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Dave Weakley is the owner of American Boat Restoration and has been helping 
Northeastern boaters keep their boats in fine trim and good repair for over 40 years. 

 
Dr.  Gel

by Dave Weakley

Ask

“Email me or call me with your questions!  I’ll be happy to help you out”
americanboatrestoration.com  / email:  boatrepair@aol.com   /  Office: 413.665.7424   /  Cell: 518.577.7799

 “Dr Gel,  I  have a large amount of  ser ious 
cracks on the inside of  my outboard motor boat 
in the spi l l  wel l  corners,  what ’s causing i t  and 
can they be repaired? ”   Tim

At some point  most f iberglass boats wi l l 
develop cracks;  i t ’s  character ist ic of  them. I t 
would be a stretch to f ind a boat wi thout a 
crack on i t  somewhere. Cracks are most of 
the t ime superf ic ia l .  There are c i rcumstances 
when cracks can be an indicat ion of  more 
ser ious structural  damage or defects.      

In your s i tuat ion Tim, excessive gelcoat 
appl ied to the mold dur ing product ion of  your 
boat is the cause of  the cracks.  The gelcoat 
should be rout inely measured to speci f ic  mi l 
th ickness using a wet f i lm thickness gauge. 
The preferred thickness should be between 
18-22 mi l .  I  have seen gelcoat as th ick as 
3/8 dur ing a repair  process and brand new 
boats wi th mult ip le cracking due to excessive 

“What’s with 
all these 

cracks?!”

Cracks start ing 
f rom under rub rai l 
due to impact and 
excessive gelcoat.

gelcoat.  Often the gelcoat accumulates in corners, 
curves and bends. There is a f ine l ine between too 
much gelcoat and not enough. Not enough can cause 
“pr int  through” meaning the f iberglass laminate is 
v is ib le.  Too much wi l l  cause cracking. I  have seen 
boat bui ld ing product ion f i rst  hand. I t ’s  not  a pleasant 
environment and I  can understand how techs can 
make errors. 

Cracks can be known as “crazing”,  “spider cracking” 
, “hair l ine cracks”,  “  star cracks” and can be caused 
by; 

As ment ioned above, excessive gelcoat mi l 
th ickness sprayed in the mold dur ing product ion, 
bulk heads instal led too t ight  dur ing construct ion, 
a i r  voids,  a fastener that  was instal led wi thout being 
dr i l led and counter sunk, hardware instal led wi th no 
or inadequate backing plates (e.g.  bow eyes, c leats, 
swim plat form brackets,  etc) ,  sof t  core mater ia l , 
impact damage, t ravel  l i f t ing,  age, environmental 
temperatures – f reezing and hot temperatures,  etc. 
polyester resins become more and more br i t t le over 
t ime and they wi l l  shr ink and crack.  Your boat is 
actual ly smal ler  than i t  was the day you bought i t !  ☺

As the boat r ides over the waves i t  f lexes and the 

f iberglass laminate and gelcoat needs to f lex wi th i t . 
Hard impact on waves can cause cracking. The thicker 
the gelcoat on i t  the st i ffer  and more br i t t le i t  becomes. 
I t  won’ t  f lex now; i t ’ l l  crack!  So i f  you bounce off  the 
s ide of  the dock or i f  another boat s l ight ly bumps into 
the boat the gelcoat could crack.  I f  cracking occurs 
under the rub rai l  you’ l l  not  see i t  unt i l  the crack grows 
and spiders into v iew. A wel l  bui l t  boat wi th the correct 
amount of  gelcoat on i t  wi l l  f lex and cracking wi l l  be 
minimized along with proper care.  Take i t  s low!

One very common cause of  cracking as ment ioned 
is c lear ly seen in photo;  not  proper ly dr i l l ing for 
hardware, snaps and windshield screws. I f  a hole is 
not proper ly predr i l led the fastener goes in and l i f ts 
the edge of  the gelcoat resul t ing in the beginning of 
a crack that wi l l  t ravel  l ike a crack in a windshield 
Here’s the proper way to dr i l l  for  fasteners- First  use 
a sharp dr i l l .  Put the dr i l l  in reverse and make the 
hole turning the dr i l l  backwards. The hole also needs 
to be chamfered so when the screw is put in the hole 
the threads do not pick up on the edge of  the gelcoat. 

Bass boats wi th high powered motors,  jack plates 
and high speed running over rough waters wi l l  cause 
cracks in the spi l l  wel l .  I t ’s  the nature of  the beast. 
The manufacturer could not make i t  strong enough to 
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prevent cracking. I t ’s  usual ly cosmet ic and 
not structural .  Everything else is f lexing just 
not  the gelcoat.  And once again the th icker 
the gelcoat the more suscept ib le to cracks. 
Here’s a suggest ion i f  you are looking to buy 
a boat.  Ask to have a smal l  p iece of  hardware 
removed in an area that wi l l  c lear ly show the 
thickness of  the gelcoat. 

Airvoids caused by t rapped air  between the 
gelcoat and laminate dur ing lay up are usual ly 
found on sharp angles but can occur also on 
f lat  surfaces. They may appear to be 1” in 
s ize on the surface but when ground into the 
void may become several  inches or even feet 
long. Bulkheads that are too t ight  won’ t  a l low 
the boat to f lex as i t  was designed to do and 
can cause cracks on the outside of  the boat. 
These circular “star l ike” in format ion cracks 
are of ten in the same area on the port  and 
starboard s ide. When a boat is l i f ted out of  the 
water wi th a t ravel  l i f t  cracks can occur f rom 
pressure of  the straps put on the s ides of  the 
boat.  Areas of  the boat that  are suscept ib le 
are the walk thru t ransoms and gunwales. 

Is i t  important to repair  cracks?  Absolutely!  
Sooner is better!  Some boat owners may think 
the surface cracks are nothing but unsight ly 
and can l ive wi th them. The cracks wi l l 
keep travel ing and wi l l  begin to get bigger. 
The gelcoat becomes suscept ib le to water 
intrusion. A crack wi l l  create a worse si tuat ion 
al lowing water to seep between the gelcoat and 
the laminate eventual ly causing delaminat ion.

What can be done to help protect  the gelcoat 
and help prevent gelcoat damage as much as 
possible?

It ’s pret ty s imple.  I  have preached for over 13 
years in “Ask Dr Gel”  to keep gelcoat protected. 
Keep i t  covered and most important ly apply 
sealer glaze and good UV protect ing wax to i t 
on a regular basis.

Can I  f ix  a crack mysel f? In most s i tuat ions 
i t  is  probably not in your best interest  to do a 
repair  on your own. There is a lot  you need 
to know to proper ly repair  a crack.  I f  cracks 
are not proper ly repaired they wi l l  come 
back!  They can’ t  be f ixed with mecur icome or 
butterf ly band aids.  Don’ t  waste your t ime or 
money buying gelcoat paste or a “patch ki t ”  i t 
is  exact ly what i t  is  cal led a patch and not a 
repair.  Keep in mind a re-repair  is  of ten more 
cost ly.  Best to have a repair  faci l i ty  who knows 
what they are doing do the repair.

Seek a professional  or  come to one of  my 
Gelcoat Repair  Training classes and learn 
correct  repair  techniques.

For more about Gelcoat 
Please refer to Ask Dr Gel July-August 2019 issue.

www.boat ingonthehudson.com/past- issues-2019/
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Ground cracks shows 
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‘FALL for 
Boating’

Enjoy our
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Marina this

FALL!

THE HUDSON VALLEY’S
ONLY  PROTECTED 
COVE MARINA
A FULL SERVICE MARINA


