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Painting a Rain Barrel 
(Directions provided by the Hamilton County Soil and Water Conservation District of Hamilton County Ohio.) 

Your barrel is made of plastic.  Because plastic has oils in its composition, it is not a surface that will hold on to 

paint unless it is prepared correctly.  Please read the following instructions before painting your barrel; 

refer to them often during your painting process. 

 

1.  Supplies: This is a short list of supplies you might need in painting your barrel: 

Alcohol &/or Hand 

Sanitizer: 

For cleaning you and more: See tips below 

Gloves: Optional, for the Neat-Knicks 

Paint: See below for help in selecting paint 

Paint Brushes: Artist brushes for your art work 

Palette: For putting your paint on before applying to the 

barrel.  This does not have to be purchased! 

You can use Butcher Paper (wax side up), 

Aluminum Foil, the paper backing from 

stickers/overnight labels (wax side up), plastic 

lid/plate, Styrofoam plate, plastic table 

cloth……. 

Primer: Very Important 1st layer of painting 

Sand Paper: Fine Grit 

Small bottle top/lid: To put the alcohol/hand sanitizer in to clean 

brushes. 

Soap: Any liquid soap for cleaning up. 

Sponges: Old Fashion 

Kitchen/Dish 

Dense sponge holds a lot of 

water 

Synthetic Holds less water 

Scrubby Typically a 2 sided sponge, 

one side can be one of the 

above sponges, the other side 

has a scrubby texture 

The uses for these sponges will be further 

described below. 

Varnish: See below 

Water Containers: Again, this does not have to be purchased.  You 

can use Cups/glasses/empty containers…… 

Smaller ones for cleaning art brushes 

Larger ones for cleaning: 



Page 2 of 13 

 

 Use with the cleaning of the barrel 

 Larger brushes (background / primer / 

varnishing brushes) 

White Vinegar: For cleaning your barrel 
 

 

2.  Cleaning your barrel: Clean your barrel with White Vinegar.  

 Vinegar will not only cut any dirt and oils on the barrel, but it will 

also slightly etch the surface of the barrel. 

Rinse well with plain water. 

Before the next step your barrel must be completely dry. 

3.  Sanding/Preparing the 

Surface: 

Although the Vinegar began to etch the surface of your barrel, that is not 

enough to make the paint stick. 

Your barrel MUST be sanded lightly in all places you intend to paint.  If 

you intend to paint the lid, you will have to sand all of the nooks and crannies 

of the lid or your paint will peel off. 

You will need a fine grit sand paper.  A 150 grade sand paper will work 

nicely. 

 If your sandpaper is rough, it will make gouges in the soft plastic and 

that will lead to a poor finish. 

When you sand your barrel, you will notice that the color will change.  You 

need the color change to know that you are etching the surface enough for 

your paint to stick.  If the color isn't changing, it's not sanded enough. 

4.  Post Sanding: Once all of the areas to be painted have been properly sanded, your barrel 

will have a dust on it from the sanding.  That dust needs to be cleaned off so 

your paint doesn't stick to the dust, rather than the barrel. 

Using a damp sponge, wipe down your barrel. You can dampen your sponge 

with either: Vinegar, or Water. 

Before the next step your barrel must be completely dry. 

5.  Priming: Now that your barrel is prepared, all sanded surfaces must be painted with a 

good quality Primer.  This is an important step because it serves as the 

foundation of your art; and a sealer for the chemical make-up of the barrel, 

allowing your paint to stick.   

Primers come in both oil based and latex (water base).   

 An important thing to know:  

o You can paint oil base paint over a water base paint.   

o You cannot paint water base paint over an oil base paint 

(it will not stick). 

The type of primer you use will be determined by the paint you plan to use:   

 If you will be painting with oil based paints you can use either primer.   
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 If you will be painting with acrylic (recommended) you must use a 

latex/water base primer. 

CHECK THE LABELS!  All primers are not created equal! You will want 

a primer that says it can be used for exterior surfaces.  Not only because your 

barrel will be outside; but it will be a stronger primer too. 

An example of a good primer is Zinsser 1-2-3 Water Base, Interior & 

Exterior Primer for ALL Surfaces.  It is found at any hardware store, is 

white, but can be tinted if you wish to. 

Note:  This primer's can does say that you do not have to sand the 

surface.  You MUST stand the rain barrel because it is made of 

plastic and will peel the primer if not sanded. 

Stir the Primer well with a paint stir (free at the hardware store where the 

primer is sold). 

Choose a brush that is 1 inch wide or larger. 

PAINTING TIP:  Keep your brush damp….not wet…damp.   

