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REFINISHING TUB ENCLOSURE MAY COST AS MUCH AS REPLACING IT
Dear Mr. HandyPerson: I read your recent column on fiberglass showers and hope you can address a problem I have with mine. My home is 25 years old, with the basic 5-by-7-foot bathroom. The fiberglass, one-piece shower/tub enclosure is not of the highest quality. Now it has developed pits, and I am concerned about possible leakage into the ceiling of the room below. 

I have a bid from a contractor to replace it. The cost was astronomical, and it could not be replaced with a similar unit because of the small size of the room. 

Is there any way to "patch" these holes that is both efficient and cosmetically acceptable? And how do I find someone to do it? -- Florence, Freeland, Wash. 

Dear Florence: Mr. HandyPerson thinks there may be a good chance the shower/tub unit can be professionally refinished with good results. Refinishers will use an epoxy-based filler for pits and deep scratches, and will then coat the entire unit with a new surface in a color (or colors) of your choice. Check in the yellow pages under "Tub and Tile Refinishing" to find local contractors. (One company, Miracle Method, has franchises in many parts of the country, and they have a good warranty on their work.) Whoever you call, ask for customer references when they give you an estimate, ask to see their warranty, and check their rating with the local Better Business Bureau. 

Mr. HP has gotten occasional complaints over the years about botched refinishing jobs where the contractor would not return to fix the problem or simply went out of business or left town. Most tub and tile refinishers are reputable and value their customers, but a few here and there have made a lot of people unhappy. Mr. HP wants to make sure you do not become another unhappy customer. 

Also, just to prepare you, there may be some potentially bad news with this problem. There is a chance that the shower/tub unit is so badly deteriorated that the labor and repairs necessary for refinishing will either be nearly as expensive as replacing the entire thing, or it might be too damaged to be refinished at all. You will have no way of knowing this until you have gotten estimates and opinions from one or two refinishers. 

If the unit cannot be refinished, then Mr. HP would suggest you get a few more estimates from some local bathroom remodeling contractors. Estimates for the same project can sometimes vary dramatically among different contractors. But, just as with refinishing companies, check customer references and BBB listings for any bathroom remodeling contractor before signing anything. Sometimes the lowest bid is not the wisest choice, and steer clear of any contractor who declines to give you a few satisfied local customer references. 



Dear Mr. HandyPerson: I have a laminated countertop that is cracking, and I don't have the money to replace it. Any suggestions? -- Lillian, Kingsford, Mich. 

Dear Lillian: Mr. HP knows of no simple or satisfactory fix for cracks in laminated countertops. His suggestion is one he has employed himself in his own kitchen with its 35-year-old, slightly damaged laminated countertops (scorched in one place and badly scratched nearby): Put a large, attractive cutting board over the damaged area while you save up to get the counter replaced or resurfaced with new laminate. 

Mr. HP has gotten so used to the cutting board that he may never actually get around to repairing the countertop. It's gradually moved to last on his very lengthy "To Do" list. The top of the list is things that need to be done today; the bottom is for things to do if he lives long enough. 
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