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TECHNICAL GUIDE

Toilet Tank Diagnostics

This guide was inspired by discussions between Mike Urbans and Mike Heatwole on the "It's Your Water" podcast.

A toilet tank provides something a grab sample cannot: a visible record of what has been moving
through the plumbing over time. Used alongside complete onsite testing, it can help identify sediment,
mineral deposition, biological growth, escaped media, and installation problems.

1. Why the Toilet Tank Is a Useful Diagnostic Tool

Most field tests show the water condition at one moment. A toilet tank behaves more like a small settling basin. It
repeatedly fills, stands, and partially empties. Fine particles settle, mineral deposits remain, and biological films
may develop.

e Sediment collects in low-flow corners and along the bottom.

e |ron and manganese may leave persistent colored deposits.

e Organic growth may appear as slime, film, or rope-like material.

e Escaped resin or filter media may accumulate where it is easy to see.

e The condition of a rarely used tank may reflect months or years of water exposure.

Important: A toilet inspection does not replace testing. It adds visual evidence to the customer interview, field
analysis, flow test, plumbing inspection, and equipment evaluation.

2. Professional Procedure

Ask permission before entering the bathroom or removing the tank lid.

Explain that the tank may provide useful information about the water and treatment equipment.
Ask the homeowner to remove fragile or sentimental objects from the tank when practical.
Place the porcelain lid on a folded towel or another protected surface—never directly on tile.
Photograph the tank only with the homeowner's permission.

Replace the lid and all items exactly as they were found.
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3. Which Toilet Should Be Inspected?

The cleanest or most frequently used toilet is not always the most informative. When possible, inspect:

e A basement or utility-area toilet

e A guest bathroom

e An older fixture

o Atoilet that is used infrequently

o A fixture located farthest from the treatment equipment

A pressure-assist toilet contains a sealed vessel and will not provide the same view as a conventional gravity tank.
In that case, inspect another fixture or look for evidence elsewhere in the plumbing.
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4. What to Look For

Observation

Typical Appearance

Possible Causes

Recommended Next
Step

Sediment or Grit

Fine sand, grit, rust
particles, or settled debris.

Well sediment, municipal
main activity, corroding
plumbing, exhausted or
bypassed filters, or
inadequate pretreatment.

Collect a sample if
practical; inspect
cartridges and housings;
check pressure loss and
flow; determine particle
size and source.

Orange or Rust-Brown
Deposits

Orange, red-brown, or
rust-colored coating or
sediment.

Iron entering the home,
iron breakthrough,
oxidation occurring after
treatment, or an
undersized or poorly
maintained system.

Test iron onsite where
practical; compare raw and
treated water; inspect
regeneration, oxidation,
backwash, and service
flow.

Dark Brown, Gray, or
Black Deposits

Dark staining, black
residue, or very dark
settled material.

Manganese, manganese
breakthrough, sulfur-
related deposits, corrosion
products, or carbon/media
particles.

Test manganese and pH;
identify whether particles
smear, crush, or remain
granular; inspect
equipment and plumbing.

Slime or Gelatinous
Growth

Brown, gray, white, clear,
or rope-like growth;
slippery deposits.

Iron-related, manganese-
related, sulfur-related, or
other biological activity.

Do not diagnose by
appearance alone.
Document the condition;
review odor and fouling
complaints; consider
microbiological evaluation
and disinfection strategy.

Surface Film or Sheen

A film on the water surface
that separates when
disturbed.

Biofilm or other organic
material; occasionally
cleaning products or tank
additives.

Ask about tablets and
cleaners first. Compare
with another untreated
tank before concluding that
the film is biological.

Amber Spherical Beads

Small, round amber or tan
beads.

lon exchange resin
escaping because of a
broken distributor,
damaged basket, internal
valve problem, incorrect
plumbing, or reverse flow.

Stop and inspect the
treatment equipment
promptly. Check plumbing
direction, distributors,
internals, and valve
operation.

Black Granular Particles

Black particles that may
smear, crush, or float.