If you put your brush in water, your brush will be too wet.   

If you use the following tip, your brush will be damp.  This will help you in a 

few ways: 

 Keep the paint from drying in the brush, making the application, and 

clean up, difficult. 

 Keep the paint a good consistency and eliminate a lot of brush 

strokes, and thick/thin spots in your primer coat, which will show up 

in your finish. 

 Does not thin the paint so much as to change the adhesion properties 

of the paint. 

To keep your brush DAMP:   

a) Take a kitchen sponge (The sponge should be a 'cotton' sponge...the 

old fashion dense/square/comes in colors.  The newer plastic/nylon 

sponges are too porous and will not hold the water for this.) 

b) Set it in a lid/dish with water about 1/2 way up the depth of the 

sponge 

c) Gently lay your brush bristles on the sponge - the brush will take up 

only the water that is needed to dampen the brush.  Let the water go 

up to the metal part of the handle. 

d) Remove your brush from the sponge. 

e) Put your brush in the Primer, and apply the paint evenly on your 

barrel. 

f) If application of the paint feels like it's pulling, or the paint is not 

applying smoothly, dampen the brush again, get more paint, and 

continue.   

g) You can re-dampen your brush as often as necessary.   

h) There is no need to 'clean' your brush before re-dampening it. 

Your Primer must be completely dry before the next step. 

6.  Sanding…again: After applying your Primer, take your hand and feel if the paint is smooth? 
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 You will want the finish of the primer to be somewhat smooth (no 

brush hairs, brush strokes, bumps…..)  

 It should not be shiny smooth (your paint will need what is called 

'tooth' to stick.  Tooth is the difference between having a flat finish 

paint rather than a gloss finish; or a chalk board rather than the 

baseboards in your home). 

LIGHTLY sand your barrel again.  This will work out any hairs, brush 

strokes, bumps, etc. while giving your finish the 'tooth' it needs to hold your 

art work. 

This can be done with the same grit sand paper you used earlier IF you have 

a light touch. 

You can also use a nylon scrubby sponge….like you would use to clean your 

pots/pans/dishes.  This will allow you to scrub over your barrel without the 

danger of taking off too much of the primer. 

You will use this scrubby sponge again as you paint. 

7.  Application of your 

Design: 

You already know your design, as it has been chosen by the committee for 

the auction. 

TIP:  If you are not good at 'free hand' enlarging/drawing your 

design, you can take it to any copying place (Kinko's n/k/a FedX…..) 

and they can make a print of your design any size you choose.  

Measure your barrel, and let them know the measurements, they will 

do the rest. 

After you have painted your background, you can easily transfer your design 

from the enlarged copy using transfer paper (can be purchased at any 

Art/Craft Store in White or Black). 

8.  THE PAINT: There are so many kinds of paint out there…..what is a good paint to use? 

Most of you are probably familiar with the paint used in your home.  This is 

not the best paint to use on your barrel.  It's made for indoor use; it a thick & 

sticky consistency and hard to deal with for artwork…..and it's expensive to 

purchase several colors of it! 

Acrylic Art/Craft Paint is a very good choice for this project.  It comes in 

many colors; a good consistency; not sticky; dries quickly; cleans up easily; 

and is relatively cheap! 

That said, not all Acrylic Art/Craft Paint is created equal, and when you go to 

your local Walmart/Meijers/Michaels/Hobby Lobby/online….you will see 

many brands, and many types within those brands.  Here's some help to 

figure out what to purchase.   

Note: This is not an exhaustive list. It is a list of the most cost effective and 

easily found student grade/craft paints on the market, to help you in 

choosing paint for your rain barrel.   

 

Brand/Maker Type Comments 

DecoArt Americana Very good liquid paint, many 
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colors readily available,  

Cost is $1.19-1.39 a bottle (2 oz).   

Purchase: Michaels, Hobby 

Lobby, Meijers &/or online 

Hobby Lobby Anita's Craft Paint 

 

Quality unknown to me, as I have 

never used this paint.  

Cost is about $0.77 a bottle (2 

oz).   

Purchase: Hobby Lobby &/or 

online 

Hobby Lobby Anita's Yard & 

Garden Paint 

 

This is an Outdoor Paint.  Quality 

unknown to me, as I have never 

used this paint.  

Cost is about $1.37 a bottle (2 

oz).   

Purchase: Hobby Lobby &/or 

online  

NOTE:  Outdoor Paints are made 

for outdoor use.  They contain a 

sun block to help hold the colors.  

They are not always easy to find, 

and have very limited colors, but 

would be a good choice for your 

barrel. 

