than 2,000 litres of treated sewage per day into the 
ground or more than 5,000 litres to flowing water you will need a permit.  

If replacing or installing a new system, choose equipment that meets British 
Standards BS EN 12566, and speak to your local council to check that it will meet 
planning requirements and building regulations. You will also need to contact the 
Environment Agency to find out whether your new system will need a permit.  

Environment Agency – 03708 506 506 
www.gov.uk/government/organisations/environment-agency 

• Fix faults 

Gurgling pipes, discoloured effluent, odours, foam, a swampy soakaway, lush 
grass growth and sewage fungus (looks like grey cotton wool) in local waterways 
can all indicate that your system isn’t working properly. The most common 
problems are that tanks are full and need to be emptied or pipes are blocked. 
Problems must be fixed immediately, preventing pollution, health risk and 
escalating repair bills. 

• Get it emptied regularly 

All systems need to be emptied of sludge on a regular basis. Frequency will 
depend on the level of use, and on how well you treat your system. Having it 
emptied annually will help to ensure that it functions properly and doesn’t cause 
pollution.  

• Buyer beware 

If you sell your property, you must inform the buyer in writing that is has a septic 
tank or small sewage treatment plant. Being able to provide them with records 
and a maintenance guide will reassure them that the system isn’t a liability. 

Look out for signs of sewage fungus. ©Thames21 

http://www.gov.uk/small-sewage-rules
http://www.gov.uk/small-sewage-rules
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Maintenance sheet 
 
Use the maintenance sheet to record maintenance or repairs carried out on your 
Septic Tank or Package Treatment Plant.  
 
A log of past issues and how they were resolved may be useful in tackling any future 
problems, and could be passed on to the new owners if you decide to sell your home.  
 
We recommend recording:  
 

• The dates on which your tank is emptied 
• The dates and key details of any servicing or repairs, and retaining copies of 

receipts or invoices 
• Observations of problems – these can assist contractors in identifying any 

problems that need to be fixed, e.g. odours, discoloured effluent, etc.  
 

If selling your home, we also recommend as a minimum passing on the make & 
model of your tank, and its location, to the purchaser of your home, (you must inform 
any buyer in writing that your home has a septic tank or small sewage treatment 
plant), and ideally also providing this log, along with a copy of our ‘Septic Tanks’ 
leaflet. The leaflet will advise the new owner on how best to use and to maintain the 
system, which will be particularly important if they have never lived with a private 
sewerage system before. Treating it as you would mains drainage could lead to 
environmental pollution, damage to the system, or both.   
 
The table below contains suggestions of the types of things it may be helpful to 
record in your maintenance log. The blank tables on the following pages can then be 
used to start your own log. The maintenance log can be printed out and filled by 
hand, or the tables copied into a word document and used electronically. 
 
Date Issue / Observation 

 
Outcome 
 

e.g. Sinks and toilet slow to drain Blockage on pipe between house and 
tank cleared with drain rods. 

e.g. Tank full (last emptied ~9 months 
previously) 

Tank emptied by Contractor Name at 
cost £ XXX.  

e.g. Sewage fungus observed in local 
stream 

Tank and drainage field inspected – no 
issues noted therefore cause likely 
others’ tanks. 

e.g. Grass growth lush & nettles 
prominent across drainage field 

Switched to phosphate-free products 
to minimise nutrient in effluent 

e.g. Tank full (last emptied ~6 months 
previously) 

Tank emptied by Contractor Name at 
cost £ XXX. Sink strainer purchased to 
catch food waste & prevent such rapid 
filling. 
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Package Treatment Plant or Septic Tanks Details 
 
This property is served by a Package Treatment Plant or Septic Tank. Key details are 
provided below. 
 
Tank Make & Model Make: 

Model: 

Manufacturer’s Manual Provide location or web link: 
 

Manufacturer’s Warranty 
Details 

Warranty in place: Yes / No 
Expiry Date: 
Paperwork location: 

Tank emptying schedule Manufacturer’s recommended emptying frequency: 
 

Tank Location Description / Draw Diagram 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Discharge Point Discharge to watercourse: Yes / No 
If Yes, Location: 
 
 
 
If No, location of drainage field:  
 
 
 

Is the tank shared with 
neighbours? 

Yes / No 
Details: 
 
 

Is a permit required for this 
tank?  
Visit www.gov.uk/small-
sewage-rules  to check. 
If required, is a permit in 
place? 

Provide details: 
 

http://www.gov.uk/small-sewage-rules
http://www.gov.uk/small-sewage-rules
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Recording Form – Maintenance & Repair Log 

 

Date Issue / Observation 
 

Outcome 
 

   
 
 
 

   
 
 
 

   
 
 
 

   
 
 
 

   
 
 
 

   
 
 
 

   
 
 
 

   
 
 
 

   

   


