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The trailer surge brake maintenance process is crucial for keeping your trailer’s braking 
system in good working order, especially if you frequently tow heavy loads. Surge brakes 
are designed to use the trailer’s momentum to apply braking force, ensuring a smooth and 
controlled stop. In this comprehensive guide, we will cover what surge brakes are, common 
issues, troubleshooting techniques, and essential maintenance tips to keep your trailer 
surge brakes functioning effectively. 
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What Are Trailer Surge Brakes? 

Trailer surge brakes are a type of hydraulic braking system commonly used on boat trailers 
and other medium to heavy trailers. Unlike electric brakes, surge brakes do not require a 
connection to the towing vehicle’s brake controller. Instead, they operate by using the 
trailer’s inertia, with a hydraulic actuator applying pressure to the brake fluid when the 
towing vehicle slows down. 

The key components of a surge brake system include: 

• Actuator: The actuator is mounted on the trailer tongue and compresses the brake 
fluid when the trailer pushes forward during braking. 

• Brake Lines: These lines carry brake fluid to the wheel cylinders, which in turn apply 
pressure to the brake shoes or pads. 

• Wheel Cylinders: The wheel cylinders apply the braking force to the trailer wheels, 
allowing the trailer to slow down or stop smoothly. 
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Common Issues with Trailer Surge Brakes 

Over time, trailer surge brakes can develop issues that may impact their performance. Here 
are some common problems that may require trailer surge brake maintenance: 

1. Low Brake Fluid: Surge brakes use hydraulic fluid to apply braking force. If the fluid 
level is low, the brakes may not function effectively, leading to reduced braking 
power. 

2. Air in the Brake Lines: Air in the brake lines can cause spongy brakes or slow brake 
response. This is a common issue, especially if the trailer has not been used for a 
long time. 



3. Corroded Brake Components: Exposure to water and road salt can cause brake 
components, such as the actuator and brake lines, to corrode. This can impact the 
efficiency of the braking system. 

4. Worn Brake Pads or Shoes: Over time, the brake pads or shoes will wear down, 
reducing braking effectiveness and requiring replacement. 

Troubleshooting Trailer Surge Brakes 

If you are experiencing issues with your trailer surge brake maintenance, it is important to 
troubleshoot and resolve them promptly to ensure safe towing. Here are some 
troubleshooting steps: 

1. Check Brake Fluid Levels: Start by checking the hydraulic fluid reservoir in the 
actuator. If the fluid level is low, top it off with the recommended brake fluid type. 

2. Bleed the Brake Lines: If you notice spongy brakes or a delay in braking, there may 
be air trapped in the brake lines. Bleeding the lines will remove the air and restore 
proper braking performance. 

3. Inspect for Corrosion: Examine the brake components, including the actuator, 
brake lines, and wheel cylinders, for any signs of corrosion or damage. Replace any 
corroded components as needed. 

4. Replace Worn Brake Pads or Shoes: If the brake pads or shoes are worn down, 
replace them to ensure the braking system provides adequate stopping power. 

5. Test the Actuator: The actuator is a key component of the surge brake system. 
Make sure it moves freely and is not seized. If it is not functioning properly, it may 
need to be repaired or replaced. 

Maintaining Trailer Surge Brakes 

Regular trailer surge brake maintenance is key to keeping your trailer’s braking system 
effective and safe. Here are some maintenance tips to keep in mind: 

• Regular Inspections: Inspect the entire braking system regularly, including the 
actuator, brake lines, and wheel cylinders, for any signs of wear or damage. 

• Check Brake Fluid Levels: Regularly check the hydraulic fluid reservoir and top off 
the fluid as needed. Use the correct type of brake fluid recommended by the 
manufacturer. 



• Flush Brake Fluid: Over time, brake fluid can become contaminated with moisture, 
reducing its effectiveness. Flush and replace the brake fluid every 1-2 years to 
maintain optimal performance. 

• Lubricate Moving Parts: Apply lubricant to the moving parts of the actuator to 
reduce friction and prevent wear. 

• Test Brake Function: Before each trip, test the trailer surge brakes to ensure they 
are functioning properly. This will help prevent any issues while on the road. 

Safety Tips for Towing with Trailer Surge Brakes 

Proper use of the trailer surge brake maintenance process is essential for a safe towing 
experience. Here are some safety tips to help you tow with confidence: 

• Even Weight Distribution: Ensure the trailer load is evenly distributed. An uneven 
load can impact the effectiveness of the surge brakes and increase the risk of trailer 
sway. 

• Adjust Driving Style: Towing requires a different driving approach. Allow for longer 
stopping distances, avoid sudden braking, and take corners more gradually. 

• Pre-Trip Brake Check: Before setting out on a trip, always perform a brake check to 
ensure that the surge brakes are functioning properly. 

Conclusion 

The trailer surge brake maintenance process is a crucial part of ensuring safe and 
effective towing. By understanding how surge brakes work, troubleshooting issues 
promptly, and performing regular maintenance, you can keep your trailer braking system in 
top condition. Whether towing a boat, camper, or utility trailer, maintaining your surge 
brakes is essential for a smooth and secure towing experience. 

 


