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ABOUT THE E-BOOK

By reading this book you will learn how to smoke your tail lights. Smoked or tinted tail 

lights have became popular, as it gives the car or pickup a cool effect.  There are several 

ways to achieve this effect, but we are going to show you a way that outperforms any 

other method and at a fraction of  the cost.

You can buy tinted aftermarket tail lights, but there are two problems with this 

method.  One they are very expensive and the second is that sometimes they do not fit the 

vehicle as well as the original factory tail lights do.  We are going to use the same OEM 

lenses that are already on the car, which is always going to provide a best fit possible.  

Besides being expensive, most aftermarket parts are a lower quality than the OEM parts.

The method that I am going to teach you is not a tint that may later change colors or 

peel.  The method that I am going to teach is the way that I have taught my students. We 

have used this method on many tail lights with outstanding results.

I also provided a tutorial on color sanding and buffing. The tutorial was written for 

buffing paint, but the same steps can be applied to the tail lights.

Before attempting this, you will need to check with your state and local laws regarding 

smoked or tinted tail lights.  Also note, the paint materials used in this tutorial are 

automotive grade materials.  This will achieve superior and lasting results, but is a 

permanent method.  Reversing the smoked effect would be very difficult, if  not impossible 

to achieve.



TOC

HOW TO SMOKE OR TINT YOUR TAIL LIGHTS

Remove Interior Trim (if applies)

Bagging Process

Remove Tail Lights

Third Light

Preparing The Lenses

Wash

Mask

Sand

Scuff

Rewash, Rinse and Dry

Secure Tail Lights On Stand or Table

Tack Of Lenses

Spray Plastic Adhesion Promoter

Mixing The Tinted Clear

Spray Tail Lights

Let Down Tail Light

Reinstall Taillights

What If I Cannot Figure Out How To Remove Tail Lights?

Where Do I Get The Plastic

What If Dirt Gets In The Clear When I Am Spraying

RESOURCES:



Buffing and Polishing

Leveling

3M System

Wet Sanding

Razor Blade

Nib Block

Buffing

Caution

Videos

About The Author



 

HOW TO SMOKE OR TINT YOUR TAIL LIGHTS
 

Watch Video Demonstration Is Provided Below

Remove Interior Trim (if applies)
The first thing that you want to do is to remove the tail lights from the vehicle.  This is 

not a very hard task, but certain steps must be taken to insure it is done properly.  All cars 

vary, but on most vehicles, the trim in the trunk area will need to be removed.  This 

usually only consists of  a few screws and clips.  Be careful taking the trim out, as you do 

not want to fold or crease it while removing.  To do this step, you will need a regular and 

phillips screwdriver and a trim removal tool.  Some cars may require other basic tools, but 

the screw driver and trim tool usually is enough.  Care must be take removing plastic clips 

and they break easy.  This is where trim removal tool comes in handy.  If  clips are broken, 

you will go to the parts store to buy to clips to replace the broken clips.

Bagging Process

Another tip that I can give you on any size of  job is to bag the hardware.  This may 

seem unnecessary for such a small job as tail lights, but accidentally kicking a screw and 



loosing it is something that can happen, if  not bagged.  One screw or clip can cause you a 

lot of  time searching for it and maybe even a trip to the auto parts store to buy a new one.  

This may even take several trips if  one store does not stock the certain bolt or clip that 

you are looking for.  Therefore, take just a minute to place the hardware in a baggy.  You 

may even want to have one for the left side and one for the right side and label each bag 

to prevent confusion when putting the tail lights back on.  This does not take long, but 

simplifies the process, when it is time to put the tail lights back onto the car or pickup.

Remove Tail Lights

After the trim pieces covering the tail lights have been removed, you should have 

access to the backside of  the panel that the tail lights are mounted to.  If  you are working 

on a pickup, you can skip this part.  However, as in the video, we did have to loosen the 

bed liner to gain access.

