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Household Items - What to Flush?

Whether you’ve had a septic system for some time or are new to life on a septic system, you’ve

probably wondered what items are OK to flush and what items are not. Here are some questions

we often hear:

Q. What items should I avoid flushing down my drain?

A. Because septic systems use biological processes to treat waste, a good rule of thumb is to

flush nothing into your septic system that hasn’t been ingested first. Exceptions to this are

toilet tissue, mild detergents, and wash water. Here’s a list of common items to keep out

of your system:

• Chemical drain cleaners, oven cleaners, and other products containing lye
• Backwash brine from water softeners
• Unused medicines and pharmaceuticals
• Excessive amounts of household cleaners, including chlorine bleach
• Any pool or spa product
• Pesticides, weed killer, fertilizers, and other lawn and garden chemicals
• RV waste that includes holding tank deodorants and stabilizers
• Flammable or toxic products
• Floor wax and rug cleaners
• Paint and paint thinners
• Excessive amounts of bath and body oils
• Grease and oils
• Detergents, cleaning agents, and degreasers that contain phosphates
• Washing machine lint
• Feminine hygiene products and condoms
• Diapers
• Tobacco products and cigarette butts
• Bubble gum
• Ground-up table scraps and eggshells
• Additives that claim to enhance septic system performance

Q. I occasionally use a chemical drain cleaner to keep my pipes clear. Is this OK?

A. We don’t recommend using chemical drain cleaners or flushing any products containing

lye into your system. The bacteria inside your septic system are vital for treating

wastewater before it’s discharged. Even small amounts of lye have a harmful effect on

the biological activity within your septic system. Use a plunger or a pipe snake to unclog

your drains instead, or remove and clean your pipe traps.

Q. I’m considering having a water softener installed. Should the backwash brine be

flushed into my septic tank?

A. No. We recommend against plumbing backwash brine into your septic tank. Our

experience indicates backwash brine can displace the sludge layer and disrupt the scum

layer in your septic tank, which can lead to early and expensive drainfield failure. There

is also evidence that backwash brine negatively affects the biology in your septic system.
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Q. I’ve heard it’s OK to dispose of unused medications by flushing them. Is this true?

A. We strongly recommend against flushing any unused medications into any septic tank.

Many of them will harm the biology of your septic system. Additionally, most

pharmaceuticals pass untreated through any wastewater treatment system and are

dispersed into the environment.

Remember to follow all federal, state, and local laws regarding safe transport and

disposal of controlled substances when disposing of medications. Several national

projects, including the Product Stewardship Initiative, are underway to make recycling or

disposal of unused medications simpler, safer, and easier. In addition, some communities

offer a pharmaceutical take-back program.

Q. I use an automatic toilet bowl cleaner. Will this create issues for my septic system?

A. Some automatic toilet bowl cleaners release high levels of chlorine into your septic

system with every flush. Since high chlorine levels can have a harmful effect on the

biology of your septic system, we recommend against them.

Q. Why are pool and spa products harmful to my septic system?

A. Most pool and spa products are formulated to kill bacteria, often by using high levels of

chlorine. Since your septic system relies on healthy bacteria for proper treatment, we

recommend against putting any pool or spa products into your system.

Q. Can I use chlorine bleach for my laundry?

A. The small amounts of chlorine bleach typically used for laundry won’t upset the

performance of your septic system.

Q. So lye and chlorine can negatively affect my tank’s biological processes. Are there

other harmful chemicals I need to be aware of?

A. We recommend you avoid excessive or unnecessary discharges of any household

chemicals into your septic tank.

Pesticides, herbicides, fertilizers, and other toxic chemicals are harmful to septic tank

biology and can remain harmful beyond the drainfield.

Recreational vehicle (RV) holding tank deodorants and stabilizers are very harmful to

septic system biology. Even when labeled “biodegradable,” these products often

biodegrade into other harmful chemicals that can damage the biology in your system.

Other chemicals can emulsify, or mix, the layers in the tank and pass them on through the

system, which can clog effluent filters, pumps, lines, and drainfields. Paints, waxes, and

oils can also degrade the performance of your septic system and clog drainfields.
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Q. Do I need to stop using bath and body oils?

A. Occasional small amounts of bath and body oils won’t typically harm your septic system.

Large amounts of bath or body oils can quickly pass through your septic tank and clog

pumps, drainfield lines and the drainfield itself. This is especially likely when oils are

mixed with effluent by emulsifying agents such as phosphates or strong detergents.

