
monolandfills) (10). Because of the
high volume of waste tires, problems
associated with their disposal, aesthet-
ic problems, and the expansion and in-
novation of reuse of used tire products
is being addressed aggressively.
Chipped or shredded tires are being
used for a wide variety of products, in-
cluding playground covers, doormats,
roadbed, fill, shoes, and aggregate sub-
stitute in septic system drainfields. This

Analysis of Tire Chips as a Substitute 
for Stone Aggregate in Nitrification 
Trenches of Onsite Septic Systems:

Note: This white paper has been reviewed by North Carolina’s OnSite Wastewater Section—
Department of Environmental Health (DEH-OSWS) and approved for publication. Approval does not
signify that the contents necessarily reflect the views and policies of DEH-OSWS. The mention of trade
names or commercial products does not constitute an endorsement or recommendation for use.

paper will describe and analyze the cur-
rent available information on the use of
tire chips as a substitute for stone ag-
gregate in septic system drainfields.

In more than 17 states, tire
chips/shreds are currently permitted for
use or are under experimental evalua-
tion as an aggregate substitute for stone
aggregate in septic system drainfields.
Some of the scrap tires in North Carolina
are being chipped and exported to

By Barbara Hartley Grimes, Ph.D., Steve Steinbeck, P.G., and Aziz Amoozegar, Ph.D.

It is estimated that at least 250 mil-
lion tires (about one tire per person)
are discarded annually in the United
States (21). This high number of used
tires presents a significant problem for
disposal and has led to intense re-
search and development for reusing
and recycling tires. In a two-year peri-
od (1999 and 2000), counties in
North Carolina reported receiving 9.5
million tires (136,536 tons in

Status and Notes on the Comparative Macrobiology
of Tire Chip Versus Stone Aggregate Trenches

A tire chip processor in action in
Cameron, North Carolina. 
Photo courtesy of Tim Warren.
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South Carolina for use in septic systems.
Tire chips have recently been approved
as an aggregate for septic systems in
North Carolina. (See Approval: www.
deh.enr.state.nc.us/oww).

The number of discarded tires used
in onsite systems can be significant. For
example, approximately 2.3 million pas-
senger tire equivalents in Georgia, 300
tons of tire chips in Iowa, 100 million
tires in Florida, and about 30 percent of
used tires in Oklahoma are being used
in septic systems. 

Specifications and Definitions:
General Description of Tire Chips

Tires can be cut into small pieces
called tire chips or tire shreds by vari-
ous techniques. The New York State
Roundtable defines chips as “A classi-
fied scrap tire . . . which is generally
two inches (50.8mm) or smaller and
has most of the wire removed …” and
shreds as “Pieces of scrap tires that . . .
are generally between 50mm (1.97”)
and 305 mm (12.02”) in size”(11). The
physical characteristics of the tire
chips, such as size, wire protrusion,
and fines are controllable factors in
the processing of tire chips. Based on
this, the term tire “chips” is more suit-
able as a substitute for stone aggre-
gate than the term tire “shreds.”

According to the Texas Natural
Resource Council Commission
(TNRCC), while passenger tires may
vary in size and shape, they have simi-
lar general physical and chemical char-
acteristics and are composed approxi-
mately of 85 percent carbon, 10 to 15
percent ferric material, and 0.9 to 1.25
percent sulfur (20). (More specific infor-
mation on rubber, metals, and other
compounds in tires can be found in
Appendix I.) For example, studies have
shown that new versus used tire chips
have similar performance when used as
aggregate in septic systems (18).

The relatively stable structure of
tire chips makes them a suitable sub-
stitute for stone aggregate in the sep-
tic system. In addition, tire chips are
three times lighter than stone aggre-
gate (e.g., a cubic yard of stone aggre-
gate is 2,800 pounds and a cubic yard
of tire shreds is 800 pounds). Also, in
many cases, tire chips have shown to
be one-third the cost of stone aggre-
gate for use in septic systems (18).

