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The development of fringe areas and subdivisions that do not have access to municipal water and 
sewage facilities is creating a continuously growing problem in proper protection of the public 
health in these areas.  The situation has been accentuated due to the increased use of water, 
installation of garbage disposals and other automatic equipment, and the results of the high use 
of detergents.  Septic tanks are leaching systems were never intended for use in closely built-up 
housing areas. 
 
As a result of the above situation public health agencies are establishing minimum lot size 
requirement where individual water and/or sewage installations are concerned.  Therefore, the 
New Mexico Health and Social Services Department has established a policy that is essentially 
in conformance with the recommendations of the American Public Health Association and also 
the American Society of Planning Officials. 
 
Briefly, the policy for inspection or approval of all new subdivisions, including two or more lots 
involving individual water and/or sewage installations by Health and Social Services Department 
personnel shall be based on the following minimum lot size requirements for each individual 
house: 
 

a. One-half acre (21,278 sq. ft.), or larger, where both private water supply and private 
sewage disposal system are to be located on the same lot. 
 

b. One-fourth acre (10,890 sq. ft.), or larger, where a public water supply is available 
but a private sewage disposal system is located on each lot. 

It should be noted that the above policy requirements are minimum sizes of lots, as some 
conditions can very well require larger lots for adequate facilities. 
 
The above policy on minimum lot sizes becomes effective January 1, 1960.  The Federal 
Housing Administration (FHA) and Veterans Administration (VA) should be contacted in regard 
to developments that have lot sizes already approved.  City and county planning commissions, 
subdivision developers, real estate men, and surveyors and engineers should be notified of this 
policy. 
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Your attention is also called to the new “Minimum Property Standards for One and Two Living 
Units”, by FHA.  These minimum standards that must be met for FHA and  
VA construction, that became effective on July 1, 1959.  Copies of these standards (M.P.S.) will 
be sent to each sanitarian.  As approval of individual water and sewer installations is required by 
local health authority, requests will be made to your office.  This will cover both the approval 
forms and the new requirement for individual plot plan approval (See p. 6 of M.P.S.), that 
involves minimum distances and the location of private water and sewer installations, in addition 
to minimum lot size. 
 
The new FHA standards allow a minimum size of septic tank of 750 gallons for a two-bedroom 
house, a minimum size tank of 900 gallons for a three-bedroom house, 1,000 gallons for a four-
bedroom house, and 250 gallons additional capacity for each bedroom over four.  Although a 
minimum size of 750 gallons is required, it is recommended that 900 gallons be used, as 
additions to a two-bedroom house will make conformance with FHA and VA septic tank 
requirements difficult if a 750 gallon tank is installed. 
 
The above septic tank sizes are identical with the recommendations in “Manual of Septic-Tank 
Practice; PHS publication No. 526.  As uniformity of requirements is the aim of all concerned, a 
750 gallon tank will be minimum size approved by New Mexico Department of Public health 
personnel.  Changes in the State Uniform Plumbing Code are anticipated to complete this 
uniformity of control. 
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THE FUNCITON OF A SEPTIC TANK IS TO REMOVE THE SUSPENDED SOLIDS FROM 
SEWAGE.  BACTERIA FEED UPON THE SOLIDS AND REDUCE MOST OF THEM TO 
GAS OR LIQUID.  THE REMAINDER STAYS IN THE TANK AS SLUDGE.  UNDER 
ORIDINARY CONDITIONS, SLUDGE SHOULD BE REMOVED FROMT EH SEPTIC 
TANK.  NO SURFACE DISPOSAL OF SEPTIC TANK EFFLUENT IS ACCEPTABLE.  
WALLS OF A SEPTIC TANK MAY BE OF EITHER CONCRETE OR BLOCKS.  IF 
BLOCKS ARE USED THE INSIDE WALLS ARE REQUIRED TO BE PLASTERED WITH A 
WATERPROOF PLASTER.  A SEPTIC TANK IS REQUIRED TO BE WATER-TIGHT. 
 
MINIMUM LOT SIZES ARE RECOGNIZED AS NECESSARY FOR PRIVATE SEWAGE 
DISPOSAL.  NEW MEXICO DEPARTMENT OF PUBLIC HEALTH PLICY REQUIRES 
THE FOLLOWING LOT SIZES FOR EACH INDIVIDUAL HOUSE:  ONE-HALF ACRE 
(21,278 SQ. FT.), OR LARGER, WHERE BOTH PRIVATE WATER SUPPLY AND 
PRIVATE SEWAGE DISPOSAL SYSTEM ARE TO BE LOCATED ON THE SAME LOT.  
ONE-FOURTH ACRE (10,890 SQ. FT.), OR LARGER, WHERE A PUBLIC WATER 
SUPPLY IS AVAILABLE BUT A PRIVATE SEWAGE DISPOSAL SYSTEM IS LOCATED 
ON A LOT. 
 
THE MINIMUM GRADE ON THE 4” SEWER LINE BETWEEN THE HOUSE AND THE 
SEPTIC TANK SHOULD BE 1/8” PER FOOT. AND PREFERRABLEY 1/4 “ PER FOOT, 
WITH THE 10’ SECION OF SEWER IMMEDIATELY AHEAD OF THE SEPTIC TANK 
BEING 1/8” PER FOOT.  THE SEEPAGE FIELD MUST BE INSTALLED CAREFULLY 
WITH THE TILE OR PERFORMATED PIPE LAID ON A GRADE OF 2” TO 3” PER 100’ OF 
LENGTH, AND NEVER GREATER THAN 6” PER 100’ OF LENGTH.  THE MINIMUM 
CLEAR DISTANCE BETWEEN SEEPAGE TRENCHES SHOULD BE NOT LESS THAN 3 
TIMES THE TRENCH WIDTH.  ONLY THE TRENCH BOTTOM IS USED IN 
DETERMINING ABSORPTION AREA FOR TRENCHES, WHILE ONLY THE SIDEWALL 
AREA BELOW THE INLET IS EFFECTIVE ON SEEPAGE PITS. 
 
