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Series Note
RN Fitch Homeowner Resource Library • Volume 1 • A Homeowner's Guide to Healthy Sewer Lines • Chapters 1–

4 Draft. This volume compiles practical advice, definitions, and seasonal guidance tailored to Pennsylvania

homeowners, emphasizing early detection and preventative maintenance. The following chapters build from

basic understanding through action-oriented checklists so you can make informed decisions and communicate

clearly with professionals.



Welcome

How to Use This Guide

Most homeowners never think about their sewer line until something goes wrong. Because it is buried

underground, problems often develop slowly and without obvious warning. This guide was written to help

Pennsylvania homeowners understand how their sewer system works, recognize early warning signs, and

practice simple maintenance that may help avoid expensive repairs.

The information in this guide is educational. It is designed to help you make informed decisions and know when it

is time to call a professional. Keep it with your homeowner records and refer to it whenever questions arise.

Each chapter focuses on a practical aspect of sewer ownership—from understanding components to spotting

warning signs, planning maintenance, and responding to emergencies. You’ll find RN Fitch Tips, chapter

summaries, and seasonal reminders. Read straight through for a complete foundation, or jump directly to a

chapter that matches your immediate concern. Keep notes in the margins, record your cleanout location, and

save contractor information so you are never scrambling during a stressful moment.



Pennsylvania Context

What You Will Learn

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

The flow path of wastewater and which parts you own
versus the municipality

Early warning signs that precede backups or collapses

Common causes of damage and how habits influence
risk

Preventative steps and a seasonal calendar to keep
systems healthy

What to expect during repair or replacement, including
restoration

How to judge urgency and act decisively during an
incident

Key terms, FAQs, and checklists you can reference
year-round

Soils, freeze–thaw cycles, aging housing stock, and
mature trees make Pennsylvania neighborhoods uniquely
prone to certain sewer issues. Municipal rules often place
responsibility for the sewer lateral—the section from your
home to the public main—on the homeowner. Knowing
where this line runs and how to care for it can prevent
costly surprises. Throughout this guide, examples
reference typical conditions found across Northeastern
Pennsylvania communities served by RN Fitch Excavation
Services.



Chapter 1 – Understanding Your Home Sewer System

Primary Components

•

•

•

•

•

Interior Plumbing – Every sink, toilet, shower, and appliance drains into your home's plumbing system.

Main Building Drain – Individual drains connect to one larger pipe that carries wastewater toward the
foundation.

Sewer Cleanout – A capped access point that allows professionals to inspect or service the sewer line. Locate
yours before you need it.

Sewer Lateral – The underground pipe running from your home to the municipal sewer main. In most
Pennsylvania communities, this section is the homeowner's responsibility.

Municipal Sewer Main – The public sewer maintained by the local municipality.

Flow, Slope, and Access

Chapter 1 Summary

•

•

•

Learn the path wastewater follows.

Know what a sewer lateral is.

Understand which portion of the system you are responsible for maintaining.

Every time you flush a toilet, take a shower, or run your washing machine, wastewater begins a journey from your

home's plumbing to the municipal sewer system. Understanding that journey makes it easier to recognize

problems before they become emergencies.

RN Fitch Tip: Take a few minutes this weekend to locate your sewer cleanout and roughly identify where your

sewer lateral crosses your yard. It may save valuable time during an emergency.

Healthy sewer lines rely on consistent slope and unobstructed flow. The building drain should deliver wastewater

to the lateral without sags. Cleanouts provide direct access for inspection cameras and clearing equipment. If

you cannot find your cleanout, ask a professional to help locate and mark it; the small effort upfront can cut

diagnosis time dramatically.



Chapter 2 – Warning Signs Every Homeowner
Should Know

Common Warning Signs
•

•

•

•

•

•

Multiple slow drains throughout the home.

Toilets that bubble or gurgle.

Persistent sewer odors indoors or outdoors.

Wet or unusually green areas in the yard.

Recurring drain clogs.

Water backing up into the lowest drain in the home.

Most sewer line failures begin with small warning signs. Paying attention to these early symptoms may help

prevent more extensive repairs.

One slow sink usually indicates a localized clog. Several slow fixtures throughout the home often point to a

restriction in the main sewer lateral.



Acting on Early Clues

Safety and Sanitation

Chapter 2 Summary

•

•

•

Watch for changes in how your plumbing performs.

Never ignore recurring clogs or sewer odors.

Early action usually provides more repair options.

Did You Know? Most emergency sewer calls begin with
warning signs that homeowners noticed days or even
weeks earlier. Keep a simple log of symptoms—what you
heard, smelled, or saw and when it occurred. Patterns
often reveal whether the issue is isolated to a fixture or
indicates a main-line restriction. Early documentation also
helps your contractor diagnose more quickly and
accurately.

If wastewater backs up, stop using plumbing, keep
people and pets away, and avoid contact with potentially
contaminated surfaces. When in doubt, ventilate the area
and call a qualified contractor promptly.





Chapter 3 – What Causes Sewer Line
Damage?

