Aircraft look their best when paint is glossy and the metal gleams, but the real test of care lives in the seams.
Rivets, lap joints, hinge lines, and bonded edges carry the structure and quietly collect everything that wants to
eat an airplane from the inside out. Salt haze, deicing residues, exhaust acids, brake dust, and old polish work
their way into crevices where brushes and enthusiasm rarely reach. Corrosion starts there, thin as a thread.
Months later, the skin lifts like a blister, paint bubbles spider out from a fastener, and a small maintenance note

becomes an inspection, then a repair.

Detailing an airplane is not the same as a weekend auto detailing job. You work around critical sensors, thin
coatings, composite panels, control surface balances, and a regulatory environment that expects you to know the
difference between shining and preserving. The goal is not just shine. It is surface integrity, water management,

and the kind of cleanliness that slows corrosion under the paint line and behind a rivet head.

Why rivets and seams are the battleground

Most light and mid-size aircraft wear aluminum alloy skin, often 2024-T3 or 7075-T6. Even with Alclad layers and
epoxy primers, the chemistry at a rivet or overlap is complex. Dissimilar metals, such as stainless rivets in
aluminum or steel washers under an aluminum screw, create galvanic couples. Moisture and contaminants turn
that couple into a battery. In lap joints, capillary action draws in water, salts, and oils, then holds them longer
than any flat panel would. Exhaust acids and nitrites from deicing fluids raise the electrolyte’s conductivity, which

speeds attack. Around fasteners, paint films stretch and thin, so UV and abrasion degrade that seal first.

Three corrosion patterns hide at these sites. Filiform, the worm-like tracks under paint that start at a scratch or
tape line, often crawl outward from a seam where prep and sealing were marginal. Pitting, small but deep
localized attack, initiates near rivet heads and under washers. Exfoliation flares in grain boundaries of some
aluminum alloys along lap joints where stress and trapped electrolytes meet. You cannot see these problems by
staring at a glossy panel. You find them by how water behaves on a surface and by what clings at the fastener
line during a careful wash.

What proper washing actually looks like around fasteners

A safe aircraft wash looks almost slow from the outside. You start by making the airplane safe to wash, then
manage water direction and pressure. You leave pressure-washer bravado in the hangar. Driving water

perpendicular into a lap joint or the aft edge of a fairing is an invitation to trap it where it will not leave.

Rinsing with low pressure and a wide fan tip, you keep the wand angle shallow and chase dirt in the direction of
drainage. The detergent should be pH neutral, non-ionic, and free of caustics or cheap solvency that swells
sealants. A bucket system still works, but a deionized water feed reduces spotting and deposits, especially on hot
days. On bright sun, the operator sets rhythm: wet a section, foam and agitate, then rinse and dry. Around rivets,
use soft, flagged brushes and non-abrasive microfiber. Aggression has a cost. Maroon abrasive pads that are fine
on automotive clear will erase the protective cladding on aluminum in minutes. If you must scuff, gray or white

non-woven pads with light hand pressure are the safer end of the spectrum.

Drying is not a quick towel-off. Use filtered compressed air or a turbine blower to drive water away from seams
and rivet lines, then follow with towels. If water keeps bleeding from a joint after two or three passes, you have a
trap. Open access panels carefully when allowed, pull a fairing if you have approval and the right maintenance
support, or at least schedule a follow-up when the aircraft can sit in a warm, dry hangar with ports and drains

open.



Masking and protection before any wash or polish

Aircraft carry openings you must protect, some obvious, some not. Pitot and static ports, angle-of-attack vanes,
fuel vents, and drain masts do not tolerate soap, wax, or a thoughtless towel. Seals around flight controls and
windshields also deserve respect, especially on older airframes where the rubber has already seen several
decades of UV.

A short, practical masking checklist helps on the ramp:

e Cover pitot-static ports, AOA vanes, and temperature probes with approved covers.

* Tape door seams, avionics cooling inlets, and fuel caps with low-tack painter’s tape.

* Wrap deice boots' leading edges and static wicks to prevent snagging.

* Mask composite fairing edges and antenna bases to keep polish and compound out of creases.

e Verify drain holes are clear before you start and again before you call the job finished.