Plaid Apple Barrel 

 

Quality unknown to me, as I have 

never used this paint.  

Cost is about $0.50-0.87 a bottle 

(2 oz).   

Purchase: Walmart &/or online 

Liquitex Basics 

 

Tube paints.  Excellent quality.  

Will cost a bit more than the 

others, colors are limited but mix 

much better than liquid paints. 

Cost is about $4.99  

Purchase: Michaels & Hobby 

Lobby &/or online 

Delta Ceramcoat 

 

Quality unknown to me, as I have 

never used this paint.  

Cost is about $1.37 a bottle (2 

oz).   

Purchase: Michaels &/or online 
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Michaels Craft Smart 

 

Extremely poor quality.  Very 

cheap…mostly water…. Not 

good for this project. 

Cost is $0.79-$1.49 a bottle (2 

oz).   

Purchase: Michaels only 

DecoArt Crafters Acrylics 

 

Quality unknown to me, as I have 

never used this liquid paint.  

Cost is about $0.79 a bottle (2 

oz).   

Purchase: Meijers &/or online 

DecoArt Dazzling Metallics 

 

Good liquid paint, fun to use to 

add some shimmer to your barrel. 

Slightly more expensive than 

typical paint shown here.  

Cost is about $1.99-$2.17 a bottle 

(2 oz).   

Purchase: Michaels, Hobby 

Lobby, Meijer &/or online 

Plaid FolkArt 

 

Very good liquid paint, many 

colors readily available, cost is 

about $1.50 a 2 oz bottle.  

Cost is about $1.37-$1.59 a bottle 

(2 oz).   

Purchase: Michaels, Hobby 

Lobby, Walmart &/or online  

NOTE: FolkArt Paints are 

thicker than most liquid paints.  

Some like that; some like thinner 

paints. 

Plaid FolkArt Outdoor 

 

Very good liquid paint, many 

colors readily available, cost is 

about $1.50 a 2 oz bottle.  

Cost is about $2.49 a bottle (2 

oz).   

Purchase: Michaels, Hobby 

Lobby &/or online  

NOTE:  Outdoor Paints are made 

for outdoor use.  They contain a 

sun block to help hold the colors.  

They are not always easy to find, 

and have very limited colors, but 
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would be a good choice for your 

barrel. 

NOTE: FolkArt Paints are 

thicker than most liquid paints.  

Some like that; some like thinner 

paints. 

Plaid FolkArt Enamals 

 

Good liquid paint for glass 

painting.  Enamels are typically 

used for glass painting and for 

that reason they have excellent 

adhesive qualities.  They do cost 

a bit more.  This paint would be 

good to use, but not really 

necessary.  

Cost is about $1.97-$2.27 a bottle 

(2 oz).   

Purchase: Michaels, Hobby 

Lobby, Walmart &/or online  

NOTE: FolkArt Paints are 

thicker than most liquid paints.  

Some like that; some like thinner 

paints. 

DecoArt Gloss Enamels 

 

Good liquid paint for glass 

painting.  Enamels are typically 

used for glass painting and for 

that reason they have excellent 

adhesive qualities.  They do cost 

a bit more.  This paint would be 

good to use, but not really 

necessary.  

Cost is about $1.99 a bottle (2 

oz).   

Purchase: Michaels, Hobby 

Lobby, Meijer &/or online 

Plaid Martha Stewart 

 

Good paint, very creamy 

consistency for a liquid paint.  

They cost about a dollar more 

than most paint listed here.  

Cost is about $2.29-2.79 a bottle 

(2 oz).   

Purchase: Michaels, Hobby 

Lobby &/or online 

DecoArt Media This is not a good paint for your 

barrel.  Most of the paint shown 



Page 8 of 13 

 

 

here is made with varnish as part 

of the paint.  This paint is purely 

pigment in liquid form…no 

varnish.  Therefore it would not 

be permanent and it never used 

for outdoor purposes….might not 

stick to the barrel.  

Cost is about $??? 

Purchase: online 

DecoArt Americana Multi-

Surface 

 

Excellent liquid paint for this 

project.  Great adhesive qualities. 

Colors are limited, as it is a 

newer type of paint.  Slightly 

more expensive than some of the 

others….about $2.00 a bottle (2 

oz)  

Cost is about $1.39-$1.69 a bottle 

(2 oz).   

Purchase: Michaels, Hobby 

Lobby, Meijer &/or online 

Plaid Patio Paints 

 

Very good liquid paint, many 

colors readily available.  

Cost is about $1.99 a bottle (2 

oz).   

