
Wastewater is any water that has been adversely affected in quality by human activity or in-
fluence; and is comprised from household sources such as toilets, showers, dishwashers 

and washing machines. Wastewater discharging from buildings enters the septic tank where solids 
from the waste stream settle to the bottom.  The wastewater or effluent in the septic tank forms 
two distinct layers; the sludge layer on the bottom and a scum layer on the top. Outlet filters are 
required on the outlet of the septic tank to prevent larger materials from entering the absorption 
field (drainfield). 

There are three main types of POWTS for treatment of wastewater, and they are conventional, 
mound, and at-grade systems.  All three types have absorption fields that are comprised of 

gravel or plastic chambers that disperse the wastewater into the soil.  In situations where an ab-
sorption field can’t be installed due to soil conditions or lack of area, a holding tank can some-
times be utilized in which the wastewater is pumped out on a frequent basis by a septage pumper.

The absorption field and the underlying soil is where primary purification of the wastewater 
occurs. In sandier soils, the absorption field can be located underground if the water table 

is deep enough. In soils with high water tables or wetter soils, the absorption field is construct-
ed above ground in a mound or at-grade system.  Mound systems have the absorption field built 
above ground on top of a bed of sand.  In an at-grade system, the absorption field is also built on 
top of the ground but only on a layer of gravel (minus the sand).

In above ground systems, as well as some conventional systems, a dose tank is needed where 
a pump is installed to lift the wastewater to the absorption field. Manholes that are above the 

ground surface should be provided with a chain and lock, and the manhole cover should be se-
curely locked at all times.                               
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 Tips For HomeownersTips For Homeowners
The average cost to replace a POWTS ranges from $13,000 - $26,000  

To prevent the early replacement of your system, follow these tips:
l		Avoid using excessive amounts of water at one time. (heavy water use can flush 
             organic matter into the absorption field)
 l		Avoid washing too much cleaning solutions down the drain. (this can disrupt healthy
             bacteria populations in the septic tank)
 l		Don’t dispose of paints, stains, medications, fats and oils, coffee grounds, or solvents  
            down the drain. (these will damage your system)
 l		Don’t flush non-biodegradable items into the toilet such as baby wipes, feminine 
            products, cigarettes, cat litter or dental floss. (damage may occur to your system)
 l		Never enter a septic or dose tank under any circumstances!

Infiltrators - 
(Infiltrators are one type of a below 

ground absorption field).

POWTS Safety
 S Keep manhole covers accessible for inspections and during times 
          of POWTS pumping.
 S Have your POWTS pumped on a regular basis.  Recommended 
          intervals for pumping are two to three years.  Conventional, 
          At Grade, Mound, In-Ground Pressure Systems require 
          three-year intervals for pumping.  (Holding tanks are 
          pumped when an alarm signals it’s full or once every year.)
 S Keep good records of when your POWTS was last pumped or 
           needed maintenance.
S Use liquid laundry detergents and spread the wash loads 
          throughout the week.

Note:  POWTS Informational Handouts are now available.
For more information regarding soils on your property  - 

Visit the Washington County’s website:
     https://maps.washcowisco.gov/portal/apps/sites/#/maps

Effluent Filter -
(Picture above shows effluent filter inside 

of a septic tank).

For more information please contact the Planning & Parks Department at 262.335.4445 12/03/20

Private Onsite Wastewater Treatment Systems (POWTS) 
(or Commonly Known as Septic Systems)


