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Spring HVAC Tune-Up: 8 DIY Checks
and 4 Pro-Only Items

Eight things any Birmingham homeowner can do to prep the AC for summer. Four
things to leave for a licensed HVAC tech. Plain English.
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rest.
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Why a spring tune-up matters

In Birmingham, an HVAC system that gets a real spring inspection rarely fails in July. One that doesn't
will probably fail at the worst possible time. Capacitors weaken after winter idle, condenser coils mat
over with pollen, drain lines clog with algae, and the system has to push hard from day one. A
90-minute spring routine catches most of it.



DIY #1 -- Replace the filter

Pull the current filter. Look at the date you wrote on it (you did write the date, right?). If the cardboard
frame is bowed inward or the filter media is gray and matted, replace it. New filter goes in with the
arrow on the frame pointing toward the air handler (the direction of airflow into the system).

* Right MERV for most Birmingham homes: 8-11 for standard, 13 for allergy households
* Write today's date on the new filter with a Sharpie

* Set a phone calendar reminder for 30-60 days out depending on filter rating



DIY #2 -- Clear 2 feet around the outdoor unit

Walk around the outdoor condenser. Note anything within 2 feet. Remove it.

* Pull or trim back vines, ground cover, shrubs

*

Remove patio furniture, grills, kids toys pushed against the cabinet

*

Sweep off accumulated leaves and pollen from the top fan grille

Verify nothing is sitting on top -- squirrels love this spot in spring



DIY #3 -- Rinse the condenser coil

Disconnect power first. There is a service disconnect box mounted to the wall right next to the outdoor
unit. Pull the disconnect or flip the switch to OFF.

* Use a garden hose, NOT a pressure washer (pressure bends and ruins the aluminum fins)

* Spray top-down from inside the cabinet if you can (lift the top fan grille if it lifts out -- many models pop
with two screws)

Rinse until water comes out clear at the bottom

Let it air dry before restoring power

* Restore the disconnect



DIY #4 -- Flush the condensate drain

Find the condensate drain line -- it's the white PVC pipe coming out of the indoor air handler, usually
with a vertical cleanout cap.

* Unscrew or pop off the cleanout cap
* Pour 1 cup of white vinegar OR 1 cup bleach + 1 cup water down the line
* Wait 30 minutes

* Pour a quart of water down to flush

* Replace the cap

Birmingham humidity grows algae in these lines aggressively -- twice a year minimum



DIY #5 -- Replace thermostat batteries

If your thermostat takes batteries (most non-smart and some smart thermostats), spring is the

moment. Pull the faceplate. Replace with fresh AAs or AAAs. Forgotten batteries cause "AC is dead"
calls every spring.



DIY #6 -- Test the system before the heat hits

On a warm day (70-75 deg F is ideal), run the AC for 30-45 minutes.

*

Set thermostat to "Cool" and 5 degrees below current room temp

* Listen -- should hear the outdoor unit fan running and the indoor blower humming

*

Walk to a supply register -- air coming out should feel noticeably cold (15-20 deg F below room temp)
No cold air after 10 minutes? Something is wrong. Better to find it now than in July
Run for the full 30+ minutes to verify it cycles correctly



DIY #7 -- Check visible ductwork

Walk the attic or crawlspace if you can safely access them. Look for:

*

*

*

Disconnected joints (silver flex duct pulled off a fitting)
Crushed sections (storage piled on flex duct)

Visible tears in insulation wrap

Daylight where there shouldn't be any

Note locations. A handyman or HVAC tech can address most of these for under an hour of labor



DIY #8 -- Open every supply register

Walk every room. Open every supply register fully. Closed registers raise static pressure on the
system, stress the blower, and reduce overall airflow. If a room is too cold or hot, that's a
duct-balancing problem, not a register problem. Talk to a tech.



PRO ONLY #1 -- Refrigerant charge

Checking and adjusting refrigerant charge requires EPA Section 608 certification under federal law. It
also requires gauges, accurate scales, and the manufacturer's pressure-temperature chart for the
specific model. A homeowner does not have this. Do not open the service ports on the outdoor unit.



PRO ONLY #2 -- Capacitor testing

The dual-run capacitor is the #1 failure part on residential AC units. Testing it requires a multimeter with
a capacitance setting AND knowing how to safely discharge a capacitor that can hold 370V even with

the unit off. Capacitor failures can kill. A tech tests this in 90 seconds with safe handling. Leave it for
the tech.



PRO ONLY #3 -- Contactor inspection

The contactor is the relay that switches the high-voltage power to the compressor. Pitted, welded, or
burned contacts cause hard starts that destroy compressors. Inspecting it requires removing electrical
panels with the disconnect pulled -- same safety concerns as the capacitor. Tech only.



PRO ONLY #4 -- Gas furnace combustion check

On gas-furnace homes, the fall tune-up should include combustion analyzer testing (CO levels, draft,
flame characteristics) and heat-exchanger inspection. Cracked heat exchangers leak carbon monoxide

into the home. Detecting them requires a tech with the right cameras and combustion analyzer. Not a
DIY job ever.



When to DIY vs when to call

A reasonable threshold:

*

*

If the task involves a screwdriver, a garden hose, and looking at things -- DIY

If the task involves opening sealed refrigerant lines, opening electrical panels under load, or accessing
combustion components -- call a tech

If you don't recognize a part -- call a tech

If the system is doing something unusual and you can't identify why -- call a tech



The 2-week pre-summer timeline

Best practice timing for Birmingham:

*

Mid-February -- schedule the pro tune-up appointment (techs book up by April)
* Mid-March -- run through DIY #1-#5 yourself

* Late March -- pro tune-up appointment

Early April -- DIY #6 (test the system on a warm day)
* Mid-April -- DIY #7-#8 (ductwork and registers)

By April 30 -- system is fully prepped for the season



Sources

U.S. Department of Energy -- Maintaining Your Air Conditioner -- energy.gov/energysaver
Energy Star -- HVAC Maintenance -- energystar.gov

* ACCA -- Quality Maintenance protocol (ACCA Standard 4)

EPA -- Refrigerant handling (Section 608) -- epa.gov/section608

ASHRAE -- Residential maintenance standards



Disclaimer

This guide is informational. It is not a substitute for licensed HVAC inspection, diagnosis, or service.
Conditions vary by home and equipment. Refrigerant work, gas-line work, and high-voltage electrical
work require an EPA Section 608 certified technician and a licensed HVAC contractor under Alabama
law. When in doubt, call.

No pricing on this site is a quote. No response time is a guarantee. All ranges shown are observed market
data, not promises.



About the author

John -- 25-year HVAC tech

AL HVAC Licensed - Bonded - Insured - EPA 608 Universal Certified

John has been turning wrenches on Birmingham HVAC systems for 25 years. Alabama HVAC
contractor licensed, bonded, and insured. EPA Section 608 Universal certified. He has walked roofs,
attics, crawlspaces, and condenser pads across every neighborhood in this metro and has written
every guide on this site from the working tech's perspective -- not the salesman's.
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