
Failing septic systems can cause a lot 
of problems for homeowners and the 
environment.  Septic systems are the 
largest contributors of wastewater in 
the ground and the 
most reported 
source of ground 
water 
contamination in 
the United States.   
Parasites, such as 
worms and 
protozoans, 
bacteria and 
viruses can make 
wastewater 
hazardous to 
humans and 
animals.  Skin, 
eye and respiratory 
infection growing 
fungi can also be found in sewage and 
sewage sludge.   
 
Bacteria found in wastewater have 
been known to cause typhoid, 
paratyphoid, dysentery, gastroenteritis 
and cholera.  Since most of these 
bacteria infect the stomach and 
intestinal tract they can cause 
symptoms like headache, diarrhea 
(sometimes with blood), cramps, fever, 
nausea and vomiting.  These 
symptoms can begin hours to several 
days after ingesting wastewater or 
contaminated drinking water.   Viruses 
that can multiply in water cause 
Hepatitis A, and even polio.   
Tapeworms and roundworms are the 
most common type of parasitic worms 
found in the United States.  Their eggs 
are found in untreated wastewater and 

can be ingested.    Scary isn’t it? 
 
Leaking or failing septic systems can be 
detected without having to dig out the 

whole system.  There 
are signs to look for 
and to smell for when it 
comes to failing 
systems. 
 
1. Sewage backs up 
in your drains or toilets.  
This is usually a black 
liquid with a bad odor. 
 
2. Slow flushing of 
toilets or slow drains 
despite the use of 
plungers and drain 

cleaning products. 
 
3. Wastewater on the 

surface.  Sometimes you might 
even notice liquid seeping on the 
ground along the edge or near to 
your septic system. 

 
4. Lush, beautiful, green grass over 

the drain field even in the hot dry 
North Dakota summer.  Some 
upward seepage is ok; however, 
too much indicates you have a 
problem. 

 
5. Nitrates or bacteria in your 

drinking water well.   
 
6. Buildup of weeds and algae in 

ponds and streams near your 
property. 

 
(Cont. on Page 3) 
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I recently received the results of a demographic survey on the fu‐
ture of Building Officials.  This survey had 3,850 responses from all 
50 states.  I was glad to see that I’m in the typical column: age 55‐
64, works for a local jurisdicƟon of fewer than 75,000 people, has 
between 26 and 35 years of experience in the building industry 
with 5 to 15 years as a Building Official, supervises a department 
with 1‐9 persons, has a bachelor’s degree with specific cerƟfica‐
Ɵons. The alarming part was the fact the 80% of us will be reƟring 
in the next 15 years and 30% of those with in the next 5 years. I 
know in North Dakota there has been a big turnover in recent years, some reƟred, some moved on and 
some wore out. This can be a very rewarding, always challenging and conƟnually learning posiƟon, but 
can also be very frustraƟng.  
 
The survey also indicated to me that Building Officials do a terrible job of promoƟng what they do.  So 
since this is a new posiƟon in the  county, here is what some of my job descripƟon calls out for: 
 
 As the County Building Official/Director, I manage, supervise and administer the funcƟons and op‐

eraƟons of the Building/Planning/Zoning Department. I serve as the Flood Plain Administrator for 
the County and oversee adherence to state and federal guidelines. I serve as Zoning Administrator 
by developing, implemenƟng and interpreƟng operaƟng policies and procedures for effecƟve zon‐
ing enforcement. 

 
 As the Building Official, I determine building occupancy classificaƟon, approve all plans and coordi‐

nate the inspecƟons process. Facilitate and mediate resoluƟon of conflicts in interpretaƟon of 
codes and ordinances. Coordinates with the State’s AƩorney’s office on Department legal acƟons. 
Reviews complaints from ciƟzens regarding zoning violaƟons, supervises the invesƟgaƟon and re‐
mediates soluƟons. 

 
 I also parƟcipate in public hearings and meeƟngs with outside local groups and the general public 

to represent the Department and/or to provide informaƟon regarding County Planning procedures 
and standards in relaƟon to local, state or naƟonal standards and codes. I represent the County 
with voƟng rights on amendments to the State Building Code, analyze construcƟon trends and 
work directly with the  County Commission as well as owners, contractors and designers on related 
items.  I am also responsible for preparing, implemenƟng and monitoring the Department’s budget 
by analyzing revenue and expenses, determine future needs, fees and resources for budgetary pur‐
poses. 

 
Well that’s a mouth full.  What I do basically boils down to taking the black and white rules and regula‐
Ɵons and applying a working reality to them. You can do endless studies, plan out every conceivable 
development, but when the acƟon starts and the rubber hits the road; it’s the Building Official’s duƟes 
to be  in the driver’s seat.  

