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aintaining Home
erobic Units

Ed Winant, P.E.

Editor's Note: This column is based on calls received over the National
Small Flows Clearinghouse (NSFC) technical assistance hotline. If you have
further questions conceming home aerobic treatment units, call (800) 624-
8301 or (304) 293-4191 and select option #2.

I recently had a home aerobic treatment unit installed at my house.

What are the advantages of this system and what kind of maintenance does it require?

The home aerobic unit (HAU), also commonly
called an aerobic treatment unit (ATU), provides
advanced treatment for wastewater from resi-
dences. They are often used when site conditions
require more advanced treatment than a septic
tank provides.

Basically, the ATU provides physical and biologi-

cal treatment of your home’s effluent (refer to Fig-
ure 1). Physical treatment includes settling out of
solids and greases, while biological treatment in-
valves using bacteria to clean up the wastewater.
This is the central function of the ATU. Bacteria are
naturally occurring in

The advantages to the homeowner of such a sys-
tem are numerots, especially when dealing with a
difficult site. Because ATUs provide a cleaner efflu-
ent, many states allow reductions in drainfield size
(sometimes written into the regulations as an in-
crease in the wastewater application rate) or separa-
tion distance. Separation distance is the vertical dis-
tance between the drainfield and a limiting layer, ei-
ther bedrock or the water table. So on smaller land
parcels, or areas with high groundwater, ATUs may
be permissible where standard systems will not
work. Additionally, some states allow surface

sewage and come in sev-
eral types.

Anaerobic bacteria
function without oxygen,
while aerobic bacteria
need oxygen to live. Fac-
ultative bacteria are capa-
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ble of using oxygen or liv-
ing without it if needed.

However, the aerobic
bacteria are much more
efficient in terms of clean-
ing the wastewater. Thus,
the ATU works by intro-
ducing air to the waste-
water treatment process,
allowing the aerobic bac-
teria to thrive. An ATU
sometimes includes a pre-
treatment settling tank to
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reduce solids, but all
ATUs have a settling tank

SLUDGE RETURN

after aeration to store the
sludge generated by the
aerobic treatment.

Mechanical Home Aerobic Treatment Unit
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the alarm being set off. It
would be an excellent idea
to extend this service con-
tract for the life of the sys-
tem. Research in West Vir-
ginia on homeowner main-
tenance of ATUs showed
that little effort was made
and the systems’ perform-
ance suffered accordingly.
Maintenance is key to
the performance of any on-
site system, but with more
components, and more me-
chanical or electrical com-
ponents, the need for prop-
er maintenance to enstre
proper functioning increases
dramatically with ATUs.
Homeowners frequently tell
TUBE of not having their septic
tanks pumped out for 20
years at a time or more, or
of dumping in excessive
amounts of bleaches, or
/ paints, or oil, or some other
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Figure 2 Compressed Air Home Aerobic Treatment Unit

discharge from an ATU if the effluent is disinfected.
Because each state has different regulations regard-
ing ATUSs, be sure to contact your local health de-
partment or local permitting agency before making
a decision regarding which system to use.

So the ATU is more efficient at wastewater treat-
ment than the septic tank, but at what price? First
of all, there is the electricity needed to run the aera-
tor. Aerators come in two types: air compressors
(Figure 2) and mechanical (propeller) (Figure 1) aer-
ators, either of which requires a small motor, typi-
cally less than 1 horse power (hp). These aerators
can also break down, so having an alarm system for
ATUs is mandatory. The alarm system includes a
flashing light and an audible buzzer, and should be
installed at the location of the ATU as well as inside
the house for maximum visibility.

Additionally, aerobic treatment generates more
sludge (which is kept within the tank itself) than
anaerobic processes in a septic tank. As most ATUs
are sized a bit smaller than standard septic tanks,
this means that sludge accumulation is more rapid
than with septic tanks, and pumping must occur
more frequently. Typically, pumping out an ATU
should be done every year.

Because of these increased maintenance con-
cemns, sales of ATUs typically include a two-year
service contract. The service contract should include
inspections of the unit every six months, pumping of
sludge when required, maintenance of the electrical
and mechanical components, replacement when
necessary, and responding to homeowner reports of

hazardous (to your onsite system) substance. These
practices will easily wreak an ATU, forcing expen-
sive repairs or replacements on the careless home-
owner. While no one likes to think about maintain-
ing a wastewater treatment system, the effort to
maintain it is much less than the cost of repairing or
replacing it.

These systems are like cars—with proper mainte-
nance, you get a long life and use from your vehi-
cle. But if you don’t change the oil, or check the air
in the tires, or keep the engine tuned, it quickly
loses its top performance. Take care of your onsite
wastewater system, and you can also expect a long
time of good performance.
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This is the Winter
1996 issue of Pipeline, a
newsletter published by
the NSFC that is written
primarily for the home-
owner. This issue discuss-
es ATUs in general terms, —
describing how they o
work, pros and cons, do’s
and don'ts, and system
maintenance. The cost for
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