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KEEP OUR RIVER HEALTHY

Clean rivers begin in your home. Wastewater from malfunctioning septic systems is 
one of the leading causes of elevated nitrate in streams in the Big Sky area. Excess 
nitrate negatively impacts recreation and aquatic life. 

Contaminated groundwater may end up in your well. Overloaded septic systems 
leak bacteria, nutrients, and pharmaceuticals into groundwater. Wells pump water 
directly from the ground for household use. Contaminated well 
water can cause health problems for members of your family 
or community.    

      
Regular maintenance saves you money. In Big Sky, replacing a 
malfunctioning system can cost $8,000 to $12,000. On the 
other hand, regular maintenance costs about $200 to $400 
every three to five years. Malfunctioning septic systems can 
reduce property values, hamper the sale of your home, and 
pose a legal liability.  
 

CARING FOR YOUR SEPTIC SYSTEM

HOW DOES A SEPTIC SYSTEM WORK?

Wastewater is produced when you flush the 
toilet, take a shower, wash your clothes, or do the 
dishes. Wastewater flows out of your house and 
down one main sewer line to a septic tank. 

The septic tank stores raw waste long enough for 
the solids to settle out. Oil, grease, and soap suds 
float to the top (scum) while organic waste and 
other heavy solids settle to the bottom (sludge). 
Bacteria partially digest both scum and sludge. 
However, undigested solid waste must be regular-
ly pumped from the septic tank to avoid over-
loading the system.    
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Next, liquid waste flows to the drain field for 
treatment. Wastewater gradually seeps from 
the drain lines into the ground where soil natu-
rally filters out the remaining solids and organic 
matter. Tiny microbes living in the soil break 
down harmful bacteria and pathogens. Excess 
water delivered over a short period of time can 
flood a drain field.  

Finally, treated wastewater percolates into a 
groundwater aquifer. This water may be 
pumped out of the aquifer by a well or flow to 
recharge nearby rivers and streams.  
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A healthy Gallatin River begins in your home
Three reasons to maintain your septic system

During its journey to the Gallatin River, water from rain and 
snowmelt flows across and through the landscape. This 
runo� picks up and carries natural and human made pol-
lutants, known collectively as nonpoint source pollution. 

Excess nitrate is the most pressing 
nonpoint source pollution issue in the Big 
Sky area. In a natural system, nitrate 
stimulates aquatic plant growth. However, 
excess nitrate feeds algal blooms, which 
can cause a cascade of negative e�ects 
in aquatic ecosystems. 

Malfunctioning septic systems are one of 
the leading causes of excess nitrate in our 
watershed.
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GETTING TO KNOW YOUR SEPTIC SYSTEM

SEPTIC SMART

For more information, visit gallatinrivertaskforce.org/septicsmart

A simple guide to the proper care and 
maintenence of your septic system

Dispose of waste properly
Septic systems are delicate ecosystems that rely on living 
organisms to treat wastewater

Flushable does not mean septic safe
•  Only human waste and toilet paper are septic safe
•  Flushing non-biodegradable products, such as tampons  
     or condoms, can overload your septic system
 
Disposable means it belongs in the trash
•  Pouring chemicals, such as bleach or paint, down the 
    drain can kill microbes
•  Garbage disposals contribute additional solid waste that 
    could overload your septic system

MALFUNCTIONING 

SEPTIC SYSTEMS
What are warning signs that my system may be overloaded?

Slow draining or gurgling sinks and toilets*

Bacteria in well water

Strong odors 

Green grass over the drain field 

Soft ground or e�uent pooling on your lawn

*In this situation, consult a plumber. Clogged sewer lines 
can also cause slow draining sinks and toilets.

Perform regular maintenance
•  Clean the e�uent filter every 6 months

•  Inspect solids in your system annually  

•  Pump the tank when indicated by annual inspections, 
    generally every 3-5 years

Protect your investment
•  Don’t park cars or drive over the drain field

•  Don’t plant trees or deep-rooted plants near your 
    septic system 

•  Keep roof drains, sump pumps, and other rainwater 
    drainage systems away from the drain field

Conserve water where possible
Excess water can flood your drain field
•  Install water saving fixtures and appliances

•  Turn o� the tap while brushing your teeth or doing 
    the dishes

•  Check for toilet and shower head leaks 

•  Run dishwasher and washing machine only when full


