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SPRING PREP GUIDE as seen in

Just a few weeks after the last of the snow has melted
and those friendly and familiar yellow forsythia blossoms
begin to carpet the area; boaters begin to get that itch.
You know the one: One warm day comes along, and
thousands of us scramble to get out and about on our
boats. And who can blame us? For most, it has been as
long as six dreary months since we last used our boats.
But then often comes the blinding realization that a
weekend full of spring commissioning and de-winteriza-
tion chores lie ahead.

No need to worry, though. Assuming you are moder-
ately handy with simple tools and you understand the
basic concepts of plumbing aboard, de-winterizing and
prepping your boat for the upcoming season should not
present any great challenge. A little patience and prepara-
tion will go miles to ensure an enjoyable year on the
water. Also, you will spend less time messing with fixing
things that break during the season, and more time hav-
ing fun, too. No one minds that.

Engines and Generators
First things first: Once your boat is in the water, you

will want to check your engine’s raw-water cooling cir-
cuit to ensure that all paths are clear and free of obstruc-
tions, and that hoses and clamps are in good working
order (replace any cracked hoses or clamps that are sus-
pect). After you have done this, check your raw water
strainer for any debris and also determine the condition

of your raw water strainer basket. If the basket is corrod-
ed, pick up a new one (available at most marine supply
stores) and replace it. Also check the cork of rubber seal
on the raw water strainer cap and replace if cracked or
worn. Repair kits are made for this very purpose. 

Before you fire up the engine for the first time, there
are a few more preflight checks you ought to make. Refer
to “Waking Your Engine From a Long Winter’s Sleep,” also
included in this section, for specifics on your engine.

Once the engine has started, scurry right back to the
exhaust outlet and check for water flow (or have a dock
mate watch for you), and if you do not see any water
flow after about 20 seconds, shut down and troubleshoot
the cooling system. Otherwise, let the engine warm up to
operating temperature. Now is a good time to change the
oil if you neglected to do so in the fall.

For outboard motors, it is all a matter of dropping the
engine in the water, firing it over and checking the cool-
ing water indicator stream for good flow. Perform the
aforementioned ignition system checks (spark plugs,
wires, etc.), too. Hopefully you fogged all of your cylin-
ders before layover, and gave the engine the aforemen-
tioned once over before starting (this includes making
sure you have good fresh lower unit lube in place for the
season if you didn’t replace at lay up time). I also like to
give the engine a good spray down with a water displac-
ing lubricant such as WD-40 in the spring to prevent cor-
rosion throughout the season.

Once the engine(s) have had a good once over, make a
list of spares you will need for your onboard spares kit;
including impellers, fuel filters, fluids, oil, oil filters, air
filters and plugs. List any problems you notice during
commissioning the engine(s), and have them looked at
before getting underway for the first time. Although the
towboat operator would like your business, it’s always
better to take care of problems while tied to land versus
out on the water.

Air Conditioning/HVAC and
Refrigeration Systems

Even though you are far from thinking about sitting
inside the cabin sipping iced teas with your guests during
the dog days of summer, now is the time to give your
cooling and refrigeration systems a thorough check up.
Very much like the procedure you followed with the
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of spares together.
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engine, check the inlet seacock, raw water strainer, hoses,
clamps and any pipe fittings for wear and tear and
replace any worn parts.

Once you have given the system a complete survey,
fire up the compressors and hop outside to make sure the
water circulation pumps are pushing water briskly
through the system (assuming you have a water-cooled
system). Put the systems through their paces and make
sure they are working to specifications.

For the air conditioning system, check the system’s
cooling AND heating functions. For your refrigerator,
leave it running for several hours, and then check the
temperature with a simple thermometer to manufacturer’s
specifications.

As with the other systems we have covered, make a list
for your spares kit if you do not have any replacement
parts for your refrigeration or air conditioning pumps and
strainers.

Marine Sanitation
Systems

Before winter lay up, your entire sanitation system
(heads, macerator pumps, holding tank and any Y-Valves)
should have been thoroughly flushed with freshwater, and
then evacuated through your holding tank. (Overboard
discharge of effluent is illegal in all 50 states, so we’ll
assume - and hope - that everyone is using a holding tank
to hold their waste until pump-out time.) 

Once this is accomplished, the antifreeze should have
been worked through the entire system until all the dis-
charge hoses leading to the holding tank “spit” pink
antifreeze.

For inboard diesel and gas engines, most boaters(and professional mechanics) now use non-toxicantifreeze solutions to freeze-protect the raw (seawater) side of their engines during the winter freeze,but if you or your mechanic used ethylene glycol-based antifreeze (Prestone or a similar lime-green-colored solution often found in automobiles), youwill need to make arrangements to dispose of itproperly. This antifreeze is very toxic to marine life,not to mention criminal to discharge onto land orwater (starting your engine and letting it spit out into your local tributary is not the proper way of dis-posing of it).
You will need to place a bucket over the exhaustdischarge and collect as much as you can until clearwater is flowing. Most marinas and public landfillsnow have facilities for disposing of used antifreezeonce you have collected it.

A NOTE ON TOXIC ANTIFREEZE

Put your air conditioning system through its paces.

Properly flush the entire freshwater system with clean water to get all of the antifreeze solution out of the hoses, mix-
ers and control valves.
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Before commissioning your onboard sanitation system,
you will want to make the requisite check of all hose
clamps, hoses, seacocks, pipe fittings and barbs, valves
and pumps. Repair or replace any suspect pieces, and
make a list of spares for your heads, macerator pumps or
valves that you may end up needing during the season.

