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By Ed Stott

y wife called

while sailing for

a week on a Blue

Water Sailing

Club women'’s
cruise. She had been sailing on a
Dehler 41 Deck Saloon and having
cocktails on a Hylas 49. I recall her
saying something about running the
genset, probably to chill the refrig-
eration to make more ice cubes for
cocktails, while I'm down below on
our vintage Swan 44, sweating on a
go-degree day while cleaning diesel
fuel tanks.

WHY DIESELS STOP RUNNING
As an offshore delivery skipper

on numerous yachts to and from the
Caribbean and invariably, in the Gulf
Stream when the weather is rough
or just sailing in the usual offshore
gales, I have seen the “sludge” or “al-
gae” that has accumulated in the die-
sel fuel tanks over the years begin to
show itself. The fuel filters become
clogged; the engine is starved of fuel,
it runs erratic and quickly comes to
a halt. If the boat is equipped with
dual primary fuel filters, you can
switch to the alternate filter and keep
the diesel running for a while, while
you change the filter element in the
first filter.

If you have only one primary fuel
filter and the conditions are rough or

Keep Your

Diesel Running

®

A clean fuel system
will ensure that your
engine will run when
you need it most

you're making the passage through
Town Cut in St. George’s Bermuda
and the engine stops due to a
clogged primary filter, you now have
a new problem on hand. Having a
fuel filter that has a clear sediment
bowl with a drain in the bottom for
purging water is preferred and a vac-
uum gauge installed on the primary
filter provides a good indication as to
when it’s time to change filters. The
three things that are paramount to
keeping a diesel engine running are
clean fuel, clean fuel and more clean
fuel.

HOW DIESEL SLUDGE FORMS
It’s important to understand
how “sludge” or microbial con-
tamination becomes present in
your fuel tank. Water can become
present in your fuel tank through
condensation, water intrusion at
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The diesel supply and return
lines are connected to the
inspection plate in this
diesel tank, right, making it
easy to inspect the lines. A
handheld pump, far right,
makes it easy to vacuum
out some of the sludge

the deck fill, a vent, or from
the source where the fuel was
purchased. In all water intru-
sion cases algae or bacteria
will eventually grow. Water is
heavier than diesel fuel and
will accumulate at the bot-
tom of the tank. The algae or
bacteria thrive when water
and oxygen are present in the
fuel tank. The bacteria lives,
multiplies and eventually dies
in the area between the water and
the diesel fuel creating diesel sludge.
Water and microbial contamination
are then transferred to your fuel
filter through the supply tube, which
in most fuel tanks extends almost to
the bottom of the tank where water
and sludge is present.

Large fuel tanks are built with
baffles inside to minimize the slosh-
ing effect when the boat is leaping
off waves. Water can accumulate in
pockets around the baffles and the
bacteria will grow on the walls and
floor of the tank and can be impos-
sible to get to. If the tank is heav-
ily contaminated, it is advisable to
manually clean these areas. If access
to the entire tank is not possible,
cutting access holes and installing
inspection ports between baffles is
advisable. Also the use of a biocide
a few days before cleaning the tank
loosens the bacteria from the tank
walls, and a lot of the bacteria will be
picked up during the fuel polishing
process.

TANK CLEANING

You need to get to the root of the
problem by cleaning the tank. Only
having the fuel polished and not
cleaning the tank is just treating the
symptom and not treating the prob-
lem. The “sludge” or bacteria and any
water present in the tank must be
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evacuated
from the
fuel tank.
This is not
a fun proj-
ect or one
that can be
done in a
hurry, but
once com-
pleted, you
will have a new found confidence in
the quality of the diesel fuel being
delivered to your engine. Polishing
the contaminated fuel once the fuel
tank has been cleaned is recom-
mended.

The do-it-yourself method is pos-
sible if you're at all handy with the
tools in your toolbox. Set aside a day
to clean the tanks without interrup-
tion. The job can be completed while
the boat is on the hard, tied to the
dock or on a mooring.

The tank shown has diesel supply
and return lines connected to the
inspection plate. On the underside
of the inspection plate are supply
and return tubes that extend into the
tank and terminate about a quarter-
inch from the bottom of the tank.

If the supply and return lines are
equipped with shut-off valves, turn
the supply and return valves to the
off position to minimize any excess
fuel from spilling and carefully re-

move the nuts to the inspection port.

If the supply and return lines are a
part of the inspection port, expect
some diesel fuel to run out of the
tubes that otherwise are inside the
tank. This is a good time to carefully
inspect the supply tube for pinholes,
a bad weld or connections that could
draw air into the system shutting
down your engine.

Assuming your primary tank is
not full to the top so it won'’t spill
over when the inspection port is
opened, begin by evacuating the fuel
in the first fuel tank to another fuel

47






