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kimmers are found in just about
every type of watershape imaginable,
including gunite, vinyl-lined, fiber-
glass and aboveground pools as well

as in-ground and portable spas – not to
mention ponds, streams and fountains.

In each case, specific skimmers have
been designed to serve the individual ap-
plications. For purposes of this discus-
sion, let’s keep things simple by sticking
to skimmers’most familiar application –
in gunite swimming pools.

A KEY ROLE
The main function of a pool’s skim-

mer is removal of debris from the sur-
face of the water. To do so, the skimmer
is connected to the suction-side plumb-
ing of the pool’s pump and draws wa-
ter across a weir (or a float) as a result
of the vacuum created by the pump. The
weir (or float) is buoyant by nature and
allows only a thin sheet of water to enter
the skimmer throat while preventing the
formation of a vortex.

The water then passes through a basket

or strainer that captures leaves and other
debris before it can enter the plumbing.
This stage is critical to the system’s long-
term performance and serviceability, be-
cause it prevents the bulk of the skimmed
junk from entering the pump trap.
Effective surface skimming also removes
debris before it sinks to the pool’s bottom,
thus resulting in easier overall cleaning.

The National Sanitation Foundation
(NSF) rates skimmers in terms of their
maximum and minimum flow rates.
These can range from a minimum of
about 15 gallons per minute to as high as
75 gpm, with optimum flow rates falling
in the range from 25 to 55 gpm.
Information on the flow rating of any spe-
cific skimmer is available from its man-
ufacturer and is one of the criteria used
in selecting a skimmer.

The size of the pool is also an impor-
tant factor in determining how many
skimmers should be used. Residential
pools require at least one skimmer for
every 800 feet of surface area, for exam-
ple,according to the National Spa & Pool

Institute/American National Standards
Institute document, ANSI/NSPI #5.
These standards represent minimums,so
if you reduce the surface area or increase
the number of skimmers while observ-
ing the skimmer’s minimum flow re-
quirements – that is, if you use one skim-
mer for every 500 square feet of surface
or two skimmers in a 1,200-square-foot
pool – you increase the pool system’s sur-
face-cleaning efficiency.

Commercial pools use higher standards
and will typically require one skimmer
for each 500 square feet of surface area.
These standards will vary from jurisdic-
tion to jurisdiction,however, so you need
to consult local Building or Health &
Safety officials to determine a project’s
specific needs.

COUNTING PORTS
Skimmers come in two basic varieties:

Some have a single port at the bottom,
while others have two.

Aboveground, fiberglass, vinyl-liner
and steel-wall pools typically use single-

A skimmer is at its best when it’s set up
to do a good job of removing debris
from the water’s surface – and your
client or a service technician never has
to do much more than give it an occa-
sional cleaning.  No matter how low
key, however, a skimmer’s role in en-
suring water clarity is very important,
says hydraulics expert Steve Gutai, who
continues his series on basic hydraulics
with a look at the function and prop-
er installation of these devices. 

The Skinny
on Skimmers

By Steve Gutai
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port skimmers with which only one plumbing connection
is made at the bottom of the skimmer. This single flow path
creates a clear concern about entrapment, which is why these
skimmers usually have a feature that will help divert water
around the skimmer if the throat becomes blocked. In all cas-
es, caution should be used when plumbing this type of skim-
mer.

Skimmers of this style are seldom used in construction of gu-
nite pools because of the advantages offered by double-port skim-
mers. In fact,the vast majority of skimmers used in concrete con-
struction have two ports, so we’ll focus on these units here.

As the name implies, double-port skimmers have two con-
nections (either socket-style or threaded) on the skimmer’s bot-
tom. The back port is tied to the pump’s suction-side plumb-
ing, while the front port is tied to either the main drain line or
an equalizer line. (NSF requires all commercial swimming pools
to have an equalizer line.)  If the front port isn’t tied to a drain
or equalizer line, it is plugged.

Double-port skimmers are equipped with a float-valve as-
sembly,a trimmer valve,a check valve or a diverter valve that are
critical to effective skimmer operation (Figure 1).

If the water level drops below the tile line (or if the skim-
mer basket becomes plugged with debris), the float assembly
will divert water flow to the front port. As the valve plate drops,
it opens the spring-loaded check valve, thus pulling water from
either the main drain or equalizer line. (NSF also requires
this check valve for commercial pools.)  The check valve pre-
vents loss of the pump’s prime or any cavitation that might re-
sult from a clogged skimmer basket.

IN PLACE
In deciding on skimmer placement and setting up your suc-

tion-side plumbing lines, it pays to follow a few basic guidelines:
•  First,the skimmer should be placed down-wind to catch most

of the debris, or you should position surface return lines to assist

Multiple skimmers are of-
ten used when a pool’s
configuration makes ef-
ficient cleaning by just
one skimmer impossible
– or when the large sur-
face area of a pool re-
quires it, as in this case.
When the gunite is ap-
plied, these skimmers will
be an integral part of the
shell, fully plumbed, hy-
draulically balanced –
and ready to go.

Figure 1:  A typical double-port skimmer adaptable
for use with either an equalizer line or a main-drain
line.
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Photo courtesy Paul Benedetti, Aquatic Technologies, Morgan Hill, Calif.
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