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GUIDE OVERVIEW

What a yacht electrical system is
designed to do
A yacht electrical system generates, receives, stores, converts and distributes power to machinery,
navigation, communications, safety equipment and domestic loads. It should also protect people
and equipment when a fault occurs.

SCOPE

This guide provides a whole-yacht overview. Battery banks, charging, generators, shore
power, distribution, redundancy and blackout recovery each justify separate guides. Actual
arrangements vary with voltage, frequency, battery chemistry, yacht size and applicable
standards.

By the end of this guide, you should be able to:
● Distinguish the main roles of AC and DC systems onboard.
● Trace the principal sources of power and understand how they connect to loads.
● Identify batteries, alternators, chargers, generators, inverters, switchboards and protective devices.
● Recognise common warning signs such as low voltage, repeated trips, heat, corrosion and unstable charging.
● Ask better questions during purchase, survey, refit and offshore preparation.

SAFETY
Marine electrical systems can cause fatal electric shock, burns, fire, battery explosion, toxic
gas release and damage to sensitive equipment. Do not remove covers, bypass protection or
work live unless you are appropriately trained, equipped and authorised.

The practical owner objective
An owner does not need to diagnose every electrical fault. The practical goal is to understand where power comes
from, what must remain available, how sources are selected, what normal readings look like and when the system needs
professional attention.

Voltage and frequency

Yachts may use several DC voltages and one or more AC voltages or frequencies. Equipment must be compatible with
the supply it receives. Labels, diagrams and protective devices should make each system clear; assumptions based on
plug shape or equipment appearance are unsafe.

PRACTICAL POINT
Before connecting shore power or selecting unfamiliar equipment, confirm the required
voltage, frequency, phase arrangement and permitted load. Use the yacht's designed
connection and protection arrangements.
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SYSTEM OVERVIEW

How AC and DC power fit together
Most complex cruising yachts use both alternating current and direct current. They are connected
through chargers, inverters and converters, but each has its own distribution, protection and
operating limits.

SHORE POWER

External AC source

GENERATOR

Onboard AC source

SOURCE SELECTION

Interlock / transfer
and protection

AC DISTRIBUTION

Switchboard
AC loads

ALTERNATORS

Engine-driven
charging

CHARGERS / SOLAR

AC-to-DC and
renewable charging

BATTERIES

Stored DC
energy

DC DISTRIBUTION

DC loads and
essential services

INVERTER

Simplified overview: actual yachts may use several voltage levels, parallel generators, transformers, DC-to-DC converters and multiple battery banks.

AC SYSTEM

Shore power / generator

High-power appliances

Shock and insulation risks

DC SYSTEM

Batteries / alternators

Starting, controls, safety

High current and fire risks

Typical AC functions
AC power commonly supports larger domestic and machinery loads such as cooking equipment, air-conditioning, water
heating, battery charging, pumps and workshop equipment. It may come from shore power, one or more generators or
an inverter.

Typical DC functions
DC power commonly supports engine starting, navigation, communications, lighting, alarms, control systems, pumps
and emergency services. Batteries store DC energy; alternators, chargers and renewable sources replenish it.

IMPORTANT
DISTINCTION

An inverter can create AC power from batteries, but it does not create energy. Every AC load
supplied through the inverter ultimately removes energy from the DC bank and adds demand
to the charging system.
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POWER SOURCES

Where electrical energy comes from
No source is independent unless its fuel, cooling, starting, control and distribution dependencies
are also available.

Source Main role Owner focus

Shore power Supplies AC while connected to a marina or shore
installation.

Cable and inlet condition, voltage/frequency compatibility,
polarity or fault indication, protection, isolation and load
limits.

Generator Produces onboard AC power and commonly
supports charging and major loads.

Fuel, cooling, starting battery, service history, safe loading,
alarms and source-transfer arrangements.

Engine alternator Charges starting or service batteries while an
engine is running.

Belt drive, regulator settings, temperature, bank allocation
and ability to support the intended charging demand.

Solar / wind / hydro Provides supplementary DC charging through a
controller.

Realistic output, shading, weather dependency, controller
settings, isolation and cable protection.

Battery bank Stores DC energy and supplies loads when
generation is unavailable or unsuitable.

Chemistry, capacity, age, condition, state-of-charge
information, ventilation or thermal protection and isolation.

Source selection and transfer
● Shore, generator and inverter supplies should not be connected together accidentally.
● Mechanical or electrical interlocks, transfer switches or power-management systems control which source feeds

the AC bus.
● Automatic transfer can improve convenience, but the owner should understand the manual fallback and what

happens during a failed changeover.
● Before accepting a new source, check that voltage and frequency are stable and that large loads are not

connected unexpectedly.
● Parallel generators and sophisticated power-management systems require specialist understanding and

maintenance.

