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Your RV batteries need occasional care to continue to serve you well. Some 
folks get many years from their batteries, while others seem to have continual 
problems. One of the differences is probably battery maintenance.

Corrosion
Even the best quality battery may suffer from corrosion 
on the terminals. A little bit of corrosion can cause a 
voltage drop, especially under load, and will also 
reduce the amps that can flow. Battery corrosion 
generally looks like a white or greenish-blue powder 
that forms around the wire connections.    Flooded cell 
batteries (those with water in the cells) will outgas when 
charged, and the gasses contain sulfuric acid that 
corrodes anything it touches. Outgassing simply means 
that bubbles rise through the water-acid solution in the cells and burst, scattering 
a film of acid through the cell vents. If you see a wet film on the top of the battery, 
this is a result of outgassing.  Outgassing isn’t a major concern with sealed 
batteries, e.g. AGM, Gel or most “maintenance free” types. However, there may 
still be some corrosion from other sources and these battery types also need at 
least  periodic inspection for corrosion.

What to do about corrosion on the terminals?  Prevention is the first thing, so 
cleaning the terminal and applying an anti-corrosion agent is your first line of 
defense. Cleaning is best done with a wire brush and there are circular battery 
brushes available in auto parts stores made for cleaning up top post batteries.  
Baking soda makes an excellent cleaning paste for corroded terminals - get 
some at the grocery store if you have visible corrosion. An old toothbrush is a 
handy tool for working the paste into corners and crevices. After cleaning and 
reassembling, apply dielectric grease to the post and cable ends to help prevent 
new corrosion. Auto parts stores sell a convenient anti-corrosion spray, usually 
red in color. EZ-Red is one common brand.

You should also clean any metal parts near the batteries because these too may 
suffer corrosion. Even just spraying with a hose will help, but the best technique 
is to wash with a solution of baking soda and water.  One part baking soda to 4 
parts water is a good mix.  If the frame that supports the batteries shows signs of 
rust & corrosion, clean with the baking soda solution and remove rust with a wire 
brush.  Some people use a chemical treatment such as Ospho with good results. 
Once the area is clean and dry, you can apply pick-up truck bedliner coating, e.g. 
Dupli-color Truck Bed Coating, or paint with an anti-rust primer and paint.
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Check the water
Flooded cell batteries need to have the water in the cells replenished 
occasionally. The liquid in the cells is a mix of water and acid, but only the water 
evaporates and needs to be replaced. Check the water in the cells by removing 
the caps. The liquid should be 1/8” to 1/4” above the top of the lead plates inside. 
If it is not, add distilled or de-ionized water to bring it up to that level. The water 
produced by reverse osmosis purifiers is also well-suited to this purpose. Check 
your batteries monthly until you have an idea how quickly the water evaporates, 
then adjust your schedule so that you always refill before the water reaches the 
top of the plates.

So-called maintenance free flooded cell batteries are sealed, so you cannot 
replace the lost water. However, the sealed tops also reduce the rate of loss, so 
replacement is not as critical.  AGM and Gel batteries trap the liquid in a sponge 
or a gel-like material, so they do not lose fluid and do not require inspection and 
refilling.

Tighten those cables
Another important aspect of battery maintenance is to make sure the connections 
are tight. Periodically try to wiggle the cables and re-tighten any that are loose.

Equalization
Repeated discharging and recharging may reduce the battery’s capacity. If your 
flooded cell battery “won’t hold a charge”, you may be able to restore it by a 
process called equalization. This requires a charger that has an equalization 
mode, which charges at 15.5-16.2 volts while limiting the current to about 1 amp. 
An equalization charge will often break up the chemicals (sulfation) that were 
robbing the battery’s capacity. The battery should be disconnected from the RV 
when equalizing because the high voltage can damage other electronics and 
burn out light bulbs. Do not attempt to equalize sealed batteries unless the 
battery manufacturer specifically approves of it.

Keep It Charged Up
A battery should not be allowed to remain discharged for extended periods, 
especially in sub-freezing weather. A maintenance or trickle charge, typically 
13.6v at a rate of 1 amp or less, will keep the battery healthy and ready for use. 
Sophisticated, multi-stage chargers have a float mode that does this 
automatically, but you can get an inexpensive battery maintainer if your RV’s 
built-in charger lacks this mode.
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