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Septic Inspection
Preparation
Checklist

Everything you need to do before, during, and after a professional
septic inspection

v  Pre-inspection preparation checklist (14 items)
v  What to expect during each inspection type
v Understanding your inspection report

v  Post-inspection maintenance plan and warning signs
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Pre-Inspection Preparation Checklist

Before Booking the Inspection

Determine your system type (conventional gravity, ATU, mound, pressure distribution, or
unknown)

Locate the as-built drawing or system diagram (county health department has a copy if you
don't)

Note the last pumping date and the pumping company used
Check your county's approved inspector list (if applicable)

For real estate: confirm whether your state requires a specific inspection protocol (Title 5, etc.)

1-2 Weeks Before the Inspection:
Do NOT pump the tank before the inspection — the inspector needs to see operating levels
Do NOT restrict water use — normal household water usage should continue
Locate and mark the tank access point if you know where it is (flag or paint)
Clear the area above and around the septic tank (move vehicles, debris, garden items)
Clear access path from driveway to tank area for the pumping truck (12-foot wide minimum)
Locate and mark the drain field area if known

Mow the grass over the drain field area short for visual inspection

Day of Inspection
Ensure all sinks, toilets, and showers are functional (inspector will run water)
Make the nearest bathroom accessible for flow testing
Have your system records available (as-built drawings, pumping history, repair records)

Plan for the inspection to take 2-4 hours (you should be present)



Critical: Do NOT pump the tank before the inspection.

While it might seem helpful, an empty tank prevents the inspector from evaluating operating
levels, flow rates, and whether the drain field is accepting effluent. Wait at least 2 weeks after any
pumping before scheduling an inspection.



What to Expect During a Full Inspection
The Inspection Process — Step by Step

Step-by-step visual

Records review (10-15 min): Inspector reviews as-built drawings, pumping history, and
any known issues. Asks about household size, water usage, and system history.

Tank location and access (15-30 min): If tank location is unknown, inspector uses
probing rod or electronic locator. Lids uncovered and opened. If buried, digging required
(expect $50-$250 extra).

Tank inspection (20-30 min): Inspector measures sludge and scum levels, evaluates
baffles (inlet and outlet), checks tank walls for cracks or deterioration, and inspects risers/
lids.

Pumping (30-45 min): Tank is pumped to evaluate condition of the tank floor, check for
cracks or damage visible only when empty, and verify structural integrity. Tank is then
observed as it refills.

Drain field evaluation (30-60 min): Inspector probes the drain field area for saturation,
checks for surface breakout (sewage surfacing), and evaluates vegetation patterns (lush
green stripes indicate potential problems).

Flow test (15-30 min): Water is run into the system to observe how it moves from tank to
drain field. Verifies the system is accepting and dispersing effluent properly.

Distribution box check (if applicable, 15 min): For systems with D-boxes, inspector
opens and evaluates even distribution across drain field lines.

Report preparation (delivered within 24-72 hours): Written report with findings,
measurements, photos, pass/fail determination (for real estate), and maintenance
recommendations.

Total time on-site



2-4 hours for a full inspection with pumping. Be present for the entire inspection — the inspector
will walk you through findings in real-time and can answer questions about your specific system.



Understanding Your Inspection Report

How to Read Your Septic Inspection Report

Key measurements explained

Measurement

Sludge level < 1/3 of tank > 1/3 of tank depth Pump soon; increase pump
depth frequency

Scum layer < 3 inches > 6 inches Pump needed; check for grease

issues

Inlet baffle Intact, clear Damaged or missing Repair/replace ($150-$400)

Outlet baffle Intact, Damaged, missing, or too Repair/replace ($150-$400);
submerged 6-8" high/low critical

Tank walls Solid, no visible Hairline cracks or Monitor; significant cracks =
cracks deterioration replacement

Drain field Dry soil; no Saturated soil; standing Major concern; may need
surface water water; odor replacement ($5,000-$30,000)

