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Even the best cared for boat will eventually
need some dings, dents or scratches fixed; it’s a
fact of boating life. Sometimes more serious dam-
age occurs.  Even if you are having your fiber-
glass damage repaired by professionals, this arti-
cle should at least give you some basic
information so you can understand
what they are saying. 

Materials
Fiberglass boats are made from a

composite of glass fibers in a plastic
matrix. The glass fibers can be in the
form of woven cloth, mat, uni-direc-
tional fibers or a combination of any
of these. The plastic matrix is usually
polyester resin, but can also be
vinylester or epoxy resin. 

A boat hull is formed by spraying
a coat of heavily pigmented “gelcoat”
into a waxed mold. Layers of fiberglass
materials and resins are then built up to the
required thickness in the mold. These materials
then harden to form the shiny hull of your boat.

Once it has fully cured, further laminations,
or repairs in our case, will only “mechanically”
bond to the fiberglass. To get a good mechanical
bond, the surface will need to be scrupulously
cleaned and rough sanded to provide “tooth” for
the repair. You can use polyester resin over poly-
ester and get a good mechanical bond. You can
use epoxy resin over polyester and get a much
better bond. 

Polyester Gelcoat
Gelcoat repair material comes in liquid or

paste form, in white and neutral colors. There are
kits available with a selection of primary color
additives if you need to color the gelcoat. A word
to the wise here: color-matching gelcoat is an art,
not a science. This is an area where a profession-
al would probably be better. 

Conventional wisdom used to be that you could-
n’t use gelcoat over an epoxy repair. Tests have
proven that it is possible to get an acceptable bond
between gelcoat and epoxy. The major steps are:

1. Epoxy must be mixed in exactly the correct
ratios, no excess resin or excess hardener in the
mix.

2. Epoxy must be well cured, 30 days or so.

3. Epoxy should be scrubbed with soap, water and
an abrasive pad.

4. Epoxy should be sanded with 80-grit to provide
“tooth” for the gelcoat.

Epoxy
Epoxy resins provide a much stronger bond

to cured polyester fiberglass parts, but at a higher
cost. Epoxy resins are especially good below the

waterline since they have a higher resistance to
water permeation than polyester resin. Remember
that epoxy resin has very little resistance to ultra-
violet radiation, so it will need to be painted or
otherwise protected when exposed to the sun. 

Scuffs, Scrapes, Cracks and Gouges
These are usually simple repairs when no

structural damage is present. Pilings rubbing
against the hull, fasteners on the dock scraping
the gelcoat and minor collisions are usual causes.

In the case of a simple crack, you will need to
widen the crack in a vee shape. This gives the
resin more surface area to bond to. A thorough
cleaning to get rid of any trace of dirt, grease, oil
or dust is next. Wipe down the area with a solvent,
such as acetone, to clean the area. Make sure you
work in a well-ventilated area with no open
flames or other ignition sources! Sand the area to
be repaired with 60 or 80-grit sandpaper to rough
up the surface. Be careful not to damage any more
of the surrounding gelcoat. 

If the damaged area is fairly deep, use gelcoat
paste to fill in the area. Use regular gelcoat in
shallow areas. Slightly overfill the area. Since
gelcoat is air-inhibited, you will need to seal the
surface. You can spray a coating of PVA
(polyvinyl alcohol) on the surface. This dries to a
film that seals off the air. You could also seal off
the surface with a piece of waxed paper or plastic
wrap.

Once the gelcoat has cured, remove the PVA
or plastic wrap and lightly block sand the repair
down to the level of the surrounding gelcoat.
Sand with 600-grit wet-or-dry sandpaper, then
buff with rubbing compound. Finish up with a
polishing compound, like 3M’s Finesse It II and
then wax. 

Impact Damaged Areas
These are a little more serious and require

some investigation before repairing. Damage
like this occurs from a point impact load, like
hitting a rock, piling or another boat. There
isn’t a hole and the damaged area retains some
structural integrity.

