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Q&A

A. Debbie Zimmer, director of communications at Dow 

Chemical Co.’s Paint Quality Institute in Spring House, Pa., 

responds: In general, paint performs very well on low-

maintenance trim products made from various combi-

nations of PVC, polypropylene, polyethylene, polyure-

thane, polystyrene, and cellulosic fibers. But some kinds 

of composite trim contain small amounts of the release 

agent used during the forming or molding process, and 

this may interfere with paint adhesion. To avoid prob-

lems, you should prep the trim’s surface before painting. 

Form-release agents can be either water-based or 

solvent-based. A quick wipe with mineral spirits or 

denatured alcohol (followed by appropriate drying) will 

remove any waxlike residue, while a quick wash with 

water and detergent will get rid of any water-based resi-

due and dirt. If mildew is present on the trim, remove it 

with a 3-to-1 water-bleach solution. Glossy areas on the 

trim should be roughed up with very fine (#220 or less) 

sandpaper. Wipe away any residual dust with a tack 

cloth, to help with adhesion. (Don’t use a liquid deglosser 

on composite trim). 

Composite trim should be primed with a mildew-

resistant exterior primer, then painted with two coats of 

exterior 100 percent acrylic latex paint. Some composite 

trim comes preprimed; these products should be painted 

within 30 days or so of installation, before UV exposure 

weathers the primer and causes adhesion problems.

A. Paul Fisette, director of Building Materials and 

Wood Technology at the University of Massachusetts Am-

herst and a JLC contributing editor, responds: According to 

the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 

(NOAA), your house is in a climate that averages 4,700 

heating degree days, 1,000 cooling degree days, 44 inches 

of rainfall, and 34 inches of snow annually. And accord-

ing to the 2009 International Energy Conservation Code 

(IECC), you’re in climate zone 4. Therefore, your goal 

should be to insulate the walls with at least R-13 wall in-

sulation. It’s reasonable to assume that water penetrates 

the brick weather barrier at least occasionally, but be-

cause the wall hasn’t been insulated in the past, the wall 

cavity has been able to dry to the indoors with little per-

manent damage. However, the new insulated wall system 

should resist water intrusion altogether, so filling the 

cavity with blown cellulose alone wouldn’t be adequate. 

The existing balloon framing will make it difficult to 

install an exterior housewrap to protect the cavity wall. 

Instead, strip the interior wall surface covering so that 

you can spray closed-cell urethane foam directly onto 

the back of the brick. To keep the bricks from absorbing 

rainwater, first install polystyrene cathedral roof vent 

chutes between the studs against the brick wall, then 

spray a 1- or 2-inch layer of foam over the chutes against 

the brick wall. This will create an airtight layer around 

the exterior of the house while allowing water to drain 

down to the weep system at the base of the wall. Place 

the chutes from the top to the bottom of every bay. You 

can hold them in place temporarily with caulk or canned 

spray foam until the insulation contractor arrives.

Once this system is in place, you can fill the rest of the 

wall cavity with R-13 fiberglass batts (to meet minimum 

code), cellulose insulation (for a wall with an R-value of 

about 20), or foam (for an R-30+ wall). You probably won’t 

need a warm-side vapor barrier if you fill the cavity with 

foam or dense-pack cellulose, but be sure to follow local 

codes and the advice of your building inspector. 

Q. Retrofitting a Brick Wall With Insulation 
I’m rehabbing an old brick house in Charleston, W.V. I want to insulate 

the exterior walls, which are balloon-framed with 2x4s, unsheathed, and 

finished with brick. There’s a 1- to 2-inch air space between the 11⁄2-story-

high frame wall and the brick siding, and a weep system at the base of the 

brick. I see evidence of some water leakage over the years but no rot. Would 

it be okay to blow cellulose into the wall cavity?

GOT A QUESTION?

Send it to Q&A, JLC, 186 Allen Brook 
Lane, Williston, VT 05495; or e-mail to 
jlc-editorial@hanleywood.com. 

Q. Painting Composite Trim 
Does composite trim have to be prepped and primed like wood, or can it 

simply be painted? And what kind of paint should I use? 