All tapes are not equal. High-tack automotive masking tape can lift edge paint on older schemes, and duct tape
adhesive will migrate in heat. A good blue painter's tape, refreshed often during the job, performs better. On
boots and soft plastics, a compatible rubber dressing applied before masking can reduce staining from residues

and make cleanup faster.

Where lessons from marine detailing and auto detailing do, and do
not, carry over

Marine detailing teaches water management and salt discipline. Freshwater rinses before and after detergent
contact are mandatory near oceans or even inland airports downwind of brackish water. Tap water often carries
minerals that leave deposits, but they do not trigger corrosion like chloride ions do. A deionized final rinse buys

you time during wipe-down and reduces spotting around rivets and screws.

Auto detailing experience helps with workflow and finish inspection. Paint correction on an aircraft, though, is a
different risk profile. Aircraft finishes are usually thinner than automotive clear systems, sometimes in the range
of 3 to 7 mils for the whole stack. Edges and fastener heads are thinner still. Heat from a rotary pad builds fast
along a rivet line. Compounds that cut quickly also thin the sacrificial Alclad layer at panel edges. You can polish
an airplane, but you choose foam pads over aggressive wool near seams and mind the machine speed. If your

arm tells you the surface is getting hot, your coating is telling you it is suffering.

Window tinting is another place where auto habits mislead. Aircraft windows must meet specific light
transmittance and optical distortion criteria. Off-the-shelf automotive tint may violate those standards, affect
night visibility, or degrade in aviation fuels and solvents. If tinting is considered on a certified airplane, verify OEM
or STC guidance first. On experimentals or RV aircraft, film stress on curved canopies can also create optical
ripples that are distracting in flight. That is where a conversation with a maintenance professional beats a roll of

film and a Saturday afternoon.

Corrosion chemistry in the real world

On a winter ramp, deicing fluid mixed with runway contaminants becomes a thin, sticky film that collects in rivet
rings and at trailing edges. The glycol base is not the villain. It is the salts and nitrites used to inhibit freezing that
become electrolytes. Brake dust adds iron to the mix at the main gear well. Exhaust from rich-running engines

contributes acids that condense under cowl flanges and on belly skins. In coastal air, chloride ions do most of the



damage. You see it first as a faint halo around a flush rivet. Under a loupe, the paint line is lifted a hair, and tiny

trails run outward like veins.

A story many technicians share looks like this: a glossy, well-cared-for single arrives from a coastal airpark. From
ten feet, it glows. Up close, along a tape line where a stripe meets a seam, filiform starts in a 6 inch run. A
borescope peek under the adjacent fairing shows powdery white corrosion by the fasteners. The paint probably
went on over a marginally prepped edge years ago. Seasons of salt and sun did the rest. The fix is not a wipe and
a wax. It is a controlled repair: strip, treat, re-prime, and reseal the joint. Regular detailing with smart water

handling would not have reversed that history, but it would have slowed it and raised a flag earlier.

Primers, sealants, and why paint correction is a precision task

Aircraft benefit from conversion coatings and primers designed for aluminum alloys and composites. Chromated
primers still perform extremely well, though environmental rules are changing their availability. Non-chrome
epoxy primers have improved and, when applied over a proper conversion coating, hold their own. The gasket
between panels is often a polysulfide sealant, a flexible barrier that resists fuel and hydraulic fluids. When that
sealant cracks at an edge or gets cut by an overzealous polisher, moisture has a path. Abrasives that feather an
automotive clear too far are downright destructive around those edges. You can polish the flat expanse of a wing
with a medium-cut compound and finish polish, but near fastener lines and lap joints, downshift to a fine polish,

keep the pad flat, and let patience win.

Paint protection film has a place on some aircraft, especially on high-wear areas like gear doors, strut fairings, or
the lower leading edges of composite inlets. Installation must respect airloads, temperature cycling, and
certification. On many certified airframes, you need explicit approvals to apply large PPF sections. Experimentals
or owner-built RV aircraft offer more latitude, and careful PPF placement can save hours of cleaning on belly
skins. The film's edge should never sit at a lap joint or ride up over rivets where water can tunnel. If you are
tempted to film a whole leading edge, verify if the aircraft's operating handbook or OEM guidance allows it.