Purchase: Michaels, Hobby 

Lobby &/or online  

NOTE:  Patio Paints are made 

for outdoor use.  They contain a 

sun block to help hold the colors.  

They are not always easy to find, 

and have very limited colors, but 

would be a good choice for your 

barrel. 

DecoArt SoSoft 

 

For Fabric Painting.  

Not what you want to use on a 

barrel. 

Hobby Lobby 

Brand 

Masters Touch Tube paints.  Will cost a bit more 

than the others, colors are limited 

but mix much better than liquid 

paints. 
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Cost is about $3.99 

Purchase: Hobby Lobby only 

 

NOTE:  Liquid/Bottled paints will separate while sitting in the store/your 

studio….ALWAYS shake your paint well before using. 

 

9.  PAINTING TIPS!  Keep your brushes damp - never wet. (place a small piece of sponge in a 

lid, fill the lid about 1/2 way up the sponge, periodically touch your 

brush to the sponge, then load the paint to the brush, then paint) 

 Paint your background before you draw/transfer your design to the barrel. 

 Good News/Bad News:  Acrylic paint will liquefy with the use of 

Alcohol.   

Therefore, if you use Hand Sanitizer, be sure your hands are dry before 

touching anything painted, or varnished, with Acrylics. 

Now for the Good News!  It will clean brushes, and the occasional 'oops' 

from clothes/carpets/etc.  Even if the paint has dried, the alcohol will 

soften, loosen, and liquefy the paint, so it can be removed. 

TIP: If you are cleaning up an 'oops': Scrape the paint off ASAP, apply 

the Alcohol, or Hand Sanitizer, let it sit, pat with a WHITE Paper Towel 

(Note:  if you use one with designs, the ink will transfer and could stain) 

then clean with soap/water. 

TIP:  If you are cleaning a brush:  Place the Alcohol/Hand Sanitizer in a 

shallow container (dish, small lid…) and hold your brush so it rests its 

side into the Alcohol/Hand Sanitizer, gently pat up and down as the 

Alcohol/Hand Sanitizer penetrates the bristles, the paint will work its 

way out of the brush.  After no more paint surfaces through the bristles, 

swish the brush in water, and dry.  Note:  If your brush has dry paint in it, 

this will still work, just take longer.  DO NOT soak the brush for any 

extended length of time in either Alcohol/Hand Sanitizer!  That WILL 

loosen the glue that holds the bristles and you might end up with a handle 

rather than a brush. 

 Layer your paint with varnish.  This layering process will give your 

barrel a lot of protection, as well as help to correct, repaint (art has no 

mistakes!) anything that you would like to change without picking up the 

previous paint. 

Example of layering: 

 Paint the background 

o Allow it to dry 

o Lightly 'sand' with the scrubby side of your kitchen sponge 

 Apply a layer of Varnish 

o Allow to dry 
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o Lightly 'sand' with the scrubby side of your kitchen sponge 

 Draw/transfer your design 

 Base coat the design 

o Allow it to dry 

o Lightly 'sand' with the scrubby side of your kitchen sponge 

 Apply a layer of Varnish 

o Allow to dry 

 Begin your shading/highlighting process 

o Allow it to dry 

o Lightly 'sand' with the scrubby side of your kitchen sponge 

 Apply a layer of Varnish 

o Allow to dry 

 Continue in this fashion until all painting is finished. 

o Allow it to dry 

o Lightly 'sand' with the scrubby side of your kitchen sponge 

 Apply a layer of Varnish 

o Allow to dry 

o Lightly 'sand' with the scrubby side of your kitchen sponge 

 Apply a layer of Varnish 

o Allow to dry 

o Lightly 'sand' with the scrubby side of your kitchen sponge 

 Apply a layer of Varnish 

o Allow to dry 

o Lightly 'sand' with the scrubby side of your kitchen sponge 

 Apply a layer of Varnish 

o Allow to dry 

o Lightly 'sand' with the scrubby side of your kitchen sponge 

 

10.  Varnishing Tips: Just like the paint, there are many types of Varnish. 

Remember that your barrel will be outside and the type of varnish and how it 

is applied will make a difference in the overall look and durability of your 

barrel. 

 Varnish typically found in hardware stores can be a good choice IF 

they are for outdoor use.  However, they are thick, and can be 

difficult to apply.  Will take some time to not only dry, but cure.  And 

clean-up can be a bit difficult. 

If you choose to use this type of varnish.  MinWax has an 

excellent varnish for outdoors.  Helmsman was actually made 

to use on boats!  It has sun protection, protects against water 

and temperature changes. 

