
Hello readers, I’m Eli Robinson, and I’ve just been brought on as a 
Water Resources Educator with Mason County WSU Extension. A bit 
about me: I’m from upstate New York and I love to ski, cycle, cook 
and spend time around water. After attending college in Walla Walla I 
worked with Utah State University to educate the public about the 
importance of clean water. I am excited to work in a place where 
water is ingrained into our local economy and culture in so many 
ways. 

What do I do? Well I’m open to suggestions (no really, stop by the 

Mason County extension office at 303 N 4th St in Shelton, I’ll be in 
M-W-F): my goal is to educate residents of Mason County on what 
they can do to help keep our streams, rivers and bays clean. Usually, 

this means doing all we can to stop potential pollutants (household waste, soil and fertilizers) from 
running off of our lands and into local waterways.  

In this article I’ll be discussing the basic structure and function of septic systems as well as the risks 
failing systems pose to our local waterways. Septic systems are a practical way to safely dispose of 
household waste in rural areas where sewer systems are not practical. Unfortunately, when these 
systems fail they can do a surprising amount of damage to the health of local streams, rivers, lakes and 
bays.  

Broken systems (septic tanks can overflow, or the pipes in the drain field can clog and/or rupture) leech 
bacteria, viruses, organic matter and nutrients into local waters. Broken septic systems have been 
responsible for shellfish beach closures across Mason County. These closures are triggered when water 
tests turn up high levels of E. coli. Leaking septic systems not only threaten the aquaculture industry but 
also sicken recreationalists, increase the likelihood of algae blooms and oxygen free “dead zones” and 
even potentially contaminate our groundwater. 
 
A properly functioning septic system works like a miniature wastewater treatment plant:  bacteria, which 
need food (your waste) and air, do most of the work.  
 
Waste leaves the home, settling into the septic tank, where solids settle out to the bottom and a scum of 
oils etc. forms on the surface. As you might imagine, this scum and sludge will build up over time, and 
can “clog” the pipe that runs out to your drain field. Homeowners will need to have their tanks pumped to 
remove this sludge every 1-5 years, depending on the size of the household (more people, more often) 
and the size of the tank (smaller, more often). 

The liquid that remains flows out of the tank and into the drain field where it enters the soil through a 
series of perforated pipes. Helpful bacteria reside in the soil and remove organic matter and potentially 
dangerous pathogens from the water before it percolates down into the water table. In order to keep the 
drain field functioning, trees need to be kept out of the area (their roots can rupture or clog pipes in the 
drain field) and the area needs to be kept dry (no excessive watering, grass is perfect for covering your 
drain field).  

This summer and fall I will be holding septic system education classes designed to educate homeowners 
on the different types of septic systems, and how to inspect and maintain them. If you’re interested, email 
me at eli.robinson@wsu.edu or give me a call at 427-9670 ext. 682.  

For more information regarding the Mason County WSU Extension office call 360-427-9670 Ext. 
680, or visit our website at http://mason.wsu.edu    
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