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Bellows Inspection & Replacement: The Job You 
Shouldn’t Skip
How to inspect your MerCruiser sterndrive bellows, what failure looks like, and why replacing 
them on schedule is the cheapest maintenance you can do.

Of all the maintenance items on a sterndrive-powered boat, bellows replacement is the one 
most likely to be skipped — and the one most likely to cause expensive damage when it is. A 
set of bellows costs a fraction of what a drive replacement costs. A failed bellows that floods the 
U-joint housing or lets water into the gear lube can destroy a drive in a single season. This 
document covers what the bellows do, how to inspect them, what failure looks like, and when to 
replace them.

What the Bellows Do
A MerCruiser Alpha One sterndrive uses three bellows. Each serves a specific sealing function:

• U-joint bellows (also called the drive bellows): The largest of the three on an Alpha drive. 
It seals the area around the U-joint and upper driveshaft, keeping water out of the gimbal 
housing and away from the engine coupler. This is the bellows most likely to cause 
catastrophic water intrusion if it fails.

• Shift cable bellows: Smaller than the U-joint bellows, it seals around the shift cable 
where it passes through the transom. A failed shift cable bellows lets water into the bilge 
area around the cable, which can eventually reach the engine compartment.

• Exhaust bellows: Seals around the exhaust passage through the transom. Exhaust 
bellows failure can also cause the other bellows to swell and degrade prematurely if 
exhaust is leaking into the bellows area.

Note: The U-joint bellows is the highest-stakes item. A pinhole or small tear in this bellows 
can allow enough water intrusion to flood the gimbal housing, contaminate the gear lube, 
and damage the gimbal bearing and U-joints — often within a single season of use.

How Often to Inspect and Replace
Mercury Marine’s factory recommendation is to inspect bellows every year and replace them 
every three years or 300 hours, whichever comes first. In practice, the replacement interval 
should be driven by condition, not just calendar time:

• Boats stored in the water year-round: Inspect every season, replace every two years. 
Continuous submersion accelerates degradation.

• Boats stored on a trailer or lift: Three years is a reasonable interval if the bellows look 
good on inspection. Don’t push past five years regardless of appearance.

• Any time the drive comes off: This is the lowest-cost moment to replace bellows. You’re 
already disassembled — the incremental labor cost is minimal. If the bellows are more 
than two years old, replace them while you’re in there.



• After any impact: A hard grounding or striking debris can unseat a bellows clamp or 
cause an undetected micro-tear. Inspect immediately after any significant impact.

How to Inspect: Step by Step
Bellows inspection requires removing the sterndrive. You cannot perform a meaningful 
inspection with the drive in place.

1. Trim the drive to full down position, then remove it from the transom. Set it aside.

2. With the drive off, visually inspect the U-joint bellows from the transom side. Look at the 
full circumference of the bellows — not just the visible portion from straight behind. Use 
a flashlight.

3. Run your hand over the entire surface of the bellows. Feel for soft spots, stiff areas, 
swelling, or any irregularity in texture. A healthy bellows feels uniformly firm and pliable 
— like a new rubber product. A degraded bellows may feel brittle, sticky, or uneven.

4. Flex the bellows gently by hand. Look for cracking at the folds. Bellows fail at the fold 
lines first — this is where stress concentrates during drive articulation.

5. Inspect both clamps at each end of the bellows. Clamps should be tight, correctly 
positioned over the bead of the bellows, and free of corrosion. A loose or corroded 
clamp is a failure waiting to happen even if the bellows itself looks fine.

6. Repeat the inspection for the shift cable bellows. It’s smaller and easier to overlook but 
deserves the same attention.

7. Inspect the exhaust bellows in the same manner. Also check inside the bellows area for 
any soot or discoloration that might indicate exhaust leakage.

8. If any water is present inside the U-joint bellows housing, the bellows has already failed. 
Note the amount of water and whether it has reached the gimbal bearing area.

If you find water inside the bellows housing: This is not a “watch it” situation. The 
bellows has been allowing water intrusion. Replace the bellows immediately, inspect the 
gimbal bearing for corrosion and play, and check the gear lube for water contamination 
before relaunching.