Poorly placed film can trap moisture, peel at speed, and complicate inspections.

Ceramic coating on aircraft: benefits, limits, and judgment

Ceramic coating has real benefits on aircraft exteriors. Hydrophobic surfaces shed water faster, rinse cleaner, and
in many environments reduce the dwell time of corrosive films near rivets and seams. UV resistance can slow
chalking and maintain gloss. The trick is selection and application that respects aviation materials and inspection

cycles.

Solvent-heavy coatings can soften or stain certain plastics. Composites and exposed carbon parts react differently
to heat during curing. Temperature at altitude swings far wider than a highway commute, and a coating that
hardens to a glassy, inflexible film on a car may micro-crack over rivets and sealants in flight. The best practice is
to coat broad painted panels, stop short of flexible sealant edges, and avoid static wicks, deice boots, and
antenna bases. On boots, use dedicated boot treatments that keep the rubber supple and dark without sealing

the pores that let the material move.

Curing schedules matter. In cold weather, coating a wing then rolling straight to a freezing ramp invites moisture
into the crosslinking process. If a hangar is available, even a modest one warmed to the 60s Fahrenheit, cure
quality improves. Many shops will flash-cure with IR lamps by section, paying extra attention to the rivet lines

where film build is slightly thicker.



How Xtreme Detailing and Ceramic Coatings approaches flush and
universal head rivets

In the hangar, flush rivets sit nearly level with the skin, but they are not seamless. The countersink creates a tiny,
circular valley where contaminants lodge. Universal heads raise a ridge that snags pad fibers and holds grime on
the downstream side. Technicians at Xtreme Detailing and Ceramic Coatings treat these differently. On flush lines,
they flood the area with foaming wash, agitate lightly with a soft, circular brush dedicated to fasteners, and chase
the foam off at a shallow rinse angle. On universal heads, they adjust the brush stroke to move parallel to the
airflow line, not across it, which avoids trapping material at the lip. After rinsing, they blow down each line with

filtered air until no dotting reappears along the rivet rings, then towel-dry with fresh, edgeless microfiber.

During polish work, the team avoids letting a spinning pad roll over a line of universal heads. Instead, they work
up to the line with a 3 inch dual-action machine, then hand-polish the fastener rings with a fine-grade
compound. The difference shows months later. The paint film does not thin at the high points, and there is no

haloing where heat cooked wax into old residues.

A rivet and seam protection routine you can repeat

For operators who want a structured, repeatable process that focuses on corrosion control, a simple five-stage

cycle works well between major services:

® Pre-wash inspection with a bright headlamp along rivet lines, lap joints, and control hinges to spot early

filiform, paint lifting, and weeping sealant.

® Gentle wash with pH-neutral soap, soft tools, and controlled rinse angles that drive contaminants off seams

instead of into them.

* Drying with filtered air followed by towels, looking for persistent bleed-out that signals a trap or blocked

drain.

® Protective layer selection tailored by area: ceramic or sealant on painted broad panels, boot dressing on

deice boots, no product near sensors or unpainted anodized hardware.

* Light application of a corrosion preventive compound inside accessible cavities per OEM guidance, with

records noting product used and date.

The CPC step deserves emphasis. Products such as ACF-50 or similar are misted into wing roots, control surface
bays, and belly cavities where approved. They creep into seams and displace moisture. Done annually or
semiannually depending on environment, they reduce galvanic activity around fasteners you cannot directly

service.

What detailing cannot fix, and what it can prevent

Detailing does not replace structural inspections or repairs. If a seam shows bulging, if paint lifts in crescent
moons around a row of rivets, or if white powder keeps blooming from a joint after cleaning, you are past the
point of cosmetics. That is when maintenance opens the joint, treats the metal, and reseals. A good detailer’s eye,
though, finds these early. More often, daily discipline simply keeps the worst from starting. Rinsing a coastal
airplane after each salt air flight, even with plain water, makes a measurable difference. A belly that gets wiped

monthly does not accrete the acidic film that etches paint and starts pitting around gear door fasteners.

