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GENERAL

This guideline is written to document the SFC policy on investigation and reporting of failed
on-site wastewater disposal systems (commonly referred to as septic systems).

The SFC has been installing septic systems since the early 1960s under Public Law 86-121.
Most of the installed systems have been composed of a septic tank and drainfield.  It is estimated
that SFC has constructed over 12,000 such systems on the Navajo Reservation to date.  The exact
life expectancy of such systems is unknown, but it is projected to be 20-30 years.  Many of the
systems installed are now approaching the end of their life expectancy or have exceeded it.

Before systems are constructed by SFC, homeowners must sign an Individual Agreement form
(Attachment A) indicating that they agree to operate and maintain the system.  This includes
inspecting the septic tank for scum and sludge levels and having the sludge and scum pumped
out on a periodic basis (normally every 3-5 years).  Homeowners may also attend training in
septic tank/drainfield maintenance sponsored by SFC.

There are various reasons systems can fail.  Most of the reasons are listed below:

1. Poor design.
2. Poor construction.
3. Inferior materials.
4. Lack of maintenance (pumping septic tank).
5. Overloaded system due to higher flows than initial design considered:  More people living

in the home; addition of a washing machine; doing laundry for more than home occupants.
6. Farm irrigation.
7. Collapsed septic tank due to abuse (driving over the tank).
8. Drainfield beyond useful life.
9. Compacted soil due to driving vehicles over drainfield.
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The SFC can control failures due to items 1, 2, and 3.  The homeowner has control over the
remainder.  Items 4 and 5 are probably the cause for most failures.

What can we do about failures?  SFC does not have a program to replace older failed septic
systems.  If a system has been under beneficial use for less than one year and was installed by the
SFC, it can be replaced under the standard SFC warranty if SFC determines that it is at fault.

Can SFC provide other forms of assistance?  SFC engineers are available (depending on
workload) to provide technical assistance to chapters and individual homeowners on how to
repair or replace failed systems.  Typically, the SFC can inspect the system to determine the
cause of failure and recommend what type of repair or replacement is needed.  SFC can test the
soil for suitability and size of system needed.  The SFC can determine the type and amount of
materials needed and where to get them.  If the homeowner does the work himself, SFC can
provide instruction on how to install the replacement system.  The SFC can also recommend
local contractors that can do the work.

It is important that any technical assistance or field contact be documented in the individual
homeowner folders and memos to the record.  Each field office shall also maintain a file on
failed septic systems.

Occasionally field offices will get referrals from Tribal Community Health Representatives and
Public Health Nurses on septic system failures.  Field investigation should be as stated above
with a formal follow-up reply including any recommendations.

SANITATION DEFICIENCY SYSTEM (SDS)

Projects that provide for the remediation of failed wastewater disposal systems are included in
SDS.  When scored correctly projects such as these typically score from 45 to 55 points in the
priority system, which puts them years away from funding.

If NTUA (or another operating utility) has discontinued water service to a home because the
home has a failed on-site waste water disposal system, then score the house for the health field as
you would any home without water.  This might get the score into a same-year funding range.
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