What Failure Looks Like: Condition Reference

Condition Status Common cause Action

Soft, pliable, no 
cracks

Good None Re-inspect next 
season

Surface crazing / 
micro-cracks

Marginal Age and UV exposure Replace within the 
season

Cracks visible, still 
holding shape

Failed Age, ozone, heat cycling Replace before next 
launch

Tears, holes, or 
complete separation

Failed — urgent Impact, age, improper 
clamp

Do not launch — 
replace immediately

Swollen, soft, or 
delaminating

Failed Fuel or solvent 
contamination

Replace immediately; 
check for exhaust 



leak

Collapsed or sucked 
flat

Failed Vacuum from negative 
pressure

Replace; inspect 
exhaust system

Replacing the Bellows: What’s Involved
Bellows replacement is a DIY-friendly job for a mechanically inclined boat owner. The tools 
required are basic — a bellows installation tool (or a blunt dowel), clamp pliers or a screwdriver, 
and some sealant. The full process takes two to three hours the first time, less once you’ve 
done it.

The basic sequence:

9. Remove the old bellows and clamps. Clean the mating surfaces on the transom and 
gimbal ring thoroughly — any old sealant or debris under the new bellows will 
compromise the seal.

10. Apply a thin layer of bellows adhesive to the transom fitting before seating the new 
bellows. Also apply sealant to the bellows bead itself.

11. Seat the bellows bead evenly around the transom fitting. Working around the 
circumference gradually — rather than trying to seat one side at a time — ensures even 
seating without folding or pinching.

12. Position and tighten the clamps. Clamps should sit over the bead, not behind it. Tighten 
firmly but don’t overtighten — overtightened clamps can cut into the bellows bead and 
create a leak point.

13. Before reinstalling the drive, check that the bellows is centered and the clamps are 
evenly positioned all the way around.

Always replace as a set: If one bellows needs replacement, replace all of them. They’ve 
been in service for the same amount of time under the same conditions. Replacing just one 
and leaving a marginal bellows in place defeats the purpose of the job.

Bellows Kits vs. Individual Bellows
Bellows are available individually or as part of a complete transom service kit that includes 
bellows, clamps, gimbal bearing, U-joints, and related hardware. For boats that haven’t had a 
full transom service in several years, the complete kit is almost always the better value — the 
gimbal bearing is a wear item that’s easiest to replace while the drive is already off, and a worn 
gimbal bearing is a common cause of drive noise and alignment problems.

SEI Marine Products carries bellows kits and transom service components for Alpha One Gen I 
and Gen II applications. If you’re replacing a drive at the same time, doing the bellows and 
transom service as part of the same job eliminates the labor duplication of pulling the drive 
twice.

The Real Cost of Skipping This Job
A complete bellows kit for a MerCruiser Alpha One runs well under $100. The labor, if done DIY, 
is an afternoon.



Compare that to what a failed U-joint bellows can cost: water in the gimbal housing corrodes the 
U-joints, gimbal bearing, and potentially the input shaft area of the drive. If that water reaches 
the gear lube, it accelerates wear on gears and bearings. A drive that might have lasted another 
five years of normal service can be turned into a replacement candidate in a single season by a 
bellows that cost less than a tank of gas to replace.

The math is not complicated. Inspect every year. Replace on schedule — or whenever the drive 
comes off for any reason. It’s the single highest-return maintenance task on a sterndrive boat.

Have Questions or Ready to Order?

SEI Marine Products sells direct to dealers and retail customers. We carry replacement 
sterndrives, bellows kits, and transom service components for MerCruiser Alpha One Gen I and 
Gen II applications.

Shop sterndrive parts and replacements: sterndrive.cc

Call or text: 813-925-7127 (Mon–Fri, 8am–5pm ET)
MerCruiser®, Alpha One®, and Alpha One Gen II® are trademarks of the Brunswick Corporation. SEI Marine Products is not 
affiliated with the Brunswick Corporation. All product references are for compatibility purposes only.

https://www.sterndrive.cc/

	Bellows Inspection & Replacement: The Job You Shouldn’t Skip
	What the Bellows Do
	How Often to Inspect and Replace
	How to Inspect: Step by Step
	What Failure Looks Like: Condition Reference
	Replacing the Bellows: What’s Involved
	Bellows Kits vs. Individual Bellows
	The Real Cost of Skipping This Job


