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Bilge Pump Switches:
Water Witch Wins
In a test of 17 automatic switches, the electronically operated Water Witch
230 kept our bilge the driest. The rugged Sure Bail is a Best Buy.

Recommended switches: At the top, from left to right, are the MPI Sure Bail
DEL-3Dand the Rule-A-Matic Plus Model 40. In the center is the West Marine

model 543561. On the bottom, from left to right, are the Ultra Safety Mini, the
36152 from Johnson Pumps, and the Water Witch 230.

The automatic bilge pump
switch is the lowly guardian of
a boat's bowels. Its sole pur­

pose: Switch on the pump when a pre­
determined level of water is detected

in the bilge, and turn off the pump
wl1en the bilge is dry. The task may
sound simple, but the bilge itself­
with its corrosive mix of seawater, oil,
shards of fiberglass, and other de­
bris-makes it a tough job.

What We Tested
Thirty differentautomatic switches flood
the market today. They are grouped into
three main categories: the pivoting arm,
the vertical float, and the electronic
pump switch. We tested 17 switches:
eight verticals, five pivoting arms, and
four electronic. (Seesidebar on Page 13.)

Seasoned mariners usually will be
able to identify what type of bilge
pump switch is fitted in their vessel
and when the last time the switch was

replaced. And just like most other
accessory items on board, everyone
seems to have a preference or an opin­
ion as to which type of bilge pump
switch is the best. Sometimes, prefer­
ence is based on years of trouble-free
service; other times it's formed from
spending hours hanging head first in
the bilge trying to determine why the
auto portion of the pump won't work.
Hopefully, an opinion is not based on
a failure that resulted in a flooded bilge
or dockside sinking.

How We Tested
We were most interested in how each

switch performed under simulated
worst-case scenarios.

We decided to go all out and build a
simulated bilge, complete with seawa-

ter, debris, and motor oil. Our test bilge
consisted of a 16" x 16" x 6' plywood
box with a bulkhead wall in the middle
of the box. The bulkhead wall has a se­

ries of 1" holes, each with plastic flow
control flaps.

We mounted a small Rule 350 bilge
pump on one side of the bulkhead and
pumped the seawater over to the op­
posite side of the compartment. Ten
gallons of salt water, 1pint of very
used motor oil, two handfuls of saw­
dust, two handfuls of fiberglass hole
saw shavings, and a 1fz bag of Doritos
were added to the test bilge.

To make our test more interesting,

we slid a 6" diameter piece of sched­
ule 40 PVC pipe under the middle of
the bilge box, creating our very own
sea-saw slosh box. This allowed us to
really mix up the bilge stew and simu­
late a moderate sea state. Each float

switch was required to empty the
pump compartment three times with
the bilge at rest, followed by three
times with the bilge water and de­
bris surging in from the holding com­
partment. The entire routine was
completed twice in an attempt to
detect any conditions where the
tested switch failed to activate the

bilge pump and required interven-