Regulations in states where tire
chips are approved as a substitute for
stone aggregate in onsite systems re-
quire them to be of similar size as 

stone aggregate (approx 2 inches),
with wire protrusion of 0.5 inches or
less. These regulations also require a
“no fines limit” and geotextile fabric
to cover the tire chips before ground
covering. This is a general overview,
and examples of specific regulations
in some southeastern states can be
found in Appendix II. 

The major differences in state reg-
ulations are in the percent of tire
chips meeting specification required
(80 percent, 90 percent, etc.) and the
oversight, inspection and /or certifica-
tion of the tire chip specifications
(Appendix II). Few states address the
bead wires, cleanup, and any limits on
depth to groundwater, other than
standard installation requirements. 

Main Issues in Tire Chip Substi-
tution (Demonstration/Experi-
mental Projects)

Concerns for tire chip use include
storage, handling of chips with protrud-
ing wires, post-installation cleanup of
stray tire chips, potential for compres-
sion or compaction, and durability of
the chips. In storage, the accumulation
of dirt and stray materials needs to be
prevented. Persons handling the chips
should use care, wear thick gloves and
appropriate clothing (including thick-
soled shoes), and have current tetanus
protection. Cleanup must be addressed
in the post-installation inspection.

Research has shown that com-
paction is not a significant problem, and
our inspection of tire chips in the trench-
es of a number of 8-year-old drainfields
in South Carolina revealed that the tire
chips were not degraded or damaged
by wear. These demonstrate the durabili-
ty of tire chips in septic system drain-
fields. Recommendations have been
made from several research/demonstra-
tions projects that tire chips should be
firmly compacted prior to covering with
geotextile fabric.

One field survey conducted in South
Carolina did not show a significant num-
ber of failures in tire chip systems that
were greater than 10 years old or evi-
dence of settling problems over the
drainfields. Porosity was found to be
higher with tire chips than stone (60 per-
cent for tire chips; 40 percent for stone)
(13, 16–18).

Sewage Distribution, Performance,
and Biomat Formation

Performance studies comparing
stone aggregate drainlines and tire
chip aggregate drainlines in various
combinations of alternating drainfields
and alternating drainlines show in all
cases equivalent or similar wastewater
dispersal to the soils within the trenches
filled with stone aggregate and tire chips
drainfields (2,13,16–18). Permeability of
tire chips was found to be equal to
that of stone aggregate. In some cases,
less ponding was recorded in the tire
chip systems than systems that were
constructed using stone aggregate
(13,16–18).

Waste treatment efficiency in all
studies using tire chips was equivalent
to that achieved in stone aggregate
drainfields. Wastewater treatment test-
ing in more than one project examined
BOD5, COD, TSS, ammonia-nitrogen,
nitrate, fecal coliforms, and pH, and
showed equivalent treatment, except

Top: Tire chips before installation. Bottom:
Tire chips excavated from system eight years
later shows growth of biofilm and lack of
tire chip decomposition. Photos courtesy of
Barbara Grimes.
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that the wastewater treatment efficien-
cy in tire chip trenches sometimes
took several months to reach the same
rates. Conductivity profiles demon-
strated little precipitation in either type
of aggregate (13,16–18). 

Biomat formation and macrobiolo-
gy of tire chips in comparison to stone
aggregate systems examined in North
Carolina and South Carolina (Appendix
III) demonstrated a thicker biomat and
a surprising level of supported inverte-
brates in the tire chip trenches. Only
nematodes were found in a two-year-
old system in North Carolina. demon-
strating an aerated system that allows
them to provide an additional treat-
ment of waste constituents. 

In the South Carolina systems (older
than 8 years), we found more trophic
levels (feeding types) of micro- and
macro-organisms, which indicated a sta-
ble ecological wastewater treatment
community (1, 5, 14, 15, 22). The or-
ganisms included grazers, saprophytic
feeders, and filter feeders. This complex-
ity and diversity of organisms demon-
strates the potential for additional levels
of wastewater treatment in tire chip ag-
gregate, keeps the biomat pores open,
promotes healthy biomat regrowth by
grazing, and indicates a healthy and di-
verse ecosystem in the tire chip trench-
es (1, 5, 14, 15, 22). 

