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Tales of the underground

As this is a morning newspaper and not wanting to reduce my circle of friends, can I suggest that you do not read this article until after breakfast.

Many people I meet are proposing to buy a property on this island and they are often surprised that the modern housing developments are not connected to the mains drainage system, but instead use a septic tank in some form or another whether this is a community treatment system, seen on some large developments, a shared tank between two or more properties or a dedicated tank or two to an individual property.

What is a septic tank?

A septic tank is a vessel buried underground for the storage and limited treatment of sewage.  On this island they are largely of traditional concrete construction, being formed as a concrete box with two or three chambers with slatted internal walls.  In Northern Europe and other more developed countries these systems have evolved into a factory made fibreglass tank, resembling the shape of an inverted mushroom.  Basically this works in the same way though, sewage from the home enters the chamber on one side and the partly treated water is discharged from the other side.

How does a septic tank work?

Effluent from the house enters the tank at one end and is retained in the tank for a period of time, it is then discharged at the opposite end to enter a land drainage system, usually on this island a deep well is built which is lined with porous sandstone to act as the land drain.  When the tank is full of liquid, as it will be once it is operating properly, the liquid waste entering the tank drives out by displacement the equivalent volume through the outlet into the well.  Inside the tank you end up with three distinct layers, scum that floats to the top, anything that sinks to the bottom forming the sludge layer and in between there is a fairly clear liquid layer.  Basically the septic tank acts as an extension to our own internal body system.  There is a natural process of anaerobic decomposition within the tank that reduces the amount of solid matter and provides some treatment of the waste.  Firstly the internal compartments of the tank baffles and stalls the flow of fluid, allowing the solids to be dropped from suspension as the liquid loses velocity.  Secondly it means the route from inlet to outlet is not direct, allowing retention time for anaerobic decomposition to take place.

Dos and Don’ts

Do use environmentally friendly washing and cleaning products, harmful bleaches and chemicals will destabilise the function of the septic tank, killing bacteria and inhibiting natural decomposition taking place.

Do not use chemicals to clear drain courses of cockroaches or other insects, as you will effectively be ‘nuking’ your septic tank and it will take a while for the balance of enzymes and bacteria to return allowing it to work effectively.

Frequently asked questions

Paper or not?    I see no reason why limited amounts of toilet paper should not be discharged from the toilet into a septic tank, so long as the paper is of a quality that will easily break down.  On a personal note, having had to clear out my drainage system because of builders waste blocking it, I found that the type of paper sold here does decompose quickly.  I would not suggest excessive amounts of paper are flushed into the system, I would also not recommend the ‘fancy’ toilet paper sold to pamper us Northern Europeans, as these will not break down and will form a crust of fibres which could discharge into the drainage well and in the longer term affect its efficiency.  Nothing else should be discharged into the drainage system.  The Americans even produce a toilet tissue especially for use in a septic tank!  

Does a septic tank need emptying?  The Frenchman, John Louis Mouras, who is credited with the construction of the first septic tank during the 1860’s, found on opening the tank after 12 years of continuous use that it was almost free from solids.  However modern views are, that like anything else, proper maintenance is required to ensure longevity and it is recommended that consideration is given to emptying at least every three years.  As with anything else on this island, the view seems to be ‘if it ain’t broke don’t fix it’!!  I was talking to a friend who has lived on this island for many years who had no idea where his waste went and has therefore never carried out any maintenance on his system!  The ground temperature here being very warm will ensure that a septic tank system functions more efficiently than perhaps in Northern Europe where they are now building sophisticated insulated waste treatment systems.
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     Unfortunately not yet available in the TRNC!








A Conventional Septic Tank 
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