
FARM•A•SYST
Farmstead Assessment System

Information derived from Farm•A•Syst worksheets is intended only to provide general information and recommendations to farmers
regarding their own farmstead practices. It is not the intent of this educational program to keep records of individual results.

Worksheet 6

Assessing the Risk of Groundwater Contamination from
Household Wastewater Treatment

How will this worksheet help me protect my drinking water?

• It will take you step by step through your household wastewater treatment practices.
• It will rank your activities according to how they might affect the groundwater that

provides your drinking water supplies.
• It will provide you with easy-to-understand rankings that will help you analyze the

“risk level” of your household wastewater treatment practices.
• It will help you determine which of your practices are reasonably safe and effective,

and which practices might require modification to better protect your drinking water.

How do I complete the worksheet?

Follow the directions at the top of the chart on the next page. It should take you about
15–30 minutes to complete this worksheet and figure out your ranking.

Why should I be concerned?

Virtually all farms use a septic system or similar onsite wastewater treatment system.
While these systems are generally economical and safe, household wastewater can
contain contaminants that degrade water quality for domestic and livestock uses.

Potential contaminants in household wastewater include disease-causing bacteria,
infectious viruses, household chemicals, and excess nutrients such as nitrate. Viruses
can infect the liver, causing hepatitis. Some organisms can also infect the lining of the
intestine, causing gastroenteritis (vomiting and diarrhea). Coliform bacteria found in
your well water indicate that the water is potentially dangerous for drinking and food
preparation. Your wastewater treatment system is one potential  source, along with
livestock facilities and poor well construction.

The quantity of wastewater can also present an environmental concern. Too much water
entering the home treatment system reduces the efficiency of the system and can shorten
its life.

Your drinking water is least likely to be contaminated if you follow appropriate man-
agement procedures and dispose of wastewater at least 400 feet downslope of your water
source. Even with large separation distances, proper disposal practices are essential to
avoid risking contamination that could affect the water supplies and health of others.

The goal of Farm•A•Syst is to help you protect the groundwater that supplies your
drinking water.

This file is for historical purposes only and may not reflect current practices. For current recommendations, contact K-State Research and Extension. 
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Glossary
Household Wastewater Treatment

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

Aerobic tank: An aerated tank which produces a high-quality effluent similar to that of a
municipal treatment system.

Approved disposal site: A site for land application of wastewater or septage that meets
local requirements and is approved by the local health department.

Cesspool: Covered excavation in the ground that receives sewage directly from a
building’s sewer system. It is designed to retain the organic matter and solids, and permit
liquid to seep into soil cavities. Cesspools are prohibited in Kansas and are a high risk
for groundwater contamination.

Clear water infiltration:  Entry of water that does not need treatment—such as rainfall
or tile drainage through direct plumbing, unsealed joints, access ports and cracks—into a
wastewater treatment system.

Design capacity: Maximum volume of liquid a particular wastewater treatment system is
designed to handle. For systems that include subsurface wastewater disposal, capacity is
affected by system maintenance and the soil’s ability to accept and treat sewage effluent.
In filling out the worksheet, if you don’t know the design capacity of your system, use
150 gallons per bedroom per day as an estimate.

Effluent: Liquid discharged from a septic tank or other treatment process.

Holding tank:  An approved watertight receptacle for the collection and holding of
wastewater.

Hydraulic loading rate: The volume of wastewater discharged per unit area per unit
time.

Off-site disposal: Disposal of wastewater or septage over 1,200 feet from the farmstead
or off the farm, such as at a municipal treatment plant or approved disposal site.

Scum: Floatable solids, such as grease and fat.

Seepage pit (dry well): Underground receptacle constructed to permit disposal of
septic tank effluent, treated wastes or clear wastes by soil absorption through its
bottom and walls. This is the least desirable soil treatment system.

Septage: Settled, partially decomposed solids resulting from wastewater treatment in a
septic tank.

Soil absorption: Use of soil contact in treating effluent to minimize its contamination
potential. Can be done through use of a conventional lateral field (trenches); shallow-in-
ground, at-grade or mound absorption field; or by using a seepage pit (see above).

Wastewater lagoon: A shallow pond of uniform depth used for treatment of domestic
sewage.

This file is for historical purposes only and may not reflect current practices. For current recommendations, contact K-State Research and Extension. 
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1. 2.

This file is for historical purposes only and may not reflect current practices. For current recommendations, contact K-State Research and Extension. 
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This file is for historical purposes only and may not reflect current practices. For current recommendations, contact K-State Research and Extension. 
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This file is for historical purposes only and may not reflect current practices. For current recommendations, contact K-State Research and Extension. 
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This file is for historical purposes only and may not reflect current practices. For current recommendations, contact K-State Research and Extension. 



Diagram of Wastewater Treatment System
Show the location of the elements of your wastewater treatment system. Be sure to indicate distances
and special features of system to allow locating parts of the system which are underground, and any

water supply wells or surface water bodies which are located nearby.

Example

This file is for historical purposes only and may not reflect current practices. For current recommendations, contact K-State Research and Extension. 



What do I do with these rankings?
Step 1:Begin by determining your overall household wastewater risk rank. Total the rankings for the

categories you completed and divide by the number of categories you ranked:

            _____  divided by  _____  equals

 3.6–4=low risk  2.6–3.5=low to moderate risk  1.6–2.5=moderate to high risk  1–1.5=high risk

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

Enter your boxed household wastewater risk rank on page 1 of Worksheet 9. Later you
will compare this risk rank with other farmstead management rankings. Worksheet 8 will
help you identify your farmstead’s site conditions (soil type, soil depth and bedrock characteris-
tics), and Worksheet 9 will show you how these site conditions affect your risk rankings.

Step 2:Look over your  rankings for individual activities:
•Low-risk  practices (4’s)—ideal; should be your goal despite cost and effort
•Low-to-moderate-risk practices (3’s)—provide reasonable groundwater protection
•Moderate-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 overall risk rank, 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 6-7 of Worksheet 9.

Step 3:Read Fact Sheet 6, Improving Household Wastewater Treatment, if you haven’t already. Con-
sider how you might modify your farmstead practices to better protect your drinking water.

*Carry your answer out
to one decimal place.

*

# of categories
ranked

total of rankings   risk rank
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