
At first glance, the numbers were hard to digest: 800 sets of 
foam applied to over 100 tanks at multiple job sites. The 
figures even surprised the man who led the project.

“When I was looking at the square footage on that project, and 
the amount of material, it was very insane, let’s put it that way,” 
said Roberto Hulsey, owner of Hulsey Contracting Inc. (HCI).

Hulsey and his company were faced with the daunting task of 
insulating numerous newly installed wine tanks. The new tanks 
were part of a major expansion project for a West Coast winery.
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unique spf applications

The West Coast is one of the largest 
wine-growing regions in the world, and 
produces over 90% of U.S. wine. The region’s 
prodigious production has contributed to 
the steady increase of U.S. wine production, 
despite the fact that Europe, which produces 
most of the world’s wine, hit a 30-plus-
year slump in 2012. With the West Coast 
leading the U.S. wine surge, it’s no surprise 
that the winery’s extensive expansion has 
taken place despite the seemingly perpetual 
economic recovery.

A Comprehensive Solution

Hulsey is no stranger to insulating wine tanks 
on the West Coast. After entering the industry in 
the late-1980’s, Hulsey co-founded a contracting 
company and then sold it a few years ago before 
starting HCI in 2011. In addition to specializing 
in wine tank insulation, HCI provides spray 
foam roofing systems and commercial painting 
solutions.
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Hulsey worked with numerous winemakers 
over the years, but when it came time for 
HCI’s most recent major project, it was 
his focus on providing a comprehensive 
solution–in conjunction with General 
Coatings Manufacturing Corp. (GCMC)–that 
set HCI apart from the other contracting 
companies. In addition to offering years of 
experience and a quality application, HCI 
could deliver tanks that came with a 10-
year warranty for a robust GCMC system 

made from a combination of spray foam 
and polyurea. 

The strategy of offering quality, long-term 
solutions has served HCI well in the past, 
and work they did in the 1990’s is still 
performing well.

“There are tanks that I did 10 to 20 years 
ago that are still white and standing in 
very good condition,” said Hulsey. “I’ve 

There are tanks that I did 
10 to 20 years ago that are 
still white and standing in 

very good condition.”
“
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already gone and checked them myself…
the whole system is still strong.”

HCI won the bid, but encountered its first 
obstacle when the start date was pushed 
back. When it finally was time to start 
the tank applications, HCI came across 
perhaps the biggest challenge of the 
project: logistics and organization. 

“We planned this project a year before 
we started, to the point where we have a 
diesel and foam mechanic on site, with a 
mechanic shop,” said Hulsey.

HCI’s operation involved 45 
crewmembers for the duration of the 
project. (Hulsey mentioned the company 

was running crews on four other job sites 
as well.) The on-site mechanic actually 
runs between job sites for the wine tanks 
project, depending on what, if anything, 
is in need of repair or tuning.

Prepping for Success

The scope of work was prodigious, 
to say the least: the total spray area 
totaled well over 700,000 sq. ft., with 
tank capacities ranging from just under 
40,000 gallons, to nearly two-thirds of a 
million gallons.

“They’re all different capacities, but they 
are the same height,” Hulsey said of the 
tanks on both job sites. “They’re about 40 
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HCI has completed 
numerous wine tank 
insulation projects, 
typically in California’s 
Central Valley, over the 
past two-plus decades
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feet from the pedestal, and the 
pedestals are 2 or 3 feet high.”

Prep work was a highly 
concentrated initiative for the 
project, and most of the effort 
was focused on overspray 
protection, as SPF particulates 
couldn’t come in contact with existing 
tanks, new pipelines, or areas outside where 
the tanks were located (i.e. sensitive grape 
vineyards or vehicles). Hulsey estimated 
that the masking crew alone was 15-strong 
at one point. Even the new tanks had to be 
protected from the foam they were being 
insulated with.

“The inside of the tanks had to be very 
well-protected,” said Hulsey. “We needed to 
make sure the main holes and penetrations 
were well-covered.”

HCI set up overspray protection in clusters 
of four tanks at a time. Each tank was 

Left: scaffolding being installed 
on a four-tank cluster; Right: six-
tiered scaffolding was needed to 
spray the sidewalls of the newly 
installed tanks

surrounded with six-tiered scaffolding, and 
the four-tank cluster was then encapsulated 
with netting that extended about six feet 
above the tanks to account for overspray 
produced when the tops were sprayed. All 
crewmembers working on the scaffolding and 
the tops of the tanks were outfitted with fall 
protection harnesses.

After the scaffolding and overspray 
protection were installed, the stainless steel 
substrates of the tanks were prepped with 
DTM Wash Primer, made by Sherwin Williams, 
to promote better adhesion for the foam.