Using a socket set with the correct socket size remove the bolts that are securing the 

tail lights in.  As always, there are various ways that the tail light may be attached.  This is  

where you may just have to examine the parts and determine the best way to remove 

them.  Once the light assembly is loose, you will need to unplug or remove lights from the 

tail light assembly.  Care should be taken not to damage the bulbs during the removal 

process.

Third Light

If  you have a third tail light, you may consider smoking it as well.  I think it looks out 

of  place if  the third light is not tinted, but I have had students and customers prefer it 

done that way.  So this will be a preference if  you or your customer wants the third tail 

light tinted or not.



Preparing The Lenses

Wash

It is important to remove all the contaminants before starting the tinting process.  You 

can do this by washing with soap and water.  Use a dish soap without hand treatment to 

keep hands soft use a car soap that does not have any waxes in them.     After washed 

thoroughly rinse and dry with compressed air.  Also, be sure to cover the openings with 

some masking tape to prevent water form getting into the taillight. 

Mask

Some tail lights have chrome around them or areas that you do not want to have 

sprayed.  Therefore, go ahead and mask those areas at this time. The reason that you 

want to do this now is to prevent scratching these areas when sanding.

Sand

Sand the tail lights with 800 - 1200 grit sandpaper.  This is to create mechanical 

adhesion for the clear coat to bite to.  Be sure to sand edges good, as this is where peeling 

could occur if  the clear coat does not adhere properly.

Scuff

You a gray or yellowish fine (Do Not Use Red) scotch-brite scuff  pad to scuff  the parts 

to assure everything is scuffed well.  A scotch-brite scuff  pad can get to places that 

sandpaper can’t reach too good.



Rewash, Rinse and Dry

Now that the tail lights are sanded and scuffed, you can wash them again to assure 

they are completely clean.  Do not use any type of  solvent cleaner on plastic such as wax 

and grease remover.  This can result in problems when clearing.  Once washed, blow 

them dry with compressed air.  Water will hide in crevasses so be sure all traces of  water is 

remove.  I have seen water pop out when clear coating from the air pressure from the 

spray gun, which will show up in the finished product.

Secure Tail Lights On Stand or Table

The lights are washed and dry, now we can begin to spray them.  Place them in a 

clean area like a paint booth to spray them at.  To keep the dust down, it may be a good 

idea to wet the floor around the spray area.  You will need to place them on a stand that 

will hold them without moving around.  Hanging parts are hard to spray as they move 

from the air pressure.  For tail lights, a table works well, as you are only spraying the front 

side.  This will allow you to lay them down on the table.     Be sure to set them too close 

together. This will make it difficult to spray around the edges.  A video with spraying tips 

is below in the resources.

Tack Of Lenses

Before you mix your tinted clear, wipe the tail lights off  with a tack cloth to assure that 

all lint and dirt are off. Do not use wax and grease remover on plastic, as you would a 

painted surface.

Spray Plastic Adhesion Promoter

Next, spray the tail lights with a light even coat of  adhesion promotor for plastic.  It is 

important not to spray this too thick and you must wait at least 5 minutes.  However, if  

you wait longer than 24 hours you must reapply the adhesion promotor before spraying 

the clear coat.

Mixing The Tinted Clear

This is a process of  mixing a black base coat and clear coat together.  Be certain to 

check with your paint supplier to make sure this will be compatible with each other.  I use 

PPG and ShopLine and I know these two brands work fine.  I will give you the product 



information below in the resources.  Mix clear coat and catalyst together, as you normally 

would.  Now mix base coat with reducer as you normally would.  Now that you have 

mixed clear coat and mixed base coat.  Next, pour 2 parts of  mixed clear with 1 part of  

mixed base.  This will make a translucent black.  Basically, a candy coat.

