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What’s going on?

Pumps gradually lift water from the lower vessels to the upper vessels.  At some point, the upper vessels begin to empty (flush) and the water level drops.  The cycle repeats.  

Why is it happening?

The filling of the upper vessels is done by the electric pumps.  The draining of the upper vessels is caused by a “siphon.”   A siphon works by gravity.  Watch the water in the drain tube as the upper vessel fills.  The water level in the tube rises, roughly level with the water in the glass vessel.  When the water level in the tube reaches the highest point, it spills over and begins to drain.  When enough water fills the drain tube, it is pulled down by gravity and sucks more water out of the top vessel.  A chain reaction is set off, and the suction continues until air gets into the drain tube, and the suction is broken.  At this point, the chain reaction ends, and the vessel begins to fill again with water pumped from below.

Where have I seen this before?

As the title of the piece suggests, the action of rising water starting a siphon is most commonly observed in a toilet.  The flush is initiated by rapidly emptying water in the tank into the bowl of the toilet.  The rising water raises the level above the highest point in the “S” shaped drain, pushing water over the top.  This has the effect of priming the siphon, and as water falls down the drain, the force of gravity sucks the remaining water out of the bowl, until air is introduced into the drain, breaking the siphon action.  

For more information:

There are several excellent sources of information on the web about how siphons work.  
See, for example:

http://www.science.edu.sg/ssc/detailed.jsp?artid=6261&type=6&root=5&parent=5&cat=54
http://www.straightdope.com/columns/010105.html
http://www.madsci.org/posts/archives/dec99/944439574.Ph.r.html
http://home.howstuffworks.com/toilet1.htm 