Common Causes
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Tree root intrusion.

Aging clay or cast-iron pipes.

Grease buildup.

Flushable wipes and hygiene products.

Ground settlement.

Heavy vehicles driving over buried pipes.

Delaying repairs after warning signs appear.

Sewer lines are designed to last for many years, but they are not immune to age and environmental conditions.

RN Fitch Tip: Large mature trees add beauty to your property, but their roots naturally seek moisture. If large

trees grow near your sewer line, pay close attention to slow drains or recurring clogs.



Material Matters

Chapter 3 Summary

•

•

•

Many sewer problems develop gradually.

Good plumbing habits reduce risk.

Early repairs are usually less disruptive
than emergency repairs.

Older clay and cast-iron laterals can crack,
offset, or corrode over time. Modern materials
resist many of these issues, but no pipe is
immune to poor installation, improper slope,
or external loads. Regular observation and
good household habits remain essential.



Chapter 4 – Preventative
Maintenance for Healthy Sewer
Lines

Kitchen

•

•

Never pour grease or cooking oil down the
drain.

Scrape food into the trash before washing
dishes.

Bathroom

•

•

Flush only human waste and toilet paper.

Dispose of wipes, paper towels, and
hygiene products in the trash.

Good sewer maintenance is based on simple
habits rather than expensive products.



•

•

•

Know where your
sewer line runs.

Avoid planting large
trees directly above
it.

Walk your property
several times each
year looking for wet
areas, depressions,
or unusually green
grass.

Outside



Seasonal Checklist
•

•

•

•

Spring – Inspect your yard after snow melt.

Summer – Protect underground utilities during landscaping.

Fall – Address slow drains before winter.

Winter – Dispose of cooking grease properly and monitor plumbing during holiday gatherings.

Chapter 4 Summary
•

•

•

Small maintenance habits protect your investment.

Inspect your property throughout the year.

Respond early when something changes.





Chapter 5 – What Happens During a Sewer
Line Repair or Replacement?

Typical Project Steps
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Identify the problem and affected pipe.

Locate underground utilities.

Carefully excavate the work area.

Remove the damaged pipe.

Install new pipe with the proper slope.

Test all connections.

Backfill and compact the trench.

Restore the property.

Few homeowners ever expect to replace a sewer line, so it's natural to have questions. Understanding the

process ahead of time can reduce stress and help you know what to expect.



Property Care and Restoration

Chapter 5 Summary

•

•

•

Professional repairs follow a planned
process.

Safety and utility locating come first.

Restoration is an important part of every
project.

Will my yard be destroyed? Excavation is
temporary. A professional contractor works
carefully to minimize disturbance and restore
the property as closely as practical once
repairs are complete.
RN Fitch Tip: Ask your contractor to explain
the repair process before work begins.
Knowing what will happen each day reduces
stress and helps you prepare.



Chapter 6 – Seasonal Sewer
Maintenance Calendar

Spring

•

•

Walk your property after snow melt.

Look for wet areas and sinkholes.

Summer

•

•

Know where your sewer line runs before
landscaping.

Keep grease out of kitchen drains.

Your sewer system works every day of the
year. A few minutes of seasonal maintenance
can help identify problems before they
become emergencies.



Fall

•

•

Address recurring slow drains.

Keep leaves away from the sewer cleanout.

Winter

•

•

Dispose of cooking grease properly.

Watch for unusual plumbing sounds after holiday
gatherings.



Why Seasons Matter

Chapter 6 Summary

•

•

•

Inspect your property each season.

Small changes are worth investigating.

Preventative maintenance takes only a few
minutes.

Did You Know? Many homeowners first notice
sewer problems during seasonal changes
because freezing, thawing, and heavy rain
place additional stress on aging pipes.
Temperature swings can reveal minor defects,
and heavy usage during holidays can expose
restrictions that went unnoticed during normal
routines.





Chapter 7 – Is It an Emergency?

Monitor

•

•

One slow sink.

An isolated clogged toilet.

Schedule Service Soon

•

•

•

•

Multiple slow drains.

Gurgling toilets.

Persistent sewer odors.

Wet areas in the yard.

Not every sewer problem requires immediate
emergency service, but some situations
should never be ignored.



•

•

•

Sewage backing
into the home.

Water overflowing
from basement
drains.

Ground collapse
near the sewer line.

Call
Immediately



If Wastewater Enters Your Home
•

•

•

Stop using plumbing fixtures.

Keep people and pets away from contaminated areas.

Contact a qualified sewer contractor.

Chapter 7 Summary
•

•

•

Know the difference between an inconvenience and an emergency.

Stop using water during a backup.

Early action helps limit damage.

RN Fitch Tip: When describing a problem, tell your contractor which fixtures are affected and when the

symptoms began. That information can help diagnose the issue more quickly.



Chapter 8 – Frequently Asked Questions
How long does a sewer line last? Modern sewer pipes can last for many decades, while older materials become

more vulnerable with age.

