PAINTING SMALL FIBERGLASS BOATS
by Ralph V. Harvey, www.rvharvey.com

MATERIALS

· Wax removing solvent 

· Clean cloth pads 

· Epoxy putty and hardener

· Dual action sander 

· Sand paper (80, 120 and 300 grit) 

· Fiberglass primer 

· Paint roller and covers* 

· Foam brush 

· Single or 2-part urethane paint for boats 

· Chemical respirator mask 

· Gloves 

· Safety glasses 

· Masking tape

* Make sure the roller and foam brushes are compatible with the primer and paints being used. Some brushes and rollers won't hold up to being used with the chemicals in the paint and primer. 

PREPARATION

Preparation is very important when painting fiberglass hulls. Be sure that any grime, residue, flaking etc. is removed. Then sand the entire surface with #80 paper. Use fiberglass filler with hardener for scratches and gouges after initial sanding. This assures that the filler will stick. A smooth surface is the secret to a nice, shiny paint job, but the surface needs to be a bit rough for the paint to adhere. Even if it feels smooth to your finger, uneven places can show up after painting. After sanding, wipe down the hull with denatured alcohol on a sterile rag. 
Cracks and breaks must be handled differently. See my article on repairing fiberglass boats for details.

If your hull has not been repaired and the original color is fairly even, you may not need a primer coat. Normally, however, you need at least one coat of primer and re-sanding with 120 grit paper to fill low spots. A ‘hi-build' primer, such as Interlux's Pre-Kote Primer can conceal even more imperfections. A layer of primer and additional sanding saves you finish paint and problems associated with repeated spraying or brushing (running, orange peel, uneven shine etc.). If the hull has already been painted, make certain that the old paint is compatible and won't loosen later. If you are uncertain, do a small section first to see how it reacts. Interlux recommends an epoxy barrier coat, which may eliminate some sanding, but if you sand and clean well, this should not be necessary. 
Remove or tape over any parts or hardware that won't be painted including name plates and registration numbers. Use a clean cloth pad to wipe the boat down with a wax removing solvent. This removes polish and other residue on the boat's surface. After applying tape, use a roller or smooth object to press down the outer edges of the tape. This helps to prevent bleeding and creating uneven lines.

PAINT

Automotive primer and paint do not adhere well to gel coat. There are many paints for fiberglass boats, but only two basic types; topside and bottom (anti-fouling) paint. Small sailboats are generally stored on trailers and in the water only for short periods of time. There is no need for bottom paint. Topside paint is tough and weather-resistant.
Gel Coat: A new fiberglass boat has gel coat and not paint. Gel coat is great, but it fades and gets scratched like all other surfaces. Colors are mixed into gel coat. You can clean and wax it, but fading is inevitable if the boat is left in the sun for extended periods. Also, those contemptible spider cracks appear in gel coat. I painted several boats with gel coat but prefer polyurethane paint. I may use gel cote to repair scratches however.
Be sure to have some mold release or alcohol on hand to brush or spray on after painting. Gel coat remains tacky if that step is neglected. I didn't think it was important on my first job and the paint remained tacky for weeks, collecting dirt! 


The three main types of boat paint are oil-based (alkyd) enamel, one-part and two-part polyurethane. 
Oil-Based Paint: This is the choice for wood boats, but it can also be used on fiberglass. Rust-Oleum makes an oil-based topside paint that I have found satisfactory. The good side is it's inexpensive, compatible with most underlying surfaces and is easy to brush on. It is also easy to touch up inevitable scratches from normal usage. On the down side, oil-based paint dries more slowly. Dirt and bugs have lots of time to settle on the paint! It also takes longer to cure, so you have to be careful not to move or use the boat too soon. 
One-part polyurethane: This is the most popular among hobby boaters. You can get very good results using a foam roller and "tipping" with a foam brush. It costs more than oil-based enamel, but after spending many hours preparing the boat for paint, why skimp here?  One-part polyurethane is nearly as glossy and durable as two-part, but less expensive and easier to apply. Interlux Brightsides or a comparable marine one-part polyurethane paint offers a great finish for the time and money invested.
Two-component polyurethane: I personally prefer this option but it is the most expensive choice and tricky to apply. You can't waste time once the hardener is mixed in. On the other hand, it makes a harder, more durable surface, even better than gelcoat. Since small boats need less paint, the cost factor is not that great. Interlux Perfection is my brand of choice, but other brands are probably just as good. 

