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The 2009 Subaru Forester (SH Generation) represents a pivotal shift in the evolution of the compact crossover.

Moving away from the wagon-based architecture of the earlier SF and SG generations, the 2009 model introduced

a larger, more robust chassis designed to compete directly with mid-sized SUVs. For owners, technicians, and

automotive engineers, understanding the technical intricacies of this vehicle requires more than just a cursory

glance at the owner's manual. It necessitates a deep dive into the Factory Service Manual (FSM), the engineering

of the EJ25 engine series, and the specific maintenance requirements that define Subaru’s Symmetrical All-Wheel

Drive (AWD) ecosystem.

I. Theoretical Framework: The SH Chassis and Boxer Architecture

The engineering philosophy of the 2009 Subaru Forester is rooted in horizontal symmetry. At its core is the 

EJ253 engine, a 2.5-liter, naturally aspirated, 4-cylinder Boxer engine. The Boxer configuration, where pistons

move horizontally toward each other, allows the engine to be mounted lower in the engine bay. This lowers the

vehicle's center of gravity, a critical factor in mitigating the body roll typically associated with the increased ride

height of the SH generation.

Structural Engineering of the SH Platform

The 2009 Forester utilizes a modified Subaru Dynamic Chassis Control Concept (DC3). The body structure

incorporates high-tensile strength steel in critical areas, such as the A, B, and C-pillars, to create a 'ring-shaped'

reinforcement frame. This design is not merely for safety; it provides a rigid platform that allows the long-travel

suspension—MacPherson struts in the front and a newly designed double-wishbone setup in the rear—to operate

with precision. The transition to a double-wishbone rear suspension in 2009 was a significant upgrade over the

previous strut-type design, offering better tire contact patches during cornering and increasing rear cargo space by

eliminating intrusive strut towers.

II. Deep Dive: The Factory Service Manual (FSM) Hierarchy

For the professional technician or the advanced DIY enthusiast, the 2009 Subaru Forester Service Manualis the

definitive repository of technical truth. Unlike generic aftermarket manuals, the FSM is organized into distinct

volumes and sections that mirror the vehicle's assembly logic. Accessing these manuals often involves navigating

large datasets (up to 84.6 MB in compressed formats) containing hundreds of PDF files.

Anatomy of the 2009 Forester FSM

A comprehensive 2009 Forester FSM typically includes the following critical modules:

•  General Information: Covers VIN decoding, torque specifications for every fastener, and identification of 

specialized Subaru tools.

•  Engine (Section EN): Detailed teardown and assembly instructions for the EJ253, including valve clearance 

adjustments and crankshaft tolerances.



•  Transmission (Section TR): Specifics for the 4EAT (4-speed Electronic Automatic Transmission) and the 5MT 

(5-speed Manual Transmission).

•  Drivetrain (Section DI): Technical data on the propeller shaft, rear differential, and front drive shafts.

•  Body (Section EB): Crucial for structural repairs, detailing weld points, panel gap tolerances, and anti-

corrosion treatments.

•  Wiring Diagrams (Section WI): Schematic representations of the entire electrical architecture, including the 

Local Interconnect Network (LIN) and Controller Area Network (CAN) bus protocols used for diagnostics.

III. Technical Analysis of the EJ253 Powerplant

The 2009 Forester 2.5X is powered by the i-Active Valve Lift System (i-AVLS)version of the EJ253. This system

varies the lift of one intake valve per cylinder to improve combustion stability and torque at low speeds while

maximizing power at high RPMs.

The Timing Belt vs. Chain Distinction

One of the most frequent technical inquiries regarding the 2009 Forester involves its timing system. The 2009 

Forester (EJ series engine) utilizes a Timing Belt. It is essential to distinguish this from the FB series engines 

introduced in later years (2011+), which moved to a timing chain. The EJ253 is an interference engine, meaning

that a failure of the timing belt will lead to catastrophic contact between valves and pistons, necessitating a

complete engine rebuild.



Component Specification/Requirement Maintenance Interval

Timing Belt Reinforced Rubber / 281 Teeth 105,000 Miles / 105 Months

Idler Pulleys Dual Bearing Design Replace with Belt

Tensioner Hydraulic Autotensioner Inspect/Replace with Belt

Water Pump Gasket-sealed / Driven by Timing Belt Highly recommended at 105k

IV. Symmetrical AWD and Transmission Mechanics

Subaru’s Symmetrical AWD is not a single system but a family of technologies tailored to the transmission type. In

the 2009 Forester, two primary systems were deployed:

1. Active Torque Split (4EAT Models)

The 4-speed automatic transmission uses an electronically controlled multi-plate transfer clutch (MPT). Under

normal conditions, the system distributes torque in a 60:40 front-to-rear ratio. Sensors monitoring wheel speed,

throttle position, and braking input allow the Transmission Control Module (TCM) to adjust the hydraulic pressure

on the clutch pack, shifting torque to the wheels with the most traction in real-time.

2. Viscous Coupling Center Differential (5MT Models)

The 5-speed manual transmission utilizes a simpler, mechanical approach. A Viscous Coupling (VC)center

differential distributes power 50:50. If one axle loses traction, the heat generated by the speed difference causes

the silicone fluid inside the VC to thicken (the 'hump' phenomenon), effectively locking the differential and

transferring torque to the axle with grip.

V. Comprehensive Maintenance and Service Schedule

To maintain the operational integrity of the 2009 Forester, strict adherence to the maintenance schedule is required.

This schedule is designed to mitigate common issues such as head gasket seepage and cooling system failures.