That may be a little confusing if  you are not familiar with mixing paint.  Let me give 

you an exact formula.  The clear coat that I use mixes 2:1.  So if  I used 4 oz. of  clear, I 

would add 2 oz. of  catalyst.  This certain clear does not use a reducer.  Now I have 6 oz. 

of  mixed clear.  The base coat I use mixes 1:1. Now I mix 1.5 oz. of  base coat with 1.5 

oz. reducer.  This gives you 3 oz. of  mixed base coat. Mix the 6 oz. of  mixed clear with 3 

oz. of  mixed base coat.  This now makes 9 oz. of  sprayable tinted clear to use for your tail 

light job.  9 oz. is plenty of  tinted clear to do one job.  Therefore, a quart of  clear goes a 

long way for doing tail light jobs.

If  that makes since, just remember 2:1 - 2 parts of  mixed clear to 1 part mixed black 

base coat.

Spray Tail Lights

The tinted clear is mixed and ready to pour into your spray gun.  Pour the tinted clear 

coat in and adjust your gun and apply 1 coat on the tail light.  If  you have never done this 

I recommend that you practice a little first to get your spraying technique.  I have a link to 

a spraying tutorial in the resources below.  Now you basically spray the number of  coats 

to achieve the desired darkness.  Be certain to wait the recommended wait time between 

coats.  The clear coat that I use requires a 15 minute flash time (wait time) between coats.  

2 to 3 coats are usually sprayed to produce the desired shade darkness.  I don’t like them 

as dark as most of  my students do, so 2 coats worked fine for me in the video.  The best 

way to determine how you will like your taillights is to spray a let down on a spare tail 

light.



Let Down Tail Light

It is hard to see in the above photo, but there are four shades, which can help you determine how many coats should 
be applied.  

If  you have an old tail light, it will work good to practice on.  You can use it to 

determine how dark you will want to spray your tail lights.  For example, you can place 4 

pieces of  tape the tail light side by side.  Spray a coat on and pull the first layer of  tape 

off.  Then spray two coats and pull another layer of  tape off.  Do this until you have pull 

all the tape off ?  Now you will have a tail light with one coat, two, coats, three coats, etc.  

This will allow you to see what your tail light will look like with the different amount of  

coats.  Each additional coat will make it darker.  I have always had good luck with two 

coats, but you may want them darker.

Reinstall Taillights



Once you have sprayed to the desired darkness allow them to dry, then reinstall the 

lights to the vehicle.  Now you have a set of  quality OEM smoked tail lights with a high 

quality automotive grade coating that will last.  Also be sure to test, blinker lights, brake, 

tail and back-up lights to assure they are working correctly.

What If I Cannot Figure Out How To Remove Tail Lights?

I suggest taking the tail lights off, but if  that is not possible, you can mask around the 

tail lights and spread plastic around the vehicle and tape the plastic to the masked areas 

around the tail light.  Do this, after the tail lights have been washed and dried, mask the 

edges around the tail light.  This may be masking the edge of  the panel or if  the tail light 

trim or chrome.  Use 3/4” tape to outline the areas that you do not want overspray on.     

Next, use 2” tape to go around the 3/4” to make a wider area to tape the plastic to.  Now 

you can drop plastic over the entire car and cut two holes where the tail lights are located.  

Then tape the plastic edge to the tape.  This will make a complete seal around the tail 

lights.  Caution: Make sure the plastic is tight around the tail light.  You do not want the 

plastic to be able to blow around and end up hitting your tail light with plastic when 

spraying.

Where Do I Get The Plastic
Body shops usually buy plastic that cover cars when painting in rolls.  However, it you 

are just doing 1 or 2 cars, you do not want to buy that much plastic.  You can go to a 

paint store like Sherwin Williams or Home Depot to buy cheap drop plastic the painters 

use to protect carpet.



What If Dirt Gets In The Clear When I Am Spraying

This is something that you will need to be careful about. Take extra steps to clean the 

lights and spray them in a clean environment.  However, since you are using an 

automotive grade clear coat, you can sand and buff  them like you would paint.

I am going to include one of  my buffing tutorials.  This was written for buffing a car, 

but all the same techniques can be used on your tail light.

If  you need help with spraying techniques, be sure to watch the spray gun tips video 

below.