In comparison, only a few proto-
zoa were found in a stone aggregate
system in South Carolina. Evaluation of
both stone aggregate and tire chip sys-

tems that were overloaded (i.e. high
level of ponding) showed that the
healthy ecosystem was not present in
tire chip trenches when overloaded.

A Question of Leachates
Major in-depth studies of leachate

from tire chip versus stone aggregate
drainfields, include: Amoozegar and
Robarg, 1999 (2) in North Carolina;
Burnell and Omber, 1997 (3);
Envirologic, 1990 (6); Liu. Mead, and
Stacer, 1998 (8); Robinson, 2000 (13);
Sengupta and Miller, 1999 and 2000
(16, 17); and Spagnoli, Weber, and
Zicari, 2001 (18). 

One of the major questions raised
in using tire chips as a substitution for
stone aggregate is the potential leach-
ing of various constituents from the
tire chips. Bench studies and field test-
ing have examined tire chip leachate
under normal and “worst case sce-
nario” conditions (2, 3, 6, 8, 13, 16,
17, 18). The pollutants of interest in
these studies indicate that volatile and
semi-volatile compounds do not enter
the leachate. Other studies have
demonstrated that ground rubber and
tire chips actually remove some of the
organic compounds from fluids perco-
lating through them (7, 18). 

Studies under typical septic sys-
tem conditions have shown that tire
chip leachate and stone aggregate
leachate contain high concentrations
of iron (16, 17). The levels of iron,
which is a secondary drinking water

contaminant (aesthet-
ic), however, does not
seem to pose a health
problem. The studies
at the Chelsea Center
showed that tire chips
were actually a sink for
iron when compared
to the influent concen-
tration (16, 17). 

In some studies,
manganese (secondary
drinking water stan-
dards) was higher in
the tire chip leachate
than in the aggregate
leachate (18). In the
Chelsea Center studies,
on the other hand,
manganese concentra-
tion was mostly con-
stant in the effluent in
the D-box, but was of
equivalent concentra-
tions in stone aggre-
gate and tire chips in

the trenches although fluctuating in
both—being sometimes higher in the
aggregate and sometimes higher in the
tire chips (16, 17). 

In the Chelsea studies, zinc
leachate was lower than secondary
drinking water standards; in both
trench types, zinc concentrations were
lower than in the distribution box while
paralleling D-box fluctuations (17).

As for the effluent macrobiology
in the trenches, it appears that the iron
in the presence of some unknown fac-
tor(s) in tire chips enhances macrobio-
logical growth. Accumulation of harm-
ful trace metals does not appear to
occur as evident by the biological
growth in the South Carolina systems. 

Overall, it appears that tire chip
substitution for stone aggregate is an
excellent alternative for onsite systems
in regard to wastewater treatment,
durability, and economics. Using tire
chip aggregate in septic systems also
provides a viable solution to recycling
used tire waste. As a result of the data,
a 1:1 substitution was recommended
and approved for use in North
Carolina. Because of the biological
studies (and other researchers’ recom-
mendation (18) and, we do not recom-
mend tire chips be used for areas with
seasonal high water tables, using less
than one foot separation for Group 1
(sand, loamy sand) (1.5 feet in sandy
soils), or conditions (e.g., undersizing)
that result in overloading the drain-
fields. Additionally, physical hazards,
worker safety, and compliance with the
specifications must be addressed.

Barbara Hartley Grimes, Ph.D., is
the NonPoint Source Pollution
Program coordinator and Steve
Steinbeck, P.G., NonPoint Source
Pollution Program team leader with
the Onsite Wastewater Section of the
Division of Environmental Health,
North Carolina Department of
Environment and Natural Resources.
Aziz Amoozegar, Ph.D., is a professor
in the Department of Soil Science at
North Carolina State University.
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General Tire Composition
(Modified 1999 TNRCC Fact Sheet):
Weight: Passenger Tire 18.7–20.0 pounds

Truck tire about 100 pounds
Volume: 

Number of Tires Needed for One cubic yard: 
Car Tires 10
Truck Tires 3
Shredded car tires (1 pass) 33
Shredded truck tires (1 pass) 7
Shredded car tires (2 inch chips) 47

Basic Ingredients:
Fabric: Steel, nylon, aramid fiber, rayon, fiberglass, or polyester 

