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~ The Spray Nine
. gets the nod, but a
waterline cleaner by
any other name works
nearly the same.

Practical Sailor tested 22 waterline stain cleaners on the scummy, brown stretch of a Precision 21. All of the
products were rated Good or Excellent, but some were too harsh for testers’ taste. Most manufacturers
recommend that users don thick gloves and safety goggles.
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e've all seen it. That slow
buildup of brown discoloration
along a boat’s waterline, sometimes
growing with time to a darker brown
or gray with layers of dirt, speck-
led black dots, a fuzzy growth, and
even an embedded greasy scum.
More noticeable on otherwise nice
white fiberglass hulls, that boat-long
streak—known along the Intracoastal
Waterway as the “ICW mustache”—
survives normal washdowns.
Causes vary, depending on the
waters where the vessel spends most
of its time. The tea-colored stain may
be from natural tannin in freshwater
lakes, rivers, and brackish estuar-
ies. Tannic acids from oak bark and
leaves have been used for centuries to
cure leather, leaving that distinctive
brown color. Add some algae growth,
some metallic salts, and a little oil
and pollution, and the stain from the
chemical reaction on the fiberglass or
paint can seem permanent.
Attacking these waterline stains
should be done with care and fore-
thought. An aggressive use of gritty

cleaners like Ajax and Comet will
remove some of the dirt but could
damage the gelcoat. The shiny outer
layer of gelcoat can be quite thin and
vulnerable to rubbing with abrasive
cleaners. Depending on age, UV ex-
posure, and wax, the gelcoat will oxi-
dize and become more porous, thus
more susceptible to deeper staining.
Needless to say, a well-kept, waxed
hull is easier to clean than one left to
the elements.

WHAT WE TESTED

Bearing in mind that there are nu-
merous hull cleaners available, we
focused on products marketed as ca-
pable of eliminating waterline stains.
We tested 22 products from 15 differ-
ent companies, dividing the playing
field into four categories based on
the type of stain remover: gel, liquid,
spray, and powder.

Going by the list of the test prod-
ucts’ active ingredients, it’s apparent
that the marine industry believes
some form of acid should be used to
remove waterline stains. The more-

effective products depend on the
chemical reaction of one or several of
the following acids. Oxalic and phos-
phoric acids dissolve metal ions, such
as rust and metallic salts, and some
organic substances. Sulfuric acid is
also a strong mineral acid and will
attack many organic compounds.
Hydrochloric acid is a very strong
acid that can quickly dissolve most
anything organic, is very caustic, and
has a strong-smelling vapor. Hydro-
gen chloride becomes hydrochloric
acid when mixed with water. All of
these can be very dangerous in high
concentrations, are highly corrosive,
and can burn skin.

HOW WE TESTED

The test platform was a hauled-
out Precision 21 that sails on the
saltwater Intracoastal Waterway in
Sarasota, Fla. The Precision’s white
fiberglass had no bottom paint and
sported a definitive light-brown wa-
terline discoloration with a darker
brown scum stripe and a few small
barnacles.
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VLR U]y WATERLINE STAIN REMOVERS

wrcroer | power | sz | B | AN iy ||
GELS
Boatlife Fiberglass Kreme Cleaner 16 oz. $12/72¢ boatlife.com Phosphoric acid Good
Davis .~ FSR 16 0z. $10/62¢ boatersworld.com Oxalic acid Excellent
Interlux .~ Heavy Duty Stain Remover 16.9 oz. $9/54¢ jamestowndistributors.com Oxalicacid Excellent
Marykate .~ On & Off Gel 32 0z. $13/41¢ boatersworld.com Multiple acids Excellent
SprayNinex $  Boat Bottom Cleaner 320z §7/22¢ boatersworld.com Multiple acids Excellent
West Marine Fiberglass Stain Remover 12 0z. $10/83¢ westmarine.com Oxalic acid Good
Y-10 .~ Fiberglass Stain Remover 16 oz. $10/65¢ jamestowndistributors.com Oxalic acid Excellent
...
Aurora Waterline Stain Remover 16 oz. $15/94¢ auroramarine.com Hydrochloric acid Good
Marykate On & Off Hull & Bottom Cleaner 32 oz. $11/31¢ jamestowndistributors.com Multiple acids Excellent
Nautical Ease Boat Bottom Cleaner 32 0z. $8/25¢ nauticalease.com Hydrochloric acid Excellent
Star brite Instant Hull Cleaner 32 0z. $18/56¢ westmarine.com Oxalic acid Excellent
Star brite .~ Ez-On Ez-Off Hull Cleaner 32 0z. $10/32¢ shipstore.com Hydrochloric acid Excellent
Star brite .~ Sea Safe Hull Cleaner 32 0z. $10/32¢ shipstore.com Oxalic acid Excellent
West Marine Hull Cleaner 32 0z. $12/37¢ westmarine.com Oxalicacid Excellent
West Marine Ez-On Ez-0ff Hull Cleaner 32 0z. $14/48¢ westmarine.com Hydrochloric acid Excellent
POWDERS
Boatlife Fiberglass Powder Cleaner 26 0z. $12/45¢ boatlife.com Phosphoric acid Good
Marykate Crystal Lakes 20 0z. $15/75¢ shipstore.com Oxalic acid Good
Poli-0x .~ Marine Cleanser 20 0z. $8/40¢ poliglow-int.com Oxalicacid Excellent
s

