Sewer Issues?
Don’t Blame the Tree!
A blocked-up sewer system can be tough to diagnose since there are many possible causes. One
potential culprit is a tree root intrusion in your sewer lateral. But stop! Before you blame your
tree, it is important to get to the “root” of the problem: It is likely not the fault of the tree roots,
but rather a leaky sewer lateral.

What is a sewer lateral?
A sewer lateral is a pipe that connects indoor
plumbing to the public sewer main in the
street. It is located anywhere from two to six
feet underground and is four to six inches in
diameter. These pipes are commonly made of
vitrified clay, asbestos, orangeburg or cast iron
in older homes. In newer homes they are
made of plastic or vinyl. There are various
joints along the lateral and where the lines
connect to the house and the public sewer
main. These joints are generally equipped with
rubber or other soft material to seal the
connections.

How did the roots get into the
sewer lateral?
Trees and other plants require water and
nutrients to support healthy growth.
Therefore they will take advantage of the
nearest and most prevalent water or
nutrient-rich source. When roots encounter a
sewer lateral in good condition, nothing will
happen because they will grow over and
around the intact lateral. However, if there is
a leak‒no matter how small‒tiny hair-like
roots will enter the lateral and rapidly grow
on the nutrient-rich sewage.
Eventually, these roots may disrupt the flow of sewage and if not disturbed, will completely fill
the pipe with root masses and back up the system. In other words, the primary cause of your
issue is a leaky or outdated lateral and not the tree itself.

What are the first signs of tree root intrusion into the sewer lateral?
The first signs of a partially obstructed lateral may include gurgling noises from the toilet bowl
or a backup in the shower during washing machine operation. A complete blockage may occur if
no remedial action is taken to remove the roots. If the land surrounding your home is heavily
wooded, or large trees are located close to the sewer line, a root intrusion is possible.

How to prevent a leaky lateral:
Routine maintenance (every year or two) of your sewer lateral can minimize the impacts of root
intrusion, saving you time and money in the long term. A professional plumbing or sewer
company can work with you to develop a maintenance program. A lack of maintenance can lead
to blockages and collapsed pipes, which may require costly repairs and/or replacement of your
sewer system.

Which pipes are most susceptible to root
intrusion?
Many older homes have sewer lines made of clay. Clay
pipes are the most susceptible to root intrusion due to
their fragility and weakness at joints.

Which pipes are least susceptible to
root intrusion?
Most newer homes have plastic or vinyl (e.g.
PVC, ABS) sewer lines. These pipes have glued
joints and are the least prone to root
intrusion, but it is still possible for roots to
enter the pipe if there are cracks or broken
joints. The lifespan of your pipes depends on
what type of pipe you choose to use. A good
quality pipe can last from fifty, to upwards of
one hundred years.

What is the homeowner responsible for?
The homeowner is responsible for all service (repairs, replacement, maintenance) to the lateral
extending from the homeowner’s building to the public sewer main, including the connection
joining the private sewer lateral to the public sewer main. [City of San Mateo Sewer System
Management Plan, Section 7.38.432]
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