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

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 #90 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. Even if it feels smooth to your finger, uneven places can show up after painting. Apply a solvent and quickly wipe a flat putty knife over the surface to detect low or high areas. 
If there are stark variations in color after sanding, use a thin layer of undercoat to make it even. This will save you finish paint and problems associated with repeated spraying or brushing (running, orange peel, uneven shine etc.). If you are using urethane paint, make certain that the old paint is compatible and won't be loosened after application. Follow instructions of the manufacturer regarding undercoat and preparation of the surface. If you are uncertain, do a small section first to see how it reacts.

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 paint (anti-fouling paint). Small sailboats are generally stored on trailers and in the water 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. Color is 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 would only do it again if I want the boat to be like new. 

You can use gel cote to repair scratches, but be sure to have some mold release on hand to brush or spray on afterwards. Gel coat remains sticky 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 topside paint are oil-based (alkyd) enamel, one-part or 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 easy to brush on. It is also easy to touch up scratches. 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 brush or roller. It costs more than oil-based enamel, but after spending many hours preparing the boat for paint, why skimp here?  

Two-component polyurethane: I personally prefer this. It is perhaps the most expensive, but makes a harder, more durable surface. Since small boats need less paint, the cost factor is not that great. Interlux Perfection is my brand of choice, but others brands are probably just as good. 

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 brush or roller application. In order to spray paint, one must dilute it and that affects durability. 
Even when brushing 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.

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 90 sandpaper and then 120. 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.
If you brush or roll most modern boat paints, being careful to make even, parallel strokes, the final appearance is hardly distinguishable from spray paint. When polyurethane paint is properly brushed or rolled and "tipped," it actually appears to be sprayed. The process works best if one person rolls or brushes the paint on and another immediately tips with a foam brush. 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.


Non-Skid Paint: There are special marine paints that make 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!
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