
Kit Care Guide

Dive kit is not cheap, and it needs to be maintained, cleaned and stored correctly to give a long life expectancy. If you follow my guide then you can have many years of trouble free diving, without having to replace kit. Please don’t leave it festering in a dive bag or box. Money saved means you can afford to go on more trips instead!
The first rule for avoiding problems with dive gear is to know all your equipment's maintenance record, history and performance traits. Servicing is the next step - you need to know what kit needs to go off to a qualified equipment service technician and how often. There are also plenty of basic repairs you can do yourself. 

Regular servicing often proves more economical than repair following a breakdown. 'At least regular servicing spreads the cost out over a number of years and prevents a hefty repair bill, which will probably cost the same, if not more, than all the money spent on servicing over a number of years. 'Having your kit serviced and checked-over is just as important as getting your car serviced every year. You want to be able to depend on your equipment. We often think of regulators before anything else, but what about your BC? You don't want that failing if you find yourself drifting in a strong current in the Sound of Mull.' 

Above all, storage and post-dive care is key to prolonging the life of your dive equipment and avoiding serious damage. It's all too easy to briefly blast your kit with fresh water then sling it into the dive bag where it will stay until the next trip, but this type of treatment is sure to cause problems and prematurely end the life of your equipment. So, what can you do yourself and which areas should be left to the experts?  

General

Fresh Water Rinsing
You heard it from your instructor (hopefully!) and you've heard it from virtually every dive shop - wash your gear in fresh water after diving!  Everybody does it ... but do they do it right?  Here's some advice on giving your gear the fresh water rinse it deserves.
Warm fresh water is better than cold.  But anything fresh and clean will do fine!  If you have the luxury (an understanding significant other, parent, flat mate) of being able to take your gear home and rinse it in your bathtub this is your best choice!  I like to run the hose into my gear box outside for a quick initial rinse before taking the kit into the bathroom.  Then fill your tub with some warm (not hot!) water and gently place your gear, except for neoprene items, in for a 5 minute soak.

Slosh things around a bit to dissolve and dislodge salt and sand particles and then remove them from the rinse.  When all you have left is the wetsuit, boots, gloves and other neoprene items, add a bit of baby shampoo to the water and throw them in.  Slosh the stuff around good and then let it soak for about 5 minutes.  Drain the tub and rinse with clean water from either the spigot, or shower attachment.   The warm water is better at removing salt deposits and baby shampoo helps to remove those "special body odours."
Things that are BAD for your gear - Freezing!

Here in the UK this is a real issue to deal with.  If you store something wet and it freezes permanent damage may result!  Seams can fail, rubber can crack, ice can cut, etc.  Make sure all your gear is dry if you have to store it in a cold storage room or other unheated area.
Sunshine Isn't Healthy ... for Your Gear!
Believe it or not leaving your gear laying around in the bright and hot sunshine for long periods of time is bad and will lead to drying, rotting, cracking, and fading of various parts of your kit.  Neoprene rubber is affected by ultraviolet light and wetsuits, boots, hoods, gloves etc should not be left hanging in the sun any longer than necessary.

Even better, find a spot in the shade to hang your gear to dry, it may take longer but your gear will last longer!  BCD bladders, Low-Pressure Inflator Hoses, and Regulator components are also affected by prolonged exposure to sunlight.  Once your gear is rinsed, of after it has dried, pack it away and move it into the shade
Wet Storage.
Okay, having wet gear in the boot of your car for the drive home won't hurt, but leaving it in there for a week may cause your dive buddy (and even you) to hold your nose the next time you open the gear bag!  

Hang it up to dry as soon as possible and pack it away dry and clean.   If you're packing it away for the season making sure things are dry is critical, not only for the gear, but for your health as well!
DRYSUITS – The winter break is a good opportunity to get that leaky neck seal seen too and have a general check on the overall condition of the suit. Don’t leave it till next year – DO IT NOW, then you will be hot-to-trot come next season.

• Rinse the outside of the suit with fresh water thoroughly. Pay attention to dried on salt patches, the inflator and dump valves, and of course the zipper.

• If the inside of the suit is a bit pungent from either leakage or sweat this too can be washed out.

• Latex seals can be washed with a mild solution of soap and water: this will dispel any build up of body oils that can shorten their life.

