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Septic inspection for home buyers
Get system records, define the inspection scope and read the findings before you buy.

Updated November 10, 2026

A house can have working taps and toilets while its septic system has unresolved problems. 
Before you rely on a seller's service receipt, ask what was inspected and what the inspector 
could not see.

EPA's Frequent Questions on Septic Systems describes a broad inspection. It can include 
permit and design records, pumping history, tank condition, controls and signs of drain field 
failure. Some work may need a camera or excavation. Not every inspection includes every 
method. [US EPA, accessed 2026-11-10.]

Request the property file
Ask the seller and local permitting office for the approved design, installation record, tank 
location, system type and repair history. Request pumping and maintenance reports. Ask the 
inspector to compare these records with the installed system and current use.

Do not assume that a bedroom count in a property advertisement matches the approved septic 
design. Ask the local authority to explain the approved use and any open file issues. Your 
purchase adviser should handle contract conditions and deadlines.

Agree on scope before service
Ask the inspector to state which tanks, lids, pumps, alarms, filters and drain field areas will be 
checked. Confirm whether the report includes photos, access limits, defects and recommended 
follow-up. Ask whether pumping needs to happen during the visit, and coordinate its timing with 
the inspector.

Ask for evidence of the credential needed for that inspection in that location. A company that 
pumps tanks may not perform the inspection your lender or local authority needs. EPA advises 
buyers to contact their local permitting authority for inspection information.

Read the limits
A report should distinguish what was observed from what could not be tested. Ask for 
clarification of words such as “appears,” “not accessed” and “further evaluation.” A limited visual 
visit is not proof of future performance.

If repairs are proposed, obtain a written scope and ask the local authority about permits. Keep 
the inspection report separate from repair quotes. Resolve material unknowns through your 
inspector and purchase adviser before you remove a contract condition.

Sources
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All sources below were fetched and checked on 2026-11-10. That is the access date, not a 
claim about publication date.

•  US EPA: Frequent Questions on Septic Systems, accessed 2026-11-10.
•  Penn State Extension: Septic Tank Pumping, accessed 2026-11-10.

Frequently asked questions
Does pumping replace a buyer inspection?
No. Ask for a written inspection scope and report. A pump-out is a service task, not a complete 
condition assessment.
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