
What Homeowners Should Know About Heating Oil
Service
For many homes across the Mid-Atlantic region, heating oil remains a dependable way to stay
warm through the colder months. But keeping a system running smoothly takes more than
refilling the tank each season. Regular maintenance, timely repairs, and knowing when to call
for help all play a role in avoiding midwinter breakdowns and keeping fuel costs predictable.

This article covers the basics of what a typical heating oil service includes, how to spot
common problems before they get worse, and what to ask when you need a technician.
Whether you own an older home with a traditional boiler or a newer system with a high-
efficiency burner, understanding the fundamentals of maintenance helps you make smarter
decisions about your equipment.

What Does a Heating Oil Service Visit Cover?
A standard service call is more than just a quick check of the burner. Technicians usually start
by inspecting the fuel lines, filters, and the tank itself for signs of wear, leaks, or sludge buildup.
Over time, sediment and water can collect in the bottom of an oil tank, and if left alone, that
contamination can reach the burner and cause clogs or uneven combustion.

The burner assembly itself gets a thorough cleaning during a proper service visit. This includes
the nozzle, ignition electrodes, and combustion chamber. A dirty nozzle or misaligned
electrode can lead to soot buildup, inefficient burning, and higher fuel consumption. After
cleaning, the technician checks the oil pump pressure and adjusts the air-to-fuel ratio so the
system burns cleanly. A well-tuned burner produces less smoke and fewer odors indoors.
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Many service plans also include a safety check. The technician tests the carbon monoxide
levels around the appliance, checks the flue for blockages, and confirms that all safety
switches and limit controls function correctly. These steps are not just about efficiency. They
help prevent dangerous conditions like backdrafting or oil leaks that could damage your
property.

Common Signs Your System Needs Attention
Not every problem announces itself with a loud noise or a sudden shutdown. Sometimes the
warning signs are subtle. A slight increase in your fuel usage from one season to the next
might indicate that the burner is running less efficiently than it should. If you notice soot
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around the burner access door or a strong smell of oil near the tank, those are clear signals
that something is off.

Another common issue is a clogged fuel filter. When the filter gets blocked, the oil supply to the
burner becomes uneven. You might hear the burner cycle on and off more frequently than
normal, or it may fail to ignite at all. Some homeowners try to fix this by tapping on the filter
housing or replacing it themselves, but a professional can diagnose the root cause, which
might be a water problem in the tank or microbial growth known as diesel bug.

If you have an older tank, rust and corrosion can create pinhole leaks that are hard to spot until
oil has already soaked into the ground. A service technician can inspect the tank bottom for
signs of rust and test the tank for leaks. Catching a small leak early saves you from a costly
cleanup and potential environmental fines.

Seasonal Maintenance vs. Emergency Repairs
There is a difference between routine maintenance and an emergency repair, and
understanding that distinction helps you plan better. Seasonal maintenance is scheduled work
done before the heating season starts, usually in late summer or early fall. It includes cleaning,
adjustments, and safety checks. The goal is to prevent problems before they happen.

Emergency repairs happen when something breaks during a cold snap. A failed circulator
pump, a cracked heat exchanger, or a frozen oil line all need immediate attention. Emergency
calls typically cost more because of the urgency and after-hours labor. By investing in regular
service, you reduce the likelihood of these surprise failures.

Some providers offer annual service contracts that bundle a preseason tune-up with priority
scheduling for repairs. If you own an older system or rely heavily on oil heat, a contract can
give you peace of mind and sometimes a small discount on parts. For newer systems with
strong warranties, paying per visit might be more economical.

What to Look for in a Service Provider
Choosing the right company for your heating oil service matters. Start by asking about their
experience with your specific brand and model of burner or boiler. Not all technicians are
familiar with every system, and a specialist can often diagnose issues faster than a generalist.

Check whether the company offers both oil delivery and service. A single provider that handles
both can coordinate delivery schedules with service appointments, so you never run low on
fuel while waiting for a repair. They also have a direct stake in keeping your system running
well, since a clean, efficient burner uses less oil per heating degree day.
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Another factor is response time. Ask how quickly they typically handle emergency calls during
peak season. Some companies guarantee same-day service for contract holders. Also ask
about their policy on parts warranties. A reputable provider will stand behind the parts they
install for at least a year.

Planning Your Heating Oil Service Schedule
A good rule of thumb is to schedule a full service once a year, ideally before the heating season
begins. If you live in an area with very cold winters, consider a midseason check as well,
especially if your system is more than fifteen years old. That second visit can catch soot
buildup or a failing nozzle before it causes a shutdown.

If you have a newer high-efficiency condensing boiler, the service interval might be longer, but
the inspection needs to be more detailed. These systems have complex controls and heat
exchangers that can be damaged by improper cleaning. Make sure the technician you hire has
training on modern condensing equipment.

What a Quality Heating Oil Service Includes
A thorough heating oil service goes beyond the burner. The technician should also inspect the
oil tank for water accumulation and check the vent alarm and fill cap for proper sealing. If your
tank is above ground, they should look for rust on the legs and supports. For underground
tanks, a visual inspection of the fill and vent pipes is standard, though internal inspections
require specialized equipment.

They should also test the system under load. That means running the burner through a full
cycle and measuring the temperature of the exhaust gases, the draft in the flue, and the
pressure differential across the filter. Any readings outside the manufacturer’s specifications
indicate a need for adjustment or part replacement.

After the service, the technician should leave you with a written report summarizing what they
found and what they did. If they recommend repairs, they should explain why the part failed
and how urgent the replacement is. A good provider does not pressure you into unnecessary
work.

Keeping Your System Reliable Between Visits
You can do a few things between professional visits to keep your system running well. Check
your oil gauge regularly, especially during cold spells when consumption rises quickly. Running
the tank too low can pull sediment into the fuel line and clog the filter.



If you smell oil near the tank or burner, do not ignore it. A small leak can become a large one
quickly. Place a piece of cardboard under the tank and check it for stains after a few days. If
you see any wet spots, call a technician right away.

Change the fuel filter at least once a year. Some systems have a spin-on filter that is easy to
replace yourself, but check your owner’s manual first. If you are not comfortable doing it,
include filter replacement in your annual service appointment.

Keep the area around your furnace or boiler clear of clutter, dust, and combustible materials.
Good airflow around the equipment helps it run efficiently and makes it easier for a technician
to work during a service call.

American Energy Supply, Co. is located at 1704 Chichester Ave, Linwood, PA 19061 and can be
reached at (610) 494-4874 for heating oil service and related needs.


