
Wrecking a Dead Computer Power Supply for Parts
By Bruce Pierson

Above: A typical computer Power Supply (Brand name hidden for legal reasons!)
So, your computer's power supply just died and you fitted a new one and now you are
going to bin the old one. Hang on a minute. There's a lot of good parts in that power
supply and it could be well worth wrecking it for parts before you toss the rest out.
So, what could be useful inside there? Let's have a look inside and see.

But wait! – Isn't it dangerous to open a computer power supply?  YES, It can be if
you don't take proper precautions! The first rule of safety is  to  NEVER OPEN A
COMPUTER POWER SUPPLY WITH IT CONNECTED TO POWER. That is
a sure way to risk DEATH or SERIOUS INJURY. So, make absolutely sure that the
power supply is not connected to power, before you do anything else.

The next thing to be aware of, is that in some cases, there can be a potentially lethal
charge stored on some of the capacitors. Therefore, extreme care needs to be taken to
ensure that these capacitors do not have any charge on them before proceeding to
handle the circuit board further.

So, now to open the power supply and have a look inside. Typically, there will be
four screws securing the lid, one of which is  usually under a sticker of some sort.
Occasionally,  there will  be additional screw(s)  on the  side(s) as well,  whilst rarer
units may have a different type of case with screws in different places. 

However, most computer power supplies are fairly standard in construction and are
similar to the unit pictured above. Three screws can be seen near the edges of the box
and the fourth screw is under the green sticker on the left-hand side, near the back of
the box. Firstly, undo these four screws and remove the lid.



Looking at the photo below, we can see what's  inside the  power supply.  The two
(sometimes only one)  large high voltage capacitors can be clearly seen at the left
front of the circuit board. It's these capacitors that you have to be very cautious of.

Above: Inside the power supply. Note the two large high voltage capacitors at left.
Looking at the photo below, the low voltage capacitors can be seen on the other side
of  the  circuit  board.  Note  that  the  one  on  the  far  right  is  faulty  and  should  be
discarded. It has failed in typical electrolytic capacitor style, with the obvious bulged
top. This is a sure sign of a defective electrolytic capacitor.

Above: The other side of the circuit board with the low voltage capacitors



In  order  to  proceed  safely,  the  following  instructions  need  to  be  followed  very
carefully. Firstly, remove the four screws securing the circuit board to the bottom of
the case. Then, carefully remove the circuit board from the case, being very careful
not to touch any part of the underside of the circuit board. With the circuit board
turned over, measure the voltage on the two large capacitors with your multimeter on
the 500V DC range. In most cases, there will be no voltage present, but if there is any
reading, the capacitors need to be discharged before proceeding.

This can be accomplished by using a 240V 100W incandescent light globe in a holder
with two insulated wires connected to it or a 5W resistor of around 1.5K. Check again
with the multimeter to make sure there is no charge left and then the circuit board is
safe to handle.  Don't  worry about  any smaller  capacitors,  because if  there  is  any
charge remaining on them (which is unlikely anyway) it won't be any more than 12V,
which is not harmful.
With the circuit board now safe to handle, cut any wires that are connecting it to any
part(s)  still  attached to  the  case and it  will  then be  free  to  remove and  ready to
dismantle. Now  we can see what can be salvaged from it for the parts box.
To make handling the circuit board easier, remove the hookup wire from the circuit
board first.  The hookup wire  is  often held  together with cable  ties.  These can be
removed in such a way that they are re-usable, always handy for securing wire and
other items. Simply cut the cable tie as shown in the picture below and pull out the
small piece of the end that was cut off and you have a re-usable cable tie.

Above: How to remove a cable tie so that it can be re-used.
Now, with the circuit board easily handled,  we can proceed to remove any useful
parts from it. A soldering iron and solder sucker can be used for this process, but my
method of choice is to use a blowtorch with the flame set on low. The flame is angled
across the board in such a way as to melt the solder and free the parts, which are then
pulled out from the component side. Care needs to be taken not to overheat the parts
during this process, but with some practice, the method can be perfected. Be careful
not to burn yourself and always have a bucket of cold water handy in case of burns.



Above: Here's what we salvaged from this dead power supply.
So, what did we end up with from this salvage exercise? We got the following parts:

2 large transistors,   1 medium transistor,   6 small transistors,
2 large dual switching diodes,   2 small dual switching diodes,
1 - 600V 6A bridge rectifier,   1 - 3A diode,
1 fuse and clips,   
1 thermistor
2 - 250V electrolytic capacitors,   
1 X2 rated mains capacitor,
3 medium sized electrolytic capacitors,   12 smaller electrolytic capacitors,   
3 greencaps,   8 ceramic capacitors,   
2 heatsinks,   
1 - 120mm 12V fan and grille – (Most power supplies are fitted with an 80mm fan),   
4 cable ties,
Several screws of different types,    
Transistor insulators,    

Several chokes & transformers (limited use?)
Several lengths of light and medium hookup wire,   
A 240V switch,    A 240V AEC socket with X2 filter capacitor and choke,
A couple of computer connectors which we kept with wire,   
1 sheet of insulating plastic from under the circuit board.

Overall, a worthwhile exercise that yielded a variety of useful parts for the junk box.



Amongst the parts was a splitter cable consisting of a Molex connector to two SATA
connectors.  This  was  kept  intact  as  a  spare  part  for  possible  use  in  upgrading a
computer from an IDE drive to a SATA drive, or adding extra SATA drives where
there weren't enough SATA connectors on the existing power supply. Also found was
a P4 connector, which the wire was left on. It  can be spliced into an older power
supply that is lacking a P4 connector if needed. 

As well, there were two standard computer cables consisting of two molex connectors
and  one  floppy connector.  These  were  retained as  spares,  but  probably won't  be
needed, as floppy drives are rare these days and most drives are now SATA. It could
be  handy  for  an antique  computer  though!  The  rest  of  the  hookup  wire  had  the
connectors cut off and the hookup wire was sorted into colours and sizes for storing
for later use as needed.
There is a wide variety of computer power supply manufacturers and you may not
find all the mentioned components in all power supplies. In fact, some power supplies
will  have  additional  components  in  them,  such  as  voltage  regulators  and  more
transistors and different types of heatsinks. Modular types of power supply will also
have a variety of different plugs and sockets that may be of use.

There will almost always be one or more integrated circuits in every different type of
computer power supply,  however,  there is  a fairly high chance of these ICs being
faulty if the power supply no longer works and it's unlikely that a suitable method of
testing them will be available.

Therefore,  I never bother salvaging them, unless I need a particular type and I can
remove it from a known working power supply that isn't worth keeping, for reasons
such as the case being very rusty or the power supply being so old that it's rating is
too low to be of any use for a reasonably modern computer.

I usually don't bother with salvaging small signal diodes, 1A rectifier diodes, small
resistors and small capacitors, as these are harder to salvage and of limited use with
their short leads. However, these components can be salvaged if they are of any use,
as otherwise they will be binned with the circuit board.

In some cases, it may be worthwhile saving the case, if there is a need for it for a
project, as it has an inbuilt fan and vents. However, I don't usually bother saving the
case in most cases, because it is often rusty anyway. I usually just flatten it and toss it
in the recycle bin, along with the circuit board.

The last point to be considered when salvaging parts, is that it is very important to
test all salvaged parts before they are used in a repair or a project. If you can't test a
component (because of a lack of test gear suitable for testing that component), THEN
DON'T USE IT. It's  no use putting a potentially faulty component into a piece of
equipment or a project, because you could be just introducing a fault.