• Make sure the suit is totally dry before storing, hang it by the boots in a dry area with the zipper open. Never use a domestic clothes hanger with it hung from the shoulders. Turn inside out if necessary, check the inside of boots are dry too.

• Wax your zip regularly with a good-quality zip wax. Wash the zip with fresh water first to remove any sand or grit, using an old toothbrush if it's particularly dirty. Once clean and dry lubricate the zipper
• Store in a dry place, not the damp garden shed or garage. With the zipper open lay the suit into its bag or roll it from the boots upwards.
• Avoid using silicone spray because the propellant may damage the suit and the material around it. Check for leaks - damp cuffs or collars after a dive usually indicate a leaky seal. Test your drysuit for leaks in a bath. Plug the wrist and neck seals with a bottle or similar object to block them. Connect the inflator hose to an air supply and inflate the suit and check for bubbles. Check valves. 
• To prevent trickles of water working their way through the plastic thread of the drysuit valves, manufacturers use PTFE tape to make a better seal. Regularly wash out the inside of your drysuit - your body's sweat can leave a nasty residue. Turn the suit inside out when doing this, but be careful not to put too much strain on the zip. 
• Store the drysuit with plenty of talc (non-perfumed) on both latex and neoprene seals. This will stop them from feeling 'tacky' and sticking together. If you have space, hang your drysuit up on a sturdy coat hanger. If you have a neoprene drysuit, avoid smaller coat hangers that may dig into the suit and leave indents. You can also lay your suit out flat under your bed. 
• After Diving always rinse both valves with warm, running fresh water. The best way to flush the inlet is to connect the suit to an air supply and hold the inflator button down while flushing it with water. 
Lubricate Your Zips.
All zips work better when lightly lubricated with wax or silicone lubricants (non-petroleum based).   Drysuit divers make a habit of waxing zippers before every dive outing.  Not only does the wax ensure a good seal and reduce zipper wear, it also makes closing zippers easier, reducing the urge to "force it" and risk damaging the zipper or suit.   Be careful not to clog the zipper teeth with too much wax!  You should also take the time to clean the zip periodically to prevent old wax build-up.  The best tool for zipper cleaning is an old toothbrush.


Neoprene - Don't fold it!  Roll it!
Packing a suit away for the winter or getting ready for a holiday?  Neoprene has a nasty habit of remembering folds and some may never recover!   If you can't hang a suit all the time it is recommended that you lay it out flat and then roll from the legs upward.  Remember!  Roll, don't just make short folds!  When you get to the top just roll the arms inward so they cross each other.   While hanging is still the best, rolling is well-suited for travel or short term storage.  When storing the suit, either close the zip or open it all the way. 
 
Servicing advice 

It's a good idea to service your drysuit after a few hundred dives. Seals may need to be replaced and the suit pressure tested. Valves may also need to be replaced. 


STAB-JACKET –

• Again wash thoroughly with fresh water, inside any pockets, paying attention to the valves. Wash the jacket thoroughly to remove salt and foreign matter. An effective rinsing technique is to partially fill the BC by pouring fresh water through the inflator hose. Fill the rest of the BC with air, swish the water around and empty it out. 
• Have a check over for any loose stitching, broken buckles or clips and get them fixed or changed if necessary.

• If your jacket has an air-two type direct feed refer to DV guidelines below.

• Storage - Partially inflate and hang the BC on a sturdy coat hanger or hang it up by its handle in a dry, cool place, away from direct sunlight.
• Well-made BCs should last you for several hundred dives. However, you will need to keep your BC clean and make a few simple repairs to lengthen its lifespan. Check the inflator hose frequently. The best method is to inflate the BC and bend the hose, and then check that the hose is not worn and that there are no cracks. Inspect the cylinder bands and buckles for excessive wear. Valves should also be checked regularly. Unscrew the outer valve cover and remove the valve assembly. Rinse thoroughly in warm, fresh water. Using a toothbrush, clean the internal valve fitting and check the valve seat for wear. Always make sure the spring is aligned when reassembling the valve. 

