OSMOTIC  BLISTERING

With age, gelcoat, which is, after all, a protective coating on the fiberglass and gives it color, will degrade.  It begins to chalk, get porous, and craze in spiderweb patterns.  This can be ob​served on the cabintop and decks, and on some hulls of most boats that have gelcoat that is now 25 to 30 years old.  Above water, it is simply a cosmetic problem.  Underwater, it has some additional consequences, of which the principal one is osmotic blistering.

Westsails have not experienced a severe amount of underwater blistering of the hull, however I have seen some blistering on most of the boats.  I firmly believe that all fiberglass boats will eventually blister, and that sometime in the life of the ownership of your boat, it would be a good idea to apply a protective barrier to the underwater surface to prevent the possibility of moisture getting under the gelcoat and causing blistering.  Because the hull is solid fiberglass and the layup is so thick, and not cored with a thin outer skin, some surface blistering, of up to 1/8" to 3/16" deep, would not be considered a structural problem.

As water increasingly penetrates through the gelcoat, water vapor condenses in the small cavities of the laminate as distilled water.  This water then reacts with chemicals contained in the fiber​glass resin to form an acidic solution.  When this solution achieves a certain concentration, a chain reaction takes place which is referred to as "osmosis".  This acid tends to dilute itself by attracting water through the fine pores of the gelcoat by osmotic action.  The resulting diluted solution increases in volume, as it requires more space, pushes against the gelcoat, and creates swellings.  This is how the blisters typical of osmotic problems are formed on the underwater surfaces of fiberglass boats.  Even the glasssfibers become partially damaged and delaminate, allowing the acid solution to creep and increase the area of its attack, and more chemical constituents are dis​solved.

As you can understand, with the aging of the gelcoat, it becomes more porous, and consequently, even if you have never experienced any blisters in the past, that is no guarantee they will not begin one day on your boat.  This process of self-destruction requires a remedial action on any fiberglass boat, sooner or later.  I advise that when you are able to layup the boat for a period of time, then you haul out, remove the bottom paint, break any existing blisters, clean out the bilges, and let the hull dry out for at least two to three months.  When the fiberglass is thoroughly dry, which can be checked with a moisture meter, then apply a barrier coat of 4 to 6 coats of an epoxy resin, and fresh bottom paint.  You will have added a new coating to the bottom to prevent the water from penetrating into the resin of the fiberglass, for probably at least another 15 to 20 years.

Depending on your area it might take being put into a heated building, or tenting the boat and using a portable heater to properly dry the hull.  During this drying out process, which may take many months, break any large blisters and clean them out.  If you have very small, pimple type blisters, sand the hull with a disc sander with a soft pad to open them up, and clean the hull with acetone.  Clean out the bilges, and remove any standing water.  The hull needs to dry out from the inside as well.  Check the moisture content of the fiberglass with a moisture meter, and when it is down to the recommended moisture level, the coating process can begin.
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