      From the Desk of Ray Ziegler,  
Burleigh County Building Official 



TRUE OR FALSE? 
 

Keeping a ceiling fan running in an empty room cools the room. T F 

Closing vents and registers in unused rooms does not save energy T F 

Walking into a cold room and cranking up the thermostat heats 

the room faster.       T F 

Turning your computer on and off wastes energy.      T F 

Washing dishes by hand instead of using a dishwasher saves energy. T F 

   

True or False? 

BACTERIA, WORMS AND VIRUSES  OH MY!  Cont. from Page 1 
 
7. Unpleasant odors around your home. 
 

If you notice any of these signs, it might be  time to get your  septic system checked, and start taking steps to 
solve the problem.  There are things you can do immediately and options for the long term. 
 
Immediate Action: 
 
1. Call a septic system contractor or installer. 
2. Have your septic system pumped.  Usually this will offer temporary relief when it is combined with drastic 

water conservation.  
3. Conserve water in your home.  This works well when your system has not failed completely.  It can help 

reduce the problem for a short time. 
4. Fence off the area so your family and pets will not come in contact with the liquid waste. 
 
Long Term Actions: 
 
1. Redesigning and replacing the system in a different location is really the only practical long term solution. 

This should be done by a qualified contractor.  They will configure your septic system for your needs.  
There are options that might help in some situations. 

2. Increase the size of the absorption field.  This will help if your field is too small for the size of your family 
or the soil doesn’t allow the water to penetrate well. 

3. Conserve water on a long term basis.  The less water you use in your home the less water is flowing 
through your system. 

4. If saturated soils happen periodically, consider installing drains around the perimeter of your system.  
This involves installing drain tiles around your absorption field, however, it is not guaranteed to work in all 

situations.  If a community sewage system is available, connect to it.  This may 
be expensive, but connecting will reduce your responsibility and worry. 
 
Septic systems are designed to last anywhere from 20 to 30 years, but 
maintenance of your system is crucial.   Regular pumping of the tank, being 
careful of what you put down your drains, avoiding planting trees on your 
absorption field and not building any permanent structure on top of your system 
will help avoid problems with your septic system. 

Answers on page 5 



Baby it’s Cold Out There! 
 
 Heating and cooling your home is 
most likely the biggest energy expense you 
have.  You know that insulation is important, 
but with all the variety available it is hard to 
know which to use.  Should you use fiber-
glass, or rock wool?   Should you use blow in 
fiberglass or cellulose.  The questions are 
endless.  However, a one-time investment in 
insulation will save you money for years to 
come and reduce the noise coming into your 
home. 
 Before heading to the home improve-
ment center or signing the contract for blow-in insulation, take a few minutes to get educated regarding insu-
lation and the “industry speak”.  General terms used regarding insulation are: 

 
R-VALUE:   the measure of how effective a material resists heat flow.  The higher the R-Value the 
  better. 
BATT:    the length of insulation that is precut to fit certain wall cavities.  Batt is usually sold in pre-

packaged rolls. 
UNFACED/FACED INSULATION:  insulation that is Faced includes a vapor retarder on the interior face 

of the insulation.  This restricts the movement of moist air into wall cavities.  Unfaced does not have 
the vapor retarder. 

RIDGE VENT:   an opening covered by a rainproof vent which follows the peak of the roof.  Not all 
homes have a ridge vent. 

BLOW-IN:  how loose fiberglass, cellulose or mineral wool is introduced into the cracks and crevices in 
framing cavities and attics. 

BLOWER DOOR:  the equipment used to measure the effectiveness of your home’s insulation and air 
sealing systems. 

STUD CAVITY:  the space between the vertical members of a framed wood house.  Usually this spac-
ing is 16” and 24”. 

  
 Now that you know the general terms used in insulation, what type of insulation do you want to use?  
They are several different types available; each has its own ups and downs.  The most common and easiest 
to install is fiberglass insulation.   Fiberglass insulation is renewable and recyclable.  Most contractors use it 
and it has been proven to insulate over the years.  The only draw backs to fiberglass are it does require 
careful installation and it may also need an additional air infiltration barrier. 
Spray Foam or other types of blow-in insulation are fairly expensive, usually twice the cost of fiberglass insu-
lation, and requires a professional to install it.  It does, however, fill every void in your home.  It also provides 
its own air barrier and has a high R-value per inch.  But professional installation is a must! 
  

This is just a very basic list of the types of insulation available for your home.  As like most big projects in 
your home, research is a must.  The variety of insulation on the market today allows the home owner to 

choose what they need and want, but can also be confusing.  One 
source that offers a quick, easy to read summary of the different 
types of insulation is found in “The Homeowner's Handbook”   by the 
Green Builder Media.  Just contact our office and we will send you 
the downloadable PDF file. 



