
What do the latest septic tank regulations mean for you? 

If your property has a septic tank, or if you are buying a property with a septic tank, you need 

to be aware there are some new changes coming in January 2020. 

It is understandable that the Environment Agency is keen to make sure that dirty water and 

human waste stays in the tank, instead of floating down the local stream. There are a lot of 

rules and regulations surrounding septic tanks; from where you can site them, to where the 

water that discharges from the tank can go and these are governed under current building 

regulations.  However, if you have an old septic tank that is discharging overflow water into 

an existing stream or watercourse then these new regulations apply to you.  

Historically, you could discharge the overflow waste water from within the septic tank 

through one of two ways: 

1. A soakaway system – where the waste water percolates through holes or slots in 

percolated pipework into the surrounding sub-soils.  This provides elements of natural 

water treatment and allows the waste water to disperse safely without causing any 

pollution. 

2. Into a watercourse – where the waste water flows through a sealed pipe straight into a 

local watercourse, river, stream or beck. 

So, exactly what has changed? 

You can no longer discharge into an existing watercourse.  The levels of pollution 

discharged into local streams and rivers are consistently found to be too high and the 

Environment Agency intend to implement tighter regulations to ensure that there is an 

improvement to the cleanliness of the watercourses that run into our rivers and seas. 

These regulations are not entirely new.  For some years now, to comply with building 

regulations, new properties have not been permitted to install a new septic tank which 

discharges into a watercourse.  A ‘french drain’ or soakaway system is installed to ensure 

compliance, where waste water run-off disperses naturally through the soil. 



If your property already has a septic tank discharging waste water run-off into a watercourse, 

(unless the Environment Agency has already identified that it was causing pollution) you  

have been permitted to continue with this method. 

However, this all changes in January 2020.  If your septic tank discharges to a watercourse 

and not a soakaway or drainage field, you must replace or upgrade the system by 1st 

January 2020 – or before that date if you are selling your property. 

What are your options? 

There are two main ways in which you can comply with the new regulations: 

1. Replace your septic tank with a sewage treatment plant – sewage treatment 

plants produce a cleaner form of water and this system is considered clean enough 

to discharge straight to a watercourse 

2. Install a drainage field or soakaway system – this will take the waste water from 

your septic tank and disperse it safely into the surrounding soil. 

There is plenty of time to make the switch and lets ensure that our local streams and rivers 

are no longer contaminated with human effluent and dirty water from aging septic tanks. 

Consider it as a positive change for a cleaner environment. 
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