
 

Mains Drainage vs Septic Tank vs Sewage Treatment Plant vs Cesspit, 
plus Soakaways and Surface Water Systems 

 
Drainage is one of those parts of a project that tends to get less attention than kitchens, windows or 
flooring, despite the fact it is doing a far more important job with far less applause. The right 
drainage option depends on whether mains sewer connection is available, what the site conditions 
are like, whether you are dealing with foul water, surface water or both, and what local approvals 
and regulations require. In England, Approved Document H remains the key Building Regulations 
guidance covering foul water drainage, rainwater drainage, pipework, inspection chambers and 
related details.  
 
One of the first things to get straight is that foul drainage and surface water drainage are not the 
same thing. Foul drainage carries wastewater from kitchens, bathrooms, WCs and utility areas, while 
surface water drainage deals with rainwater from roofs, hardstandings and external areas. Approved 
Document H sets a clear hierarchy for foul drainage, starting with a public sewer where reasonably 
practicable, and then moving through private connection or treatment options where that is not 
feasible.  
 

What the systems are generally used for? 
 
Mains drainage is the standard option for most homes and developments where connection to a 
public sewer is available. It is generally used in urban, suburban and many village locations where 
the existing sewer network can take foul water away for treatment. Approved Document H treats 
connection to the public sewer as the first-choice solution where it is reasonably practicable.  
 
Septic tanks are generally used where mains sewer connection is not reasonably practicable, 
typically in rural or off-mains locations. They are designed to provide primary settlement of sewage 
and normally discharge to the ground through a drainage field rather than directly to surface water. 
Current government guidance in England makes it clear that operators must comply with the general 
binding rules, and those rules are a serious part of the conversation rather than a footnote nobody 
reads.  
 
Sewage treatment plants are used where a site is off mains drainage but needs a higher level of 
treatment than a basic septic tank provides. They are common for rural homes, small developments 
and locations where the discharge requirements or site constraints make a septic tank less suitable. 
Government guidance covers treatment plants alongside septic tanks within the general binding 
rules framework.  
 
Cesspits or cesspools are generally the option of last resort. They are sealed holding tanks with no 
discharge outlet and therefore need regular emptying. Approved Document H only reaches them 
after public sewer, private sewer and treatment solutions in the foul drainage hierarchy, which tells 
you everything you need to know about how enthusiastically the industry views them. They solve a 
problem, but rarely in a glamorous or low-maintenance way.  
 
For surface water, the most common options include soakaways, attenuation systems, and direct 
connection to a surface water sewer where permitted. Design and construction guidance for foul 



 

and surface water systems used by the UK water sector covers both foul and surface drainage 
infrastructure, while Approved Document H also addresses rainwater drainage and disposal. 
  

Why each one is used? 
 
Mains drainage is used because it is usually the simplest long-term option for the end user. Once 
connected, wastewater is removed and treated off site through the wider sewer network, and the 
homeowner avoids the responsibility of maintaining an onsite treatment system. In practical terms, 
it is usually the least hassle if it is available at a sensible connection cost.  
 
Septic tanks are used because they can provide a workable off-mains solution where connection to 
the public sewer is unrealistic. They are relatively familiar and widely understood, but they depend 
on suitable ground conditions, space for a drainage field and compliance with current rules. A septic 
tank is not just a box in the ground with optimistic branding. It needs the right site conditions to 
function properly.  
 
Sewage treatment plants are used because they provide a better level of treatment than septic 
tanks and can therefore suit more constrained or sensitive sites. They are often preferred where 
environmental requirements are tighter or where the design team wants a more modern and 
controlled treatment solution for an off-mains property.  
 
Cesspits are used because some sites have no workable discharge route to sewer, ground or 
watercourse. They are usually chosen only when other options are impractical, because they require 
ongoing tanker emptying and carry obvious operational drawbacks. They are a solution, but very 
much the sort of solution that keeps the phone number of the emptying contractor somewhere 
handy.  
 
