
The Stick Test
Septic tanks are mainly settling chambers. They allow time for solids and scum to separate 

Septic tanks should be checked for 

get on a predictable pumping schedule.

size of the tank, the number of people in 
the household, and the amount and type 
of solids entering the tank. 
You can hire a professional or inspect 
your septic tank yourself. The “stick test” 
procedure below will guide you through 
the steps of measuring the amount of 

the working capacity of the tank, and 
determining whether the tank needs pumping.  A more complete inspection includes 

Step 1

risers installed so you won’t need to dig down each time 

The diagram at left shows the tops of the two most 

found on newer tanks and the bottom one is usually found 
on older septic tanks. In most cases, the hole to the left is 

Inspecting 
Your 

Septic Tank

It’s not so 
bad...really!

unobstructed.

be unobstructed and 
the pipe sealed to the 
tank.

unobstructed and the 

at the bottom of the 

the bottom of the pipe. The pipe must be well 
sealed to the tank.

obstruction.

For more information on septic system care, 
inspection and maintenance, contact:  

Thurston County Environmental Health
 

 
www.co.thurston.wa.us/health/ehoss

In this picture, looking down an 

the pipe, indicating a bad seal.

Safety and Cleanup



Step 2 — Measuring the Scum Level
(SC).

scum stick o 

open ends.

o, gently pull up on the stick until you feel the bottom of the 
scum layer. 

thickness of the scum layer (SC).

Step 3 — Measuring the Sludge Level
(SL).

.  To make the sludge stick — Cut 

and end cap to each stick. Connect 

stick.

white rag, old towel or gym sock 
around the bottom of the stick. 
Fasten it with tape or string. Cotton 
is best.

the sludge stick with scum. 

minutes to allow sludge particles to adhere to the towel. 

stick where it 
crosses the board 

distance between 
the two marks 

working depth of 
the tank (WD).

the stick. There 
should be a 
distinct dark 
stain on the rag. 
Measure the height 
of the stain. This is 
the depth of the 
sludge layer (SL).

When to Pump 

CAUTION:
NEVER

NEVER 

Note: 

What you need for the Stick Test


