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Abstract
Whether you live on the Salish Sea or another shoreline, your actions go a long 
way toward helping protect and preserve the way of life near the water. Loving 
the wildlife, waters, and spectacular scenery means practicing stewardship in 
order preserve the shoreline. This publication provides ten guidelines that can 
help you practice stewardship in your shoreline lifestyle. This publication 
replaces EM4928E.
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Shore Stewards Guide for Shoreline Living

Introduction

The Salish Sea is a unique and spectacular place. Consisting of 
a network of coastal waterways between British Columbia and 
Washington State, the Salish Sea includes the Strait of Juan de 
Fuca, the Strait of Georgia, and Puget Sound (Figure 1). It 
offers beautiful scenery, a multitude of opportunities for 
recreation, and wonderful fish, shellfish, and wildlife.

Whether you live directly along the shoreline or further 
inland—if you love and want to protect the wildlife, waters, 
and way of life the area offers—this publication is for you! 
Your actions can go a long way toward helping to protect and 
preserve our way of life here.

We hope that your commitment to preserving this landscape 
for future generations will include following the Shore 
Steward guidelines set forth in this manual. Additional 
resources can be found on the Shore Steward website.

Guideline 1: Taking Care of 
Waste from People, Pets, 
Livestock, and Products

Disposing of waste is an everyday occurrence. Waste comes 
from dogs, cows, horses, and people. Harmful pathogens such 
as bacteria, viruses, and parasites from failing septic systems 
and animal waste can pollute water. Other waste such as 
medicines and household chemicals flushed down the drain 
may also make its way to groundwater or waterways. In this 
section, you will learn the best ways to keep harmful waste out 
of our waterways. Doing so can save you money and keep you 
and your family safe from illness.

Sewers and On-Site Septic Systems

The Differences Between Septic and Sewer

Everyone uses running water and flush toilets in their home or 
workplace. The water running down the drain and toilet goes 
to either a private or community septic system or a public 
sewer system. If you have a septic system, you have a personal 
responsibility to maintain it and protect your investment 
(Figure 2). If you are on sewer, you pay a monthly bill, and 
someone else manages a treatment plant for your community. 
No matter how human waste is handled, there are steps you 
can take to protect your personal investment, or the investment 
your community has made in a treatment plant.

Figure 1. Map of the Salish Sea. Courtesy of Stefan Freelan.

Figure 2. Pumping your septic tank is part of maintaining your system. 
Photo by Alan Chapin.
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What Should Go Down the Drain

Whether you are connected to a large sewer system or your 
own on-site septic, the only things that should go down the 
drain are human waste, toilet paper, mild soaps, and 
detergents. Many items can clog the screens at your 
community’s sewage treatment plant or compromise your 
septic tank or drainfield—even those that say they are 
“flushable.”

To avoid damaging your septic system or community sewage 
treatment plant, you should:

Limit use of chlorine bleach to less than 1/2 cup per laundry 
load. Bleach kills the “good” bacteria in the tank and drainfield.

Avoid using a garbage disposal, as the microbes in your 
septic tank don’t do a good job of breaking down undigested 
fruit, coffee grounds, eggshells, vegetables, and meats.

Use the trash bin to dispose of used baby wipes, cleaning 
wipes, facial tissues, sanitary napkins, tampons, condoms, 
Band-Aids or bandages, cotton balls or swabs, Q-tips, dental 
floss, disposable diapers, hair, and paper towels.

Keep kitty litter and pet waste out of the toilet. These do not 
break down like human waste and should be bagged and 
placed in the trash.

Use an ashtray, not the toilet, for cigarette butts and matches. 
They do not disintegrate and can harm your septic system and 
clog your drainfield.

Use drain screens to keep hair, fruit sticker labels, and other 
small items from going down the drain.

Scrape cooled grease and other food waste into the compost 
or trash before washing, so there is less work for your septic to 
do.

Use a drain snake for plumbing system clogs, which is 
readily available at hardware stores, or follow this recipe:

Mix 1/2 cup baking soda, 1/2 cup vinegar, and 1/2 cup 
boiling water.
Pour the mixture quickly into clogged drain and let 
stand for two to three minutes.
Flush with water.

How Your Septic System Works

All septic systems are composed of a septic tank and drainfield 
(Figure 3). Wastewater from your household flows into the 
septic tank, where heavy solids settle to the bottom of the tank 
and form a layer of sludge. Grease, toilet paper, and other light 
solids float to the top and form a scum layer. In between the 
sludge and the scum is a semi-clear layer of wastewater, called 
effluent, that does not include solids. As more wastewater 
enters the septic tank, the clear effluent layer of the tank flows 
through an outlet in the tank to the drainfield in your yard. The 
“good” bacteria living in the soil clean the wastewater by 
consuming harmful bacteria and viruses before this wastewater 
seeps into groundwater

Figure 3. How a typical septic system works. Illustration by Shelby Ruiz, CAHNRS Communications.
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