Repairing Cracks and Breaks in Fiberglass Hulls of Small Boats

Ralph V. Harvey

I have repaired some pretty bad damage to fiberglass boats. If the damaged area is only a small crack or hole, it is fairly simple to fix. Purchase a can of fiberglass resin, some fiberglass matting and a can of fiberglass filler paste with hardener. You will also need an orbital sander with #90 and #120 paper, a regular and a wide putty knife or spreader, and a brush (it will be thrown away after use).

If you can get to the inside, most of the repair can be done where it doesn't look so unsightly. For such repairs, follow instructions in point #1. Many boats, however, have sealed inner and outer hulls which make them more difficult to repair. This may require installing an access port, but there is another way. See #2.  

1) Sand the area surrounding the break or crack with 90-grit paper to roughen the surface, making a bevel on the edges so the patch will hold better. If accessible, do this on both sides of the hull. You may need to re-shape the hole or enlarge a crack to make the repair. The key is creating a good strong bond. Cut a piece of fiberglass (I have a donor hull for this purpose) and trim it to fit exactly in the opening. Bevel the edges on both sides and all edges to assure a good bond. Seal it into place with the fiberglass paste and hold it for a couple of minutes until the paste gets hard. You may need to tape it into place or apply the paste in two applications.  
Cut pieces of fiberglass matting larger than the area to be repaired and lay them nearby. Now mix some of the resin with the required amount of hardener in a can or jar and brush it onto the patch and around the opening, if possible, on both sides. Lay the matting on the resin and, using the brush, make sure that it is completely flat and saturated with resin. You need to work rapidly before the resin sets up. Repeat this with a second layer of glass matting. If you are applying glass to both sides, this should be adequate for a small repair above the water line. If the damaged place is under pressure, you may need to use fiberglass paste and hardener to seal a piece of fiberglass to the inside of the hull to add strength. If done properly, it won't be too unsightly after sanding and painting. If you can only work on the outer side of the hull, you can apply a third layer of glass. It will be slightly raised after sanding and painting, but it should be watertight and presentable. 


Once the resin has hardened, sand the glassed area with 90-grit paper as flat as possible. Use the fiberglass paste with hardener to fill irregular spots or low areas and sand again. Finish sanding with 120-grit paper. When most of the repair is done on the inside, you should hardly notice the patch from the outside. 
2) For sealed double hull boats, here is a trick that I use. I make a rectangular hole large enough to get my hand inside. Then I scrape or sand the inner surface as much as possible. After that, I apply acetone to the surrounding area (wear latex gloves!). I then cut a rectangular sheet of fiberglass from my donor boat that fits the curvature of the hull and is larger than the hole. The narrow side of the rectangular piece must be smaller than the wide side of the hole. Bevel the edges as described in #1. Now drill a hole in the center of the piece and thread a piece of wire or string through the hole. Tie a knot or bend the wire in the to keep it from pulling back out and fasten a stick to the outer end to pull on. Apply a generous amount of fiberglass paste mixed with hardener to the sides where they press against the hull, slip the piece through the hole the narrow way, turn it and pull tightly against the inner hull. Hold in place for a couple of minutes until the paste has hardened. Now just cut the wire or string, allowing the remnant to fall inside. lastly, cut another piece from the parts boat that fits closely in the opening and paste it into place with fiberglass paste. Sand the entire area and apply a layer of fiberglass matting. The result is a strong patch that is hardly visible.

You can see pictures of the repairs I made to my 12' Kolibri here <www.rvharvey.com/repair.htm> 