RESOURCES:
• www.CollisionBlast.com/SmokeYourTailLights - This is a video tutorial of  how 

to smoke your tail lights.  

• www.CollisionBlast.com/3MGrayScuffPad - (May Be Able To Buy Single At 

Auto Paint Stores)

• www.CollisionBlast.com/PlasticAdhesionPromoter - This must be applied for 

the tinted clear coat to adhere properly. 

• www.CollisionBlast.com/ShopLineBaseCoat - (Use A Black Base Coat - Make 

sure the base coat and clear coat used are compatible with each other...ask your 

paint supplier)

• www.CollisionBlast.com/ShopLineClearCoat 

• www.CollisionBlast.com/Iwata - Spray Gun Tips Video Tutorial (Iwata is a 

professional grade gun.   There are much cheaper guns for the DIY)

• www.CollisionBlast.com/Devilbiss - The is a spray gun that comes with a 

1.3 and 1.5 fluid tip.  The 1.3 works well for base coat and clear coat.  A 

1.6 to 1.8 works better for heavier coating, such as primer surfacer, but 

the 1.5 included this gun kit will work for primer surfacer.

• www.CollisionBlast.com/SharpeFinex - If  you are just looking for a good 

spray gun for base coat and clear coat on a budget, than I recommend 

this gun.  We have used it with great results.

http://www.CollisionBlast.com/SmokeYourTailLights
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/SmokeYourTailLights
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/3MGrayScuffPad
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/3MGrayScuffPad
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/PlasticAdhesionPromoter
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/PlasticAdhesionPromoter
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/ShopLineBaseCoat
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/ShopLineBaseCoat
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/ShopLineClearCoat
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/ShopLineClearCoat
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/Iwata
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/Iwata
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/Devilbiss
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/Devilbiss
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/SharpeFinex
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/SharpeFinex


Buffing and Polishing

Buffing Tips If  You Should Need To Do Any Buffing.   This Is Buffing In General, 

Not Specifically For Tail Lights.

This is something that you will probably only do to cars that have been painted to 

remove small imperfections.  Small runs, sags, orange peel, dirt, dry, etc.  These are all 

reasons that you may need to buff.  I often hear the term cut and polish, as you are 

leveling the surface and polishing it back to the full luster and shine.  In fact, the finish 

looks much smoother, slicker, and deeper after a cut and polish.  You’ve seen the cars that 

look like glass haven’t you?  Show cars usually have a full cut and polish job.  However, 

depending on the shop policy, you may or may not buff  every car that goes through the 

shop.  Most shops only polish the areas that need it.  For instance, if  there is only one 

small piece of  dirt, many painter will nib that one spot and buff  it out.  Hopefully, 

through all of  the cleaning steps and maintaining a clean paint booth, you will not have 

too much dirt.  Although, every painter has small imperfections from time to time that 

need to be buffed out.

There are many ways to sand the surface.  This process may be referred to as color 

sanding.  I prefer the method that 3M has.  This system uses a dual action sander and fine 

sandpaper, which we will cover shortly.  The other way to sand the surface is with a wet 

sanding method.  This method uses a sanding block and fine grit sandpaper.  Nibbing 

block, razor blades and other tools may be used to level the surface as well.

Leveling

The objective is to sand the imperfection and level the surface.  Remember that 

coarser grit levels and finer grit smoothes and polishes.  Also remember to level, you must 

use a block or the hard surface of  a dual action sander.  If  you use your hand or a soft 

interface pad when sanding, you will not level the sag or imperfection.  You will just end 

up following the pattern until you have sanded completely through the coating, while the 



sag is still there.  So use a hard surface to level.  Once leveled, we can use a soft hand pad 

or an interface pad with a finer grit sandpaper to polish the surface.  Now we’ll discuss a 

few ways to perform these two steps.

