The Water Softener Question





Quite a few homes in our area are using water softeners and, typically the backwash is being dumped into the onsite sewage system. Sellers and manufacturers of softeners paid to have studies done to show softener discharge will not harm onsite systems, but currently water softener backwash is NOT permitted into an onsite sewage treatment system. 


Although hydrogen sulfide gas is the main culprit in corroding tanks, there is concern excessive salt can break down concrete of insufficient density. It is also stated that more harm can be done to the needed bacterial action from inefficient water softeners, then damage done to actual concrete. There have been concerns that water softeners cause soil plugging, but the argument rages on about that issue. In any case, the rules state NO water softener discharge.


If you choose to have your softener hooked up to your system and possibly damage or limit its life then thats one thing, but my other concern is in the way I've seen them hooked up.


Plumbing code says there must be an air gap between a pressurized domestic water system and a sewage system. This is like the faucet on your sink. It is (or should be ) above the rim of your sink, so if the drain backs up water runs on the floor.


Some of the softener installs I've seen entail drilling holes in the sewer pipe and tapping discharge nozzles directly into it. This is called a cross connection and is not permitted.


It may seem harmless enough until you or the water district has a water main shut down or break and then instead of water being pressurized to your home, a vacum is formed and your water gets sucked out. You would notice the result of this when after the repair, you open the tap and air rushes out first.


So what happens if your softener cycles when the main is shut down? There is potential for sewage to be drawn into the water system. And not just yours. The neighbours might notice a "fishy" smell or (gasp) taste. And we do seem to have our share of both scheduled and unscheduled shutdowns.


Softener salespeople may say they have a "check valve" or some such thing, but the type of check valve required needs annual testing and a 1" air gap.


If you let installers of  these systems hook them to your onsite system make them squirt it in the laundry tub or install their own "p" trap and rigidly fix the spigot at least 1"over the top.


But the best solution, if you must have a softener, is to discharge it somewhere other then down the sewer.


This danger of cross connection is one of the reasons water lines must be 10ft. from an onsite sewage system. If your water line had a slow leak and was in close proximity to sewage, a shutdown could contaminate town water.


Other ways to protect our water are to install backflow preventors on all outside taps and irrigation systems. Don't leave hoses hooked up to hose bibs and pesticide or herbicide sprayers. Remember if the system goes down, anything you have hooked up will get sucked back. 


 


