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Protecting Your Drainfield
Your drainfield is one of the key elements in maintaining the health of your septic system, and represents a substantial investment. If you protect your drainfield from damage, and treat it right, you will save a considerable amount of money, time and work in the future. This newsletter will focus on actions you should and should not take to keep your drainfield healthy, and what landscaping alternatives are best. 

What You Should Avoid Putting Over Your Drainfield
· Plastic Sheeting or Weed-Reduction Fabric:  Oxygen in the soil is essential in breaking down sewage by soil microorganisms. Plastic reduces the air exchange that is needed in the drainfield soil. 
· Gravel, Mulch and Bark:  Not recommended over the drainfield, as they retain water and can also reduce the air exchange. 

· Carport, Driveway or Camper Pad:  Asphalt and concrete reduce the supply of oxygen to the soil and impede evaporation. Driving or parking over the drainfield can compact the soil and damage the pipes, as parts of the system may be only six inches below the surface. You should also avoid building anything over the reserve area (drainfield replacement area), as that area should be left undeveloped and protected from compaction.
· Tennis Court, Patio, Hot Tub, Shed, Kiddie Pool, and Playground Equipment:  All are high on the “no” list, as all reduce air exchange, prevent evaporation and compact soil. 

· Burn Pile:  Many folks have a designated area where they burn leaves and fallen branches in the fall, or just use as a campfire area for summer evenings. Remember, the plastic pipes can be just a matter of inches below the surface, so can easily melt if exposed to the high heat of a burn pile or fire pit. 

· Cattle or horses: Even one horse is not recommended over a drainfield. Livestock muddy and trample the soil in the winter, and compact it in the summer. If you have large dogs that use an enclosed dog run over the drainfield, you can encounter the same problems. 
· Rain Water:  Downspouts from gutters and stormwater diverted from patios should not be directed onto the drainfield or septic tank area. You can direct water away by using a small trench uphill from the drainfield. 

· Sprinkler Systems: You should keep water lines at least ten feet away from your septic tank and drainfield. If you have a sprinkler system near the septic system, be sure that it is fitted with approved backflow prevention devices so that no sewage can get into your household water. 

Preparing Your Drainfield for Planting

Planting over your drainfield will differ from the typical practices you’ve used with landscaping. You should try to avoid “working” the soil, as soil in a drainfield should remain undisturbed. Do not grade, level, cut or fill over your drainfield or reserve area. And you should not use a rototiller, since it not only disturbs the soil, but may damage the pipes that are near the surface. You can layer a couple of inches of topsoil on top of the drainfield, enough for shallow-rooted plants, but more than that can prevent the exchange of water and air. (And if you bring in any topsoil, be sure to keep any trucks or machinery off the drainfield!) 
Before planting, you should get out your copy of your “as-built” plan, so you can get a good idea of where your drainfield is located. If you do not have one handy, you can get a copy from the County’s Public Health Department.  Choose plants and other vegetation that require little in the way of watering and maintenance, and make sure that your planting plan does not include a vegetable garden, trees or shrubs over your drainfield or reserve area. Avoid “water-loving” plants over the drainfield, which include root vegetables, blackberries, cherry trees, willows, lilacs or poplars. Also remember that tall trees around the edges of the drainfield can block wind currents and sunlight, which are vital to help “wick” water out from the soil. Trees and large shrubs should be kept at least thirty feet from your drainfield, as they have extensive root systems that seek out wet areas like your drainfield. Consult an expert about your proposed trees and their root systems; you certainly don’t want roots growing into your pipes.
Does this mean you should avoid planting anything on top of the drainfield? No, quite the contrary; planting is preferred over bare soil, as it helps evaporate water and exchanges oxygen in your drainfield. What you should look for are shallow rooted plants that have low water requirements and that require little maintenance. A lawn is okay, as long as you don’t water it. Grasses are shallow rooted and can be ornamental, mowed in a traditional lawn, or left as an unmowed meadow. A meadow with a mix of shallow-rooted flowers and native grasses can be quite attractive, and also attracts wildlife. If you use a wildflower mix, buy fresh seeds that are adapted to our Northwest climate. Use a blend of annual and perennial seeds, and avoid mixes that contain hawkweed, knapweed and other plants considered to be noxious weeds in Washington State. Look for Washington State labeled packages that say “no detectable weeds” or “no noxious weeds”. 
What is preferred for planting on the drainfield are native species of plants. Adapted to our climate, these usually need less water and care. Drought resistant species are best. Look for shallow-rooted plants, and ones that don’t have roots that take over.  Likewise, fertilizers and chemicals should not be used over your drainfield, as these can kill the critters in the soil that are helping you dispose of your waste. 
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Kinnikinnick (Arctostaphylos uva-ursi)
Shallow-Rooted Plants for Northwest Drainfields
The following plants are some of those that are recommended as being both shallow-rooted and attractive for planting over drainfields. Check your drainfield location to see whether it is predominately in the shade, in partial sun, or in full sun before choosing.

Deep Shade (No Direct Sun)
· Carpet Bugle (Ajuga reptans): Groundcover with blue flowers in spring. 

· Japanese Spurge (Pachysandra terminalis): evergreen groundcover that forms a thick cover when established, blocking out weeds.
· Periwinkle (Vinca minor): evergreen groundcover, somewhat drought tolerant in shade, with blue flowers in spring. 
· Sword Fern (Polystichum munitum): Easy to grow, drought tolerant, native evergreen fern. Can also be grown in partial shade areas. 
· Irish Moss (Sagina): Not a true moss, but easier to grow. Mix with ferns and other plants for best results.
Partial Shade (Approx 4 hours sun daily)

· Blue Star Creeper: fast-growing groundcover has tiny blue flowers.
· Creeping Rubus (Rubus entalobus): an ornamental bramble, with decorative leaves and small flowers. Rooting carpet of stems can grow four feet per year. (May also work in full sun locations.) 
· Vaccinium “Well’s Delight” (Vaccinium crassifolium): dark, shiny evergreen leaves and small pinkish flowers. Three inch tall groundcover. (May also work in full sun locations.) 
Full Sun  (8 hours or more daily)

· Kinnikinnick (Arctostaphylos uva-ursi): drought tolerant when established, this native evergreen groundcover needs a well-drained soil. Not good for wet areas.
· Blue-Silver Fescue (Festuca cinema): clumping ornamental grass with blue-silver blades. Needs a well-drained soil. Not drought tolerant. 
· Blue Oat Grass (Helictotrichon sempervirens): requiring a well-drained soil, this ornamental grass features stiff evergreen blue blades. 
· Fountain Grass (Pennisetum alopercuroides): the arching stems on this fountain grass have soft clusters of fuzzy flowers, and grow up to 2 feet in height.
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Calendar of Events
Saturday, April 28, 2007. Sound Gardening Workshop. Camano Community Center, 9:30 am – 3 pm. This workshop will focus on bluff stability, composting, and will feature two bluff properties, both of which make use of native vegetation and composting. This event is funded by Puget Sound Action Team and is being sponsored by Island County Shore Stewards, WSU Beach Watchers, and WSU Waste Wise. Registration is required. Contact Beach Watchers office (360) 387-3443 ext 258 for current information, or email shorestewards@wsu.edu .
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