HIDDEN
DEPENDENCY

Two generators are not fully redundant if they share one starting bank, fuel supply, cooling
intake, control system or switchboard fault path.

4
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STORAGE AND CONVERSION

Batteries, chargers, inverters and
converters
These devices connect the yacht's energy sources and loads. Their settings must suit the battery
chemistry, voltage and intended duty.

Equipment What it does Common concern

Starting battery bank Provides high current for engines or
generators.

Domestic loads or cross-connections may leave
insufficient starting reserve.

Service / house bank Supplies domestic, navigation and general DC
loads.

Capacity may be assumed from voltage alone; ageing
banks can have much less usable energy.

Emergency or essential bank Supports selected critical services if normal
power is lost.

It may share a charger, cable route or isolation point
with the system it is intended to back up.

Battery charger Converts AC power into controlled DC
charging.

Incorrect settings, poor ventilation, failed temperature
sensing or persistent high load can damage batteries.

Inverter / inverter-charger Creates AC from DC and may also charge
batteries when AC is available.

Large AC loads can discharge batteries rapidly;
transfer and neutral/earth arrangements require
correct design.

DC-to-DC converter / charger Changes DC voltage or controls charging
between banks.

Can obscure where energy is coming from and create
unexpected limits or dependencies.

Battery management system Monitors and protects some battery
chemistries, especially lithium systems.

A protective disconnect may remove power suddenly
if system design and alarms are not properly
integrated.

Capacity and endurance
● Battery voltage alone is not a reliable measure of usable capacity in every chemistry or operating condition.
● Real endurance depends on usable bank capacity, temperature, battery health, inverter losses and the actual load

profile.
● Starting reserves should be protected from non-essential consumption.
● Charging equipment must be configured for the bank it serves.
● A battery monitor is useful only when its installation, settings and state-of-charge calculation remain accurate.

CHEMISTRY MATTERS
Lead-acid and lithium battery systems behave differently and require different charging,
monitoring, protection and emergency considerations. Do not substitute one chemistry for
another without a complete system-level review.

5
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DISTRIBUTION AND PROTECTION

Switchboards, cabling, isolation and
fault protection
A reliable electrical system should deliver power to the intended load while disconnecting a fault
before wiring, equipment or people are placed at unacceptable risk.

Area Purpose What owners should notice

Main switchboards Select sources and distribute AC or DC power
to grouped circuits.

Clear labels, correct indicators, controlled access, dry
condition and no signs of heat or ad-hoc modification.

Circuit breakers and fuses Protect conductors and equipment against
excessive current and faults.

Correct rating and type; repeated operation should be
investigated rather than reset indefinitely.

RCD / RCBO protection Detects some leakage-current faults and
disconnects affected AC circuits.

Test arrangements and coverage should be
understood; these devices do not remove every shock
risk.

Isolation switches Disconnect batteries, sources or equipment for
safety and maintenance.

Location, labelling, access and the consequences of
operating each switch.

Cabling and terminals Carries current between source, protection and
load.

Correct support, chafe protection, dryness, sound
glands and no loose, corroded or overheated
connections.

Meters and alarms Shows voltage, current, frequency, insulation or
battery status.

Normal values and alarm thresholds should be known;
unexplained variation deserves investigation.

Earthing, DC negative, bonding and galvanic protection
These terms are sometimes used as though they describe one system, but their functions differ. Protective earthing
provides a fault-current path; DC negative completes DC circuits; bonding may connect selected metallic components;
galvanic protection addresses corrosion. Incorrect alterations can create shock, fire or corrosion risk.

DO NOT IMPROVISE
Never bypass a fuse, fit a larger breaker to stop nuisance trips, join shore and generator
supplies manually or alter neutral, earth, negative or bonding arrangements without a
competent marine electrical assessment.

Good documentation
● Single-line diagrams showing sources, switchboards, banks and principal loads.
● Circuit schedules and cable identification that match the current installation.
● Battery chemistry, capacity, age and charging settings.
● Protection ratings, spare fuse types and breaker details.
● Records of refits, software updates, alarm events and specialist testing.

6
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FAILURE AWARENESS

Common weaknesses and warning
signs
Electrical faults often show themselves through heat, smell, discolouration, unstable readings,
repeated trips or equipment behaving differently under load.

Finding or symptom Possible cause Why it matters

Low voltage under load Weak bank, poor connection, undersized cable,
excessive load or charging failure.

Navigation, pumps, control systems and
electronics may reset or stop unexpectedly.

Unexpected high voltage Regulator, charger setting, sensor or control
fault.

