
 

 

GETTING CHARGED UP ABOUT BATTERIES: 
 

 

Back in the June 2001 issue of the Spanner, I started running a series of three articles on car batteries.  The 
article had been put together by Bill Darden and had appeared in a leading automotive publication.  The three 
articles deal with frequently asked questions about car batteries. 
  
1.  WHY BOTHER, ARE NOT ALL CAR BATTERIES ABOUT THE SAME?  If you’re rich, you can afford to 
buy cheap batteries.  A good quality battery will cost $85 on up.  If properly maintained, it should last an    
average of 5 years.  In our desert climate, with the extreme temperatures, consider yourself lucky to 
get  5 years on a battery.  The primary purpose of a car battery is to start the engine.  Its secondary function 
is to filter or stabilize the power.  It also provides extra power for the ignition, lighting, sound system and other  
accessories. Finally, a car battery provides a source of power to the electrical system when the charging  
system is not operating. 
  
   A battery “ages” as the active plate material sheds (or flakes off) due to the normal expansion and         
contraction that occurs during the discharge and recharge cycles or sulfate coats the plates.  Deep            
discharges, heat, vibration or nonuse accelerates this “aging” process.  Sediment (mud) builds up and can 
short the cell out.  Another major cause of premature battery failure is sulfation.  When batteries are stored 
over three months, lead sulfate makes the plates very hard and dense and the battery less capable or unable 
to be recharged.  When the active material in the plates can no longer sustain a discharge current, the      
battery “dies”.  In a hot climate, the harshest environment for a battery, a Johnson Controls Inc. survey of 
junk batteries revealed that the average life of a good quality car battery was 37 months. 
  
   If your battery is more than 5 years old, then it is living on borrowed time.  Slow cranking, especially on a 
cold day, is another good indication that your battery is going bad.  It should be externally recharged and load 
tested.  Dead batteries usually occur at the most inopportune times.  For example, after you have            
jump-started your car at the airport returning home from a long trip, or during bad weather, late at night in a 
dark parking lot, or when you are late for an appointment.  You can easily spend the cost of a new battery or 
more for an emergency jump start or tow.  Most of the “defective” batteries that are returned to the         
manufacturer during free replacement warranty periods are good.  This suggests that some sellers of new 
batteries do not know how to take the time to properly load test or recharge batteries. 
  
2.   HOW DO I PERFORM PREVENTIVE MAINTENANCE?   Maintaining the correct electrolyte levels,    
tightening loose hold-down clamps and terminals, removing corrosion, and checking the alternator belt      
tension is normally the only preventive maintenance required for a battery.  The preventive maintenance   
frequency is dependent upon climate and battery type, but you should perform maintenance at least once 
before cold weather starts and once a month in hot weather.  If the electrolyte levels are low in non-sealed 
batteries, add distilled water to the level indicated by the battery manufacturer or to 1/8 inch below the bottom 
of the filler tube (vent wells).  The plates need to be covered, but avoid overfilling, especially in hot climates, 
because the heat will cause the electrolyte to expand and overflow. 
  
3.  HOW DO I TEST A BATTERY?   There are six simple steps to test a car battery….inspect, recharge, and 
remove surface charge, load test and recharge.  To test a battery (or to troubleshoot charging or electrical 
systems) you will need a digital voltmeter.  A digital voltmeter can be purchased at an electronics store, for 
example, Radio Shack, for between $20 and $200.  If you have a non-sealed battery, it is highly                
recommended that you use a temperature compensation hydrometer, which can be purchased at an auto 
parts store for between $5 and $20.  A hydrometer is a very accurate way of determining a battery’s        
state-of-charge and weak or dead cells.   
  
      Next time we will get into these testing procedures……….Happy Motoring……….Ron Couturier 
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