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Septic Survey Results 
The goal of the Les Cheneaux Watershed Project (LCWP) 

is to help protect area water quality through education, 

best management practices, and long term land use     

planning.  As we approach the end of our three-year grant 

with the State of Michigan, we recognize the need for  

additional funding to continue our efforts to improve our 

unique watershed.  An area of concern that deserves more 

attention is the condition of our on-site septic systems 

(septic tanks and drain fields).   
 
In October of 2009, the LCWP sent out surveys to over 

1,600 Les Cheneaux residents to learn more about private 

on-site septic systems.  The survey results will help    

identify, quantify, and correct a problem that threatens our 

watershed.   
 
1,611 surveys mailed 

624 returned or 39 percent 

309 ñYesò responses ï Have septic system 

315 ñNoò responses ï Not on septic system 

 

The response rate for the survey was an incredible 39   

percent.  Of the 624 responses returned, 309 were from 

residents who have on-site septic systems.  As expected, a 

number of surveys (315) were returned from homes on the 

Clark Township public sewer system.  These, of course, 

were not included in the survey result tabulations. 
 
On the next two pages of this newsletter, we will         

summarize the results and, hopefully, provide some    

feedback that will help address areas of concern.  

Phragmites australis has invaded Les Cheneaux.  The 

invasive phragmites (frag-MY-teez), also known as 

common reed, is a perennial, wetland grass that can 

grow to a height of 16 feet.  P. australis is native to 

Michigan but an invasive cultural variant is becoming 

widespread and is threatening the ecological health of 

wetlands and coastal shorelines of the Great Lakes.  

The native, invasive and hybrid forms of these have 

been sighted in our area during the past two seasons. 

 

Phragmites is controllable.  We will have more infor-

mation in the next newsletter.  Until then, those of you 

wishing to learn more can begin by logging on to 

www.michigan.gov/deq. Enter ñphragmitesò in the 

search box in the upper right corner of the home page. 

Phragmites Found 

http://www.michigan.gov/deq
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Survey Results  
 
Age of Systems (Questions 1 and 7) - The average age of septic systems in our area is 21 years with a range 

from 1 year to 70 years. 
 
Septic systems are expected to last anywhere from 15 to 40 years depending on how they are maintained and if 

they are appropriately designed for the site.  Since the average age of the systems in our area is on the high side, 

particular attention should be given to proper use and maintenance.  Note:  Many of the old tanks in use in our 

watershed are made of steel and are rusting away.  These tanks will eventually collapse and need replacement. 
 
Solid Waste Products (Question 2) - Approximately 33 percent of the septic owners use a garbage disposal.   

Most of the respondents do not flush plastic or paper products other than toilet tissue. 
 
The experts recommend that you limit or restrict the use of a garbage disposal because it increases the amount 

of solids in the tank, making them slower to decompose.  Do not flush non-biodegradable materials such as 

plastics, disposable diapers, sanitary napkins, etc. because they rapidly fill up the tank and will clog the system. 
 
Household chemicals, paints, and cleaners (Question 3) - Approximately 16 percent of the respondents occa-

sionally pour household chemicals, paints, and/or cleaners down the drain. 
 
It is important to limit what types of liquids you pour down the drain.  Donôt allow paints, solvents, pesticides, 

motor oil, or disinfectants to get into your system.  They can pass directly through the system and contaminate 

groundwater; kill the microorganisms which decompose wastes; and can damage the soil in the drain field. 
 
Household Water Use (Question 4) - Many of the respondents make an effort to conserve water by using   

water conserving fixtures (191); fully loading washing machines (189); immediately repairing leaks (252); and 

shutting off water while brushing teeth (138). 
 
Limiting the use of water can go a long way in prolonging the life of the system.  Wastewater that enters the 

tank requires time to allow the solids to settle to the bottom.  The higher the volume of water that is introduced 

to the system, the less opportunity for solids to settle and the less opportunity the bacteria have to break down 

the solids. 
 
Members Per Household (Question 5) ï One person household - 12 percent; two person - 61 percent; three 

person - 7 percent; four person - 11 percent; and five or more - 9 percent. 
 
Many of the septic systems in the Les Cheneaux watershed are old, undersized systems that would not meet 

current standards.  When the size of a household increases, an undersized septic system is stressed which can 

cause system failure or back-ups into the home. 
 
Months In Residence (Question 6) ï Full-time - 30 percent; seasonal ï 70 percent. 
 
Many seasonal homes have been converted to year-round use or expanded to accommodate more people but the 

septic systems have not been improved. 
 
Size of Septic Tank (Question 8) ï 500 gallon -  42; 1,000 gallon ï 106; 1,500 gallon ï 19; 2,000 gallon ï 11; 

Donôt Know ï 125. 
 
Knowing basic information about your septic system is important in ensuring proper operation.  For   example, 

how often your tank needs cleaning depends on the size of the tank and the use it gets.  A tank needs to be sized 

properly to handle the number of people using the system.  Consult with the Health Department or a septic   

installer for sizing information. 
 