Boat Brite Algae & Waterline Stain Remover 22 oz. $14/64¢ westmarine.com Non-toxic; No acid Good
MDR .~ Waterline Stain Remover 16 0z. $9/56¢ mdramazon.com Oxalic acid Excellent
Sudbury Hull Cleaner & Stain Remover 32 0z. $9/29¢ shipstore.com Hydrochloric acid Good
Toon Brite Fiberglass Boat/RV Cleaner 33.80z. $19/56¢ boatersworld.com Multiple acids Excellent

% Best Choice $ Budget Buy »* Recommended

The bottom of the boat from the
waterline stripe down was divided
into 1-foot-wide sections with bright
blue 2-inch masking tape. Each sec-
tion was marked and numbered 1
through 22, and each product was
assigned a number to correspond.

For comparison, we left a section
untouched and used some standard
household cleaners on other sections.
The standard cleaners did remove
some of the scum and crud but did
not remove the brown stains.

Each test product was applied
following the manufacturers’ in-
structions, and testers noted their
smell, cleaning speed, and cleaning
performance.

GELS

¢ Boatlife Fiberglass Kreme Cleaner
& Stain Remover is a semi-liquid
gel solution of phosphoric acid. Ap-

plying it with a roller and letting it
sit for a few minutes before rinsing
did remove the algae and rust stains,
but not all of the brown background
stain.

¢ Davis FSR Fiberglass Stain Remov-
er is a small jar of blue, stain-absorb-
ing, oxalic acid gel. The gel is thick
enough to adhere to the hull curves
without running. After a minute and
alight brushing with the foam brush,
all of the stains on the test boat were
gone. It was fast and easy.

¢ Interlux Heavy Duty Stain Re-
mover’s bottle has a small spout that
makes pouring the gel easy. It says
“Paint Safe” on the bottle, whereas
other acid-based cleaners say to be
careful using them on paint. The
gel formula is a balance of cleaning
chemicals, including oxalic acid, that
was easy to apply, worked fast, and
whitened the hull nicely.

e Marykate On & Off Gel Fiberglass
Hull & Bottom Cleaner consists most-
ly of hydrogen chloride and phos-
phoric acid. In large letters it says
“Fresh Scent,” but goes on to warn
“...corrosive..vapor harmful...don’t
inhale...” The odor was strong, but the
results were fast and excellent.

e Spray Nine Boat Bottom Cleaner
contains multiple acids, including
oxalic, phosphoric, and nonoxynol. It
was fast with excellent results.

e West Marine Fiberglass Stain Re-
mover includes oxalic acid. It was
easy to apply (with a sponge), and
after two minutes, it rinsed off with
effective results.

¢ Y-10 Original Fiberglass Stain Re-
mover is a thick blue, oxalic acid gel
that brushes on easily with a sponge
applicator. Testers let it sit for about
two minutes. After rinsing, the hull
was bright and white.
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MAINTENANCE

Bottom Line: Testers found the gels
to be the most effective of the four
types of hull cleaners. All produced
good results, but the Marykate, Spray
Nine, Davis, Interlux, and Y-10 out-
performed the others.

LIQUIDS

¢ Aurora Waterline Stain Remover is
a strong hydrochloric acid solution.
Using a foam brush and very little
brushing, testers found, it instantly
removed the brown stain and most
of the black line.

¢ Marykate On & Off Hull & Bottom
Cleaner has the same acid ingredi-
ents as the Marykate gel. It appears
to be quite concentrated: It has a
strong irritating vapor; it dissolved
the applicator sponge; and the wind
blown spray from rinsing could be
felt as pin-sized burns on the skin.
However, the stuff works fast and all
stains were removed.

