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Assessing the Risk of Groundwater Contamination from
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Why should | be concerned?

Virtualy all farmsuseaseptic systemor similar onsitewastewater treatment system.
Whilethesesystemsaregenerally economical and safe, househol d wastewater can
contai ncontaminantsthat degradewater quality for such usesasdrinking, stock
watering, food preparationand cleaning.

Potentia contaminantsinhousehold wastewater includedisease-causing bacteria, infec-
tiousviruses, household chemicals, and excessnutrients, such asnitrate. Virusescan
infecttheliver, causinghepatitis. They cana soinfect theliningof theintestine, causing
gastroenteritis(vomitinganddiarrhea). If coliformorganisms(agroup of indicator
bacteria) arefoundinyour well water, they show that thewater ispotentially dangerous
for drinkingandfood preparation. Y our septic systemisonepotential source, alongwith
livestock yardsand others.

Thequantity of wastewater can al so present an environmental concern. Toomuchwater
enteringthehometreatment systemreducestheefficiency of thesystemandcan
shortenitslife.

Y our drinkingwater isleast likely to becontaminatedif youfollow appropriate manage-
ment proceduresor dispose of wastewater inany locationthat isoff thefar m site. How-
ever, proper offsitedisposal practi cesareessential toavoid risking contaminationthat
could affect thewater suppliesand health of others.

Thegoal of FarmeA«Syst isto help you protect thegroundwater that suppliesyour
drinkingwater.

How will this worksheet help me protect my drinking water?

*Itwill takeyou step by step throughyour househol d wastewater treatment practices.
eItwill rank your activitiesaccording to how they might affect thegroundwater that
providesyour drinkingwater supplies.

eItwill provideyouwith easy-to-understand rankingsthat will helpyou analyzethe
“risklevel” of your household wastewater treatment practices.

*Itwill hel pyou determinewhich of your practicesarereasonably safeand effective,
andwhich practicesmight requiremodificationto better protect your drinkingwater.

How do | complete the worksheet?

Follow thedirectionsat thetop of the chart onthe next page. 1t should takeyou about
15-30 minutesto compl etethisworksheet and figureout your ranking.

Information derived from FarmeA«Syst worksheetsisintended only to provide general information and recommendations to farmers
regarding their own farmstead practices. It isnot the intent of this educational program to keep records of individual results.
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W6.2

Glossary

Household Wastewater Treatment

These terms may help you make more accurate assessments when compl eting
Worksheet #6. They may also help clarify some of the terms used in Fact Sheet #6.

Approved disposal site: A sitefor land application of wastewater or tank pumpagethat meets
statestandardsandisapproved by theNew Mexico Environment Department.

Cesspool: Covered excavationinthegroundthat receivessewagedirectly fromabuilding’s
sanitary drainagesystem. Itisdesignedtoretaintheorganic matter and solidsand permitliquid
toseepintosoil cavities. Cesspool sare prohibitedin New Mexico.

Clear water infiltration: Entry of water into asystemthat doesnot needtreatment, suchas
rainfall ortiledrainage, through unseal edjoints, accessportsand cracks.

Design capacity: Maximumvolumeof liquidthat can betreatedinaparticul ar wastewater
treatment system. For systemsthat i nclude subsurfacewastewater disposal and distribution,
capacity isalsobased onthesoil’ sability to accept and treat sewageeffluent. Infilling out the
worksheet, if youdon’ t know thedesign capacity of your system, use 150 gallonsper bedroom
per day asan estimate.

Effluent: Liquiddischarged fromaseptictank or other treatment tank.

Holdingtank: Anapprovedwatertight receptacl efor thecollectionand hol ding of sewage.
Hydraulicloadingrate: Thevolumeof wastedischarged per unit areaper unittime.

Off-sitedisposal: Disposal of wastewater or ludgeoff thefarm, asat amunicipal treatment
plant or approved disposal site.

Scum: Floatablesolids, suchasgreaseandfat.

Seepagepit (dry well): Underground receptacl e constructed to permit disposal of septictank
effluent, treated wastesor clear wastesby soil absorptionthroughitsbottomandwalls.

Sludge: Settleable, partialy decomposed solidsresultingfrombiological, chemica or physica
wastewater treatment.
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What do | do with these rankings?

Step 1: Begin by determining your overall household wastewater risk ranking. Total the rankings
for the categories you completed and divide by the number of categories you ranked:

*

*Carry your answer out

divided by a_“ual S to one decimal place.

tota of rankings # of categories risk ranking
ranked

3.64=low risk 2.6-3.5=low to moderate risk 1.6-2.5=moderate to high risk 1-1.5=high risk

This ranking gives you an idea of how your household wastewater practices as a whole might be
affecting your drinking water. This ranking should serve only as a very general guide, not a
precise diagnosis. Because it represents an averaging of many individua rankings, it can mask
any individual rankings (such as 1's or 2's) that should be of concern. (See Step 2.)

Enter your boxed household wastewater risk ranking on page W12.1. Later you will
compare this risk ranking with other farmstead management rankings. Worksheet #11 will help
you identify your farmstead’ s site conditions (soil type, soil depth and bedrock characteristics), and
Worksheet #12 will show you how these site conditions affect your risk rankings.

Step 2: Look over your rankings for individua activities:
eLow-risk practices (4's): ideal; should be your goal despite cost and effort
L ow-to-moder ate-risk practices (3's): provide reasonable groundwater protection
*Moder ate-to-high-risk practices (2's): inadequate protection in many circumstances
*High-risk practices (1's): inadequate; pose a high risk of polluting groundwater

Regardless of your overal risk ranking, any individual rankings of “1” require immediate
attention. Some concerns you can take care of right away; others could be major—or costly—
projects, requiring planning and prioritizing before you take action.

Find any activities that you identified as 1's and list them under “High-Risk Activities’
on pages W12.6-W12.7 of Worksheet #12.

Step 3: Read Fact Sheet #6, Improving Household Wastewater Treatment, and consider how you might
modify your farmstead practices to better protect your drinking water.

Written by Jim O. Peterson, James C. Converse, and E. Jerry Tyler. Revised by Marsha Duttle, Plant
Sciences Department, New Mexico State University Cooper ative Extension Service.
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