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Guidance for Septic Systems Before, 
During, and After a Power Outage

This resource provides guidance for septic system users before, during, and after a 
power outage. Understanding your septic system type, location, and components before 
a power outage occurs will make this guide more useful. Please visit neha.org to access 
educational resources for septic system users.

Background

Safety Reminders

 Get help from a septic system service 
professional for steps with this 
symbol:      You can find septic system 
service professionals through local 
health departments, departments of 
environmental quality, departments 
of natural resources, or university 
extension services.

 Make sure you turn off power to 
the septic system and all cords are 
unplugged before inspecting the area. 
There is danger of electrical shock and 
damage to your septic system.

 Wear rubber gloves and eye 
protection when inspecting septic 
system components. Wash your 
hands thoroughly, throw away gloves, 
and wash any contaminated clothes 
when finished.  

 Steps with a      only apply to pressure  
distribution systems.

 Get help from a septic system service 
professional if any of the steps feel 
unsafe in your situation or if your 
system loses power.

 If sewage has backed up, stay out of 
the affected area until it has been 
disinfected or the contaminated 
materials have been removed.

 Never enter the pump chamber or 
septic tank. Gases inside the pump 
chamber and septic tank are poisonous 
and the lack of oxygen can be fatal.
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Before the Power Outage

Always keep your septic system well maintained; a well-maintained septic system is 
better able to withstand the stresses of a power outage. If you live in an area where 
power outages are common, take these steps to protect your septic system.

- Know and document all components of your septic system. Take photos of the 
connections and system components. These photos will be helpful if components 
are destroyed and you need to replace them or file insurance claims. Make sure your 
photos and/or documents include:
 Septic tank location
 Septic system records or drawings
 Electrical components

- Gravity systems do not require, but may include, components that require 
electricity, including:  
 Blowers
 Chemical feeders 
 Lights
 Aerobic treatment units
 Sand filters 
 Recirculating media filters  
 Elevated sand mounds 
 Generator (if applicable)

- Pressure distribution systems may include the above components, in addition to:   
 Pumps
 Flow equalization tanks 
 Low pressure distribution
 Subsurface drip distribution 
 Spray distribution 
 Peat systems, if having to pump effluent to drain field



3

During the Power Outage

- Gravity based systems should operate normally during a power outage. If there 
are signs of damage such as erosion or the plumbing is draining slowly call a septic 
system service professional.  

- If you have a pressure distribution or other system/components that require 
electricity to operate, reduce water use and see the guidance below on temporary 
toilets. Wastewater will collect in the system during the power outage and must be 
treated and dispersed when power returns. 

- Reduce water use during the power outage. 
 Take short showers
 Limit laundry and dishwashing 
 Turn off the water while brushing teeth, shaving, or rinsing dishes
 Do not flush the toilet each time it’s used for liquid waste 

- Turn oϜ power to the system at the circuit breaker and unplug all power cords.

-  Inspect your system and contact a septic system service professional if any of 
the issues below are found.
 Damaged piping, risers or manway covers 
 Exposed electrical wiring to control boxes
 Unlevel ground
 Damage to the disposal field 
 Odor or visible evidence of sewage
 Exposed septic system components
 Settling or breakage away from pipe
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OTHER SYSTEMS
If you have an advanced treatment unit or any other type of onsite wastewater treatment 

system not addressed above, contact a septic system service professional or your local 
health department.

    On-Demand Systems

- ϥf the pump is controlled by ɳoat controls and is oϜ for more than six hours, 
follow these steps to pump the accumulated effluent to the drain field at a 
reasonable rate. 
 Turn off power to the pump at the circuit breaker while the power is out.
 When the power is back on, turn the pump on for 5 minutes and off for 6 
hours. This supplies a limited amount of effluent into the drain field. If there was 
little water use during the power outage, the pump may automatically turn off 
during the first manual dosing.
 Reduce water use and continue the 5-minute pumping every 6 hours 
until the pump turns off automatically during a dosing interval. 
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SOURCES
https://texashelp.tamu.edu/browse/disaster-recovery-information/restoring-your-home-belongings/onsite-wastewater-treatment-systems/ 

http://www.kingcounty.gov/depts/health/environmental-health/piping/onsite-sewage-systems/maintenance/power-outage.aspx 
http://www.myaerobicseptic.com/poweroutage.html 

https://www.doh.wa.gov/portals/1/Documents/Pubs/337-147.pdf
https://www.doh.wa.gov/CommunityandEnvironment/WastewaterManagement/SepticSystem/TypesofSystems 

Temporary Toilets

If your septic system appears to be damaged and cannot be used, one option is a temporary 
toilet. Only use a temporary toilet if there are no functioning toilets available and the 
power outage is expected to last several days.

- Temporary toilets options include:
 Check to see if you can stay somewhere else 
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