¢ Nautical Ease Boat Bottom Cleaner
isaconcentrated, liquid hydrochloric
acid with an obvious, strong acid
smell. It immediately removed all
stains but destroyed the applicator
sponge in seconds. The small sponge
shriveled and fell off the metal ap-
plicator handle, turned into a small
foaming mushroom on the ground,
and dissolved into the dirt. But the
boat was shiny white. In Nautical
Ease’s defense, the company does
recommend using a paint roller for
application, but that won’t lessen the
harshness of the chemical cleaner.

e Star brite Instant Hull Cleaner is
the company’s strong liquid oxalic
acid formulated to remove algae, fish
blood, and scum lines. It was fast and
effective on our test boat.

e Star brite Ez-On Ez-Off Hull & Bot-
tom Cleaner is a liquid hydrochloric
acid-based cleaner said to be effective
for removing marine deposits. It has a
strong acid smell, but did an excellent
job of removing the waterline stains.
e Star brite Sea Safe Hull Cleaner
is an oxalic acid-based cleaner mar-
keted as a safe, biodegradable envi-
ronmentally correct way to remove
hull stains. It was just as fast and
effective as the other Star brite clean-

The test products were (front row, left to right) Interlux Heavy Duty Stain
Remover, Marykate Crystal Lakes, Y-10, Davis FSR, Boatlife Fiberglass Powder
Cleaner, West Marine Fiberglass Stain Remover, and Poli-Ox Marine Cleans-
er; (middle row) Boat Brite Algae & Waterline Stain Remover, West Marine
Ez-On Ez-Off, West Marine Hull Cleaner, Sudbury Hull Cleaner & Stain
Remover, Spray Nine Boat Bottom Cleaner, MDR Waterline Stain Remover,
Aurora Waterline Stain Remover, and Boatlife Fiberglass Kreme Cleaner;
(back row) Star brite Sea Safe Hull Cleaner, Star Brite Ez-On Ez-Off, Star brite
Instant Hull Cleaner, Nautical Ease Boat Bottom Cleaner, Marykate On & Off
Gel, Marykate On & Off Hull & Bottom Cleaner, and Toon Brite.
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ers without the harsh fumes of some
of the others.
¢ West Marine Hull Cleaner is a fairly
strong oxalic acid. The concentrated
formula “..can cause damage to
bottom paint,” so be careful where
you use it. It took the stains off im-
mediately.
¢ West Marine Ez-On Ez-Off Extra
Strength Hull & Bottom Cleaner is
an “inhibited and enhanced” hydro-
chloric acid. It comes with a bright
red “Caution” tag and warnings that
its “corrosive vapor is harmful.” Tes-
ters applied the liquid with a foam
brush, and the results were very fast.
It removed the stains and the bar-
nacles. Good stuff, but be careful.
Bottom Line: While several liquids
performed well, many include harsh,
potentially dangerous chemicals.
The Star brite Sea Safe and Star brite
Ez-On Ez-Off get the nod. The West
Marine Ez-On Ez-Off performed well
but is harsh and more costly than the
others.

POWDERS
¢ Boatlife Fiberglass Powder Cleaner
& Stain Remover calls for applying

the powder to a wet surface and wait-
ing 15 minutes. We applied a paste
of wet powder and lightly scrubbed
with a sponge with good results. Most
all the brown was gone.

e Marykate Crystal Lakes Hull &
Bottom Cleaner is an oxalic acid pow-
der. As with the Boatlife powder, you
can easily make a diluted solution for
different jobs. We chose to apply it as
a wet paste, and it did a fine job of
brightening the hull.

¢ Poli-Ox Marine Cleanser Oxida-
tion & Rust Remover includes ox-
alic acid and other compounds and
claims to clean dull gelcoat, brown
water stains, rust, fish blood, metals,
and even teak. We applied the wet
paste with a sponge. Minor rubbing
for about a minute had excellent
results.

Bottom Line: The Poli-Ox out-per-
formed the others, can be used on a
variety of surfaces, and is the cheap-
est powder.

SPRAYS

¢ Boat Brite Algae and Waterline
Stain Remover comes with a detach-
able sprayer and claims to have safe,
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Blarbrite

WOrking with these strong chemicals requires taking a few
common-sense safety precautions. First and foremost,
READ and follow the directions on the container.

One test product, Star brite’s Instant Hull Cleaner,
shows a picture of a non-gloved hand (photo
at left) cleaning a boat’s waterline (presumably
using the oxalic-acid-based product being sold).
Yet, the directions recommend wearing gloves
and the safety warnings caution against allow-
ing the cleaner to come in contact with skin. We
brought this contradiction to the attention of Star
brite Marketing Vice President Bill Lindsey, who

answered immediately that it was an
a oversight and the label would be
P

Cieaner

- changed.