JANUARY IS NATIONAL RADON  
ACTION MONTH! 

Oh well, another “Special Month” for homeowners to think about, but Radon is 
a very real threat to homeowners.  According to the CDC, every year radon is 
estimated to cause about 21,000 lung cancer deaths in the United States.  
That is more deaths caused by radon than poisoning, falls, fires and drowning. 
The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) estimates that 1 of 15 homes in 
the United States have high radon levels. 
 
Radon is a radioactive, cancer-causing gas.  You cannot smell, see, or taste it.  
Radon is not something that can be produced commercially; rather radon is a 
naturally occurring radioactive gas.  It comes from the natural breakdown of 
uranium and usually found in igneous rock and soil, but sometimes even well water may be the source. 
 
Radon can enter your home through cracks in the foundation, construction joints, cracks in walls, gaps in suspended 
floors, and gaps around service pipes, cavities inside walls or through the water supply.  Since more and more homes 
are becoming air-tight, they are trapping radon gas in homes.   Just about every home in the United States has some 
level of radon gas.  It is when your home has a high level that it is time to worry about lowering that level. 
 
It is really simple to check for radon in your home.  Short-term test kits are available through the North Dakota Health 
Department or Burleigh County Health Department.  The tests are easy to setup and should only take a few minutes of 
your time.  Another method is to contact a certified radon professional.  They will come into your home, do a radon lev-
el test, and then can also offer you advice on how to lower the radon levels in your home.  Long-term test kits are also 
available through different suppliers.  These tests give you radon levels over a period of months instead of days. 
 
There are several different ways to lower radon levels in your home.  The leading system used is called a vent pipe 
system and fan.  This system pulls radon from beneath your house and vents it to the outside. The soil suction radon 
reduction systems does not require major changes to your home.  If you are going to remodel or finish your basement 
you might want to check your radon levels before you start.  If your levels are high, there are many construction tech-
niques you can use before and during your remodeling work. 
 
Since January is National Radon Action Month, it will be a good time for you to test your home.  Kits are available 
through the North Dakota Department of Health at (701)328-2372 or the Burleigh County Public Health Department 
(701)355-1540. More information on radon is also available on the EPA website www.EPA.gov/radon  North Dakota is 
in Zone 1, which according to the EPA has the highest potential for radon.  It is a good idea to do the simple test and 
check your radon levels. 

Answers for True or False: 

How did you do? 

1. FALSE:   Running a fan in an empty room has no cooling benefits.  Fans are used to cir-
culate the air in the room, when the air blows across your skin you feel cooler.  Running the fan 
doesn’t actually change the temperature. 

2. TRUE: HVACs are balanced systems; by closing off a vent, it places a strain on the oth-
er parts of the system, forcing it to use more energy.  By setting your system a few degrees low-
er in the winter and higher in the summer will save more energy. 

3. FALSE:  Doing this is like repeatedly pushing the elevator button to make the elevator arrive 
faster.  Thermostats direct the HVAC system to heat to a certain temperature, setting to a high-

er temperature does not change the speed the system works. 

4. FALSE: New computers are more energy efficient than the first models to arrive on the scene.   Turn-
ing them off when not in use saves money.  Another option is to use the “sleep” function on your comput-
er.  This function puts your computer to “sleep” when not in use. 

5. FALSE:  Washing dishes by hand actually uses more hot water then a dishwasher.  Modern dishwash-
ers have energy efficiency settings when used save a lot of energy to keep costs down.  

http://www.EPA.gov/radon�


boats and kayaks 

for rent, picnic 

areas and 

swimming. 

 Kneifel Boat 

Landing/Burleigh 

County Park offers 

a boat ramp and 

rustic camping. 

 Swenson Park 

offers picnic areas and play equipment. 

Check out the Parks section of  the Burleigh County Website 

at http://www.burleighco.com for more information as you plan 

your  next summer activities. 

Sometimes it is nice to take a 

moment and think of your past 

summer plans.  Why not plan to 

visit the parks in Burleigh County 

this fall and winter.  They offer a 

variety of  things for family fun and 

togetherness. 

 Steckel  Ramp, Mitchell Lake, 

Kimball Bottoms and McLean 

Bottoms offer camping and a 

boat ramp 

 Driscoll Sibley Park, offers 

camping 

 McDowell Dam offers paddle 

 

Still Dreaming of Summer Fun! 

221 N 5th Street 
PO Box  5518 
Bismarck, ND  58506-5518 

Phone: 701-221-3727 
Fax: 701-221-3726 
www.burleighco.com  

Burleigh County Building/
Planning/Zoning 

Building, Planning and 
Zoning for a brighter future 
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