Can damage batteries, lamps, electronics and
connected equipment.

Hot terminal, cable or smell Loose connection, corrosion, overload, poor
crimp or inadequate conductor size.

Heat increases resistance and may progress
rapidly towards fire or equipment failure.

Breaker or fuse operates repeatedly Overload, short circuit, earth fault, failed
equipment or incorrect protection.

Resetting without diagnosis can conceal a
serious fault and remove protection.

Battery not accepting or holding
charge

Ageing cells, poor charging, parasitic load,
temperature issue or battery-management fault.

Apparent reserve may disappear quickly when
the yacht is away from shore power.

Generator unstable when loads
change

Overload, governor or voltage-control issue,
poor load sequencing or downstream fault.

May cause trips, damage or a full blackout.

Corrosion or moisture in panel Water ingress, condensation, salt contamination
or poor sealing.

Can cause tracking, insulation failure, unreliable
connections and hidden deterioration.

DO NOT NORMALISE
IT

A breaker that 'sometimes trips', a charger that runs unusually hot or a panel with a persistent
smell deserves explanation. Familiarity with an electrical fault does not make it harmless.

Electrical fire warning signs
● Hot-plastic, burning-insulation or ozone-like smell.
● Discolouration, melted insulation, arcing marks or smoke.
● Crackling, buzzing or intermittent loss of supply.
● A battery that is swelling, venting, heating or showing a chemistry-specific warning.
● Repeated protection operation accompanied by heat or smell.

7



ABSOLUTE MARINE TECHNICAL GUIDES AMTG-003  |  UNDERSTANDING MARINE ELECTRICAL SYSTEMS

Educational guidance - not a substitute for manufacturer instructions, electrical survey or vessel-specific professional advice. 9

OWNER CHECKS

Routine inspection and maintenance
thinking
Owner checks should improve awareness without exposing the owner to live parts. Internal
inspection, testing and repair should be carried out by competent people using appropriate
procedures.

When Useful checks

Before departure Review battery state and charging; confirm expected source and switchboard configuration; check alarms;
inspect accessible cables, batteries, inlets and panels for heat, corrosion, moisture or damage.

During passage Monitor voltage, frequency, battery state, generator load and unusual cycling; include electrical equipment in
machinery-space rounds; investigate changes before they affect essential services.

When changing source Reduce large loads where appropriate; confirm the incoming source is stable; use the designed transfer
method; verify voltage, frequency and load after changeover.

After a trip or alarm Identify the affected circuit and load, record conditions and seek diagnosis. Do not simply reset protection
repeatedly.

Seasonal / annual review Arrange inspection and testing appropriate to the yacht; review batteries, charging settings, high-current
connections, shore power, protection, labels, diagrams and emergency supplies.

Useful spares and information
● Correct fuses of the specified type and rating - never oversized substitutes.
● Replacement lamps, approved relays or small components only where clearly identified and owner replacement is

appropriate.
● Charging leads, handheld-radio batteries, power banks and independent lighting.
● A current circuit schedule, battery data, equipment manuals and specialist contact details.
● Insulated tools and test equipment only for people trained to use them safely.

THERMAL AND
CONDITION CHECKS

Heat is often an early warning. Qualified inspection may include torque verification,
voltage-drop testing, insulation testing, battery capacity assessment and thermal imaging
under meaningful load.

Work to refer
Live AC work, switchboard modification, high-current battery work, lithium battery integration, generator
synchronising, shore-power alterations, earthing/bonding changes and diagnosis of insulation faults should be referred
to appropriately qualified marine electrical professionals.

8



ABSOLUTE MARINE TECHNICAL GUIDES AMTG-003  |  UNDERSTANDING MARINE ELECTRICAL SYSTEMS

Educational guidance - not a substitute for manufacturer instructions, electrical survey or vessel-specific professional advice. 10

LOADS AND CAPACITY

Understanding what consumes the
power
Electrical resilience depends on matching generation and storage to realistic demand. A large
battery bank or generator can still be overwhelmed by unmanaged loads.

Load group Typical examples Planning question

Essential safety loads Navigation lights, communications, alarms, bilge pumps
and selected emergency lighting.

How long can these operate after normal
generation is lost?

Operational loads Autopilot, navigation displays, steering controls, fuel or
cooling pumps and engine electronics.

Which are required to continue the passage
safely?

Habitability loads Refrigeration, freshwater pumps, sanitation, ventilation
and selected lighting.

Which loads support crew endurance and
which can be reduced temporarily?

High-demand loads Air-conditioning, cooking, water heating, stabilisers,
thrusters, watermakers and workshop tools.

Can several start together, and what source is
required?

Hidden / standby loads Network equipment, chargers, monitoring systems,
entertainment and idle inverters.