(usually a combination)
Rubber: Natural and synthetic (hundreds of polymer types)
Reinforcing chemicals: Carbon black, silica, resins
Anti-degradants: Antioxidants/ozonants, paraffin waxes
Adhesion Promoters: Cobalt salts, brass on wire, resins on fabrics
Curatives: Cure accelerators, activators, sulfur
Processing aids: Oils, tackifiers, peptizers, softeners

Composition of One Popular All-Season Passenger Tire:
Weight : 21 pounds
Composition: 30 different synthetic rubbers 5 lbs

8 types of natural rubber 4 lbs
8 types of carbon black 5 lbs
steel cord for belts 1 lb
polyester and nylon 1 lb
steel bead wire < 1 lb
40 chemicals, waxes, oils, etc 3 lbs

Approximate composition Percentages:
85% carbon
10-15% ferric material
0.9-1.25% sulfur

Typical Percentages of Rubber Mix in Some Types of Tires:
Synthetic Rubber Natural Rubber

Passenger tire 55% 45%
Light Truck Tire 50% 50%

TRNCC Information :
Using Tire Shreds in Onsite Sewage Facilities (Septic Systems)
Shreds are three times lighter than stone aggregate:

Cubic yard of stone aggregate: 2,800 pounds
Cubic yard of tire shreds: 800 pounds
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NC Experimental wastewater system (1): NC rules of conventional installa-
tion. (Approval online OSWS) Dr. Aziz Amoozegar Soil Science NCSU Sys-
tem with alternating stone aggregate trenches and tire chip trenches. Re-
sults of sampling the biomat for protozoa and metazoa (higher forms)

Excavation

Tire chips: well-structured “honeycomb” does not collapse on excavation
Stone aggregate: no structure; collapses on excavation

Appearance of Aggregate
Tire chips: intact, good separations, covered in a “fuzzy beige 
biofilm,” wires oxidized and mostly gone. 
Stone aggregate: fairly clean—no attached biofilm

Biomat Underneath The Aggregate

Tire chip trenches: well-formed biomat trench bottom—black
Stone aggregate trenches: well-formed biomat—dark

Macrobiology

Tire chip trenches: No protozoa; nematodes in abundance
Stone aggregate trenches:  No protozoa or nematodes

South Carolina Septic Systems (6) —installed SC rules: Drain line directly
on soil, then aggregate, covered geotextile fabric. Tire chip systems are
widely used in Horry County, S.C. Sampled near Conway, S.C.—Mobile
Home Park with both types of systems and soils—at least 8 years old. Re-
sults of sampling the biomats for protozoa and metazoa (higher forms)(as
always, other factors involved—heavy rains days before our trip)

Excavation

Tire chips: well-structured “honeycomb” does not collapse on excava-
tion. After 8 years drainfield was not collapsed—well structured

Stone aggregate: no structure ; collapses on excavation

Appearance of Aggregate
Tire chips: intact, not pitted, covered in a “fuzzy beige biofilm,” wires 
oxidized, almost gone.

Stone aggregate: fairly clean—no attached biofilm

Biomat Underneath The Aggregate
Tire chip trenches: well-formed biomat trench bottom—thick (several 
mm) black sheet of biofilm; somewhat intact

Stone aggregate trenches: well-formed biomat—very thin (mm) dark 
beige/black

Macrobiology

Tire chip systems sampled
I. Systems with effluent in trenches—no protozoa or metazoa
II. Normal System—abundant forms

a. Protozoa—3 types of ciliates
b. Metazoa—oligochaetes (aquatic /segmented worms)

(3 types at least – maybe some parts…)
c. Metazoa—nematoda (roundworms) somewhat abundant
d. Metazoa—insect larva (psychodidae—filter fly/ drain fly)

Stone aggregate systems
I. Normal trenches—no protozoa or metazoa or 

small protozoa later in cultures
II. System with effluent in trenches—no protozoa or metazoa

Macrobiology Methodology: 2–8 years post-installation: hand digging in trenches;
Evian water to wash out organisms from biomat. Dissecting microscope used to
examine the biomat and tire chips. Identification to taxonomic class.

Macrobiology
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