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KAYAK MAINTENANCE  

A QUICK GUIDE OF WHAT YOU SHOULD BE KEEPING AN EYE ON.  

Times are pretty crazy and people are looking for jobs to do around the 

house so I thought a quick guide to kayak maintenance might fill in an 

afternoon and help you get your kayak in ship shape. There’s a lot of small 

issues that often go unnoticed (or ignored) in our yaks and they tend to 

have a nasty habit of becoming a big issue when you’re in the middle of a 

rapid or a dodgy piece of water. I’ve raced with only one footpeg on 

numerous occasions and I had the unfortunate experience of breaking a 

rudder cable while crossing Cook Strait…so I’m well versed in cockups. 

Some easy maintenance should help prevent these issues from happening 

so let’s dive into it.  

 

 



SEAT 
a. Check how the seat is secured and how 

it’s sitting in the kayak. It should be 

sitting square and it should be secured 

tightly.  

b. If the seat is moving independently from 

the kayak, take it out and re-glue the 

foam supports. No More Nails is a good 

glue for this and many people will have a 

tube somewhere in the shed. Do not 

fibreglass the seat in as it needs some 

flex when you’re going down rapids. 

c. If the bolts are rusted in place this isn’t 

ideal so I suggest cutting them out with a 

grinder and replacing with 316 stainless 

steel nuts and bolts 

d. If the seat is sitting hard on the hull, this 

is a bad thing as it’s likely to have worn 

into the hull and could be very close to 

wearing through – this is quite common 

in JKK Kayaks. If this is the case, remove it 

and check the condition of the hull. If it’s 

all good, glue some padding in between it 

and the hull (10mm camping bedroll is 

ideal). If there’s a wear patch you’ll need 

to do some work with resin and fibreglass 

to beef it up before you put the seat back 

in. See someone like me if you’re not up to this.    

e. Clean the seat if 

necessary – many 

older seats have 

patches of glue and 

foam where bits of 

padding were once 

stuck. In a 

multisport kayak 

you want a clean 

seat to allow your 

bum to slide when 

you’re getting body 

rotation in your 

paddle stroke.  

 

 



RUDDER PEDALS 
a. Remove, clean, and inspect operation. The locking 

pin (which holds it in place on the rail) should move 

freely in and out. Sand and mud often get stuck 

around it so if it doesn’t operate properly, flush 

with water and spray some CRC on it.  

b. Check the bungees behind the toe tabs. These help 

to pull the pedal in place and often wear out. 

Replace if necessary.  

c. Check the connection with the rudder cables. If it’s 

frayed or worn, cut it off and reattach.  

 

 

RUDDER CABLES 
a. Check for fraying, chafe and knots.  

b. Check the adjusting buckles. If you have a bunch of 

half hitches or tape holding everything in place, 

now’s the time to sort that all out.  

c. If anything looks even slightly dodgy, I suggest 

replacing both of the rudder cables. Dodgy cables are the biggest cause of race failures so having brand 

new cables provides peace of mind.  

 

RUDDER 
a. Check mounting bolts (where the kayak bolts to the rudder). If these are loose, corroded, or slightly 

dodgy, tighten or replace them. Replacing bolts can often turn into a big job so get in touch with 

someone like me if you’re unsure of what needs to be done.  

b. Check the rudder blade – if it’s bent, remove and straighten it in a vice.  

c. Check the spring or retaining bungee. The rudder should fling down tightly and not flop around if it’s 

working correctly. If needed, replace the spring or bungee. Ruahine has replacement springs in stock for 

Kengineering rudders so get in touch if you need one.  

d. Check the rudder cable attachment points. If you have spectra rudder cables, it’s common for these to 

wear through at the point that they’re attached to the kayak. If you have stainless steel cables, check for 

corrosion at the point the cables exit from the crimps.  

 

 

 

 

 



FOAM SUPPORTS AND AIRBAGS.  
a. Check supports are 

secured to the hull.  

b. If the supports are loose 

or have come out of 

place, glue them back in 

with No More Nails and 

some foam support 

blocks. 

c. Check airbags are both 

inflated. If they blow up, 

then deflate over 24 

hours, you have a leak. 

You can identify leaks by 

blowing them up and 

submerging in water – air 

bubbles will indicate the 

hole. A quick repair can 

be done with a bike 

repair kit or consider 

replacing if they’re 

looking old and dodgy.  

 

HANDLES, DECK LINES AND 
HATCHES. 

a. Check the handle is 

attached securely and is 

not worn. Remember 

that this handle is what a 

rescuer will attach to and 

if your kayak is full of 

water it may have 100+kg 

of force on it. If it looks 

dodgy, replace it.  

b. Check all other deck 

attachments – they 

should be secure and 

operate normally e.g. if 

you can’t unscrew the 

rear hatch, something is 

not normal.  

 



DECK 
a. Inspect for any damage – check for cracks or soft spots. Around the cockpit is a common area for cracks.  

b. Star cracks in the gelcoat are 

nothing to be worried about. This is 

the gelcoat doing its job and 

breaking before the laminate does.  

c. Scuffing of the gelcoat near your 

toes is normal. This is caused by 

paddle strike and can be buffed 

out.  

d. Chips out of the gelcoat are a 

problem, especially if you can see 

the fibres of the laminate. Do a 

gelcoat repair if you know how, or 

cover with duct tape and bring into someone like me.  

e. If you find any cracks or soft spots you will need to do some fibre glassing work to repair.  

f. If you don’t have time to get cracks or chips properly repaired, a quick fix is to drop in blobs of 5-minute 

Araldite along the crack line. Obviously not an ideal repair but it stops moisture getting into the 

laminate.  

g. Cut and polish the whole deck to make it look good. Most people will have some products that they use 

on their car and these are great for the yak, especially if you have a buffer. If you don’t have a buffer, a 

clean rag and a bit of elbow grease will have it looking great in no time.   

 

HULL 
a. Inspect for damage. The nose, tail, and 

under the seat are the most common 

areas for damage. You will have to do 

some proper repairs if you find anything 

serious.  

b. If you have chips out of the gelcoat in the 

nose, sanding it smooth will make it way 

more efficient and will stop it picking up 

annoying bits of weed.     

c. If you’ve noticed that your kayak leaks, 

put it outside on a piece of dry concrete, 

then fill it with water from a hose. Wet 

patches on the concrete indicate leaks. 

Mark these with a crayon (it won’t rub off 

when wet), and repair once dry.  

d. A common place for leaks is the bolt holes 

for the rudder pedals as they take a lot of pressure and overtime the movement or the rudder will wear 

the holes out bigger. To plug the gap, remove the bolts and wrap them with plumber’s sealant tape, 

then screw back in. Alternatively, cover the bolt heads in silicone.   

e. If you want your kayak to be as fast as possible, sand the entire hull lightly with 800 grit sandpaper. The 

micro scratches that you leave help to break surface tension with the water (just like shark skin) and will 

help you go faster. The downside is the hull won’t look so pretty so not recommended if your kayak is 

new.  



 

 

Phew, well that’s a lot to get through but it’s well worth doing when you’ve got some spare time. Some of the jobs I 

mentioned might take parts or skills that you don’t have, but identifying them now and finding someone who can 

help you will help you to get race ready for the future. Please feel free to contact me at any stage if you have 

questions as I’m only too happy to help out.  

 

Tim Taylor – Owner of Ruahine Kayaks 

ph) 027 668 9904 

rauhinekayaks.co.nz  

info@ruahinekayaks.co.nz 

 