Is there an alarm on the holding tank? (Question 9) ï Yes - 20; No - 232; Donôt Know ï 48. 
 
Generally, alarms are installed on pumps that force effluent water to elevated drain fields.  Many of the new 

systems installed in our area, especially those near water, require an elevated absorption mound.  This is due to 

high water tables and lack of proper soils to treat the effluent. 
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Proximity of Well to Septic Tank (Question 10) ï Greater than 50 feet ï 285; Less than 50 feet ï 14; Donôt 

Know ï 5. 
 
For residential systems, the Health Department requires a minimum distance of 50 feet between the septic  

system (including the drain field) and the water well. 

 

How long since your septic tank has been pumped (Question 11) ï 0-5 years ï 172; 6 to 10 years ï 48;     

10 to 20 years ï 33; Donôt Know ï 49. 
 
Over half of the respondents have not had their septic tank pumped in over 5 five years.  The Health  Depart-

ment recommends pumping the septic tank every 3-5 years and that no ñadditivesò be put in the system.  There 

are plenty of bacteria present in a system that gets year around use.  (Exception: Tanks that get seasonal use 

may benefit from a bacteria boost from an additive (i.e. yeast, ñRid-X, etc.) after a long period of no use.) 
 
Drain Field Protection and Cover (Questions 12, 13, and 14) - Objects and activities kept away ï 293; 

Moderate use ï 5;  Donôt know where drain field is ï 6. 
 
Never park vehicles or place large objects on the drain field, as this will compact soil and reduce its  ability to 

treat wastewater.  It could also damage the network of pipes within the field.  The area over the drain field 

should be undisturbed with only a mowed grass cover.  Roots from nearby trees and shrubs may clog and  

damage pipe. 
 
Flow of Water In Plumbing System (Question 15) ï Drain flow normal ï 290; Slowly at times ï 10;  Slowly 

most of the time ï 5. 
 
Reduction of the flow of water in your plumbing system could be attributed to a number of problems:  clogged 

pipes; possible failing septic system; roots in drain field or effluent line; saturated soils;  etc.  
 
Detection of Odors (Question 16) ï No odors ï 279; Odors periodically ï 24; Persistent odor ï 1. 
 
Signs of septic system failure include odors; surfacing sewage; wet spots or lush vegetation on or near the 

drain field; plumbing or septic tank back-ups; slow draining fixtures; or gurgling sounds in the plumbing    

system.  If you notice any of these signs, contact the sanitarian of the District Health Department or a septic 

system contractor for assistance. 
 
Soil Over the Drain Field (Question 17) ï Firm and dry ï 272; Sometimes wet ï 28; Wet ï 2. 
 
Wet spots or lush vegetation on or near the drain field are signs of a septic system failure. 
 
Coliform Bacteria in Well Water (Question 18) ï Water tested with no coliform ï 153; Water tested and 

found to contain coliform ï 7; Well not tested ï 68;  Do not have a well ï 72. 
 
Periodic water testing of your well water is recommended to ensure that the well isnôt contaminated.  Water 

test bottles and instructions are available at the Clark Township offices in Cedarville. 
 
Do you pump lake water into your home? (Question 19) ï Yes ï 78; No ï 228. 
 
Many existing homes still rely on shallow wells and surface water intakes for water supplies. These residents 

are in danger of exposure to bacterial contamination in their drinking water and through body contact with the 

water.   
 
If you use lake water, what is the purpose?  (Question 20) ï Drinking ï 28; Bathing ï 75; Dishes ï 73, 

Cooking ï 45. 
 
While the use of lake water in existing homes has not been banned, it is certainly discouraged by the Health 

Department.  Any proposed use of lake water for drinking, bathing, or general household use should be       

discussed with the LMAS Health Department.  
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Watershed Project  

Nearing Completion 
As the Les Cheneaux Watershed Project approaches the 

end of the grant period, project staff wishes to extend 

our gratitude to the Les Cheneaux community and our 

many project partners who helped us accomplish our 

project goals.   

 

The Les Cheneaux Watershed Project has remained 

steadfast in our mission to lessen non-point source     

pollution and improve, protect, and restore the high 

quality waters of the Les Cheneaux watershed and  

northern Lake Huron.    

 

The project was funded by a grant from the Department 

of Environmental Quality and executed by the         

Chippewa/East Mackinac Conservation District. 

Les Cheneaux Watershed Project  
February 1, 2007 to December 31, 2009  

 
Summary of Accomplishments  

Three road and stream crossings improved  

200õ of streambank stabilized  

Three hazardous waste collection events  

3,800õ of shoreline permanently protected 

1,300õ of creek permanently protected 

Assisted in Master Plan and ordinance update  

Six public workshops  

Surveys  

Web site and resource library  

Reductions 

179 tons sediment reduced annually  

176 lbs phosphorus reduced annually  

352 lbs nitrogen reduced annually  

25,000 pounds of hazardous waste  


