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Water Conservation and Your Septic System
It may seem unusual to be reading an article regarding water conservation during one of the rainiest winters on record. We usually think of conserving water to reduce the impact on our precious aquifers or to stop overuse that may result in salt water intrusion in our wells. The primary reason to conserve water during a rainy winter, though, is to extend the life of our septic systems and to minimize the chances of having our septic systems polluting our environment. 
Water use during the winter is usually indoors. There is no need to water our lawns and gardens, and few of us wash our cars out in the cold and rain. A family of 4 typically uses about 260 gallons of water a day, according to the University of Minnesota Extension, with about 75% being used in the bathroom: 40% being used by toilets and 35% by the faucets and shower/bath. Kitchen use accounts for about 15%, and another 10% is used in washing clothes. Unless you are served by a municipal sewer, this water flows into your septic tank, with an equal amount flowing from the tank into your drainfield. Much of the water that flows into your drainfield percolates down through the soil, losing its toxicity as it flows towards the aquifer. This can take up to several years, depending on how permeable the soil is beneath the drainfield. Some of the water evaporates, or is absorbed through the root systems of vegetation planted over the drainfield, transpiring into the air. During long periods of rain, however, the soil over the drainfield may become saturated, reducing the evaporation process and thereby reducing the ability of our drainfield to do its job. During times like this it is very important for us to help our septic systems by reducing the amount of water that flows into them. 
Reducing Water Use in the Kitchen and Utility Room
Washing clothes and dishes, along with other water uses in the kitchen, accounts for about a quarter of our household use. The most obvious way to cut back on water use here is to not wash dishes or laundry when we only have partial loads. A typical top loading washing machine uses 50-60 gallons for older models, and about 40 gallons for newer models. That is up to twice the amount of water used in a half full bathtub! A dishwasher can use 12-15 gallons in an older model or 6-9 gallons in a newer model. The pre-rinse cycle can add another 3-5 gallons to this total. You can see how waiting until you have a full load can save the amount of water that flows into your septic system. When you are in the market for a new washing machine, consider buying a front loading machine. A new front loading machine typically uses just 17-28 gallons of water. 
When our household water flows into the septic tank it churns up the liquid that is already in the tank. There is a sludge layer on the bottom of the tank and a scum layer in the top of the tank, typically separated by water. When too much wastewater enters the tank, these layers can be disturbed, moving sediments into our drainfield. One way that we can reduce this churning is to limit our number of wash loads. Rather than delegating one day of the week as “wash day”, it is suggested that you spread out the use of your washing machine and dishwasher throughout the week. It is recommended that you wash only one load of clothes or dishes a day. If you are using a water softener that is connected to the septic system, be aware that recharging your system as infrequently as possible will avoid overuse of water and overloading of your septic system. 
Water Use Reduction in the Bathroom
Federal and state standards regulate the amount of water that can be used in newly-installed toilets and showers. New toilets, for example, use only 1.6 gallons of water per flush. High efficiency toilets are also available, including dual-flush and pressure-assist models, and which use at least 20% less water than the 1.6 gallon models. The 1.6 gallon models that first appeared on the marketplace when these new regulations went into effect were not nearly as efficient as the models they replaced, but new technology has taken care of that. Replacing your older toilet with a new model will save almost two gallons of water per flush. If you want to keep using your old toilet, devices are available to reduce the amount of water used. These include displacement bags, toilet dams, or adjustable flappers. Never try to reduce water use by placing a brick in the toilet; bricks will eventually dissolve and tiny pieces may clog your plumbing. 
Install a water efficient showerhead that uses no more than 2.5 gallons of water per minute, which is the current standard. A standard shower head uses 5 - 10 gallons of water per minute. There are several manufacturers, however, who are selling showerheads for spa-like upscale bathrooms that exceed federal and local regulations and use a tremendous amount of water. These models may be in the form of huge “rain” showerheads, multiple showerheads, and showerheads with dozens of high-power jets. Many of these showerheads are technically illegal to sell, but high demand has prompted some manufacturers and retailers to skirt the law. Though your shower experience may be intense, with up to 13 gallons per minute being used by a twelve inch “rain” showerhead, you will also quickly drain your hot water tank. That is a very large amount of water to enter your septic tank in a short time period!
If you don’t already have them, install low-flow aerators on your kitchen and bathroom faucets. These reduce splashing and water use, and are easy to install. Recommended flow is 2.2 gallons per minute for kitchen faucets and 1.5 gallons per minute for bathroom faucets.

Leaks: The Hidden Water Waster
Leaks are often a hidden user of water that may have a big impact on your septic tank. If you have a water meter, turn off all water in your house and take a reading. Don’t use any water for a half hour and check the meter again. If your meter shows that water was used, you have a leak that needs to be repaired. 

Leaking faucets can usually be repaired by simply replacing worn washers. A slow, steady drip of 100 drops per minute will put 350 gallons of extra water into your septic system per month. A small stream can result in 2,000 – 2,700 gallons per month – a huge impact on your system! 