THE PERCOLATINO TEST IS MADE BY DIGGING A 4” DIAMETER OR 12” SQUARE 
HOLE TO A DEPTH EQUAL TO THE PROPOSED DEPTH OF THE SEEPAGE TRENCHES.  
THE TEST HOLES SHOULD BE A MINIMUM OF 36” DEEP, AND BE REPRESENTATIVE 
OF THE SEEPAGE AREA.  AT LEAST 2 TEST HOLES SHOLD ORDINARILY BE MADE.  
THEST HOLES SHOULD AGAIN BE FILLED WITH WATER TO A DEPTH OF AT LEAST 
2 FEET.  AT 5 OR 10-MINUTE INTERVALS RECORD THE TIME AND DEPTH TO 
WATER.  SHEN THE RATE OF FALL IS UNIFORM NOTE THE TIME REQUIRED FOR 
WATER TO DROP ONE INCH AND THEN USE TABLE No. 2 TO DETERMINE THE 
SQUARE FEET OF ABSORPTION AREA REQUIRED. 
 
STEPS TO FOLLOW IN PLANNING A SEPTIC TANK AND SEEPAGE FACILITY:  (1) 
DETERMINE NUMBER OF BEDROROMS AND SEPTIC TANK SIZE.  (2) LOCATE 
SEPTIC TANK SITE.  (3) MAKE PERCOLATION TESTS AND DETERMINE AMOUNT OF 
SEEPAGE AREA REQUIRED.  (4) DETERMINE DEPTH AND GRADE OF SEWER LINE 
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FROM HOUS TO SEPTIC TANK NILET.  (5)  DETERMINE LOCATION OF SEEPAGE 
FACILITY.  (6) DETERMINE DEPTH OF SEPTIC TANK INLNE BELOW GROUND 
LEVEL.  (7) DETERMINE DEPTH AND GRADE OF SEEPAGE LINES.  (8) CHECK TABLE 
No. 3 FOR COMPLIANCE.  (9) OBTAN APPROVAL OF THE NEW MEXICO 
MECHANICAL BOARD PRIOR TO CONSTRUCTION.  (10) CNOSTRUCT SEPTIC TANK, 
SEWER LINES, AND SEEPAGE FACILITY. 
 

TABLE NO. 1 REQUIRED SEPTIC TANK CAPICITIES 
NO. 
BEDROOMS 

SEPTIC TANK 
CAPACITY 

SEPTIC TANK DIMENSIONS 
LENGTH WIDTH LIQUID 

DEPTH 
TOTAL 
DEPTH 

2 OR LESS 750 7’ – 6” 3’ – 6” 4’ – 0” 5’ – 0” 
3 900 8’ – 0” 3’ – 6” 4’ – 4” 5’ – 4” 
4* 1,000 8’ – 0” 4’ – 0” 4’ – 6” 5’ – 6” 
*FOR EACH ADDITIONAL BEDROOM ADD 250 GALONS. 

 
TABLE NO. 2 ABSORPTION REQUIREMENTS FOR PRIVATE RESIDENCES 

(PROVIDES FOR GARBAGE GRINDER AND AUTOMATI-SEQUENCE WASHING MACHINES) 
PERCOLATIN RATE 
(TIME REQUIRED FOR 
WATER TO FALL 1-INCH IN 
MINUTES) 

REQUIRED ABSORPTION 
AREA IN SQ. FT. PER 
BEDROOM, STANDARD 
TRENCH AND SEEPAGE 
PITS 

TOTAL SQ. FT. ABSORPTION AREA 
REQUIRED 
NUMBER OF BEDROOMS 

2 3 4 

1 OR LESS 70 140 210 280 
2 85 170 255 340 
3 100 200 300 400 
4 115 230 345 460 
5 125 250 375 500 

10 165 330 495 660 
15 190 380 570 760 
30 250 500 750 1,000 

 
TABLE No. 3 LOCATION OF SEWAGE DISPOSAL SYSTEM 
 MINIMUM DISTANCE IN CLEAR REQUIRED FROM 
SEPTIC TANK DISPOSAL FIELD SEEPAGE PIT  TO 
5 FEET 5 FEET 20 FEET BUILDING S AND STRUCTURES 
10 FEET 5 FEET 10 FEET PROPERTY LINES ADJOINING 

PRIVATE PROPERTY 
10 FEET 10 FEET 10 FEET WATER LINES 
50 FEET 100 FEET 100 FEET WATER SUPPLY WELLS* 
10 FEET 25 FEET 100 FEET STREAMS* 
10 FEET 10 FEET 20 FEET LARGE TREES 
6 FEET 6 FEET 3 DIAMETERS SEEPAGE PITS 
*WHERE SPECIAL HEALTH HAZARDS ARE INVOLVED THE ISTANCE REQUIRED SHALL BE INCRESED 
AS MAY BE DIRECTED BY THE NEW MEXICO HEALTH AND SOCIAL SERVICES DEPARTMENT AND 
THE NEW MEXICO MECHANICAL BOARD. 
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