3M System

As I mentioned this is my preferred, but there are many other technicians who prefer 

wet sanding.  Just give them both a try and see which method works best for you.  To start, 

use the DA sander with 6” with 1200 grit sandpaper; lightly sand just enough to level the 

sag or dirt.  Once leveled, use the interface pad and continue sanding the surface.  Be 

careful not to sand on body lines or edges as it will sand through the coating, which may 

cause repainting.  Next, switch 1500 grit to minimize the 1200 grit scratches.   Lastly, use 

3000 grit sandpaper using the interface pad.  This step requires a little water, but not too 

much.   Too much water will not allow the sandpaper to polish properly.  Use a squirt 

bottle to add a few sprays to the surface and begin sanding.  Just a few passes in one 

direction and a pass or two in the opposite direction is usually enough.  You want to 

ensure that the surface builds a white paste liquid.  This means that the clear is sanding 

properly.  Clean the surface off  and you’re ready to buff.  We’ll cover the 3M system after 

we cover wet sanding.

Wet Sanding

This was the system used for many years until 3M developed the DA sanding system.  

To begin, I have found that soaking the sandpaper in water for several hours before using 

it works best.  Using clean water and a mitt or a spray bottle and 1200 grit on a rubber 

sanding block, sand the imperfection until level.  Use the same precautions as above for 

edges and body lines.  One way to prevent sanding through is to tape your edges off  with 

masking tape.  Once the surface is level, use a soft hand pad and 1500 grit sandpaper to 

prepare the surface for buffing.

Razor Blade

There is a much faster way to help level the majority of  the imperfection.  Works real 

well on runs and sags.  This is by using a razor blade to gently scrape the sag.  You must 

be extremely careful not to allow the edge of  the razor blade to dig in and scratch the 



surface.  I’ve added a video demonstrating this technique.  I have had a lot of  luck using a 

razor blade.

Nib Block

They also make a tool for this, which have blades on it to scrape much like the razor 

blade method.  I’m sure that this works well for some painters, but I have not ever had 

much success with this tool.  3M has a new de-nib tool that works great for de-nibbing.

Buffing

I call it the 3M 3 step system because there is a bottle 1, 2, and 3.  They are also color 

coded to make it easy to remember which product should be used with which buffing pad.  

Step 1 is your compound and use a white foam or wool pad.  Step 2 uses a black foam 

pad, and Step 3 uses the blue foam pad.  Step 3 is not necessary to use on lighter colors.  

It is only used when buffing dark colors.  It’s an extra step to eliminate swirl marks.

All three steps follow the same basic steps.  Apply the product to the surface and rub it 

in with the buffing pad to eliminate slinging polish everywhere.  Then using medium to 

heavy pressure buff  in one direction several passes, then several passes in the opposite 

direction.  Then with very light pressure buff  several passes in each direction.  It is 

important to use the medium pressure followed by light pressure.  You also want to use a 

lower RPM than when grinding.  1000 to 1400 tends to work well.   There is not an exact 

science or number of  passes it will take, it will just take a little practice and you will 

develop the technique to perfect the buffing technique.   That covers buffing in a nutshell.  

However, there are other details that will be covered in the resources below.  Be sure to 

watch all the videos and listen to the audios for more details on buffing.

Caution

Caution with sanding or buffing.   Stay away from body lines and edges.   It is very 

easy to sand or burn through on these areas.   Take extreme care when sanding or buffing 

in these areas.

After you’re done buffing you will need to wash and clean the car as described above.   

Special attention needs to be taken on gaps and other places that the compounds and 

polishes may have gotten during the buffing process.   You do not want an awesome 



looking paint job with white compound showing in all the gaps and edges.   One thing 

that you can do to prevent this is to tape the panel gaps during the buffing process.   After 

washing, you can give it the final touch by using a hand glaze over the painted surface to 

give it the full deep luster.



Videos

• www.CollisionBlast.com/MeguiarsDemonstration - This is a video I took 

at SEMA.  This is demonstrating a Meguiar’s system

• www.CollisionBlast.com/HowToBuff  - This is a video demonstration 

using 3M’s dry sanding and buffing

• www.CollisionBlast.com/WetSandandBuff  - This is a demonstration of  

how to wet sand and buff

• www.CollisionBlast.com/HowToUseDenib - This is a video 

demonstration of  how to use the 3M Denibbing system

• www.CollisionBlast.com/DeWaltBuffer - Dewalt makes a good buffer.  

