Sewer Service Laterals: What Are They and Who Is Responsible
for Maintenance?
Private sewer service laterals, which typically are not under the
jurisdiction of public wastewater agencies, are not always
sufficiently maintained and can contribute to inflow and infiltration
(I/I) problems, cause blockages and play a role in sanitary sewer
overflows (SSOs).

What is a sewer lateral?
The private sewer service lateral (also known as a private lateral) is a
pipe that takes an individual building’s wastewater to the public
sewer main in the street. These private laterals are owned by the
building owner and are essential for directing wastewater away from
homes, churches, schools and businesses to a publicly owned
wastewater collection and treatment system.

Who is responsible for private laterals?
In most communities, the entire private lateral is owned and
maintained by the property owner. However, about 15 percent of
the public wastewater agencies/public clean water agencies in the
San Francisco Bay Area own and/or maintain the lower portion of
the lateral closest to the sewer main.1 In those cases, the property
owner is responsible only for the upper lateral. The transition from
upper to lower lateral may be defined by the property line or a
cleanout near the property line, sometimes located in or at the edge
of a sidewalk.
In California, public agencies are required by the State Water
Resources Control Board2 to manage and maintain the public portion
of wastewater systems to minimize the likelihood of sanitary sewer
overflows. Regular maintenance of agency‐owned sewer lines
typically includes scheduled cleaning, inspection and rehabilitation
or replacement of defective lines to make them structurally sound
and watertight. However, no similar statewide program exists for
property owners to regularly clean, inspect and otherwise maintain
the private laterals. Most often, property owners only attend to
laterals in cases of complete stoppages or emergency failure.

Why are unmaintained sewer laterals cause for
concern?
Many older homes still rely on original sewer laterals that over time
have become cracked, disjointed or damaged by earth settlement or
grease blockages.

A sewer lateral is the pipe that connects indoor plumbing to the sewer
main.
As illustrated in the diagram, there are both upper and lower private
laterals. The upper lateral runs from the home or business to a
cleanout at the sidewalk or sometimes the property line. The lower
lateral runs from the cleanout to the sewer main in the street. If no
cleanout is in place, the private lateral is usually not considered split
between upper and lower portions.
1) Estimated using Regional Water Board SSO reporting system registration data.
2) State Water Board Order No. 2006‐0003‐DWQ, Statewide General Waste Discharge
Requirements for Sanitary Sewer Systems (WDR).

Unmaintained private laterals that become blocked or fail can
contribute to SSOs of the public sewer system or to sewage backups
into the building served by the private lateral. Some of the causes
for concern for unmaintained private laterals are described below:
•

Earth settlement that results in cracks and leaks in the private
lateral allows for the “inflow” of groundwater into the private
lateral. This additional groundwater flows into the public
sewer main, increases the wastewater flow in the collection
system and has the potential to overload the system, creating
SSOs.

Continued on page 2.

•

•

If roof drains, irrigation drains and driveway drains are
connected (illegally) to the private lateral, this increases the
“infiltration” of rain water into the public sewer system,
which can lead to system overloads.
Grease build‐up in the private lateral (like plaque in a
person’s artery) can cause blockages that potentially result in
on‐site SSOs or backups of wastewater into the building that
is served by the blocked private lateral.

The combination of inflow and infiltration from private laterals,
across a wide area (neighborhoods or commercial districts), can
significantly increase the wastewater flow in the public sewer main
and to the treatment plant. Infiltration and inflow from private
laterals are currently a major source of SSOs in some communities.
Fats, Oils and Grease (FOG)
BACWA and the Bay Area Pollution Prevention Group (BAPPG) are
leading the way in educating food service facilities and homeowners on
how to prevent SSOs caused by FOG with a robust outreach program
including advertising, educational materials, workshops and distribution
of more than 50,000 commercial-grade scrapers to food service facility
staff (used to dispose of FOG in the trash, versus down a drain). For
more information about the FOG program, visit www.baywise.org.

What is the magnitude of the sewer lateral
problem?
The magnitude varies considerably among different systems. It is
estimated that private laterals can constitute as much as 50 percent
of the total length of all the pipelines in some wastewater systems.
Therefore, it is likely that poorly maintained laterals can contribute
significantly to I/I problems or produce blockages and resulting SSOs.
This is especially true during wet weather if roof or driveway drains
are illegally adding flow to the private laterals.

What are strategies for managing sewer laterals?
Property owners should be encouraged to inspect their private
lateral upon property transfer and then at least once every five to
10 years to determine if it is defective or if a blockage is building up
in the line. If problems exist, a contractor should be hired to correct
the problem.

•

Providing grant or loan money for property owners to repair
laterals at a reduced cost.

•

Seeking out property owners to volunteer for inspection and
repair of their laterals by the public agency (which then
performs the work).

It should also be noted, however, that many public clean water
agencies have not yet pursued regulatory or maintenance programs
for private laterals for various reasons, including:
•

I/I from private laterals is not a high priority for a particular
community, for example, if the system is relatively new or for
some other reason is not subject to excessive I/I.

•

Additional costs and labor associated with implementing private
lateral programs may be prohibitive.

•

Real estate industry organizations have been resistant to
programs for private lateral inspection and repair, especially if
they are at the point‐of‐sale of property.

About BACWA
BACWA is a public joint powers authority whose members include
public utilities that collect and treat municipal wastewater in the
nine counties that surround the San Francisco Bay. BACWA is
dedicated to working with our member agencies, the state and
federal governments, as well as non‐governmental organizations to
deliver useful information about the water quality of the San
Francisco Bay. BACWA works to ensure that water quality
information is fully utilized to determine the health and needed
protection of the San Francisco Bay. BACWA supports its public
utility members, the public clean water agencies of the San Francisco
Bay region, to promote understanding of the water quality needs
and requirements of the region and to make water quality
protection and enhancement a priority in our communities. For
more information, visit www.bacwa.org.

NOTE: The information used in this document was adapted by
the City of Mountain View from BACWA materials.

Some public clean water agencies have implemented private lateral
inspection and replacement programs with a variety of approaches,
including:
•

Enacting local ordinances requiring lateral inspection and repair
upon certain triggers, such as at property transfer or remodels
exceeding a specific square footage or number of plumbing
fixtures.
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