Soakaways and attenuation systems are used to manage rainwater in a way that reduces overload 
on public sewers and controls runoff. On suitable ground, soakaways can be a simple and effective 
route for surface water disposal, while attenuation systems are used where runoff needs to be 
stored and released in a controlled way. 
  

Ease of use 
 
Mains drainage is the easiest system for the occupier once it is installed and connected. The 
complexity is mostly upfront, in permissions, adoptable standards, levels, connection points and 
infrastructure design. Once live, it is generally more straightforward than owning a private treatment 
setup.  
 
Septic tanks are reasonably simple in concept, but they are less simple in real life than some people 
assume. They need correct sizing, proper installation, a compliant drainage field, periodic desludging 
and ongoing awareness of what is being discharged into the system. A badly chosen or badly used 
septic tank tends to announce its displeasure quite clearly. 
  
Sewage treatment plants need more mechanical and electrical involvement than septic tanks 
because they are active treatment systems. That usually means higher performance but also a bit 



 

more maintenance responsibility. In exchange, they can be a much better technical fit on sites where 
a septic tank and drainage field are awkward or unsuitable. 
  
Cesspits are easy to understand but inconvenient to live with. They store waste without treating it, 
so they need regular emptying and close monitoring. That makes them less attractive in terms of 
convenience and long-term running cost.  
 
Soakaways are often attractive because they are passive and relatively simple once designed 
correctly, but they depend heavily on the ground. If infiltration is poor, a soakaway may not work 
well enough, which is why testing and site assessment matter. Guidance on septic drainage fields 
and percolation testing gives a good indication of how critical infiltration characteristics are 
whenever disposal to ground is involved.  
 

Technical characteristics that matter 
 
For foul drainage, the biggest technical question is not just what system you like, but whether the 
site supports it and whether the regulations allow it. Approved Document H sets the hierarchy for 
drainage choices, and the government’s general binding rules add specific legal and environmental 
requirements for small sewage discharges to ground. That means the correct answer is driven by 
both engineering and regulation.  
 
For septic tanks, the drainage field is critical. Government guidance and technical supplier resources 
both make clear that septic systems discharging to ground depend on proper drainage field sizing 
and site permeability. If the percolation is poor or the site is too constrained, a septic tank may not 
be suitable. 
  
For sewage treatment plants, the technical advantage is the higher standard of treatment before 
discharge. That can make them more suitable for sites with tighter discharge constraints or where a 
more robust treatment outcome is needed. The trade-off is that they are more engineered systems, 
with more components and usually more maintenance involvement than a basic septic tank.  
 
For surface water drainage, infiltration, storage and flow control are the big themes. Approved 
Document H covers rainwater drainage, while Water UK’s design and construction guidance 
addresses foul and surface water drainage systems used by developers. That means your rainwater 
solution is not just about “where the gutter goes” but about how water is managed across the site.  
 
For the actual below-ground pipework, PVC-U plastic is by far the most common domestic drainage 
pipe material in the UK because it is light, easy to handle and widely available. Clay still has a role 
where longevity and crush resistance are priorities, while concrete tends to be more relevant on 
heavier-duty or infrastructure-scale applications. Industry sources consistently position plastic as the 
dominant residential choice and clay as the more traditional, robust but heavier option.  
 

Approximate costs of the product / system 
 
Costs on drainage systems move around heavily depending on connection distance, excavation 
depth, reinstatement, plant access, pump requirements, treatment plant size and ground conditions. 
So these are broad planning-level observations rather than neat promise-box numbers. 



 

Mains drainage can be cost-effective if the public sewer is nearby and connection is straightforward, 
but it can become expensive quickly if the sewer is a long distance away, levels are awkward or 
adoption requirements are involved. In plenty of projects, the connection cost is what drives the 
whole drainage strategy discussion. The system itself is often the easy bit; the route to it is where 
the invoice learns to sprint.  
 
Septic tanks are usually cheaper to buy than sewage treatment plants, but they still need 
excavation, the tank, the drainage field and ongoing maintenance. The apparent upfront saving can 
narrow if the site needs extensive groundworks or if the drainage field becomes complex.  
 