Are tree roots really that common? Yes. They are one of the leading causes of sewer line blockages in older

neighborhoods.

Will excavation ruin my landscaping? Professional restoration is an important part of the repair process.

Should I buy chemical drain cleaners? Repeated use is not recommended for recurring sewer problems because

they rarely address the underlying cause.

Should I have my sewer line inspected before buying a home? If the home is older or has mature trees, an

inspection may help identify issues before closing.

Does homeowners insurance cover sewer repairs? Coverage varies. Review your policy and ask your insurance

provider what is included.



•

•

•

Most homeowners
share the same
questions.

Understanding your
sewer system helps
you make informed
decisions.

When in doubt, ask
a qualified
professional before
a small concern
becomes a larger
repair.

Chapter 8
Summary





Chapter 9 – Annual Homeowner
Sewer Maintenance Checklist

Monthly
•

•

•

•

Watch how quickly sinks and tubs drain.

Listen for gurgling toilets.

Check for sewer odors.

Walk around your yard looking for wet or unusually green areas.

Spring
•

•

Inspect your property after snow melt.

Look for depressions or standing water.

Summer
•

•

Know where your sewer lateral runs before digging or planting.

Keep heavy equipment off the sewer line.

Your sewer system doesn't require constant attention, but it does benefit from a
simple inspection routine throughout the year. Spending just a few minutes each

season can help you identify small issues before they become costly repairs.



Fall

•

•

Address recurring slow drains before
winter.

Keep the sewer cleanout accessible.

Winter

•

•

Never pour cooking grease down the
drain.

Monitor plumbing during periods of heavy
holiday use.



Home Information Record

Chapter 9 Summary

•

•

•

Small inspections throughout the year help protect your investment.

Record important information before an emergency occurs.

Good maintenance is based on consistency, not complexity.

Home Address: _____

Year Home Built: _____

Approximate Age of Sewer Line: _____

Location of Sewer Cleanout: _____

Previous Sewer Repairs: _____

Emergency Contractor: _____



Chapter 10 – Sewer Terms Every
Homeowner Should Know

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Building Drain – The main pipe inside your home that collects wastewater.

Cleanout – A capped access point used to inspect or service the sewer line.

Compaction – Packing soil after excavation to reduce settling.

Excavation – Removing soil to reach underground utilities.

Root Intrusion – Tree roots growing into a damaged or aging sewer pipe.

Sewer Backup – Wastewater flowing back into the home because it cannot
move through the sewer line.

Sewer Lateral – The underground pipe connecting your home to the municipal
sewer main.

Sewer Main – The public sewer maintained by your municipality.

Utility Locate – Identifying underground utilities before excavation begins.

Wastewater – Water leaving your home from sinks, showers, toilets, and
appliances.

Chapter 10 Summary
•

•

Knowing the terminology helps homeowners make informed decisions.

Communication is easier when everyone understands the same language.

Understanding a few common terms makes it easier to communicate with
contractors and understand repair recommendations.

RN Fitch Tip: Don't worry about memorizing these terms. Simply understanding
the basics will help you ask better questions if repairs are ever needed.



Chapter 11 – The Top 10 Mistakes
Homeowners Make
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

1. Pouring grease down the drain.

2. Flushing wipes and hygiene products.

3. Ignoring slow drains.

4. Waiting too long to investigate recurring clogs.

5. Planting large trees over the sewer lateral.

6. Driving heavy equipment across the yard.

7. Using chemical drain cleaners repeatedly.

8. Covering wet spots instead of investigating them.

9. Not knowing where the sewer cleanout is located.

10. Waiting until a minor problem becomes an emergency.

Every one of these mistakes is preventable. Developing good plumbing habits and responding early to warning

signs can significantly reduce the likelihood of major sewer repairs.



•

•

Prevention is
almost always less
expensive than
emergency repairs.

Small changes in
daily habits protect
your home's
underground
plumbing.

Chapter 11
Summary



Chapter 12 – Final Thoughts & About
RN Fitch Excavation Services
Thank you for taking the time to read this guide.

Our goal was simple: provide practical information that
helps Pennsylvania homeowners better understand and
protect their sewer system. We hope these pages have
given you the confidence to recognize warning signs,
practice preventative maintenance, and know what to
expect if repairs ever become necessary.

RN Fitch Excavation Services proudly provides residential
sewer line repair, sewer line replacement, excavation,
drainage solutions, and property restoration throughout
Northeastern Pennsylvania.

If you ever have questions about your sewer system,
we're always happy to help.

RN Fitch Excavation Services

570-675-0646

www.rnfexcavation.com

Serving Dallas, Shavertown, Trucksville, Harveys Lake,
Kingston Township, Lehman Township, Jackson
Township, Wilkes-Barre, and surrounding communities.

Thank you for downloading Volume 1 of the RN Fitch
Homeowner Resource Library.





Final Thought

Protecting your home's sewer system begins
with awareness. A few minutes of
preventative maintenance today may help
prevent one of the most expensive repairs
your home could face tomorrow.


