
Steel: surface prep. 
and painting 

The Seafarer Collective





Overview
Steel Rusts!

“Steel rusts faster in saltwater than it 
does in freshwater. The presence of 
salt acts as a catalyst, accelerating the 
corrosion chemical reaction process. 
Salt is an electrolyte, and it contributes 
ions into water.

Rusting will affect the exterior of steel 
first before slowly corroding through 
the steel surface. Given enough time, 
all iron in the steel material will oxidize 
and render the steel essentially useless 
for the purpose it was intended for.”  
(capitalsteel.net)



Coated Steel

Mild Steel

Will rust over time unless it 
is treated with protective 
coating such as paint.

Mild steel in a marine 
environment must be 
treated with a protective 
coating, which must be 
maintained to prevent rust.

Galvanized Steel

Galvanization is a process 
that coats the steel with a 
thin layer of zinc - which 
doesn’t rust. This is 
effective as long as the zinc 
coating is not damaged.

Stainless Steel

is produced by coating steel 
with a thin layer of 
chromium oxide. This acts 
as a barrier to keep oxygen 
separate. Remember that 
even though stainless steel 
has strong corrosion 
protection, it is not always  
ideal for shock-loaded 
rigging items due to being 
more brittle.



Below-decks/enclosed 
spaces should be ventilated 
well while prepping. Once 
prep is complete, let dust 
settle before cleaning and 

re-ventilating. 

Before you start surface preparation

PPE

Respirator, goggles, or 
face-shield, gloves, knee 
pads, long pants/shirt to 

protect from metal shards, 
and a hat to keep dust and 

paint out of your hair.

Isolate work area

Take time to organize your 
work area so that you don’t 
get dust or paint on other 

things - bunk curtains, 
electronics, deck boxes, etc. 
Set up caution tape or rope.

Ventilation lead?

If the surface to be prepped 
contains lead or a 

lead-based coating, find a 
way to prep it without 
making dust. Consult 

manufacturer’s instructions



Attache to a grinder to clean 
up corroded steel after 

removing loose scale. It is 
possible to polish scale and 

not realize it, so make sure to 
use the hammer first. 

Surface preparation tools

Chipping hammer

The first method of attack - 
use a chipping hammer to 
remove loose scale. You 

might be surprised by what 
you find. 

Wire brush

A wire brush is very useful 
to remove minor surface 
rust, or to clean up areas 

that a grinder and 
attachment cannot reach. 

Wire cup brush Wire wheel brush

If the cup brush won’t fit 
into the area, use a wheel 

brush on a grinder. Be 
careful, this brush may be 

more likely to shoot debris. 



Am I done?
What should a surface prepared for 

primer/paint look like?

Read the instructions for your primer / 
paint! You can always find more 
details about your specific product 
online. Not all products are the same.

Ideal surface prep for Amerlock 
primer. Clean but not polished.



Next steps: 
Clean up your area - broad strokes first - use a 
broom or shop vac to clean up debris. Secure 
ventilation so that dust can settle.

Once dust has settled, use a rag with denatured 
alcohol or paint thinner to “tack down” the area that 
you will be applying new coating.

Thinner works better than DNA for steel that may be 
greasy. 

Tacking down should be done with a clean, lint-free 
rag. Drag your rag in one direction to pull dust from 
the steel. Do not swirl it around, this won’t clean the 
steel, it will just move the dust around!



Primer

Primer is the first coating you will 
apply, and is intended to cover bare 
steel. Before applying primer, read 
the safety data sheet and 
instructions for the primer. 
Determine:

● how to mix the primer
● how long to wait to apply
● re-coat time 
● number of re-coats needed

The base layer



Paint

Paint goes on after your primer 
coats have been built up. Before 
applying paint, read the safety data 
sheet and instructions for the paint. 
Determine:

● how to mix the paint
● how long to wait to apply
● re-coat time 
● number of re-coats needed

The top layer - for good looks 
and UV protection



Ask the bosun or mate!
You can’t learn how to paint from a 

powerpoint slide deck

This tutorial is intended to give 
you some background for 
painting steel. However, it is not 
intended to replace solid 
instruction from your supervisor. 
Before using new equipment, 
chemicals or paint, check with the 
mate or bosun first. Every vessel 
has a different protocol for 
surface prep and painting.


