
 

 

Cesspools:  
Water Quality  

and  
Your Property Value 

 
 
The Hard, Cold Facts about Cesspools: 
A cesspool is an outhouse with running water.  Cesspools discharge untreated waste 
into the soil that will ultimately contaminate the ground water.  Cesspools have not 

been approved for use in Arizona since 1976 because they are a major source of 

ground water contamination.   No permits for the construction of new cesspools 
have been issued since that time.   
 
Cesspools may not be repaired in any way.  When a cesspool fails it must be replaced 
by an approved Onsite Wastewater Treatment and Disposal System or the property 
must cease to be occupied.  Replacement is very difficult or impossible due to small lot 
size, poor soils, proximity to streams and other severe lot constraints. 
 
In current ADEQ regulations cesspools are not a permitted method of wastewater 
disposal and are prohibited expressly under R18-9-A309(A)(4) and R18-5-408(D).  
Because of this fact many financial institutions are not lending on properties serviced 
by a cesspool. 
 
Cesspool Definition:  
Underground pit into which raw household wastewater is discharged and from which 
the liquid seeps into the surrounding soil; may or may not be partially lined. 
 
How a cesspool functions: 
A cesspool is a covered hole or pit for receiving sewage from a house.  Another way of 
thinking about a cesspool is that it is an outhouse with running water.  Usually the 
walls are constructed out of concrete, brick or concrete blocks and the top cover is 
usually a poured concrete slab or timbers.  The constructions of the sidewalls are 
loose to allow the effluent water to penetrate through the holes, allowing the water to 
pass into the native soil while the solids build up in the pit.     
 

This solid waste, very similar to what you see in outhouse pits, may partially crumble 
into smaller pieces over time and be partially carried into the environment in a totally 
untreated state by the new liquids entering the cesspool. This material is a host for 
many disease-causing viruses, bacteria, and parasites.  Unlike septic systems, 
cesspools provide no treatment of the raw sewage and thus discharge untreated 
human waste into the soil and ultimately contaminate the ground water.  
 
By contrast, septic systems remove 100% of the disease-causing viruses, bacteria, and 
parasites.  In a properly designed and installed septic system the tank retains 60 to 



70% of the solids, oil, and grease that pass into the system and provides some 
treatment.  The partially treated wastewater is then discharged into the leach lines, 
where the surrounding soil provides final treatment of the sewage prior to its 
discharge into the environment.   
 
Cesspools in Gila County: 
Cesspools were the preferred method of waste disposal in Gila County through the late 
1960’s.  At that time, a transition to installation of septic systems started and by 1984 
all permitted installations were septic systems.  Based on US Census 2000 
information, it is estimated that there are nearly 3,000 cesspools still in operation in 
Gila County.  Most properties utilizing cesspools for human waste disposal are located 
in dense unincorporated areas in southern Gila County and the forest subdivisions of 
northern Gila County, Tonto Basin and Young.  Dense from an on-site sewage system 
point of view means greater than 2 homes per acre.  Most of these densely populated 
areas have 8-10 homes per acre.  Many of these areas are along and very close to 
flowing streams and are major contributors to stream pollution.  
 
Cesspool Failure: 
When a cesspool’s lid, sides or structural members deteriorate or collapse and sewage 
comes to the surface or backs up into the home, it is determined to have failed and 
must be corrected immediately.  Possible corrective actions include: 

- Ceasing use of the home or  
- Install an appropriate wastewater treatment system. 

 
Most cesspools are located on extremely small lots.  In addition, these lots 
usually have very poor soil conditions and steep slopes and/or large retaining 
walls and may be very near running streams.  These conditions will almost 
always preclude installation of a conventional septic system.  In many cases 
installation of a more costly alternative sewage treatment system that treats 
sewage to a much higher degree, requires less disposal area and overcomes many 
site specific obstacles will not be possible.      
 
Arizona Department of Environmental Quality (ADEQ) Cesspool Statement: 
“ADEQ recognizes that a number of residential cesspools remain in operation in 
Gila County and across the state.  However, since their operation is generally 
prohibited and …. They unacceptably endanger water quality and the public 
health and safety … their continued operation should not be encouraged.  ADEQ 
believes that home inspectors and on-site transfer inspections that may occur 
should encourage potential buyers to require the installation of a permitted 
facility.” 
 

Gila County Policy Statement 
The current Gila County Wastewater Department policy regarding waste 

systems installed prior to 1976 is stated in the Gila County Health 
Department letter dated 12/9/1996 and partially quoted here: 

“Any system that was installed prior to 1976 including but not limited to 
cesspools, homemade septic tanks, or other sewage disposal hybrid 
devices would be grandfathered in until these “systems” fail or the 
residence plumbing is modified.” 
 



In support of this policy the following practices were implemented: 
Nuisance Complaint Investigation: 

Should failure be discovered through the complaint process, while 
investigating a possible Environmental Nuisance or during any normal 
business activity undertaken by Gila County, the failure must be 
immediately corrected.  Possible corrective actions include: 

o Ceasing use of the home or  
o Install an appropriate wastewater treatment system. 
 (Failure means any structural or hydraulic failure and is evidenced 

by such things as collapsed lids, deterioration of sidewall structural 
components, back-up of sewage into the home, groundwater 
contamination or surfacing of sewage.) 

Building Clearance: 
The Wastewater Department will not approve the submittal of building 
plans for any property served by a cesspool if those plans expand the 
footprint of buildings or structures on the property or alter the wastewater 
flow characteristics (bedrooms or plumbing fixtures) of the property. 

 
Conclusion: 
Don’t let your dependence on a cesspool get you into a hole that you can’t dig yourself 
out of! 