What is the continuous overnight or
unattended demand?

Load management
● Know the normal generator and shore-power limits before several high-demand loads operate together.
● Stagger large motors, compressors and heating loads where the system requires it.
● Identify which loads can be shed quickly during generator or inverter problems.
● Do not assume the inverter can supply every AC circuit simply because they appear on the same panel.
● Monitor charging time and generator duty, not only the momentary battery state.

OPERATIONAL
REALITY

A yacht may have enough installed generation for normal use but insufficient resilience after
one generator, alternator, charger or battery bank is lost. Offshore planning should consider
the degraded configuration.

A useful exercise
List the electrical loads that must remain available for safe navigation,

flooding control, communication and engine operation. Then identify which
source and distribution path supplies each one.

9
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OFFSHORE READINESS

Blackout response and reduced-power
operation
A blackout is not only loss of lighting. It may affect navigation, steering controls, pumps, alarms,
communications, refrigeration and the ability to restart machinery.

PROTECT

Stabilise navigation
and crew safety

CONFIRM

Identify what power
has actually been lost

REDUCE

Shed non-essential
loads

RESTORE

Start or select an
available source

VERIFY

Check voltage,
frequency and loads

Immediate priorities
● Protect navigation: Maintain lookout, reduce speed if necessary and use independent lighting or communications.
● Confirm the extent: Determine whether the loss is AC, DC, one bus, one source or the whole yacht.
● Prevent escalation: Shed non-essential loads and investigate smoke, smell, water ingress or repeated trips before

restoring power.
● Select an available source: Use the yacht's approved starting and transfer procedure rather than improvising

connections.
● Restore deliberately: Reintroduce loads in a controlled order and verify voltage, frequency, battery charging and

generator load.
● Reassess the passage: Decide whether the fault is stable, whether redundancy has been reduced and whether to

divert or seek assistance.

FIRE OR BATTERY
EVENT

If there is smoke, arcing, severe heat, battery venting or evidence of fire, prioritise alarm,
isolation only where safe, firefighting appropriate to the hazard, ventilation strategy and early
distress communication. Re-energising may worsen the incident.

Questions before going offshore
● What remains powered if the generator fails?
● Can engines and generators still be started if the service bank is deeply discharged?
● How long will essential DC services operate without normal charging?
● Are navigation and communications backed by a genuinely independent supply?
● Can the crew change sources and shed loads without opening a live switchboard?
● Do both primary and backup arrangements depend on one charger, control network or cable route?
● Is there a written blackout-recovery sequence at the main operating position?

10
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PURCHASE AND READINESS

Buyer, survey and
owner-familiarisation checklist
A tidy panel does not prove that the installation is safe, correctly protected or supported by
healthy batteries. Documentation, testing and evidence under load are important.

Area Questions worth asking

System architecture What AC and DC voltages are used? Which sources feed which switchboards and battery banks? Do diagrams
match the yacht?

Batteries What chemistry, capacity and age are installed? Is there recent capacity or condition evidence? Are charging
settings and protection appropriate?

Generation Can alternators and generators support realistic loads? Are there repeated trips, overload history, long
light-load running or unresolved alarms?

Shore power Are cable, inlet, isolation and fault-protection arrangements suitable for the intended marinas and supply
standards?

Distribution Are panels, cabling, protection and labels orderly and dry? Is there evidence of overheating, household
components, poor modifications or abandoned wiring?

Redundancy Which essential loads remain after loss of one source, bank, charger, bus or switchboard? Are shared
dependencies understood?

Documentation Are current single-line diagrams, circuit schedules, battery records, manuals and refit documentation available?

Quick readiness check
� Readiness statement

� I can identify every normal AC and DC source and the switchboard it feeds.

� Battery chemistry, age, capacity and charging arrangements are documented.

� Source-transfer controls and load limits are understood.

� There are no unresolved trips, overheated connections, battery alarms or unstable readings.

� Essential loads and their backup supply paths are identified.

� Shore-power equipment and protection are suitable and in good condition.

� Current diagrams, circuit labels and maintenance records are available.

� More than one crew member understands reduced-power and blackout actions.

KEY TAKEAWAY
A resilient yacht electrical system is not defined by the number of batteries, generators or
screens. It is defined by safe installation, suitable protection, realistic capacity, clear operating
information and the ability to preserve essential power after a failure.

Standards and guidance to consult
Where applicable, consult the current edition of ISO 13297 Small craft - Electrical systems - Alternating and direct current installations,
equipment-manufacturer instructions, and relevant flag-state, coding, class, insurance and local shore-power requirements. Larger or
commercially operated yachts may be subject to additional standards.

11
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