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How To Fix Garbage Disposal

Introduction: When Your Garbage Disposal
Stops Working

Few kitchen sounds are as unsettling as the hum of a garbage disposal
that refuses to grind, or worse, the complete silence when you flip the
switch. A malfunctioning disposal can bring meal preparation to a halt and
leave you with  a  sink  full  of  food scraps.  Understanding how to fix
garbage disposal issues is a valuable skill that can save you time, money,
and the inconvenience of a plumbing emergency. While some problems
require professional attention, many common issues can be resolved with
basic tools and a bit of know-how. This comprehensive guide will walk you
through  the  most  frequent  disposal  problems,  step-by-step  repair
techniques, and preventive maintenance tips to keep your unit running



smoothly for  years to come.  Whether you are dealing with a jammed
flywheel, a clogged drain, or a disposal that simply will not turn on, you
will find practical solutions that you can implement safely and effectively.

Understanding Your Garbage Disposal
System

Before diving into repairs, it helps to understand the basic components of
a garbage disposal.  Most units consist of a motor housing, a grinding
chamber with rotating impellers, a flywheel, and a drain connection. When
you turn on the disposal, the motor spins the flywheel, which rotates the
impellers  to  grind food waste  against  a  stationary  grinding ring.  The
resulting  particles  are  then  flushed  through  the  plumbing  system.
Knowing  this  basic  anatomy  will  help  you  diagnose  problems  more
accurately when learning how to fix garbage disposal  malfunctions.
Common  issues  typically  fall  into  three  categories:  jams  and  clogs,
electrical or motor problems, and leaks.
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Safety First: Preparing to Work on Your
Disposal

Working on a garbage disposal involves electricity and sharp components,
so safety must be your top priority. Before attempting any repair, always
disconnect the power supply. Unplug the disposal if it is connected to an
accessible outlet under the sink. If your unit is hardwired, switch off the
circuit breaker that controls the disposal and place a piece of tape over
the  breaker  to  prevent  accidental  reactivation.  Never  reach  into  the
disposal chamber without ensuring the power is off. Use tongs or pliers to
retrieve objects,  and always keep your hands away from the grinding
mechanism. Additionally, have a bucket, towels, and a flashlight handy
before you begin. These precautions are essential  regardless of which
method you follow for how to fix garbage disposal issues.



Common Garbage Disposal Problems and
How to Fix Them

1. The Disposal Hums but Does Not Grind

One of  the  most  common complaints  is  a  humming  sound  when  the
disposal is turned on, but the unit does not actually grind. This usually
indicates that the motor is receiving power, but the flywheel or impellers
are jammed. This is often caused by a foreign object like a small bone, a
piece of glass, or a metal utensil that has become lodged in the grinding
mechanism.

How to fix garbage disposal jam issues:

Turn off the power to the disposal at the circuit breaker or unplug1.
it.
Locate the hex hole at the bottom center of the disposal unit. This2.
is the manual turning point for the flywheel. If your disposal does not
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have an external hex hole, there may be a hex key socket on the
underside.
Insert a hex key (Allen wrench) into the hole. Most disposals3.
come with a hex key, but you can purchase one at any hardware
store if you have misplaced it.
Turn the hex key back and forth manually to dislodge the jam.4.
You may need to rotate the flywheel in both directions several times
until you feel it move freely.
Once the flywheel rotates smoothly, remove the hex key and5.
restore power to the unit.
Press the reset button located on the bottom or side of the disposal.6.
This button pops out when the motor overheats or becomes
overloaded.
Turn on the cold water and run the disposal to test if it is working7.
properly.

If the flywheel still does not move after using the hex key, you may need to
access the grinding chamber directly. With the power off, use a flashlight
to look inside the disposal. Use long-handled tongs or pliers to remove any



visible obstructions. Never put your hand inside the chamber.

2. The Disposal Does Not Turn On at All

When  your  disposal  produces  no  sound  at  all,  the  problem  is  likely
electrical. Before calling a plumber, work through these troubleshooting
steps to understand how to fix garbage disposal electrical issues.

Check the power source: Verify that the disposal is plugged in properly.
Sometimes the plug can become loose or disconnected, especially if you
have been working under the sink. If it is plugged into a wall outlet, test
the outlet with another appliance to ensure it is receiving power. If the
outlet  is  controlled  by  a  switch,  make sure  the  switch  is  functioning
correctly.

Press the reset button: Most disposals have a small red or black reset
button on the bottom or side of the unit. If the disposal has overheated or
drawn too much current, this button will pop out and cut power. Press it
firmly until you hear a click. Then try running the disposal again. This
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simple step often solves the problem and is a key part of how to fix
garbage disposal units that have stopped working.

Inspect the circuit breaker: If the disposal still does not turn on, check
your home's circuit breaker panel. Look for a tripped breaker and reset it
if necessary. If the breaker trips again immediately, you may have a short
circuit in the disposal or its wiring, which requires professional diagnosis.

Test the switch: The wall switch that controls your disposal can wear out
over time. If you have a multimeter, you can test the switch for continuity.
Alternatively, you can temporarily connect the disposal directly to a power
source to see if the motor runs. If the disposal works when bypassing the
switch, you need to replace the switch.

