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Module 12: Paintwork  
 

Module Objectives 
 
By the end of this session, participants will understand: 
 

1. The fundamentals of good paint work. 
2. Inspecting paint work and diagnosing problems and remedies. 

 

Module at a glance: 
 

Topic You will learn 
Inspecting paintwork - Understanding the basics of good 

painting practice 

 
Different paintwork problems  - How to diagnose the likely cause of 

paintwork problems 
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Paint basics 
 
Paint should always be applied in accordance with the manufacturer’s instructions. The 
selected paint should be suitable for application to the surfaces concerned.  
 
There are basically three types of paint used on South African houses: 
 
Oil based paints 
 
Solvent or oil-based paints – typically “enamel”, resin-based paints, or solvent based wood, 
or plaster primers.  Such paints are typically used on wood, metal and hard-wearing 
masonry surfaces such as window sills.  The characteristics of oil-based paints are:  
 

 Oil-based paints can usually be thinned down with turpentine (“turps”) or thinners.  
This is often done when applying the first coat to wood – for greater penetration. 
Turps, thinners or paraffin are needed to clean the paint brushes. 

 Oil-based paints do not “breathe” – i.e. these paints “seal” the surface.  This is good 
for keeping moisture out, but if the substrate is already wet, an oil-based paint will 
prevent the moisture in the substrate from drying out through evaporation. Using 
oil-based paints on a damp substrate is a sure-fire recipe for bubbling paintwork. 

 Oil and resin-based “varnishes” are often used to seal and decorate natural 
woodwork.   An alternative to such varnishes are wax-based sealers (such as 
Woodoc) which penetrate into the wood rather than just forming an impervious seal 
on the surface.  Wood surfaces coated with old-style varnishes generally need to be 
scraped and sanded clean before recoating. Wax-based sealers are far more labour 
saving and generally just need a light sanding before resealing.  

 
 

 
Water-based paints 
Water-based (“emulsion”) paints – typically PVA, but may also be water-based “enamels”, 
and roof paints.    “PVA” stands for polyvinyl acetate – which is a plastic polymer used in 
modern paints.   
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A “polymer” is a chemical compound which forms the basis for most plastics.  Water-based 
paints can be used to coat a wide variety of masonry and wooden surfaces – both on the 
interior and the exterior of a house.  As with all paintwork, the golden rule is to consult the 
manufacturer for detailed advice on the correct “paint system” for a specific application.  A 
“paint system” consists of a primer, undercoat and one or more top coats 

 
 Some, but not all water-based paints breathe, and may be more forgiving in allowing 

damp in the substrate to escape through the paintwork. 
 

 
 

 Water-based paints vary widely in price and quality and with these paints, often “you get 
what you pay for”.   However, it is again stressed that not even the most expensive, high 
quality paint will perform adequately, if the surface is not properly prepared – dry, clean  
and free from dust and loose matter. 

 
Cement or lime based paints or washes 
 
These coatings range from the old-fashioned “white wash”, to high-tech cementitious coatings such 
as Cemcrete.   Such coatings are a mixture of Portland cement, pigments and various chemicals.  
Mostly used on exterior masonry, there are also products designed for roofs, floors and even 
swimming pools. 

 
 Such coatings are porous and will usually darken in colour when wet.  Cement based 

coatings generally weather over time and acquire a mottled look, which can be very 
attractive. 

 
 When using a cement-based paint, an entire wall surface should be painted on the same 

day;  otherwise a “join line” will show in the finished surface. 
 

 Cement based coatings are best applied onto new masonry which has not been 
previously painted.  This provides the best “bind” with the substrate.   
 

It is best practice NEVER to paint any surface – 
masonry, wood, or metal – which is not completely 
dry and which is not clean and free from dust and 
loose matter. 
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Undercoats 
Undercoats should be compatible - as recommended by the manufacturer of the finishing 
coats.  Plastered surfaces should be brushed in order to remove any traces of efflorescence 
and allowed to dry completely before any paint finish is applied.   
 
Plaster primer is oil-based and should never be applied to raw plaster which is not 
completely dry – this is to prevent moisture from being trapped within the plaster, leading 
to subsequent bubbling and peeling of the paint finish. 
 
Before any paint is applied, holes, cracks and irregularities in plaster and other surfaces, 
should be filled with suitable filler and finished smooth.  
 