(cont’d on the next page)
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Installing a Lasting System

Regardless of capacity, four inches of GCMC 
UltraThane 230 were applied to the sidewalls 
of the tanks, from the top of the pedestals 
to the crowns, where the sidewalls meet the 
tops. When it came to the tanks’ tops, the foam 
thickness varied greatly. For the smaller tanks, 
foam was sprayed to a depth of seven inches. 
The tops of mid-sized tanks were applied with 
10-12 inches of foam, while the largest tanks 
received up to 14 inches of foam. Applicators’ 
personal protective equipment (PPE) consisted 
of complete body coverage and full-face 
respirators.

The profile of the foam was an important 
aspect of the SPF application. The HCI crew 
used circular grinders and foam planers to 
level out the surface of the foam. A particularly 
labor-intensive aspect of smoothing out the 
foam surface was the crown, which essentially 
had to be hand-shaped to match the curve of 
the underlying tank surface.

After a tank was smoothed and shaped, HCI 
had to work quickly to start the coating 
process, which needed to be completed either 
on the same day, or within 24 hours if the tank 
was draped. The general configuration of the 
coatings involved a basecoat of polyurea and 
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Clockwise From Top Left: fully 
encapsulated tanks; a foam 
applicator spraying behind 

netting; foam being trimmed 
to the right profile; smooth 

foam visible behind an 
extensive scaffolding setup
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a finishing coat of aliphatic urethane. The 
polyurea, GCMC Ultra-Tuff 2400, was applied 
at 30 mils, except for the bottom six feet of 
tanks, which received an additional 10 mils 
to function as a kind of wainscot. Hulsey 
explained the thicker wainscot was to guard 
against damage as a result of equipment, 
whereas the thinner application of polyurea 
was sufficient to guard against birds, which 
like to nest on the tanks and peck at the 
foam. The topcoat, GCMC Ultra-Shield 3300 
in a customer-requested shade of white, 
was applied at a uniform 15 dry mils. The 
final touch on a given tank was sealing any 
and all protrusions with Sikaflex urethane 
caulking.

The foam and coatings applications 
required extensive equipment to complete, 
given the scope of the project. The HCI 
crew used 12 proportioners to apply the 
SPF and polyurea, as well as 10 Graco 
Extreme sprayers for the topcoat. Some of 
the proportioners were actually custom 
machines, built in-house by HCI, including 
a Graco 400 that was modified from analog 
to digital, and two hydraulic machines that 
have custom pumps and heated tanks. Two 
of the high-production rigs HCI used on the 
largest tanks each have two proportioners 
and can hold seven sets of material. 
Auxiliary equipment included mobile 
generators, air compressors, and boom lifts.
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Top: applicators coat the 
foam on top of a cluster of 
tanks; Bottom: the netting 

had to extend well above the 
tops of the tanks to mitigate 

overspray damage.

The End in Sight

As the tanks were completed one 
by one, the HCI crew honed the 
application process, being able to 
complete one tank per day. The 
improvement in efficiency was a 
factor of both pure repetition and 
the similarities between the tanks.

“Every single wine tank has the same 
details,” explained Hulsey. “The same holes, 
the same penetrations, the same valves, 
regardless of the size.”

(cont’d on the next page)
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Left: final 
preparations are 
made on a newly 
installed tank; Inset: newly 
installed tanks standing next to 
newly insulated tanks; Right: the 
vast scope of the project can be 
grasped with the sight of just a 
single row of wine tanks

Picking up the pace wasn’t so much a bonus 
as it was a necessary factor of the overall 
project. Essentially, HCI had to keep pace with 
the tank builders because of the plumbers, 
electricians, and other trades that could only 
do their work once the tanks were insulated 
and sealed.

“There are about four or five trades waiting 
for me to finish,” Hulsey explained. “All of 
the trades depend on how fast the foam 
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applicators deliver the tanks…
as soon as I deliver it to them, 
the customer is happy.”

Indeed, the winery has been 
pleased with the tanks that have 

been completed thus far (HCI 
has only a few of the larger tanks 

to finish, as of writing). Reflecting on 
the experience so far, Hulsey said a focus 
on the customer is key to successfully 
completing these large projects. 

(cont’d on the next page)
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He summed everything up by saying, 
“I want to make sure whatever they’re 
paying for is there.”

For more information about HCI, visit 
www.hulseycontracting.net. For more 
information about General Coatings, 
visit www.generalcoatings.net.  

unique spf applications
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Background: smaller wine tanks, 
with vineyards visible in the 
background; Below: the HCI 
crew from the larger job site
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