Q. My dishwashing detergent contains phosphates. Will this harm my septic system?

A. Phosphates are strong emulsifiers (mixing agents). When combined with grease and oils,

they allow the grease and oils in your tank to flow out and clog pumps, lines, and

drainfields. Additionally, phosphates contribute heavily to aquatic algae blooms that

harm aquatic life and water quality in our rivers, lakes and streams.

We recommend phosphorus-free dishwashing detergents. There are several brands of

phosphorus-free or low-phosphorus dishwashing detergents that use enzymes, which

clean as well as brands that contain phosphorus.

Q. I’ve heard that powdered laundry detergents should be avoided. Why?

A. Many powdered detergents contain non-biodegradable plastic fillers, which can collect in

your drainfield and septic tank and clog drain lines. Also, some powdered laundry

detergents contain phosphates.

We recommend liquid detergents or powdered detergents that are free from phosphates,

chlorine, and fillers.

Q. Can lint from my washing machine create problems for my septic system?

A. Yes. Lint can build up inside your septic tank, increasing the amount of maintenance

required and therefore the cost of maintaining your system. If your septic system does not

have an outlet filter, or if your filter is not cleaned regularly, lint can end up in your

drainfield, clogging drain line holes and reducing the life of your drainfield.

We recommend installing a lint filter on the discharge line of your washing machine.

This will greatly reduce the amount of lint that can be discharged into your septic system.

Q. What other items can create problems for my septic system?

A. Fibrous items such as cigarette butts, sanitary napkins, tampons, cloth diapers, paper

towels, and large quantities of hair, and other items such as chewing gum, matches,

condoms, and plastics can clog pipes, effluent filters, pumps, and drain lines, which can

lead to costly maintenance.

Disposable diapers are another clogging hazard, and they are not biodegradable. Non-

biodegradable materials in your tank will stay in your system and remain a potential

hazard until your tank is pumped.
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Q. Since food is digestible, why do you recommend against ground-up table scraps?

A. Ground-up table scraps aren’t usually a problem in themselves. However, they will

accelerate solids accumulation in your tank, which leads to more frequent pump-out

intervals.

Sometimes ground-up table scraps contain fats and oils that prevent them from settling

quickly. When this happens, they contribute to Total Suspended Solids (TSS).

Q. Are there any other recommendations from Orenco regarding the use of household

chemicals or other items I should know about?

A. Because many of the chemicals used around the house end up in the septic system, we

recommend replacing hazardous household chemicals with non-toxic alternatives

whenever possible. We’ve included some suggestions below. Remember, if you do use

hazardous household chemicals, be careful to avoid flushing them into your system.

• Dishwashing detergents: Choose detergents that are low in phosphates or phosphate-

free. Many products are available that are phosphate-free and friendly to septic tanks.

• Laundry products: Choose products that are eco-friendly and labeled safe for septic

systems. If you do choose to use a powdered laundry detergent, choose one that is

free of phosphates, chlorine, and fillers.

• Ammonia-based cleaning products: Use baking soda sprinkled on a damp sponge

or, for windows, use a solution of two tablespoons white vinegar to one quart water.

• Disinfectants: Use one half cup borax to one gallon water for disinfecting and

deodorizing.

• Scouring cleaners and powders - Sprinkle baking soda on a damp sponge or add four

tablespoons baking soda to one quart warm water. Or use Bon Ami
®
 cleaning powder,

an inexpensive, commercially available product that won’t scratch.

• Carpet/upholstery cleaners - To freshen carpets, sprinkle on dry cornstarch or

baking soda, then vacuum. For tough carpet and upholstery stains, blot with white

vinegar in soapy water.

• Toilet cleaners - Sprinkle on baking soda or Bon Ami cleaning powder; then scrub

with a toilet brush.

• Furniture/floor polishes - Use oil soap and warm water to clean; then dry with a soft

cloth. To polish, use one part lemon juice and two parts vegetable or olive oil. We

also recommend natural products with lemon oil or beeswax in mineral oil.

• Metal cleaners - Clean brass and copper with half a used lemon dipped in salt. Use a

scouring pad and mild soap for stainless steel. For silver, rub gently with toothpaste

on a soft wet cloth.

• Oven cleaners - To avoid oven cleaners containing lye, quickly sprinkle salt on drips,

then scrub. For older or tougher spills and stains, use baking soda and a scouring pad.

If you do use commercial oven cleaners containing lye, use paper towels and

disposable scrubbers, and don’t rinse anything out into your sink.



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for high quality pre-press printing. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later. These settings require font embedding.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /FRA <>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