NOTE:  This is product: 

 Is NOT a water based product. 

 Will not work in the layering process, but would be excellent 

as a finish coat 

 It is combustible and has hazardous vapors.  Must be used 

with good ventilation! 

 Clean up is with mineral spirits 
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 Recommended:  A good alternative to the hardware store type 

varnish, is the Art/Craft Varnishes.  Indoor/Outdoor Varnish is 

available….Check the labels! 

The Brush-on/Bottled Varnishes are water based; non-toxic; can be 

used anywhere; low odor; and great for the layering process. 

The Spray Varnishes need proper ventilation and you should protect 

your lungs and eyes by wearing a mask & protective glasses. 

TIP:  When using these Brush-on/Bottled Varnishes, DO NOT SHAKE 

THEM.  Lay them on their side and roll the bottle back and forth a bit.  If you 

shake them, the shaking will produce bubbles, which will transfer to your 

project. 

TIP:  If you layer paint & varnish as described above, it helps to use a 

SATIN Finish Varnish.  If you use a Gloss Varnish, you will need to do more 

sanding to enable the finish to have a 'tooth' to hold the paint. 

If you like the look of a gloss finish, you can use it on your 

final/finish varnishing layer. 

TIP:  If you don't want brush strokes in your varnish….don't use a brush to 

apply it.  Using an synthetic sponge will not only give you a smooth finish, 

but a thin application which is great for the layering process. 

 The Art/Craft Stores have a very inexpensive sponge that is great for 

applying paint & varnishes.   

 It is a small round, yellow, synthetic sponge that costs about $1.00 or 

less. 

 Soak the sponge in water  

o If you are a neat-nick plastic/vinyl/disposable gloves are nice 

to use when varnishing in this way….keeps your hands 

cleaner. 

 Squeeze all of the water out of it (you don't want to get a lot of water 

in your varnish….that would not only compromise the adhesion, but 

also could cloud the varnish, leaving a white finish) 

 Put some varnish on the sponge 

 Wipe it on the barrel 

 Reapply varnish as needed to the sponge. 

 When finished, rinse the sponge well, while squeezing, under running 

water. 

The most radially available locally and online are: 

Delta Interior/Exterior Delta Ceramcoat 

Varnishes are specially 

formulated to help 

preserve and enhance 

your paint projects. Our 

variety of formulas 

ensures a sturdy finish, 

whether your project was 
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painted on wood, paper 

mache, poster board, 

plaster, terracotta, canvas 

and much more. 

Comes in an 8 oz bottle  

Cost is about $10.99-

$11.49 

Purchase: Michaels & 

Hobby Lobby & online 

Remember Michaels & 

Hobby Lobby have 40% 

off coupons in the 

newspaper. 

Delta Interior/Exterior 

 

Folk Art Varnishes 

Create the deep rich look 

of professional finishes 

instantly with FolkArt ® 

Lacquer Finishes. These 

finishes create a smooth, 

durable, non-yellowing 

finish - the perfect final 

touch for your next 

project. This product 

may not be purchased by 

those under 18 years of 

age. 

Comes in an 8 oz bottle  

Cost is about $??? 

Purchase: online 

Remember Michaels & 

Hobby Lobby have 40% 

off coupons in the 

newspaper. 

DecoArt DuraClear  

 

Comes in an 8 oz bottle  

Brush-on polyurethane, 

non-yellowing varnishes 

that form a tough, 

flexible, clear finish that 

dries quickly. Can be 

used on most hard craft 

surfaces, both interior 

and exterior. Additional 

varnish finishes 

available: satin, gloss, 
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high gloss, matte, and 

soft touch finishes. 

Cost is about $7.49-7-99 

Purchase: Michaels & 

Hobby Lobby & online 

Remember Michaels & 

Hobby Lobby have 40% 

off coupons in the 

newspaper. 

DecoArt Multi-Purpose Sealer 

 

This can be used for the 

'layering process', but 

THIS IS NOT A 

VARNISH. 

Comes in an 8 oz bottle 

Cost is about $5.50-

$7.50 

Purchase: Michaels & 

Hobby Lobby & online 

Remember Michaels & 

Hobby Lobby have 40% 

off coupons in the 

newspaper. 

DecoArt Spray Varnishes - 

Americana 

 

Use in a well-ventilated 

area keeping away 

from heat, sparks, and 

open flames.  

Cost is about $7.49 

Purchase: Michaels & 

Hobby Lobby & online 

Remember Michaels & 

Hobby Lobby have 40% 

off coupons in the 

newspaper. 

 

 

 


