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Are Diaphragm Bilge Pumps OK?

PAR pump has its pros and cons for the cruiser.
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The old Peters-and-Russel-design dia-
phragm bilge pumps such as yours have
been used for decades. These PAR (for
Peters and Russel) pumps have been
generally considered reliable, but some
models comprise dissimilar metals,
making them prone to corrosion in a
saltwater environment. The Oct. 1, 1998
issue of Practical Sailor entombed an
Edson diaphragm pump in our Gear
Graveyard due to corrosion. Some swear
by the mostly plastic models, but even
these need to be inspected annually.
Compared to conventional centrif-
ugal pumps, diaphragm pumps have
some cons worth noting. Because they
have more moving parts, they need to
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The Jabsco 36600 is a typical example
of a 12-volt diaphragm pump. Drawing
11 amps at 12 volts, it is rated at 475
gallons per hour (open flow output),
far less than one of Jabsco’s centrifugal
pumps operating at the same amps.
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be monitored more closely. In addi-
tion, a pre-strainer is needed because
solids can force the check valves to
remain open, causing reduced efficien-
cy or a failure to prime. Diaphragm
pumps have more components that
can fail, but as you mentioned, unlike
most centrifugal pumps, they can be
rebuilt. So be sure to have key parts
such as the belt drive, check valves,
and diaphragm on board. Another
shortcoming is that diaphragm pumps
require more power, and have lower
flow rates.

Because they are self-priming, you
can pump your bilge almost complete-
ly dry with a diaphragm pump. This
is usually impossible with a centrifu-
gal pump without installing a check
valve, which can restrict the flow rate
significantly. Also, you can install dia-
phragm pumps high above the bilge,
reducing the chance of any stray DC
current in the bilge—a particular con-
cern for owners of metal boats. Sailing
writer Steve Dashew reported that he
used three PAR pumps on his 78-foot
aluminum sailboat Beowulf and was
quite happy with their performance.

Because of the “high-maintenance”
nature of diaphragm pumps, as
compared to centrifugal bilge pumps,
we would recommend pairing a
diaphragm pump with a centrifu-
gal pump, or at least have a second,
backup diaphragm pump. Murphy’s
Law dictates that the strainer will clog
or a belt will fail right when you need
it most.

If you like a dry bilge, the PAR
pump could be your lowest mounted
pump; the centrifugal pump could be
installed slightly higher and be used to
clear the bilge when a higher flow-rate
is desired.
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