Once you have completed a thorough check of the
entire system, open up the intake seacock valves and run
seawater through the entire system (manually pumping a
manual head or actuating an electric one), making sure
that clear seawater is reaching your holding tank. Keep a
good holding tank detergent on hand for the season. A
properly maintained holding tank really shouldn’t stink
up the whole boat. If it does, you have got a problem in
the system somewhere; have it checked out. Most munic-
ipalities require that you have your Y-Valve and discharge
seacock valve (if equipped) cable tied or locked to pre-
vent overboard discharge of sewage; you will want to
ensure this is taken care of, too.

Bilge Pumps
Bilge pumps should have had any water evacuated out

of them in the fall and winter and then filled with non-
toxic antifreeze. Commissioning them is easy: Fill the
bilge with some water and pump it through. Make sure
all of the hose clamps, hoses and strainers are in good
condition and that the pumps are working effectively.
Check the wiring and electrical connections for corrosion
on electric pumps and check the seals on manual pumps.
Make a list of part numbers for your spares kit.

Freshwater Systems
Start out by making a complete inspection of the sys-

tem: hose clamps, hoses, pumps, accumulator tanks, fil-

ters and fixtures should all be in good shape. If you can-
not remember the last time you changed your freshwater
filter, do that now.

Also, if you have not already done so, write down your
freshwater pump’s make and model, along with any other
freshwater system components you may need for your
spares list. At a minimum, you need to have a repair kit
for your freshwater pump aboard.

Assuming your water tanks were emptied during the
winterization process, go ahead and fill them up first.
Now is a good time to add any water freshening chemi-
cals (Sudbury’s Aqua Fresh or Starbrites Aquaclean both
work well). Once full, pressurize the system by turning
on the freshwater pump at the circuit breaker and start
opening a fixture at a time (don’t forget your shower mix-
ers, both inside and out) until clear water flows through.

You may need to run a couple of tanks of water
through the system until good clean water is flowing, but
it is sometimes necessary to get rid of any residual
antifreeze “taste.” While performing this procedure, give
your freshwater pump a break every 10 minutes or so to
allow it to cool down. This will extend the life of your
pump.

Hot Water Heaters
These should be drained at winterization time. In the

spring, remove the heater element and check for corro-
sion of the element, and also inspect the integrity of the
o-ring seal. Some hot water heaters also have sacrificial
anodes, which you will also want to inspect. Check the
manufacturer’s specifications for your unit for replace-
ment part numbers. Replacement elements and anodes
are usually available at your local marine supply store,
and if not, they are easily orderable. Make sure that the
heater is full of water before turning on so that you do
not burn out the heating element.

Simply put, your boat’s seacocks are the only things

that stand between you and the deep blue sea.

Although most boaters open them during spring com-

missioning and then forget about them for the entire

season, it is a better practice to “exercise” these valves

once a month during the season by opening and clos-

ing them several times.

Also, when leaving the boat for an extended period,

close off any non-essential seacocks to lower the risk of

a sinking if a hose fails, a check valve breaks, or a hose

clamp comes lose. While this may seem like a real

pain, several boat owners who left their boats unattend-

ed for extended periods now wish that they would have

closed a couple of their non-essential sea cocks while

they were away. If you are going to be gone, there is no

reason you need to have your engine, A/C, marine

head, baitwell or other non-essential valves open. Just

remember to open them back up upon your return

(especially the engine valves).

EXERCISE THOSE SEACOCKS!
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Check all hoses and clamps and also close off all unnec-
essary seacocks after winterizing them.
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Batteries
In an ideal world, you have kept your batteries on a

trickle charge in your garage or basement all winter to
ensure that they did not freeze. In boats or installations
where this just is not possible (think heavy, 150-pound
8D-size batteries), it is always a good idea to keep a
charge on the batteries during the winter months (both
trailered or in-the-water boats), and to check on the bat-
tery’s water levels every few weeks if you leave them
onboard and on the charger.

Never, ever leave your batteries for long periods of
time without charging them. All batteries will self-dis-

charge over time (some quicker than others), and leaving
a battery in a discharged state for a long period of time is
a sure-fire way to shorten its life span.

Once the batteries are back in the boat (or when you
are ready to give them their spring check-up), non-sealed
lead-acid batteries should be inspected to ensure that
each battery cell has enough fluid, and that the battery
has a proper voltage (a cheap Radio-Shack multi-meter
will work if you do not have an integral voltmeter
aboard).

If a cell is low, add an appropriate amount of distilled
water to top it off. For sealed gel, absorbed glass mat
(AGM) or maintenance-free batteries, a voltage check and
general inspection of the batteries posts, vents and casing
are all that are required as these batteries use gelled elec-
trolyte, which is sealed in the battery. Fully charged lead-
acid batteries should have a charged voltage of 13.8 to
14.1 volts. Gel-cell and AGM batteries have special
charging requirements; check your manufacturer’s specifi-
cations for your specific model.

Now is the Time to
Prevent Headaches

Preparing yourself a list of spares, properly commis-
sioning your systems and inspecting each and every com-
ponent of your vessel’s internal workings before setting off
on your first voyage is more than important; it is essential.
Taking some time now to prepare for the season will
ensure that you can do what we all want: enjoy our boats
and avoid expensive down-time repairs.

Give your head a thorough inspection and a good flush
of seawater to clear the antifreeze.

Carry spare engine impellers aboard.
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