Don't forget the INSIDE of your BCD!
When you let all the air out of your BCD on a dive some salt water will get inside - guaranteed!  The more that accumulates inside the bladder the worse things will get.  Your BCD is nothing more than a large heavy-duty inner tube and the worst thing is for the inside to get dirty.   When the salt water dries inside it leaves crystals, that can have sharp edges and grind through the material.  Just as bad is the mold that can take hold!  When you rinse your gear it is important to remember the inside of the BCD.  Press the oral inflator button while holding a hose (or shower head) against the mouthpiece.   Add a litre or two of fresh warm water to the inside of the BCD.

If you have a BCD wash solution (available in most dive stores) add the recommended amount before adding the water.  If you have nothing except water you can try a bit of baby shampoo (several drops will do it).  Slosh the water around inside and drain.  Repeat at least once, and more if you used a cleaner or shampoo solution.  After you've drained as much of the water as possible inflate the BCD at least halfway and hang on a BCD hanger to dry (out of the sun please!).  If its going to be awhile before you use the BCD again it is highly recommend inflating it with air from a scuba tank several times over several days.  Tank air, being 99.9% humidity free will help dry the bladder inside and prevent mold formation.

Servicing advice 

Dive equipment servicing technicians generally recommend that divers have their BCs serviced annually, or every 100 dives - whichever comes first. Manufacturers differ slightly on recommended service time. A standard BC service usually involves a full wash inside and out, dumps cleaned and new parts replaced where necessary, followed by a pressure test. 

REGULATORS – This is an essential piece of your equipment, so have it serviced regularly and maintain it properly.

• Ensuring that the dust cover is securely placed on the first stage it is easiest to soak your regs in a bath of water. Flood water into the valve itself, swill around and pour out through the exhaust vents, you might be surprised to see what floats out! Repeat this till water runs clear of sand and grit.

• Actual maintenance is not within the scope of the average diver, so have a professional do it for you. You can however keep a sharp eye on the condition of hoses and listen out for air leaks. Store in a suitable dedicated bag or hang over a rail.
• Leave the fixtures and fittings to the experts - your regulator is perhaps your single most important piece of life-saving equipment and its workings should only be handled by qualified service technicians. However, you should visually inspect your regulator system regularly. Check the mouthpiece and replace it before it falls apart. Remove the dust cap and inspect the filter in the yoke orifice. Pull the hose protectors back and rinse the hose underneath. Also, make sure all the hoses are tightly fitted.
• Hang it up in a cool, dry place, away from dirt and wandering wildlife. Avoid damp places, as regulators tend to collect moisture. Regulators can be stored in a bag, but make sure that the hoses are not kinked and thus prone to damage.
ALWAYS REMEMBER !!!  Make sure the dust cap is securely in place on the first stage of your regulator and that you never depress the purge button while washing your regulator.
Be careful with the regulator!
Remember that while the regulator is designed to function underwater it is not designed to be filled with water.   Check the dust cap again to make sure its securely in place on the first stage.  You don't have to grind the yoke screw through it, just make sure its snug!   Next, if you have hose protectors on the hoses it is a good idea to pull them back slightly and rinse underneath.  This is an area most people forget, and one of the first where corrosion takes hold unnoticed!

Some people use coloured hose wrap for cosmetic and protective reasons on our regulator hoses.   These wraps are a great way to protect hoses from damage and abrasions, but failing to clean under the wrapping can lead to even worse damage.  While you rinse slide the wrapping back and forth gently to flush water underneath and dislodge any grit, sand, or salt crystals from underneath.  About every six months or so it is a good idea to remove the wrap completely and give the hoses a good cleaning and visual inspection.  

While the purge button works very well while the regulator is connected to a tank, allowing air to flow downstream into the second stage and into your lungs, the reverse is a bad thing!  Pushing the purge button on a second stage while washing the regulator will allow water to flow UPSTREAM and into the hoses and the part of the first stage that is supposed to remain DRY! 
WARNING: Flooding a regulator and NOT having it serviced immediately can cause the regulator to fail and freeflow without warning!  This is a dangerous situation!
It is highly recommend that after washing the regulator you attach it to a scuba tank and THEN purge the second stages to dry the valve mechanisms and second stage internal housings.   This is useless for a flood and a rebuild is the only solution.  How can you tell if water has entered the 1st stage?  Remove the dust cap and look at the filter in the yoke orifice.  If there is any green discoloration on it you should have your regulator serviced.  If there is any other colour present other then silver I recommend having the tanks you use visually inspected for rust or corrosion.

