Decal watchlist.

Terry Miesle

Surface preparation.

The surface MUST be clean and glossy.  The glossier the better.  Future acrylic is good, so are lacquers.  Be aware that you can damage acrylic paints with a lacquer topcoat, so use light mists to build up the surface if you try this.  Any clearcoat should have at least a day or two to fully cure before you apply the decals.

Decal preparation.

Decals should be trimmed of excess carrier film.  If the decal is produced by a major manufacturer, you’ll see the excess film.  Trim as close to the color as possible.

If the decals are produced by a garage manufacturer, they will benefit from additional decal film.  Microscale makes a liquid decal film, which can be hand-brushed or airbrushed over the decals.  This will help protect the printing, and will help avoid cracking and can aid settling.  Trimming these decals, often produced with an wax-based jet printer like an ALPS, is trickier.  You don’t really want to disturb the color.  Be careful.  

If you have decals printed with an inkjet on the special inkjet paper, make sure you coat them well with the liquid decal film AND make sure you leave some excess carrier film around the color, or you could find the pigment will run when immersed.

Water

Use clean, room temperature water.  It doesn’t need to be hot.  Many modern decals only require a dip in the water and removal to a paper towel.  Some older styles will need to stay immersed for a longer time.  If the decal doesn’t slide freely from the paper, allow more time to sit, or re-dip the decal.  Don’t push too hard, or you will tear the decal.
Decal application.

Several options are available.

The key to any of these methods is to make the film disappear when your model is complete.  This means all air must be removed, as this is what causes silvering.
Decals have an adhesive on the reverse side.  You can use the decal as it is, place it on the model and use some decal setting solution to aid settling.  Most of the time, this works just fine.  There are times where you’ll want another option.  Not all adhesives dry completely clear, and you will not know this until you use the particular product.  

If the decal is being placed on an area with no surface detail, the decal adhesive can be removed while in the water.  Simply flip the decal and brush it gently to remove the adhesive.  You’ll need something to adhere it firmly to the model.  I’ve  had good luck using Future under the decal.  I’ve also learned of using diluted white glue.  Both of these methods aim to have a media under the decal which dries clear, and prevents air from being trapped.

Decal setting.

There are two general categories of setting solutions.  The first is usually dilute vinegar and/or other solvents and detergents.   These are marketed under the brand names like Microset.  They’re mild, and will help your decal conform to most surface details.  

Place a drop of setting solution where the decal will be applied, place the decal and remove excess fluid with a cotton swab or lint-free paper towel rolled into a stick shape.  Then brush over the decal, after which the decal will soften slightly.  You can use a soft brush moistened in setting solution to manipulate the decal so it conforms perfectly.  The decal may slightly wrinkle during this process, particularly around the edges.  These wrinkles should disappear as the film dries.  If not, the decal can be remoistened with setting solution, and the wrinkles brushed away.  These mild setting solutions may require several applications.  They can be re-applied as many times as you want.

The second type of solution is a solvent designed to actually attack the carrier film.  These are meant only for use on a decal which must conform over a very irregular surface, or around complex curves and angles.  These are marketed with names like Solvaset, and Microsol.  They are much trickier to use.  Once applied, DO NOT touch the decal, you can easily destroy it.  You may need to re-apply after the decal has dried.  The decal will also very likely wrinkle substantially during this process.  Don’t panic, as the solvent evaporates, those wrinkles will disappear.  This may also damage ALPS-printed decals, you should test the product on decals you won’t need to use on your model.

If there are small air bubbles under the decal at this point, use a sharp knife or needle to prick a small hole for air removal.  Sometimes you will need to do this near very severe details.

Cleaning.

I’ve found it very useful to clean the decals and surrounding areas after the decals have dried.  Sometimes excess adhesive remains, which could be visible later.  A clean, moistened, paper towel will suffice.  Allow the decals to dry after doing this.

Gloss coat again.
Seal the decal with the same clear gloss coat under the decals.  If it’s a small decal, a small amount of Future can be brushed over it.  Otherwise, another coat or two of your glosscoat will do.  The idea here is to make the decal have the exact same sheen as the area surrounding it.  That way it will have the exact same dullcoat later on, allowing it to look like it’s been on the surface since it was painted.  This will help the decal film disappear, and should seep under the decal edges.

Dullcoat, if required.

This will be the moment of truth.  If you’ve done a good job, you will not even see film surrounding the decal.  If not, it’s very hard (if not impossible) to repair.

