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■ stop using the latrine ■ empty the full pit➧ ➧or   

by hand

• Dig out the contents 
using a spade and a 
bucket.

• Remember that if 
the latrine was used 
very recently, the 
excreta will be fresh 
and dangerous 
because it contains 
lots of pathogens 
(germs).

• By digging, you can 
become infected 

• Use a big tanker with a powerful 
vacuum pump...

• ... or use a tanker with a less powerful 
pump which may be mounted on a Land 
Rover or similar vehicle ...

• ...or fi ll 200-litre drums with hand-operated 
pumps. Small teams of individuals may 
provide a private service to householders.

and water with the end of the suction hose.

■ Back-fi ll the top of the pit 
with soil.

■ Dig another pit and build a 
new latrine.

Advantage
• Your pit will be empty after only one or two tanker 

visits

Disadvantages
• Vehicles with powerful pumps are very expensive, 

and it is often very diffi cult to get spares.

What to do with a full latrine pit
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Make your single pit as big as possible,
■ then it can be used for many years before fi lling up;
■ you will have fewer problems with fl ies and smells; and
■ the further down the excreta, the smaller the risk of disease. 

Single-pit latrines
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Further reading
Franceys, R., Pickford, J. and Reed, R., A Guide to the Development of On-site Sanitation, WHO, Geneva, 1992.
Pickford, John., Low-cost Sanitation: A survey of practical experience, IT Publications, London, 1995.

Sludge from septic tanks
As sewage passes through a septic tank, heavy solids fall to the bottom, where a layer of sludge builds up. Light 
solids, like grease, rise to the surface and form a layer of scum.   

Emptying pit latrines

3LUDGE�ACCUMULATES�AT�THE�BOTTOM�
OF�THE�TANK��7HILE�LYING�THERE��IT�
SLOWLY�DECOMPOSES�BY�ANAEROBIC�
DIGESTION��

)N�TROPICAL�CLIMATES��DECOMPOSITION�
MAY�BE�RAPID��AND�THE�NET�INCREASE�
OF�SLUDGE��ACCUMULATION�LESS�
DECOMPOSITION	�SLOWER�

!FTER�A�CERTAIN�TIME��THE�SLUDGE�
MUST�BE�REMOVED���THE�TANK�IS�
@DESLUDGED����

)N�TEMPERATE��INDUSTRIALIZED�
COUNTRIES��DESLUDGING�IS�OFTEN�
CARRIED�OUT�AT�REGULAR�INTERVALS��FOR�
EXAMPLE��EVERY�SIX�MONTHS���

)N�HOT�CLIMATES��YOU�CAN�LEAVE�THE�
SLUDGE�FOR�SEVERAL�YEARS��!�SIMPLE�
RULE�IS�TO�DESLUDGE�THE�TANK�WHEN�
THE�SLUDGE�OCCUPIES�TWO
THIRDS�OF�
THE�TANK�VOLUME�

6ACUUM�TANKERS�ARE�COMMONLY�
EMPLOYED�FOR�DESLUDGING�SEPTIC�
TANKS��

)N�GENERAL��SEPTIC
TANK�SLUDGE�
IS�MUCH�LESS�DENSE�THAN�SOLIDS�
REMO�圀䠀䔀�쀄倀�〄啠


