Dash Lamps & Dimmer

Many people have commented that the dash is too dim. The dash lamps, when they work right, are usually quite bright. Dim dash lighting normally indicates there is a problem in the dash or the dash dimmer. (There's already 18 watts of light just in the gauge cluster!)

If you have dim dash lights, one or more or the following may be wrong:

· Old Lamps. They often go dim as they age. 
· Dash lamp sockets corroded loose or broken. Check the contact that touches on the dash copper. 
· Dash electrical connectors loose or corroded. 
· The transistor is getting poor contact with the socket. Fix or replace the transistor module. 
· The dimmer wheel is making poor contact or worn out inside. Fix or replace the dimmer wheel. 
· Interior of dash is shabby. You may have to tear apart the dash and clean or repaint the inside. Dirty or faded surfaces in there will absorb light instead of reflect it to the gauges. 
If you feel that the dash lamps are too dim even when the control is turned all the way up, check/replace the lamps and check the dimmer circuit! It takes very little corrosion to keep the transistor from giving the lamps full power. (Up to 13 lamps are connected to the transistor. There are 6 in the gauge cluster alone.) Any added resistance in the connectors or transistor socket will keep the lamps dim.

Brighter lamps may compensate for a dimmer problem but they will eventually go dark as the dimmer gets worse. Brighter lamps will also make the trasistor run hotter. As I remember, the stock lamps are 3 watts and the ones some people are using are 5 watts. That would increase the total lamp load by 12 watts just in the gauge cluster. This could cause long term problems for the dimmer and the cluster.
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I strongly urge you to check for system defects before installing brighter lamps. The increased heat could accelerate degrading of the plastics in the dash and the increased electrical load could cause problems with the transistor. (It could also cause heating of things near the transistor.) 

What is the dimmer?

The dash lamp dimmer consists of 2 main parts, the control wheel on the dash and a transistor. The control wheel combines a switch for the courtesy lights and a variable resistor for the dash lights. The transistor is mounted in a heat sink on the dash framework to the right of the steering column.

The control wheel and transistor both get power from the headlight switch. (Brown wires) The output from the wheel goes to the transistor via a green and white wire. The lamp feed from the transistor is a dark green wire.

To protect the transistor, there is a 5 amp fuse between it and the dash lamps it controls. (It’s in the fuse block like all the others.)

Problems/Issues

The main problem with the transistor assembly is corrosion on the pins of the transistor. Corrosion builds up on the pins and interferes with the socket contacts. It take very little corrosion to leave the dash lamps dim or dead.

A simple reseating of the socket will often cure this. The white goop that some people have been removing from between the transistor and heat sink IS SUPPOSED TO BE THERE! It is called heat sink compound. Removing this compound and not replacing it makes the transistor run hotter. Excess heat sink compound on the pins is annoying to clean up but does not cause problems with the socket or electrical connections.

The other problem is that you could have a dead transistor, or if you are adding more than one or two lamps to the dimmer controlled set you may need a bigger transistor.

The Transistor is a high current NPN type in a TO-3 case. It is a standard part and can be replaced by a number of different types on the market. The new transistor must be able to handle no less than 7 amps. The More current the transistor can handle the better. You want the transistor to be stronger than the fuse between it and the lamps. Also, if the transistor is bigger then it will run cooler. (I’ve seen compatible transistors with capacities of 20 amps.)

If you are adding lamps to be dimmed you need to keep in mind your top amp limit for this circuit must be below what the headlight switch can provide. The transistor capacity needs to be at least 2-3 amps larger than the fuse in the dash lamp circuit. (If you only add one or two small lamps the dimmer should be fine. You only need to worry if you add a bunch of lamps.)
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Cleaning/Repairing

Unplug the harness and remove the heat sink from the dash.

Remove the transistor from the heat sink. Be careful to avoid damaging the pins.

Clean the old heat sink compound off the parts with alcohol being careful to avoid breaking the plastic insulator between the transistor and heat sink. (The heat sink compound ages and dries out. When it does it impairs cooling of the transistor. )

Get a small tube of heat sink compound and if need be a new insulator at an electronics supplier. Radio Shack has both items.

Put a small gob of compound on each side of the insulator and remount the transistor. Just let the stuff spread by itself as you tighten the transistor. Wipe up whatever oozes out.

If the socket does not make good contact on the pins you can try “tinning” them. Carefully heat the pins with a soldering iron and apply a coat of solder to them. This will make the pins thicker and should improve contact. Do Not overheat the pins or you’ll damage the transistor. Heat the pins only long enough to get them to take solder.

Once the transistor assembly is back together a little dielectric grease on the pins can help prevent future corrosion.

The dimmer wheel can also be taken apart and cleaned. Save a dab of its grease for reassembly. If the grease is really crappy, try dielectric grease.

Don’t want to be bothered?

As far as I can tell, GM still has these parts available to dealers. I’ve seen both the dimmer wheel and the transistor listed at partsamerica.com. 

They are also very easy to find used. This transistor assembly is in use on a large number of GM cars. (I just got a spare one for this article off a Grand AM) Because of the way GM does headlight controls, you can find one under the dash in nearly any GM product made in the last 20 years. Practically any GM car with a separate slider knob or wheel to dim the dash lights should have one of these in it. (It was to the left of the steering column in the Grand Am.) The only difference is that some of them are held to the dash by screws and others by 10mm self-threading bolts. How they are mounted doesn’t matter as long as it physically looks like the Fiero one it should work.

Sylvania offers a 194 lamp with its own socket for the dash. No more digging thru used ones to find a good socket.

	Part
	Number
	Who

	IP Dimmer Wheel
	D1546A
	AC Delco

	IP Dimmer Transistor
	D1509B
	AC Delco

	194 Lamp w/ Socket
	194PC
	Sylvania


Dimmer Schematic
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