How to fix your bike at the roadside 

Why bother?
What have you got to lose? If you can find the fault and remedy it quickly you’ll be on your way. Some rescue services only take you home, which can mean a time-consuming journey to your real destination. If you break down on a bank holiday you could have some wait before any assistance arrives.

What you’re dealing with
There are a variety of faults which can leave you stranded by the roadside. Your bike will have four basic systems to check over: the fuel system, engine, electrical and chassis. Things can get tricky when some of these cross over. For example you won’t go looking at the battery if you have a puncture. However if you bike is cutting out, this could be either electrical or a fuelling fault. In cases like this, you need to check both systems. 

Don’t even think about it if…
Your motor is knackered and beyond immediate repair. Any loud clunking or rattling sounds are bad news. If you’ve just done an impression of the Red Arrows with white smoke trailing from your bike this also spells mechanical disaster. If your bike has developed an electrical fault which shows evidence of burnt wires, call for roadside assistance.

Stuff you’ll need
Tricky, as no-one plans to break down – but  next time you go for a ride make sure your bike’s basic tool kit is in place and complete. Take some time to read your owner’s manual, so you’re familiar with the whereabouts of the battery, fuse box , fuel tap etc. Also make sure you mobile phone is charged and has up to date contacts. 

What can go wrong?
Not much – having a go at finding the fault and fixing it is your only option before calling roadside assistance. It’s got to be worth a shot.


1. Won’t start but all the lights are working OK. Start by checking the blindingly obvious – that the kill switch isn’t in the off position. Sometimes the electrical contacts within the switch may have corroded, so flick it to see if it makes a difference. It’s not unknown for kids (or your ‘mates’) to mess around with your kill switch when you’re not looking.
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2. Complete or partial electrical failure. If a fuse has blown the biggest problem can often be finding it. Depending on what bike you have they can be located anywhere. Most bikes tend to have them under the seat or side panels. Acquaint yourself with the location of the fuses, and make sure you have spares of the correct ampage.
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3. Bike has cut out, or won’t start. Is there fuel in the tank? It sounds obvious but it’s worth checking. Open the fuel cap and rock the bike, if there’s any petrol you’ll hear it sloshing. If you’ve just bought the bike, check to see if there’s a reserve switch or position on the fuel tap. If there’s no fuel where there should be, check the fuel lines.
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4. It won’t run even though it starts. Many modern bikes are fuel-injected. The pump that pressurises the fuel is often located inside the fuel tank. Switch the ignition on and then flick the kill switch on and off to hear if the fuel pump is working.
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5. Deflated tyre or slow puncture. Prepare for this by stashing a tubeless tyre repair kit in the tool pouch. If you haven’t done this, take a hike to the nearest garage and get a pressurised mousse canister. Remember any repair to tyres must be treated as a temporary measure to get you home.
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6. Won’t start, all electrics working OK. These are similar symptoms to having the kill switch off – but is caused by the sidestand switch. It’s a feature designed to prevent the bike from being ridden with the sidestand down. Make sure the stand returns all the way, and if you can fiddle with the switching mechanism, make sure it’s not seized.
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7. Starts but cuts out when put in gear and clutch released. Again, could be the result of another safety feature. Check the operation of the clutch lever and ensure it has a good range of movement. Where the lever is mounted to the handlebar a small electrical connector connects to a switch; remove it and clean any exposed contacts. Or...
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8. Nothing happens when the starter is pressed, but all the electrics work. This catches out a lot of Suzuki buyers. You’ve just bought a bike and on the way home stop for fuel, but it won’t restart. There’s no fault, it’s a safety feature. You have to pull the clutch in to start Suzukis, even if it’s in neutral and the sidestand is up.
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9. Bike runs for short period of time then slowly cuts out. This sound likes you’re running out of fuel but there’s actually plenty left. Check and make sure fuel tap is on. If you’ve just given your bike a thorough clean which involved removing the tank, ensure all fuel lines and breathers were refitted correctly.
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10. When the starter button is pressed the motor barely turns over. This could be a flat battery; causes include parking lights left on, ignition left on or a battery in poor condition. Try jump starting with jump leads from another battery, ensuring that the leads are correctly poled: red lead to + and black lead to –
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11. All the electrics work but it cuts out when the starter button is pressed. The most likely cause of this is a loose battery connection. Find your battery, usually under the seat or side panels, and tighten the battery terminals. It’s also worth checking leads to the solenoid.
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12. It fires up,  but won’t rev/cuts out. Have you had this problem the morning after the rally when you’ve packed your gear away and are ready to go? Check that jokers or kids haven’t shoved anything down your exhaust silencer that will prevent gases from escaping. If so, remove the offending object, smile and put it down to experience.
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