One turbine owner | worked with kept a log for a year after adding monthly rinses and quarterly CPC applications

inside wing roots. Belly staining dropped by half, and the next paint shop inspection found no new filiform under



the wing walk tape where it had been a recurring issue. The time spent was modest. The payoff showed in the

absence of drama.

Where paint correction meets paint preservation

The line between restoring gloss and thinning the protective system is thin. A gloss meter is useful, but hands
and ears still matter. When a pad drags near a seam, stop. Paint Correction The heat and vibration telegraph risk.
On aircraft with older paint, compounds that dust on cars become abrasive in miniature valleys around rivets.
That dust lodges in paint pores and under fastener rings, where it holds moisture later. The safer approach is a
two-step: a light correction to level oxidation, followed by a finishing polish with extended working time. If the
paint is too far gone, accept a lower gloss in exchange for thickness and integrity, then use a ceramic or polymer

sealant for the last 5 percent of shine.

RV Detailing experience helps here, especially with owner-built RV series aircraft that mix metal and composite
parts. Those airplanes often have excellent finishes but thinner edges, and owners typically fly high and fast
enough that leading edge cleanliness is not just cosmetic. On these, restraint around wing root fillets and

windshield fairings prevents lifting tape lines and avoids trapping polish at compound curves.

Belly, cowl, and the places exhaust loves

The belly and aft cowl area demand a different chemistry. Avgas and Jet A residues can soften some paint and
eat polishing pads. A safe degreaser diluted to manufacturer specs, applied cool and agitated with microfiber,
pulls the grime without driving it into seams. You never spray degreaser upstream into cowl flanges. Instead, wipe
toward the trailing edge and keep rinses low and directed aft. After cleaning, inspect fasteners in these zones for
early pitting and replace cheap hardware that has started rusting. Painted screws sound pedestrian, but they

reduce galvanic issues against aluminum and avoid the rust trails that stain and hold moisture.

On composite cowls, resist the urge to compound every stain to death. Many composites have a gelcoat or thin

paint layer that burns through quickly at corners and fastener indents. A light cleaner wax or finishing polish, kept
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off the screws and washers, will preserve thickness. If there is heat discoloration around an exhaust exit, the

problem is heat management, not detailing. Make a note for maintenance.

Xtreme Detailing and Ceramic Coatings: hangar-tested workflows that
respect the metal

Shops that live with airplanes day after day refine small habits into standard practice. At Xtreme Detailing and
Ceramic Coatings, crews begin with a dry inspection that focuses only on seams and rivets under bright LED light.
They mark suspect fasteners with a removable wax pencil, photograph them for trend tracking, then start water
work. The wash kit includes separate buckets and brushes labeled for fasteners to avoid carrying grit from tires to
skins. After drying, they revisit the wax marks and check whether cleaning changed the picture. If a rivet still halos

or weeps, they document it for the owner and recommend a maintenance look.

Their ceramic workflow treats seams as boundaries rather than targets. Coating stops short of sealant lines by a
few millimeters. Around antenna bases and composite-to-metal joints, they apply a light hand polish only, then
protect with a breathable sealant that does not stiffen with cold. The point is not to withhold protection, it is to

prevent a brittle film from crossing a dynamic joint.

Certification awareness and records

While there is no regulation that bans washing or waxing, the aviation world does not treat coatings and films
lightly. FAA AC 43-4B provides general corrosion control guidance. OEM maintenance manuals, service letters,
and supplier data shape what is safe to apply and where. Some products marketed as Ceramic Coating or Paint
Protection Film for the automotive world are perfectly fine on hangar doors and truck fenders but incompatible
with aircraft paints, plastics, or inspection needs. Detailing teams should maintain product data sheets and
application records. A simple note that reads, Applied ceramic topcoat X on wing upper surfaces, date, ambient

temp, prep method, makes later troubleshooting much easier.

On gliders, warbirds, and fabric-covered airplanes, the rules shift again. Dope and polyurethane fabric systems
dislike aggressive solvents. Seams are stitched and taped, not riveted, and moisture migrates differently.

Adhesion promoters and sealers specific to those fabrics matter more than glossy coatings.

