
While manure lagoons are built to prevent leakage and 
conversion to nitrate, traditional septic systems have a very 
different purpose. The nitrogen in human waste flows through 
the drain field into the soil and groundwater beneath. For a drain 
field to work it has to “perc,” which means there must be enough 
air and water to allow the liquid from the septic tank to be 
dispersed. Otherwise you have, well, a mess.  

But that air and water does just what the lagoon liner doesn’t: it 
converts the nitrogen to nitrate, which then flows through the 

soil to groundwater. That’s why science experts report that just 
five typical septic systems serving just twelve people contribute 
more than ten times more nitrate to groundwater than a one acre 
manure lagoon. An acre, you might know, is about the size of a 
football field. 

Maybe surprising, but most certainly true. Find out more at 
www.easternwashingtonfamilyfarmers.org 

We understand why some have a hard time believing that. 
That’s because most don’t understand the difference between 
nitrogen and nitrate. Nitrate is the form of nitrogen that plants 
need to grow. Nitrogen is turned into nitrate when exposed to 
air, water and microbes. That’s what happens when farmers 
apply manure containing forms of nitrogen to their fields. The 
air, water and microbes in the soil convert it to nitrate and the 
plants take it in. And then they grow! 

Manure lagoons are used to store manure (nitrogen) until it 
can be safely applied. That’s when the crops can use the nitrate. 
If more is applied than what the plants need, the nitrate can 
get into groundwater. We don’t want that. So manure lagoons 
are used to store nutrients until they can be safely applied to 
crops. Lagoons are built to prevent losing nitrogen. The clay/
soil liners prevents most manure from leaking and the small 
amount of nitrate in the manure is denitrified in the liner and 
soil beneath the lagoon. The lack of air, water and microbes in 
that soil prevents what leaks from becoming nitrate.

Is it “stupid” to compare 
a manure lagoon to a septic system?

When farmers claimed that just five conventional residential septic systems pollute as 
much as 10 times more than a one acre manure lagoon, prominent dairy critic Jean 

Mendoza said we were lying, and this was “just plain stupid.”

Eastern Washington Family Farmers (EWFF) is an affiliate of Save 
Family Farming. If you are interested in helping us speak out for our 

family farmers, please consider supporting EWFF. Find out more at 
savefamilyfarming.org and easternwashingtonfamilyfarmers.org. 

Call (509) 760-5993  
Save Family Farming, PO Box 1276, Moses Lake, WA  98837
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