Metal surfaces should be sanded, where necessary, washed with a suitable cleaning agent 
and left smooth.  Knots in woodwork shall be treated and minor blemishes should be filled 
with suitable filler. Wood surfaces must be sanded smooth.   
 

Common problems with painted surfaces 
 
Bubbling and blistered paint 
This occurs when moisture, or wood resin, is trapped beneath the paint and is drawn to the 
surface by heat.  A very common problem encountered by home inspectors is blistered 
paint on wooden fascia and barge boards.   
 
Often the home owner becomes concerned about the state of the exterior woodwork in the 
middle of the rainy season.  He then gets a painter to come in and scrape down the 
woodwork and repaint.  All looks fine until the rainy season ends and the sun draws the 
damp to the surface where it causes the paintwork to bubble and blister. 

           
 

Never paint damp surfaces unless using a cement-based paint 
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Crazing 
Crazed cracking in a painted surface can be caused when paint is applied over a previous 
coat, which was not completely dry. 
 
Hairline cracks 
Hairline cracks on plastered walls, which is commonly known as 'crazed' or cracked plaster, 
is a common problem caused by shrinkage of the plaster, as a result of rapid drying and or 
from overworking the plaster.  
 
Crazed plaster can be concealed by using a high quality coating system – the inspector 
should recommend using a masonry primer, followed by a good quality textured coating. 
These cracks are normally stable and can be covered. 
 
Damp damaged walls 
 
Certain paint-on coatings might provide a temporary, superficial fix, but generally the 
moisture content in the wall will eventually penetrate the coating, or even rise a little higher 
up the wall. Therefore, before attempting to repaint these walls, the cause of the rising 
damp should be investigated and suitably addressed, by a specialist contractor in this field. 
 
Fungus 
 
Fungus (mould) coated walls should first be treated with a fungal wash or a weak bleach 
solution and allowed to dry for at least 24 hours.  Then remove the fungus by brushing with 
a stiff fibre brush. 
 
Efflorescence  
 
Damp damaged walls often leach a powdery white crystalline substance called 
efflorescence.  Efflorescence is water soluble salts, which form white salt crystal deposits 
leached from the substrate, as water is drawn to the surface. This indicates ingress of water 
or excessive moisture in the substrate, or even retained moisture when the walls were first 
painted.  
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The cause of the ingress of water or moisture must be addressed before redecoration. 
Remove the efflorescence by simply washing if off with a mild acid solution, rinse with clean 
water and allow to dry.  
 
If the walls have been skimmed with Cretestone or Rhinoglide, it may be necessary to 
completely remove and re-skim the affected areas. Seal with a masonry primer and finish 
with a top coat.  
 
Paint compatibility 
 
Using a water-based paint over more than three or four coats of old alkyd, or oil-based 
paint, can cause the existing paint to lift off the wall. Before ordering new paint, find out 
what kind of product is already on the wall. If you're unsure, ask a paint expert to inspect 
the wall and offer recommendations. Alternatively, remove a small flake of paint to show 
the paint supplier, or test it yourself by burning the sample. Water-based paint will char 
when burnt, whereas oil-based paint will bubble and burst into flame. 
 
Painting free-standing walls 
 
Free-standing walls, such as boundary walls, are exposed to weather from both sides and 
also do not have a damp-proof course (DPC) to prevent rising damp.  Therefore it is 
important to choose a paint system which will allow moisture to pass through the paint 
coating. Generally, using a masonry primer followed by a finishing coat is adequate. It is 
important to weather-proof the tops of boundary walls.  
 

Painting woodwork 
Here are some general guidelines to painting wood: 

 Repair damages. Check the wood surface for any holes or damages and fill these 
holes with wood filler. 

 Apply a sealer. If you have filled holes, let this dry before you continue painting. 
 Sanding. Wood can get rough spots (especially if it’s left outside). Sand the wood 

before you start painting.  Also lightly sand between coats, as the first coat will often 
cause the grain of the wood to lift. 
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 Window frames. If you are painting window trims, leave the windows open while the 
paint dries, so that it doesn’t get stuck to the windows. 

 Use tape. When painting doors and windows, use tape so that you don’t drip paint 
onto the door or window. 

 
 

 
 

Before you take the online test, please…… 
Make sure that you are thoroughly familiar with the material in this 
module before completing the online test.  The more familiar you make 
yourself with the information presented in this Module the better you 
will be as a professional home inspector. Review thoroughly all areas 
of this module before and during the open book online test.  
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