Always wear gloves when using

non-toxic, and non-harsh chemi-
cals. It was one of a few that did not
list an acid as an active ingredient.
It sprayed on easily, and with just
a little rubbing, it did a good job of
removing the brown stains.
* MDR Waterline Stain Remover
comes as a spray bottle. Although
the ingredients are not mentioned,
it sprayed on easily, results were
excellent and fast, and a little
scrubbing with the sponge also
removed some barnacles.
* Sudbury Hull Cleaner & Stain
Remover comes in a convenient
spray bottle with a hydrochloric
acid solution. The instructions say
to “spray on and scrub vigorous-
ly...,” which overall did a good job.
It removed some barnacles but left a
slight hint of the brown line.
¢ Toon Brite Fiberglass Boat/RV
Cleaner comes with a detachable
sprayer and contains a blended
mixture of acids, including sulfu-
ric and phosphoric acids. The in-
structions call for diluting it with
water, which we did at 50/50. That
mixture cleaned pretty well, but a
later attempt with a full-strength
mix did a much better job, remov-
ing all the brown discoloration.
Bottom Line: The MDR Water-
line Stain Remover and the Toon
Brite were the standouts among
sprays. However, the Toon Brite
must be used at full strength and
be scrubbed, so the top pick goes
to MDR.

A NOTE ABOUT SAFETY

trailer, etc.

may result.

CONCLUSIONS

There were no clear winners. All 22
test products did a good to excellent
job of quickly removing the waterline
stains on our test sailboat.

Picking the top products was a
tough job considering the minor dif-
ferences in performance. So to nar-
row the field, testers focused equally
on performance, application, chemi-
cal harshness, and pricing.

We found that the thicker gels
worked best and were the safest to
use. They are easier to apply thanks
to their easy-to-see color and their
consistency. The Spray Nine was as
effective as the other top gels, was
fast, and also was the cheapest.

The powders were testers’ second
favorite type because the liquid
paste did not run and could be easily
sponged onto the gelcoat. Poli-Ox was
the top powder.

Our third choice for waterline
removers would be the sprays. They
allow faster application to a whole
boat, but should be used with care.
MDR was testers’ favorite, holding a
slight edge over the Toon Brite.

The liquids, which must be han-
dled with more care, were testers’
least favorite type. The Star brite
Ez-On Ez-Off was effective, and less
harsh than some of the others. It
also carries a better price.

The overall Best Choice and
Budget Buy is the Spray Nine. It’s
an easy-to-use gel with less-harsh
properties, an excellent cleaning

these harsh chemicals. We suggest wearing the heavy-duty rub-
ber gloves designed for use with caustic chemicals and acids.
(Testers first tried using latex surgical gloves and then switched
to household gloves. The cleaners left pinholes in these, allowing
acid to seep through and leaving testers without fingerprints.)
Other precautions should include wearing eye goggles and a
face mask. Work outdoors and keep children and pets at a safe
distance. Protect what’s under the boat: the ground, driveway,

When using a sprayer or rinsing with a hose, be careful of wind
and back-splash. And when cleaning up, remember that there is
residual acid on brushes and buckets. Be sure to dispose of any
leftover acid solutions in an environmentally conscious manner.

Don't make your own concoction by mixing ingredients, and
don't add stuff like bleach or ammonia, as deadly toxic gases

ability, and a great price.

In the end, all of the “Excellent”
rated products are effective, but
to avoid the cleaners with sinus-
scorching vapors, go by the indi-
vidual product descriptions. 4

CONTACTS

AURORA
auroramarine.com, 866/214-3444

BOAT BRITE
captainjohnsboatbrite.com
585/943-6111

BOATLIFE
boatlife.com, 800/382-9706

DAVIS
davisnet.com, 800/678-3669

INTERLUX
yachtpaint.com, 908/686-1300

MARYKATE
crcindustries.com, 800/272-8963

MDR
mdramazon.com, 516/546-1162

NAUTICAL EASE
nauticalease.com, 800/783-7507

POLIGLOW
poliglow-int.com, 800/922-5013

SPRAY NINE
spraynine.com, 800/477-7299

STARBRITE
starbrite.com, 800/327-8583

SUDBURY
rule-industries.com, 978/281-0440

TOON BRITE
toonbrite.com, 800/280-3933

WEST MARINE
westmarine.com, 800/685-4838

MILLER MARINE MANUFACTURING
(Y-10)
P.O. Box 745, Newport, R.l. 02840
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