3. The Disposal Is Leaking Water

Leaks can occur from several points on a garbage disposal. Identifying the
source  of  the  leak  is  the  first  step  in  learning  how to fix  garbage
disposal leaks. Common leak locations include the top where the disposal



connects to the sink flange, the side where the dishwasher hose connects,
the bottom of the unit, and the drain pipe connection.

Leak at the top (sink flange): This is often caused by a damaged or
loose gasket. To fix this, you may need to tighten the mounting ring or
replace the gasket. First, check if the mounting ring is tight. If the leak
persists,  the  gasket  between  the  disposal  and  the  sink  may  be
compromised. You will need to disconnect the disposal and replace the
gasket. This is a more involved repair, but it is manageable with basic
tools.

Leak at the dishwasher hose connection: If water is dripping from the
side  hose  connection,  the  hose  clamp  may  be  loose,  or  the  rubber
grommet inside the connection may be worn. Tighten the clamp with a
screwdriver. If that does not stop the leak, replace the grommet or the
hose itself.

Leak from the bottom of the unit: A leak from the bottom typically
indicates a cracked housing or a failed internal seal. Unfortunately, this
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usually means the disposal needs to be replaced. There is no reliable way
to repair a cracked housing. Similarly, if water is leaking from the bottom
and  the  unit  is  old,  corrosion  may  have  compromised  the  internal
components. Replacement is the most practical solution in these cases.

Leak at the drain pipe: If the leak is at the drain pipe connection, the
pipe may be loose or the seal may be damaged. Tighten the slip nut or
replace the washer. This is a straightforward fix that does not require
disassembling the disposal.

4. The Disposal Is Clogged and Water Will Not Drain

A slow-draining or completely clogged sink is often caused by food debris
accumulating in the disposal or the drain line. While the disposal grinds
food  waste,  it  does  not  always  prevent  larger  particles  from causing
blockages further down the pipe. Here is how to fix garbage disposal
clogs effectively.

Use a plunger: Fill the sink with a few inches of cold water. Place a



plunger over the drain opening and plunge vigorously several times. The
suction  and  pressure  can  often  dislodge  a  minor  clog.  Do  not  use  a
plunger if you have recently used chemical drain cleaners, as they can
splash back and cause injury.

Manual cleaning: If plunging does not work, turn off the power to the
disposal. Place a bucket under the sink to catch any water. Disconnect the
drain pipe from the disposal and inspect it for blockages. Use a long,
flexible brush or a plumbing snake to clear any debris from the pipe.
Check the disposal's grinding chamber as well, removing any visible clogs
with tongs.

Use a wet/dry vacuum: A wet/dry vacuum can be an effective tool for
clearing clogs. Set the vacuum to wet mode and seal the hose over the
drain opening. Create a tight seal using a rag if necessary. Turn on the
vacuum to suck out the blockage. This method works well for soft clogs
and  is  a  valuable  technique  to  know  when  researching  how to  fix
garbage disposal drainage issues.
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5. The Disposal Makes Unusual Noises

Grinding, rattling, or metallic sounds usually indicate that a foreign object
is inside the grinding chamber. This is similar to a jam, but the flywheel
may still be moving partially. Turn off the power immediately and inspect
the chamber with a flashlight. Use tongs to remove any objects you find.
Common culprits include bottle caps, silverware, or small bones. After
removing the object, rotate the flywheel manually with a hex key to ensure
it moves freely before restoring power. If the noise persists, the impellers
or grinding ring may be damaged, which could require professional repair
or replacement.

Preventive Maintenance to Avoid Future
Problems

Knowing  how  to  fix  garbage  disposal  problems  is  valuable,  but
preventing them in the first place is even better. Regular maintenance can
extend the life of your disposal and reduce the frequency of repairs. Here



are some best practices to follow.

Always run cold water while using the disposal and for 30 seconds
after you turn it off. Cold water helps solidify any grease or oil so it
can be ground up and flushed away. Hot water can cause grease to
melt and then solidify further down the drain, leading to clogs.
Cut large food scraps into smaller pieces before putting them in
the disposal. This reduces strain on the motor and prevents jams.
Avoid putting problematic items down the disposal. Fibrous foods
like celery, corn husks, and onion skins can wrap around the
impellers. Starchy foods like potato peels can create a paste that
clogs the drain. Coffee grounds can accumulate and form a sludge.
Never put grease, oil, or large bones down the disposal.
Clean the disposal regularly with ice cubes and rock salt. Drop a
handful of ice cubes and a tablespoon of rock salt into the disposal
while running cold water. The ice scours the grinding chamber and
impellers without damaging the unit. Follow this with lemon or
orange peels to freshen the smell.
Use the disposal regularly to prevent rust and corrosion from
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forming on the internal components. Regular use keeps the seals and
moving parts lubricated.
Check for leaks periodically by looking under the sink for any signs
of moisture. Catching a small leak early can prevent water damage
to your cabinets and flooring.

When to Call a Professional

While  many disposal  issues  can be resolved with  DIY methods,  some
situations require a licensed plumber or appliance repair technician. If
you have tried all the steps above and the disposal still does not work, or if
you notice signs of electrical problems like sparks or burning smells, stop
immediately and call a professional. Additionally, if the disposal is leaking
from the bottom, if the motor seems completely dead after checking all
electrical connections, or if you are uncomfortable performing any of the
repair steps, professional help is the safest option. Attempting complex
repairs without experience can lead to injury or further damage to the
unit.