Activated carbon, another
dark filter medium,
corrosion products, or
manganese deposits.

Determine texture and
uniformity; inspect
treatment tank internals
and plumbing; compare
with the installed media.

White or Tan Granules

Light-colored chips or
grains.

Calcite, corosex-type
material, sand, scale, or
other light-colored media.

Inspect neutralizer or filter
internals; compare the
sample with installed
media; confirm service-
flow direction.
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5. Conditions That Can Mislead the Inspection

e Chlorine tablets, blue cleaners, and other tank additives can alter color, odor, film, and biological growth.
e Arecently cleaned or replaced toilet may not show the home's historical water conditions.

e A pressure-assist tank cannot be evaluated like an open gravity tank.

e Asingle toilet may have a local plumbing issue that does not represent the entire home.

e Color alone is not a definitive identification of iron, manganese, bacteria, carbon, or corrosion products.

6. Installation Problems the Tank May Reveal

o Treatment equipment connected in the wrong flow direction
e Broken distributor tube or lower basket

e Internal control valve failure

o Media loss after service or backwash

e Inadequate backwash or incorrect drain-flow control

e Bypass leakage or incomplete treatment

o Treatment equipment undersized for actual service flow

7. How to Use the Findings
The inspection should guide additional testing—not become the final diagnosis. Photograph or document the

observation, compare raw and treated water, verify equipment operation, and explain to the customer what is
known, what is suspected, and what still needs to be confirmed.

8. Key Takeaways

e The toilet tank can act as a long-term visual record of water conditions.

e The most useful tank is often an older or infrequently used fixture.

e Sediment, staining, slime, film, resin, and filter media each point to different follow-up steps.

e Cleaning products and local fixture conditions can produce misleading evidence.

e A complete diagnosis combines visual inspection with onsite testing, equipment evaluation, and customer
history.

e A consistent inspection procedure can reduce callbacks and strengthen customer confidence.
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TOILET TANK DIAGNOSTIC FIELD FORM

Use with a complete onsite water analysis and equipment inspection

Customer / Site: Date:

Address: Technician:

Water Source: O Private Well O Municipal O | Fixture Location:

Other:

Existing Treatment: Last Service Date:

Permission & Access Tank Selection

O Permission obtained O Main bathroom

O Decorative items removed safely O Guest bathroom

O Photo permission obtained O Basement / utility bathroom

O Lid placed on protected surface O Infrequently used toilet

O Pressure-assist tank—alternate fixture inspected

Observed Condition Present Description / Location Sample or Photo
Sediment / fine grit OYes ONo O Photo O Sample
Sand or coarse particles O Yes [ No O Photo [ Sample
Orange / rust-brown deposits O Yes [ No O Photo [ Sample
Dark brown / gray / black O Yes [ No 0 Photo [ Sample
deposits
Slime / gelatinous growth 0 Yes [No O Photo [ Sample
Surface film or sheen O Yes [ No O Photo [ Sample
Amber spherical resin beads OYes ONo O Photo [ Sample
Black granular media O Yes O No O Photo [ Sample
White / tan granular media O Yes O No O Photo [ Sample
Unusual odor at tank OYes ONo O Photo O Sample
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Field Test / System Check | Result

Notes

Raw Water pH

Raw Water Iron

Raw Water Manganese

Service Flow / Well Flow

Equipment Findings

O Flow direction verified

O Bypass checked

O Distributor / internals suspected
O Regeneration reviewed

[0 Backwash / drain flow reviewed
O Pressure loss checked

Likely Cause(s)

Additional Testing Needed

O Treated-water comparison
1 Bacteria evaluation

[0 Particle identification

O Plumbing inspection

0 Other:

This form records field observations only. Visual appearance alone is not a definitive contaminant identification.
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Source and Use Note

This technical guide was developed from the “Toilet Talk” discussion between Mike Urbans and Mike Heatwole for
the It's Your Water podcast, then expanded into a dealer-focused field reference. The guide is intended for
professional education and troubleshooting support and is not a substitute for laboratory analysis, engineering
review, or compliance guidance.