Non-Skid Paint: There are special marine paints for non-skid surfaces, but I discovered a neat trick on a boating forum. Just mask off the area where you want the non-skid surface, apply a thick coat of paint and sprinkle sea salt evenly onto the surface. A strainer like one used to drain noodles can be helpful. After the paint dries, wash the surface until the salt is gone. This makes a surface that is non-skid and easy on bare feet. Best of all, it's cheap!

APPLICATION

Most communities have stringent rules for spray painting and few boat owners have the proper facilities and equipment. I have all that but still prefer the roller and tipping application in open air. I pick a time when there is no wind and a place where leaves or bird droppings won't mar the paint. Bugs are a bigger problem but they seem less bothersome in the mornings and early afternoons. Painting indoors requires very good lighting and ventilation. I seldom spray polyurethane because it must be diluted and that affects durability. 
Even when brushing or rolling paint, it is important to read and follow safety precautions of the manufacturer. Wear a mask and protect your eyes and hands! Keep old rags and solvents close by.

I apply marine polyurethane paints using a compatible foam roller and tip with a foam brush that I can throw away when finished. Using a paintbrush is permissible but has its drawbacks. It can leave hair and creates brush marks that must be smoothed out with the foam brush. Some believe that brushing gives a better bond, but if the surface has been properly prepared, brushing can not improve bonding. 
I apply marine polyurethane paints using a compatible foam roller and tip with a foam brush that I can throw away when finished. Using a paintbrush is permissible but has its drawbacks. It must be an expensive brush because cheap brushes leave hair and create brush marks that must be smoothed out with the foam brush. Some believe that brushing gives a better bond, but if the surface has been properly prepared, brushing can not improve bonding.

Spread the paint thinly. The process works best if one person rolls the paint on while another person immediately tips with a foam brush. If you are working alone, stop every couple of feet and tip out the bubbles using the foam brush, working quickly before it gets tacky. Use light brush strokes in one direction, moving from dry surface to wet. Never go back with your brush to catch sags after the paint gets tacky. You can catch it with the next coat.

Certain principles in painting are universal: The surface must be smooth enough to make the paint shine, but rough enough for the paint to adhere. I initially use 80 or 90 grit sandpaper for preparing the surface. After the primer coat his dried enough (usually two hours), sand lightly with 120 paper. Prior to the final coat of polyurethane, sand again with 250-300 grit paper. Primer and paint should only be applied on warm dry days to avoid amine blush. When possible, successive coats of paint should be applied before the last coat is fully cured (ideally within 24 hours). Sanding between coats of polyurethane may not be necessary, but sanding after the primer and before the final coat are advisable. It is important, however, to remove all sanding dust prior to painting.
The first coat is never intended to cover, but to lay a foundation for successive coats. It is best to apply the next coat before the first is completely cured. This helps the paint to bond. Don't rush it though, or the paint will run. You should normally give the boat three coats with the roll and tip method. You may think that the paint covered well after two coats, but in the bright sunlight, or after a couple of years use, uneven coverage may become apparent. If you need another coat after the paint has cured, sand first with 300 grit paper. The final finish using the roll and tip method is hardly distinguishable from spray paint. There are good instructional videos on YouTube that show how this is done. One-part urethane paint dries rapidly, but two-part polyurethane has an even shorter set-up time. This means you don't go for lunch in the middle of a job! It also means bugs have less chance of committing suicide on your boat.

Here is a tip that I use consistently. After painting a hull, I like to apply pin-striping to set it off. You can buy rolls of single, double or multiple stripe tape in nearly all colors or even multicolored tape.  
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