FLUID MAINTENANCE

Power Steering Flush:

he Timeis Now

by Ross Mohrmann

Over the past several years, vehicle fluid maintenance services have
been integrally positioned in any facility’s core business.

Of all the fluid maintenance services, the power steering system
is unfortunately the most ignored by the consumer. Most consum-
ers are not aware of the relatively small amount of fluid in a power
steering system. The system’s average fluid capacity ranges from
as little as eight ounces to around 32 ounces. Compare this fluid
volume with other vehicle systems, and it is understandable why
power steering fluid can break down so quickly. Fluid degradation
causes internal component parts to wear prematurely, increasing the
chances for costly repairs in the future.

Fortunately, the industry is now identifying the need to service
this high demand hydraulic system. In fact, the most recent 2008
National Oil & Lube News Operators Survey indicated that 60 per-
cent of operators are performing a power steering fluid exchange,
which is up substantially from 45 percent in 2007. If you are not
offering power steering flush services, your competitors are getting
the jump on you.

Power Steering 101

In order to understand why a power steering flush service is a neces-
sary part of your preventive maintenance program, you must under-
stand how the system works. Power steering enables easier turning
operation in rack-and-pinion or recirculating-ball steering systems.
One system attributes about 80 percent of the steering force to the
hydraulic power assist and only 20 percent to the driver. This is ac-
complished through a variety of pumps and valves. If contaminants
develop and build up in the system, proper operation of compo-
nents such as the rotary valve, spool valve, inner and outer valves in
the torsion bar, and the pressure relief valve can be affected, making
steering harder or erratic.

The rotary-vane pump is the component containing the reser-
voir for the power steering fluid. The engine’s belt drives the pump,
which pulls fluid from the return line at low pressure and forces
it into a high-pressure line. The high-pressure outlet hose is con-
nected to a spool-valve assembly. The spool-valve assembly controls
the direction of the hydraulic power assist, whether it assists a left
or right hand turn. When the tires are oriented straight ahead, both
hydraulic lines contain the same amount of pressure to the steering
gear. But high-pressure fluid is applied in one of the lines as soon as
the spool valve is turned one way or the other by the steering wheel.
This high-pressure assist provides the 80 percent of turning force we
previously mentioned. Basically, each time the steering wheel moves
(even slightly), the power steering system fluid is working.

What Happens to the Fluid?

Ower time, power steering fluid breaks down and becomes increas-
ingly ineffective, just as any other fluid in the various mechanical
systems of a vehicle. At one time engines did not even use oil filters,
but now most recommend the oil and filter be changed every 3,000
to 5,000 miles. While power steering fluid does not experience the
demands of engine oil, it could be closely compared to that of trans-
mission fluid. Some OEM manufacturers recommend transmission
services every 24,000 to 36,000 miles and power steering systems
are somewhat comparable.

Contaminants can build up and ultimately lessen the amount of
fluid passing through the valves — or worse. Extreme buildup can
affect the performance of the valves. This will directly influence
the pressure exerted by the power assist and make steering notice-
ably-harder for the driver. Contamination buildup can also cause a
pulsating in the steering system, especially when the wheel is fully
turned in one direction or the other. High levels of contaminants
can accelerate the “wearing effect” of the power steering compo-
nents and reduce the system’s life cycle.

As with any hydraulic system, there are a number of critical seals
that protect the integrity of the system and ensure proper operat-
ing pressure. New hydraulic fluid contains additives that prevent the
seals from drying out, causing leaks or blow-by. Over time these ad-
ditives break down and lose their conditioning properties. Additives
like power steering conditioners, supplements, protectants and seal-
ers are effective in some circumstances, but a total flush with new
fluids is the optimum treatment. Below are some frequently asked
questions regarding power steering flush service:

What do you need to know prior to offering the service? First, know
what type of fluid and system you are servicing. Most systems use
standard power steering fluid or transmission fluid. While Honda
and Acura have their own specified fluid, many chemical suppli-
ers now offer formulas that meet the Honda/Acura service require-
ment. You can find out the proper replacement fluid by referring to
the owners manual, or many chemical and additive suppliers can
provide a chart with this information.

Second, is the customer experiencing any steering problems? If so,
it may be too late for the service because the damage is already done.
Major steering problems will not be cured by a flush, but some mi-
nor pulsating or slight stiffening may be rectified. Just as oil changes
will not solve poor piston compression; this service is targeted at
preventive fluid maintenance, not solving mechanical problems.

Third, there are only very few systems that you cannot service. The
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