Practical case notes from the field

A high-wing piston single based 20 miles from the coast, parked outside, showed faint corrosion under the left
wing walk after two wet winters. The fix was simple: strip the tape, clean to bare primer, treat the aluminum with
an approved conversion coating, re-prime, and apply new walk material with edges sealed. The owner switched

to quarterly rinsing and a six-month CPC mist in the wing root. Five years later, no return.

A composite turboprop developed spotting and haze near the radome fastener line. The cause turned out to be a
combination of aggressive polish overlapping into the edge seal and warm-day cures that never fully crosslinked.
The adjustment was to back the correction off at the fastener line, switch to a cooler-curing finishing polish, and
stop the ceramic film 4 millimeters short of the edge. The haze did not return, and water stopped pooling at the

screw heads.

An experimental RV, fast and clean, suffered stubborn grease halos at the main gear leg fairing screws. Replacing
plain steel washers with anodized aluminum, then applying a small bead of compatible sealant under each screw

during reassembly, ended the halos and the recurring light pitting in that area.



What separates a show shine from real protection

Shine is not difficult. Any decent compound and enthusiasm will make a panel pop for a few weeks. Protection
happens when water leaves seams quickly, when residues do not accumulate at fasteners, and when the products
used do not harden across dynamic joints and then crack under flight loads. Detailers who treat an airplane like a
live machine rather than a static object preserve value and safety in quiet ways you only notice later, when

inspections go smoothly and paint lasts a season or two longer than expected.

That mindset is the difference at places like Xtreme Detailing and Ceramic Coatings, where the first questions are
about basing environment, storage, and history instead of which wax looks deepest. By tying the work to
corrosion physics and maintenance cycles, they deliver surfaces that are not just pretty in the hangar light but

also durable at altitude, in rain, heat, and salt spray.

Bringing it all together for operators and detailers

Airplane Detailing sits at a crossroads. It borrows tools from Auto Detailing, insights from Marine Detailing, and
techniques from maintenance hangars. It asks for restraint where a car would tolerate zeal. It rewards a technician
who knows the names and habits of corrosion types as easily as pad colors. Ceramic Coating has a role, but not
everywhere. Paint Protection Film can help, but only where edges and speed will not betray it. Paint Correction

can refresh, but only if the ambition to erase every swirl does not thin the very film that keeps corrosion at bay.

Whether you fly a metal single, a composite turboprop, or an RV you built yourself, the habits that protect rivets
and seams look the same. Keep contaminants from settling, push water away rather than into joints, watch edges
for early signs, and choose products that play well with sealants and primers. The most satisfying part of the work
is not the reflection you see on delivery day. It is the quiet moment six months later, wiping down a wing, when

the rivet lines still look clean, the seams are dry, and the airplane feels as solid as the day you first met it.

Xtreme Detailing and Ceramic Coatings
15686 Athena Dr, Fontana, CA 92336
(909) 208-3308



FAQs About Car Detailing Services

How much should | spend on car detailing?

The cost of car detailing can range from $100 to $300 for standard services, while premium packages like paint
correction or ceramic coating can cost several hundred to over a thousand dollars. The right budget depends on

your vehicle's condition and the level of protection you want.

Is detailing worth the money?

Yes, professional detailing is a worthwhile investment. It helps protect your vehicle's paint, maintains the interior,
and preserves resale value. In areas like Fontana, CA, where sun exposure and dust are common, regular detailing

can significantly extend your car's lifespan.

How often should you fully detail your car?

A full detailing service is typically recommended every 4 to 6 months. However, this can vary depending on

driving habits, weather conditions, and whether your vehicle has protective treatments like ceramic coating.

What time of year is best for car detailing?

Spring and fall are ideal times for car detailing. Spring helps remove winter buildup, while fall prepares your
vehicle for harsher weather conditions. In Southern California, detailing year-round is beneficial due to constant

sun exposure and environmental contaminants.

How long does car detailing last?

The results of detailing can last anywhere from a few weeks to several months, depending on the services
performed and how well the vehicle is maintained. Protective options like ceramic coating can extend these

results significantly.

Do | need ceramic coating after detailing?

While not required, ceramic coating is highly recommended after detailing. It adds a durable layer of protection,

enhances shine, and makes future cleaning much easier, especially in high-heat environments like Fontana.