Do you hear your toilet “running”? If so, it can use up to two gallons of water per minute! Up to 7,000 gallons of water can be wasted per month by a silent toilet leak. Leak detectors can be purchased at most plumbing supply stores or hardware stores. A simple test can be done by putting some food coloring in the tank. After ten minutes, check the inside of the bowl. If the water in the bowl is colored, you have a silent leak. These leaks are usually caused by a worn flapper valve (the rubber-like stopper in the bottom of the tank that lifts up when the handle is pushed) or a fill valve. These are inexpensive and are relatively easy to replace by most do-it-yourselfers. Instructions are printed on the packages. 

Reducing water use in your home by installing efficient appliances and fixtures, modifying your water use habits, and eliminating wasteful leaks will extend the useful life of your septic system and drainfield, which will lessen your chances of polluting the Sound and harming marine life on your beach. 
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Conservation Plant Sales

Looking to add native plants to your landscaping?  Every year thousands of tree and shrub seedlings are sold at conservation district sponsored plant sales for wildlife habitat, reforestation, wind/visual screens and erosion control. Below are a few of the sales in the north Puget Sound region. If you go to the website of the Snohomish Conservation District below, you will find information for sales in the counties of King, Pierce, Kitsap, San Juan, Thurston, Jefferson and Clallam. 
WHIDBEY ISLAND CONSERVATION DISTRICT SALE

The Whidbey Island Conservation District is currently taking orders for the 2006 Native Plant Sale.  Order Forms are available by calling the district office at (360) 678-4708 or online at www.whidbeycd.org.  The sale is by pre-order only. Must pay in full by February 1st. Pick-up dates are February 23rd and 24th, 2006. 

SNOHOMISH CONSERVATION DISTRICT SALE

March 3rd and 4th is the 21st Annual Conservation Sale sponsored by the Snohomish Conservation District at the Monroe Fairgrounds. Pre-sale only. For more information or a copy of their catalog, go to their website at http://www.snohomishcd.org , or call them at 425-335-5634, ext. 4. The Snohomish Conservation District serves Snohomish County and Camano Island. 
SKAGIT CONSERVATION DISTRICT PLANT SALE

Order sheet can be found at http://www.skagitcd.org/plant_sale.htm.  Plant sales are on a first-come, first-serve basis at the open sales on Friday, March 17th from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., Saturday, March 18th from 9 a.m. to 1 p.m. and Saturday, April 8th from 9 a.m. to 1 p.m.   Preorders are not accepted.  For further information, please call the Skagit CD at 360-428-4313. Sale is in Bow. 
WHATCOM CONSERVATION DISTRICT PLANT SALE

March 18th, 8 am – 3 pm. Information can be seen at their website, http://www.whatcomcd.org .  Plant sales are on a first-come, first-serve basis on day of sale. Pre-orders require 50% pre-payment and must be received in the District office by March 13, 2006. For further information, please call the Whatcom CD at 360 354 2035 ext 3. Sale is in Langley.
Calendar of Events

Wednesday, January 18th, 7:00 pm: Beavers. Backyard Wildlife Habitat program: Jake Jacobsen, Watershed Steward for Snohomish County Surface Water Management,  will review the characteristics and habitats of beavers, the clever engineers of the natural world, at the Camano Multipurpose Center, 141 East Camano Drive. Learn how their dams help create extended habitat for other species and benefit us by slowing destructive floodwaters, reducing erosion, and improving water quality.  Jacobsen, considered the "beaver expert" for Washington State, will share methods that have been developed to mitigate conflicts and coexist with beavers in order to promote restoration of wetlands and maintain a healthy environment.  FOCIP members will guide a follow-up field trip on Sat., Jan. 21, to view beaver dams on  Kristoferson Creek and at Iverson Spit Preserve.  Meet at 9:30 a.m. at the Beach Watcher Office, 121 N. East Camano Dr, next to  the Camano Island Annex.
Saturday, January 28th, 9:00 am - 4:00 pm:  “Ways of Whales” workshop held at Coupeville Middle School Performing Arts Center, Whidbey Island. The region’s best experts on whales. Cost: $20.00. For additional information, go to www.orcanetwork.org, or contact Susan Berta at susan@orcanetwork.org, or at 1-8666-ORCANET, or 360-678-3451. 
March 2, 2006: WSU Beach Watchers training on Camano Island and Whidbey Island.  Training will be held on Tuesdays and Thursdays from 9:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. On Camano, training will be March 2nd through April 27th. Registration for Camano Island training is now full. 

On Whidbey, training will be in March and in October, with a break in the months between.  You receive 100 hours of university level training that is free in a large variety of subjects. There is a $25 fee to cover the cost of reproducing the training manual, which every trainee receives.  There are several field trips during the training.

In return for training, Beach Watchers are expected to volunteer 50 hours each year for two years.  There are many ways to volunteer, and volunteer hours add up quickly.  Volunteers have a lot of fun working together, and enjoy monthly meetings and occasional field trips. For additional information, you can contact Scott Chase at contact number below.

Saturday, April 22nd, Noon – 5 pm: Camano 101.  Join Shore Stewards, WSU Beach Watchers, WSU Waste Wise, and several other groups at Four Springs Park on Camano Island for an afternoon of fun and entertainment! Groups will give demonstrations in this beautiful new Island County park, with several activities for the public to join in! Additional details to follow. 
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