Fluid Specifications and Capacities



System Fluid Type Capacity (Approx.)

Engine Oil 5W-30 Conventional or Synthetic 4.2 US qt (4.0 Liters)

Coolant Subaru Super Coolant (Blue) 7.2 - 7.5 US qt

Automatic Transmission Subaru ATF-HP 9.8 - 10.1 US qt (Total)

Manual Transmission Extra-S 75W-90 Gear Oil 3.7 US qt

Rear Differential 75W-90 GL-5 0.8 US qt

Critical Service Milestones

1.  3,750-Mile Interval: Under 'Severe' conditions (short trips, extreme cold/heat), oil and filter changes should 

occur here.

2.  30,000-Mile Interval: Replace brake fluid, air filters, and inspect the drive belts. This is also the 

recommended interval for a full cooling system inspection.

3.  60,000-Mile Interval: Replace spark plugs. In the EJ253, this requires specialized extensions or partial 

engine lifting to access the plugs against the frame rails.

4.  105,000-Mile Interval: The "Big Service." Includes timing belt, idlers, tensioner, and water pump. Failure to 

perform this is the leading cause of SH Forester retirement.

VI. Troubleshooting Common Failure Modes

Despite its reputation for reliability, the 2009 Forester has specific engineering vulnerabilities documented in

various Service Bulletins (TSBs) and consumer data.

Head Gasket Integrity

The EJ253 engine in 2009 used a Multi-Layer Steel (MLS) head gasket, which was an improvement over the 

composite gaskets used in the early 2000s. However, external oil or coolant leaks can still occur. Technical Tip:

Always monitor the interface between the cylinder head and engine block for 'weeping.' Using Subaru Cooling

System Conditioner (p/n SOA635071) is a factory-recommended preventative measure.

Suspension Bushing Wear

The front lower control arm (LCA) rear bushings are a known high-failure item on the SH chassis. When these

bushings tear, it results in vague steering feel and uneven tire wear. Technicians should inspect for cracking or fluid

leakage (if oil-filled) during every oil change.

Evaporative Emission (EVAP) System Faults

The 2009 model is sensitive to EVAP leaks, often triggered by a loose gas cap or a failing vent valve. Diagnosis

requires a smoke machine to identify micro-leaks in the lines leading to the charcoal canister located near the rear

differential.

VII. Body Repair and Collision Integration

The 2009 Subaru Forester Body Repair Manual is an essential document for restoring structural integrity after an 

accident. This manual specifies the use of High-Strength Steel (HSS) and Ultra-High-Strength Steel (UHSS)in

the B-pillars. Because these materials are heat-sensitive, traditional welding techniques may compromise the



vehicle's safety rating. The manual mandates specific spot-welding parameters and prohibits the heating of UHSS

components for straightening.

Dimension and Alignment Specs

Accurate frame alignment is crucial for the Symmetrical AWD system. If the chassis is out of square by as little as

3mm, it can cause drivetrain binding and premature wear on the CV joints. The Body Repair Manual provides X-

point measurement charts that technicians use on a frame rack to ensure the vehicle is returned to factory

tolerances.

VIII. Electrical Systems and Diagnostics

The 2009 Forester utilizes an On-Board Diagnostics II (OBD-II) system with a localized CAN-bus. Understanding

the communication between the Engine Control Module (ECM), Transmission Control Module (TCM), and the

Integrated Module (which controls cabin electronics) is key to solving intermittent electrical issues.

DTC (Diagnostic Trouble Code) Analysis Workflow

When a Check Engine Light (CEL) appears, the technician should follow this hierarchical diagnostic path:

•  Scan: Retrieve the primary P-code (e.g., P0420 - Catalyst Efficiency).

•  Freeze Frame: Analyze the engine parameters (RPM, Load, Coolant Temp) at the exact moment the fault 

occurred.

•  Live Data: Monitor Oxygen (O2) sensor switching and Air-Fuel (A/F) ratios to determine if the issue is a faulty 

sensor or a mechanical failure.

•  Verification: After the repair, the drive cycle must be completed to 'set' the readiness monitors before the 

vehicle can pass emissions testing.

IX. Practical Field Guide: DIY Brake Service

Performing a brake job on the 2009 Forester is a common task that rewards precision. The vehicle uses a sliding-

caliper design. Crucial Step:The slide pins must be cleaned and lubricated with a high-temperature silicone-based

grease. Using petroleum-based grease will cause the rubber boots to swell and the pins to seize, leading to inner-

pad taper wear.

Torque Values for Brake Components

•  Caliper Bolt: 20 ft-lbs (27 Nm)

•  Caliper Support Bolt: 59 ft-lbs (80 Nm)

•  Wheel Lug Nuts: 73.8 ft-lbs (100 Nm)

X. Conclusion: The Long-Term Value of Technical Knowledge

The 2009 Subaru Forester remains a highly capable vehicle, provided its technical requirements are respected.

Whether utilizing a digital PDF version of the 09 Forester Service Manual or a physical CD-ROM Body Repair

Manual, the availability of high-quality technical data is what allows this generation to reach 200,000 or 300,000

miles. By understanding the nuances of the EJ253 engine, the maintenance needs of the AWD system, and the

structural complexities of the SH chassis, owners can ensure their vehicle remains a reliable tool for both daily

commuting and off-road exploration. The integration of engineering theory with practical maintenance protocols is

the hallmark of a well-maintained Subaru, ensuring that the 'Confidence in Motion' philosophy remains a reality for

years to come.
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