
Cleaning the Diesel Fuel Tank 

 

There’s no getting around it; once filters begin clogging repeatedly, no additive or treatment applied to 

the tank will make the solids go away; the only realistic path to a clean tank is manual cleaning.  It is 

commonly assumed this is a job for professionals, or job that is extremely messy or dirty; that need not be 

true.  Every tank is different, the resources and capabilities of each would-be do-it-yourselfer are different, 

but the following list of precautions and general guidance should keep you safe and minimize the mess and 

pain. 

• Burn the fuel down first. While it is certainly possible to pump all of the fuel out of the tank, a lot 

of pumping and hauling will be involved.  Rather like putting off going to the doctor, don't wait 

until the problem is fatal.  Take your medicine early, burn the fuel out, and clean the tank. 

• Access. Hopefully the tank is fitted with a sufficient access opening.  Although it is certainly 

possible to add a larger opening to a tank, the safety precautions involved are beyond the scope of 

this article and a professional should be engaged. Do not simply cut into an empty tank with a 

saber saw—the heat from cutting can generate enough fumes cause a fire or explosion.  

Additionally, the access hole must be sealed in a manner compliant with the appropriate code.  It 

may be possible to clean the tank through the existing openings with some ingenuity. 

• Pumping. Although diesel fuel is not a flammable liquid, flammable mist can be generated by 

excessive agitation.  The use of a shop vacuum is dangerous and has been reported to have caused 

several fires.  The safest pump is a manual bilge diaphragm pump, and most common brands are 

equipped with nitrile and neoprene elastomers that are compatible with diesel fuel; logically, since 

fuel and oil in the bilge is not unheard of. Head pumps are also so equipped. Any electrical pump 

should not be located in a confined space where vapors can accumulate. 

• Overflows. Be certain a person is stationed at each end of the pumping operation, and that one of 

these people can stop the pumping.  It's surprisingly easy to lose track of time and overflow the 

receiving container. If siphon is possible, have a ready means to stop this. 

• Solvents.  Some have suggested wiping down the inside of the tank with solvents in order to 

remove the last bit of residue. Clearly, this can be an extremely dangerous practice because of the 



flammable atmosphere the hazardous breathing atmosphere that can be generated.  If it is desired 

to wipe down the inside of the tank, a rag moistened with diesel fuel is the safe choice. An 

aqueous degreaser such a Simple Green may also be useful, but it will be necessary to remove all 

cleaning residue. 

• Power washing. In many tanks baffles or limited access openings will make it impossible to reach 

all portions of the tank.  The professional tank cleaner’s solution is to use a power washer. The 

accessible portions of the tank will be washed down using an ordinary fan tip, though the end of 

the lance may be bent somewhat to improve access to the tank roof. To reach more remote 

portions of baffled tanks a tank cleaning nozzle capable of spraying in all directions is used. 

(example; www.mcmastercarr.com, part number 322225k31. Though only rated at 100 psi, a 

typical power washer does not have the flow to produce over 40 psi pressure. Manufacturer; 

http://www.lechlerusa.com/products/tank_washing_9.asp) The nozzle is attached to the end of a 

short piece of pipe (1-foot x 1/2” schedule 40 steel is typical; this is critically important to provide 

stiffness and to prevent the hose from turning back on itself and coming back out of the tank 

access hole, much like a snake crawling back up the arm of the handler. This stinger is attached to 

the length of flexible hose (3-10 feet of the same hose that the power washer lance is fed with), 

which is then attached to the tip of the power washing lance in place of the usual nozzle. This 

extension is fed through the baffles in the diesel tank and will reach all areas. The tank cleaning 

nozzle/stinger is fed by hand and water flow must not be triggered until the nozzle is well inside 

the tank; a second operator is needed to control the water flow through the lance. Ideally, the lance 

should only be triggered when the nozzle is in position and separated from the operator by at least 

one baffle. The water, sludge, and fuel that is rinsed off will typically drain back to a low area 

under the access hatch and can be continually pumped out while the power washing is in process.    

Protective equipment during this sort of power washing includes heavy rubber gloves, a raincoat, 

and face shield. Although caution will keep the power washing nozzle in the tank while the water 

is on, high-pressure water can cause extremely nasty injuries. The following link describes 

possible hazards using more powerful equipment, but the illustration is valuable 

(http://www2.worksafebc.com/i/posters/2005/WS%2005_07.htm). 

http://www.mcmastercarr.com/
http://www2.worksafebc.com/i/posters/2005/WS%2005_07.htm


• Disposal. The marina’s used oil collection tank should be able to accept the contaminated fuel 

heel; contamination with polymerization sludge or biological fouling will not present any 

problems for the used oil recycler. Contamination with gasoline or solvents is not acceptable.  For 

additional information contact www.NORANEWS.org, the National Oil Recyclers Association. 

Oily water is a problem for recyclers, so try to minimize the volume. 

 

Please notice that most of these suggestions focus on safety.  Cleaning out a fuel tank is no complicated 

trick with the proper tools.  Doing so safely and efficiently requires thought and preparation. 

 

http://www.noranews.org/