Distribution Even flow to all Uneven distribution; Level/replace D-box ($500-

box lines tipped or damaged $1,500)

Healthy Range

Concern Level

Action Required

Pass/Fail criteria

Status What It Means Impact on Transaction
Pass System functioning as designed; meets Proceed with transaction
code
Conditional Minor issues that need correction within Negotiate repair credits or seller repair
pass specified timeframe
Fail System not functioning properly; does Major negotiation point; repair or replace

not meet code ($5,000-$50,000+)



A failed septic inspection during a real estate transaction does NOT mean the deal
is dead.

It means the seller must address the issue. Common outcomes: seller repairs/replaces before
closing, buyer receives a price credit, or the cost is escrowed at closing.



Warning Signs Your System Needs
Attention

Don't Wait for the Inspection — Know These Warning Signs
Two-column layout with icons

URGENT — Call an Inspector Now

* Sewage odor inside the home or near the drain field

* Sewage surfacing in the yard (wet spots, standing water over drain field)
¢ Toilets and drains backing up into the house

e Gurgling sounds in plumbing when water is running

» Multiple slow drains throughout the house (not just one fixture)

SCHEDULE AN INSPECTION SOON

e Unusually green or lush grass over the drain field (in patches)

* Spongy or soggy ground over the drain field, especially when it hasn't rained
e Tank hasn't been pumped in 5+ years

* Increased water usage (new household members, addition of bathroom)

* Age of system exceeds 25 years

* Nearby well water test shows elevated bacteria

Your drain field is the expensive part.

Tank replacement costs $3,000-$7,000. Drain field replacement costs $5,000-$30,000. Most
system failures are drain field failures caused by neglect (infrequent pumping), overloading (too
much water), or damage (vehicles driving over the field).




Septic System Maintenance Schedule

Keep Your System Healthy — Maintenance Calendar

Annual/recurring tasks

Task Frequency Cost Why It Matters

Professional Every 3-5 years $250-$600 Prevents sludge from reaching
pumping drain field

Inspect baffles and Every 3-5 years Included with Catch damage early

tank (with pumping) pump service

Effluent filter Every 6-12 months DIY or $50- Prevents solids from entering drain
cleaning $100 field

ATU maintenance (if Per manufacturer $100-$300/visit Required for proper operation; may
applicable) schedule be legally mandated

Full system Every 3-5 years $300-$650 Comprehensive evaluation catches
inspection early problems

Drain field check Monthly (DIY) Free Walk over drain field; check for wet
(visual) spots, odor, unusual growth

Things that damage your septic system

DO DON'T

Use water efficiently Don't do all laundry in one day (space loads)

Use septic-safe toilet paper Don't flush wipes (even "flushable" ones), feminine products, or
grease

Divert roof drains away from drain Don't drive vehicles or park on drain field

field

Plant only grass over drain field Don't plant trees/shrubs near tank or drain field (root intrusion)

Pump on schedule Don't use garbage disposals (increases sludge by 50%)

Fix leaky faucets/toilets Don't pour chemicals, paint, or solvents down drains



Cost of Neglect vs. Maintenance

Side-by-side comparison

Component Maintained System Neglected System
Pumping (every 3-5 years) $2,000-%$4,000 $0 (skipped)

Routine inspections $1,000-%$2,000 $0 (skipped)

Minor repairs (baffles, filters) $500-%$1,500 Not caught early
Drain field replacement Usually not needed $10,000-$30,000
Tank replacement Usually not needed $3,000-$7,000
Emergency repairs Rare $2,000-$5,000
Property value impact Neutral or positive -$10,000 to -$25,000
25-Year Total $3,500-$7,500 $15,000-$67,000

Regular maintenance costs roughly $150-$300 per year.

A failed septic system costs $15,000-$50,000 to replace and can make a property unsellable.
There is no home system where preventive maintenance has a higher ROI than septic.
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