Another good brand, but a little more expensive is Makita

• www.CollisionBlast.com/3MBuffingSupplies 

http://www.CollisionBlast.com/MeguiarsDemonstration
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/MeguiarsDemonstration
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/HowToBuff
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/HowToBuff
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/WetSandandBuff
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/WetSandandBuff
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/HowToUseDenib
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/HowToUseDenib
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/DeWaltBuffer
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/DeWaltBuffer
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/3MBuffingSupplies
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/3MBuffingSupplies
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About The Author
My passion for working on cars started when I was a kid. I helped my dad and older 

brother work on cars as a hobby.

In high school I enrolled in auto shop and painted my first car. After stepping back 
and seeing the finished product, I knew that I was hooked for life. After graduating high 
school I attended the collision repair program at WyoTech. Since then I have worked for 
body shops and a body tech, paint tech, and an estimator. I have managed and owned a 
body shop. For the past 7 years I have been teaching collision repair for an NATEF 
Accredited school that is also a member of  the I-CAR Industry Training Alliance. I stay 
up-to-date with the collision repair industry by attending training on a continuing basis, I 
am a member of  ASA and the active in the collision repair industry with my website 
http://CollisionBlast.com If  you are not already a member of  our network, I encourage 
you to join us. There you will receive additional training, news and networking with other 
in the collision repair industry.

Here Are A Few Of  My Qualifications:
*Graduated WyoTech in 1988 and Have Years Of  Experience 
* Associates Degree in Collision Repair and Management 
* Obtaining a Degree in Professional Technical Education 
* ASE Certified * PPG Certified
* I-CAR Instructor Work Shop Certified 
* Member of  ASA 
* Custom Paint Certificate From WyoTech 
* Custom Metal Working Certificate from UTI 
* Numerous Other Certificates in Collision Repair and Teaching 
* Attend SEMA, NACE, VISION and Many Other Events 
* Technical Educator

I am not bragging with all of  my qualifications as I will be the first to admit that I do 
not know it all. I still learn every day in this fast-paced industry. However, I do qualify to 
teach and I may be able to help you out if  you’re interested in collision repair and 
painting.

I have offered my training videos free in the past and here is what motivated me to do 
that and to develop this training book.

 (1) You’re interested in collision repair as a career. If  so, this will allow you to test the 
career pathway and determine if  collision repair is a fit for you. If  it is, I encourage you to 

http://CollisionBlast.com
http://CollisionBlast.com


further your education by enrolling in a college or technical school that provides collision 
repair. If  you need help locating a NATEF accredited school in your area let me know. I 
have a list of  all schools accredited throughout the U.S.

(2) You’re interested in this as a hobby (DIY). If  so, I would like to give you a pat on the 
back and help you all that I can. Believe it or not, you play a crucial role in the industry.
Without the DIY folks out there, there would not be any interest in the auto industries. 
Remember I said that I started working on cars with my dad and older brother as a kid? 
Well, we were just DIY people, which resulted in a collision repair career for me.

I think there are many similar stories out there. I sincerely believe that it would improve 
any parent-child relationship. Your kids may not remember all the TV shows or video 
games they played growing up, but they will remember the times spent together working 
on a hobby, such as working on cars. Therefore, I want to give you all the resources you 
need to make that happen. In return, you are providing interest and exposure to the 
collision repair career. It’s win/win for everyone!

Thanks again and enjoy the book.
Donnie Smith

More Books From The Author
This is volume 14, smoked taillights, of  a series of  books I plan to write. To see other 
books I have available visit www.CollisionBlast.com/Books

If  you have read and enjoyed the book, I would appreciate it if  you would 
provide me a rating at Amazon or from where you received the book.

http://www.CollisionBlast.com/Books
http://www.CollisionBlast.com/Books