If the damaged area is “cored,” i.e. there is a
layer of plywood, balsa or foam in the middle of
the laminations, check to see if the damage spread

to the interior skin. If so, you may need to treat
the area as a hole.

Start by assessing the condition of the core. Is
it still bonded to the inner skin? Is it completely
dry? If the answer to either question is no, you

will need to remove and replace the core. 
Sand back the edge of the exterior fiberglass

skin at a 12-to-1 taper. For example, if the skin
is 1/8” thick, sand back 1-1/2”. This is to pro-
vide ample bonding area for the new patch.
Fill any voids in the new core, and then lay up
a new exterior skin with layers of cloth and
resin.
If not cored and the cracks are tight and the

panel still very stiff, you may be able to get by
without cutting out the whole mess. Sand
away the gelcoat and the outer surface of the
repair area. Build up the area with layers of
glass cloth and resin. Sand the area smooth
and fill in any low spots or dimples with poly-

ester filler. If you can reach the inside of the
repair area, apply a layer of mat and several lay-
ers of cloth to the inside of the hull. Apply gelcoat
as outlined above, then sand and finish.

Holes
Sometimes an actual hole is punched through

a hull - coming down on a piling on a storm surge,
for example. Here again, you may want to seek
the help of a professional.

The first order of business is cutting back the
damaged area to sound fiberglass laminations. If
cored, cut back to dry core. Repairs will be com-
plicated if the area is in a curved or stepped area
of the hull. You’ll have to decide whether you can
do the repair from inside the boat, outside the boat
or, best of all, from both sides. Taper the edges of
the hole at the 12:1 ratio mentioned earlier.

You will have to provide a smooth surface
that mimics the contour of your hull to lay up the
fiberglass patch. This can be as simple as a piece

Repairing Fiberglass

by Paul W. Esterle

Continued on page 40

Paul Esterle has been building or repairing watercraft, of all descriptions, for longer than he cares 
to admit. From hovercraft to power and sail boats.  

Paul specializes in boat improvement and repair projects utilizing wood, epoxy, and fiberglass. 
If you have any questions about your boat project, contact Paul at pesterle@preferred.com.



Page 40 www.liboatingworld.com April 2006

��� ���� ����	
����	�
� ��	
���	
�� �
������ ��� ����
� ��	����� �	� �� ����

����������������������
���
���	��
���� ����� �������� ��� ���� ����� ��� �
�����	�����

����� ���� ���

��	���
�� ���� ����
�
��
��
� �	� ����	

����� ���
� ��� ������
��������������������
�	������� ��� ���� �	�
��	����� �	��� ���
����
�� ��� ���� �����
���	���	�������������
���������������������	
��� ��������� ������� ����� ��� ����� ��
����������������������������������

�������
�
��������
��������	����	�

����	����������������� ��
��������
��	�� ��� ������� ��� ���
�
�� ��
� ����
��������� ���� ���
��� ��� ���� ����	
������ !��
�� ����� ��
� ������� ��� ���

�����
�������

!���� ��
�	�� ������ �	�� ���

��	����
� ����� ������� ������������
����� ��� "����	� ��
� ��	���� ����	�
�������������������������	���������

����� �	� ������� ��������� #����

	����	�� �����
� ����� ��� 
���� ��
��������
��	������������

#���������������������	��
���
��� ����	������ 	����	��� ������� ���

����� ������ �
���� ��� ����� ��
�������
�� #��	�� �	�� ����	��� �����
������������������������	��
������

����	�������� $��� ��� %��� &����'�
����� !�������� (���� ��
� %���
)����	�� � *�������  	����	��� �����
����	�����+!# ������������������
���� ����	��� ������ ������ ��
� ���

������� ���������� ��� ����� �������
���	����&������������������	��,�	�

��		�
������������������������

Repairing Fiberglass
by Paul W. Esterle

Continued from page 33

5555  MMMMiiii nnnnuuuutttt eeeessss  CCCCaaaannnn  $$$$AAAAVVVVEEEE  YYYYoooouuuu  BBBBIIIIGGGG  $$$$$$$$
ÒWE INSURE FUNÓ

SPECIALIZED INSURANCE
Website:www.Specializedinsurance.com

631-758-6780 Outside NY 1-800-RV-INS75
Florida # 727-697-3INS
MON. - FRI. 9 AM - 5 PM

Agent and broker appointments available.
Licensed in: NY, NJ, FL, PA, CT, VA, MD, SC, MI, DE, Etc.