Sewage treatment plants generally cost more upfront than septic tanks because they are more 
sophisticated systems, but they can be the right answer where a septic tank would not comply or 
perform properly. In other words, they can look expensive until the alternatives stop being realistic.  
 
Cesspits can sometimes look simpler on installation, but the long-term emptying costs usually make 
them unattractive as an everyday solution. They are often the system you choose when the site has 
boxed you into a corner, not because the life-cycle economics looked exciting on a spreadsheet.  
 
For pipe materials, plastic pipe is generally the lower-cost and easier-to-install route for standard 
domestic work, while clay and concrete usually come with higher handling and installation demands. 
Industry comparisons put PVC below clay and concrete in typical installed-cost terms, which lines up 
with how the market actually behaves. 
  

How they tend to be sold and availability 
 
Mains drainage systems are usually not bought as a single off-the-shelf package. They are typically 
delivered as a design-and-groundworks solution including pipes, inspection chambers, manholes, 
bedding, connections and approvals. Where sewers are to be adopted, local sewerage undertakers 
may also impose additional requirements.  
 
Septic tanks and sewage treatment plants are sold as packaged products through specialist drainage 
suppliers, civils merchants and online distributors, with sizing linked to occupancy and use. The tank 
itself is only part of the solution; installation, drainage field or discharge route, access for 
maintenance and regulatory compliance are all part of the real purchase decision.  
 
Cesspits are also sold through specialist drainage suppliers, though they are a niche choice 
compared with septic tanks and treatment plants because of the operational drawbacks. Availability 
is not usually the issue. Wanting one usually is.  
 
Plastic drainage pipe and fittings are extremely easy to source through UK builders’ merchants and 
drainage specialists. Clay drainage is also available, but it is less commonly the first-choice domestic 
product because plastic is faster and easier for most standard residential work.  
 
 
 
 
 



 

Other points a customer should know before choosing 
 
The first big question is whether mains connection is reasonably practicable. If it is, that is usually 
the preferred route under the regulations. If it is not, the discussion shifts to private treatment 
options and site-specific discharge constraints. That hierarchy matters because it shapes what is 
likely to get approved.  
 
The second big question is whether the ground is suitable for discharge to ground. Septic tanks and 
some private drainage solutions depend on infiltration and correct drainage field performance. 
Without that, the whole plan can fall apart quickly.  
 
The third big question is whether you are solving foul water, surface water, or both. A site can have 
a straightforward foul drainage answer but a more challenging surface water strategy, especially 
where runoff control, storage or infiltration are issues. Treating drainage as one single topic is a good 
way to miss half the problem.  
 

Conclusion 
 
If you want the blunt version: mains drainage is usually the best long-term option where connection 
is available; septic tanks are the traditional off-mains solution where ground conditions and 
drainage fields allow; sewage treatment plants are the more advanced off-mains option when 
higher treatment standards are needed; and cesspits are generally the fallback choice when nothing 
else is practical. For surface water, soakaways and attenuation systems are often the key 
supporting pieces rather than afterthoughts.  
 
There is no universal winner because the right answer depends on the site, the discharge route, the 
regulations, the ground conditions and the long-term maintenance burden. A simple plot near a 
public sewer may suit mains drainage perfectly. A rural site with good infiltration may work with a 
septic tank. A more constrained off-mains site may justify a treatment plant. And a difficult site with 
no realistic discharge route may leave you staring at a cesspit and questioning several earlier life 
choices. The smart move is to choose the system that is technically suitable, legally compliant and 
realistic to live with over time.  
 
For more practical comparisons, building guides and product advice, visit www.helpme-
buildit.co.uk and explore the rest of the content across the site. 
 
This content is provided as a general guide only and does not replace professional advice, project-specific assessment, or current 
manufacturer guidance. Product suitability, performance, installation requirements and costs can vary depending on the application, 
site conditions and specification. Always refer to the relevant manufacturer’s latest technical information and seek qualified 
professional advice before making any decision. www.helpme-buildit.co.uk and Helpme Solutions Group Ltd accept no liability for any 
loss or damage arising from reliance on this content. 

 