 Servicing advice 

According to the recently published Health and Safety Executive (HSE) report, British divers are risking their lives by failing to maintain and service their regulators adequately. Regulators should be serviced every year, or after every 100 dives, say the experts. Manufacturer recommendations will differ slightly. 


CYLINDERS – Due to their bulk and weight this equipment takes a lot of knocks, and legislation calls for periodic tests.

• Wash down with fresh water, remember to take the boot off and rinse here thoroughly.

• The paint prevents the cylinder from corrosion, so make good any areas of wear.

• Do not be tempted to carry out maintenance yourself, it is sufficient to just keep the pillar valve free of dirt and check the condition of the “O” ring. All other repairs and testing must be carried out by a qualified person.

• Always store in a cool, dry environment with some air in the cylinder to ensure it remains pressurised, this will not “go off” over the winter, but check the air quality before your first dive, if it tastes bad just drain it and refill.

So give yourself one hour this weekend, and give your kit the makeover it deserves and enjoy trouble free diving for 2008
•  Cylinders have to be visually inspected at a qualified test centre two and a half years after the date of manufacture and hydraulically tested five years after the date of manufacture. A hydraulic test should be carried out every five years. The cylinder should be visually two and a half years after every hydraulic test. Wash off after a dive.
• Apart from cleaning the outside of the cylinder and replacing O-rings, everything should be left to qualified experts. 


ACCESSORIES 

Maintenance tips 

TORCHES 

Some torches have dry O-rings, which don't require greasing. Make sure the torch is clean and grease it if recommended. Remove batteries when storing. Check bulbs. 

REELS 

It's a good idea to completely unwind the lines and wind them up again neatly. This will help to prevent the reel line catching and allow you to clean it properly. 

KNIVES 

Here's a fact of life:  Stainless Steel isn't Stainless!  Even the best will rust if you don't take care of it.  When you first buy the knife it is a good idea to take it apart and apply a hefty coating of silicone grease to all metal parts.  Afterwards I recommend applying a thick coating of silicone any time its needed.  The silicone grease keeps saltwater from contacting the blade and thereby protects it from rust taking hold.  Now you may not want to use the knife for cutting your lunch apple without wiping it off first, but it'll last years and still shine if you keep it well lubed up!  Take the time to do a little knife maintenance every time you wash your gear and it will keep a sharp edge and be ready when you need it!
If you think that super expensive Titanium knife you invested in won't rust go ahead and give it a try.  When advertisers claim titanium doesn't corrode they should finish the sentence - titanium doesn't corrode ... as fast as other metals!

COMPACT CAMERAS 

Wash the housing thoroughly and soak it overnight in fresh water after a trip. Check O-rings. Only grease O-rings if recommended. 

COMPUTERS 

Wash and dry thoroughly. Check the battery status and replace if necessary. Some batteries you will be able to change yourself, but check with the manufacturer. 

 
TOOLED UP 

What should be in your scuba tool kit? 
· Small adjustable spanner

· Set of Allen keys for regulators

· High and low-pressure blanking plugs for regulators

· Neoprene glue

· Tie wraps

· Silicone grease

· Beeswax

· Old toothbrush to clean kit

· Pliers

· Spares: O-rings (for all equipment), fin straps, mask strap, mouthpiece and torch bulb
TIPS FROM THE EXPERTS 

After a trip, you should try to soak in fresh water all things such as camera equipment overnight to dislodge all that salt. A quick rinse is not enough. I'd also avoid using too many chemical solutions to clean your regulators or BCs, as prolonged and continuous use may cause damage.' 

Pool water can be just as damaging as anything else, because the chlorine builds up and leaves a sticky film on everything. Make sure you wash your equipment thoroughly after every pool, fresh and seawater dive. Also, only get kit serviced regularly by someone you can rely on.

Monitor the state of your equipment on every dive. If you have long periods between dives or dive trips, you should allow enough time to check over your equipment thoroughly before you even think about your next trip.

It's not easy for the average diver to spot a bad servicing centre, but you should avoid any outlet that claims to be able to service a regulator in a couple of hours. The process should take at least three days.'