NEW ADDRESS:
204 Route 112, Patchogue, NY 11772

¥ HULL LIMITS Up To $400,000  ¥ LIABILITY Up To 1 Million,
¥ AGREED/STATED Value  ¥ MACHINERY DAMAGE Coverage

¥ Pleasure Yachts ¥ Sailboats ¥ Houseboats 
¥ Boats & Jet-Ski ¥ Rentals & Operations

WATERSPORTS COVERAGE,  PARASAILING, WATERSKIING, Etc...

¥ 6-PAC & Owner Operated CHARTERS 
¥ AUTO & HOMEOWNERS PACKAGES
¥ COMMERCIAL VESSELS
¥ OWNER/OPERATED

(Clammers, Lobstermen, Etc.)

¥ MARINAÕs BOAT DEALERS
(Jet-Ski, Snowmobiles, Motorcycles)

RECREATIONAL VEHICLE PROGRAMS: MOTORHOMES, 
TRAILERS, MOBILE HOMES, Etc.

If you would like a ÒcustomizedÓ package policy quotation, please complete this  section and
mail it today. (You are under no obligation whatsoever.)

BE SMART...MAIL OR FAX NOW!

Fax# 631-758-6781
Name: ________________________________D.O.B______________  Age: ______________
Address:  _____________________________________DRV Record_____________________
City: ___________________________  State: ________________ Zip: __________________
Phone: work (      ) ________________________  home: (      ) _________________________
Occupation___________________Yr. Boating Exp._________Yr. Boat Owner____________
Last Vessel Owned/Operated______________________ Safe Boat/ CG / PS Course Y / N
Current Ins Co._________________________________Premium_______________________
Lay up Period_____________to_____________Ashore_____________Afloat_____________
Navigation Area__________________________Ocean Use Y / N       More than 5%  Y / N
Private or Pleasure Use Only Y / N                         Do You Have A Current Survey  Y / N

VESSEL INFORMATION
Year: ______________ Manufacturer: ___________________Live Aboard_______________

Model: _____________________________ Length: _____________  Beam: ______________

Hull Material_________________Hull Type_____________Weight_______________

Mooring Address_________________________________ Purchase Date____________

Purchase Price_______________Top Speed___________  Fuel Capacity_________________

Engines: ��� Gas      ��� Diesel     ��� Electric      Year_______     Manufacturer_______      

No. of Engines__________  H.P. Each ________  Jet Propulsion c.c. size  _________

Type: ��� Inboard   �� Inboard/Outboard  �� Outboard   ��� Auxiliary (Sailboats) ��� None

Equipment: ��� Auto Fire Ext  ��� Radar ��� Depth Finder ��� VHFRadio  ��� GPS ���� Loran 
��� Fume Detector ��� Burglar Alarm  ��� Compass  ��� Epirb  ��� I/O Lock   ��� Prop Hub Lock
��� Smoke Detector ��� Trailer Ball/Axel Lock
Coverage / Limits : Boat Value $ _____________________Liability Limit_______________

Hull Deductible__________________Outboard Value______________Trailer____________

Spillage________________________Other Opt. Coverage____________________________

QUOTE
REQUEST

ContractorsInsurance!!LandscapersCarpentersElectriciansetc.

KEY WEST

631 765-1600
Main Road, Southold, NY

ÒThe Oldest Continuous Marine Dealership in the USAÓ

40hp - 250hp
In Stock

www.goldsmithsboatshop.com

225WA

186CC

Models
From 

15Õ - 26Õ 
In

Stock

SALES ¥ SERVICE ¥ DOCKAGE ¥STORAGE 

2006
MODELSAVAILABLE

Call For

SPECIAL

Boat Show

Pricing


