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Considering Installing a Green Roof?
Doing our bit

A growing trend

Our planet is changing and in our quest
to meet human needs while preserving
the environment, the argument for more
sustainable, low-carbon building solutions
and practices becomes more compelling.

The first country to introduce the modern
green roof trend was Germany in the 1960s;
today around 10% of Germany’s rooftops are
green. Other European countries began to
follow suit and construct green roof systems
including Switzerland, where living roofs
have been mandatory since the late 90’s.
Today green roofs are growing in popularity
in Austria, Sweden, Italy the UK and, more
recently, in the US as people see the benefits
of preserving energy for a building’s needs.

One such building practice is the use of green
roofs, the trend for which is growing as more
developers, homeowners and businesses
see the widespread benefits of sustainable
design.

Where did the practice start?
Green roofs have been in existence for
centuries, particularly in Northern Scandinavia
where they enabled populations to keep
their buildings cool during the summer and
warm during winter. Modern green roofs
are a relatively new phenomenon; and while
those original benefits still apply, in today’s
modern urban concrete jungle they can
also provide much-needed green spaces,
increase biodiversity that has been lost due
to development, filter the air we breathe and
reduce demand on sewers through retention
of rain water.

But what exactly are green roofs, and are
they something you should consider installing
on your property or incorporating into a new
development design?

Biodiverse
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Green roofs – the low down
A green roof (sometimes referred to as a
living roof) is essentially a roof that is either
completely or partially covered with vegetation
planted over a waterproofing membrane.
They are generally categorised into three
groups:

Intensive

www.granit.co.uk

1. Intensive roofs which tend to be thicker,
support more plant varieties but which
require more maintenance
2. Extensive roofs which are covered in a light
layer of vegetation and often cover a wider
area than an intensive green roof, and
3. Biodiverse / brown roofs which are
designed to meet specific biodiversity
objectives, such as the creation of wildlife
habitat in brownfield sites.
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What are the benefits of green roofs?
Flooding

Creating new wildlife habitats

Traditionally, rainwater has been drained in
built up areas by a series of underground
pipes connected to the sewage system.
Today, the vast majority of cities’ ground
surface is now sealed due to urban
development, meaning that up to 75% of
rainwater becomes run-off. With the onset of
climate change and the predicted increase
in the frequency and intensity of rainfall,
buildings need to be designed to meet these
new challenges to help prevent localised
flooding.

It goes without saying that the more plentiful
the green space in any given area, the more
wildlife it will attract. Green roofs can be a
potential tool for preserving and restoring
biodiversity in urban areas, and well-designed
examples can provide a habitat for rare and
endangered species affected by urban land
use. Spiders, beetles, rare bees and ground
nesting birds are all examples of creatures
that can benefit from the important ecological
function offered by the extra green space that
green roofs provide.

Green roofs are one way of significantly
reducing run-off as they store rainwater
in the plants and release water back into
the atmosphere through a process called
evapotranspiration.

Reducing airborne pollutants

Reducing the ‘heat island’ effect
Urban heat islands are built-up areas that are
significantly warmer than their surrounding
rural areas. The main cause of the effect
is the use of traditional building materials in
cities that effectively retain heat, exacerbated
by the dark surfaces of roofs that absorb
and release heat back into the atmosphere.
Naturally, as a building heats up there is an
increasing need for energy as air conditioning
is used in summer months, whilst outside the
heat emanating from buildings intensifies air
pollution with dire consequences for those
with chronic health problems.
Green roofs can offer an antidote to this
phenomenon as plants in green roofs regulate
their temperatures naturally. In fact, a recent
study has shown that a layer of plants and
earth can cut the rate of heat absorption
through the roof of a building by 84%.
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The extent of green space in an urban area
influences the amount of CO2 and other
airborne particles captured. Plants and
trees capture airborne pollution both by a
process of absorption and by the pollutant
adhering to the leaf or stem. Green roofs can
complement the work of existing trees by
almost equaling their capacity for removing
pollutants. Intensive green roofs – where soil
depth and plant coverage is greater – reduce
pollution to a larger extent than extensive
green roofs.

Reducing noise levels
Living with urban noise created by road and
flight traffic in heavily built up areas can be a
major source of annoyance to city dwellers.
Green roofs have important acoustical
benefits and have been successfully
employed as a means of sound abatement
along new runway approaches in some
European cities. The heavier weight of
green roofs and the combination of growing
medium, plants and trapped layers of air can
act as an effective sound insulation barrier.
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Amenity space
Green roofed areas can add a great deal of
value to buildings, changing sterile bitumen
or asphalt surfaces into green oases, with
improved views making buildings easier to let.
Where a green roof is designed to give people
access, landscaped roof gardens can change
the way people use and enjoy buildings
by allowing them to relax, attend events or
participate in gardening.

Extensive

Costs
Though there are of course installation
and maintenance costs, there is
research to show that green roofs do
have a cost benefit over the whole life of
a building. As green roofs considerably
increase the thermal insulation of the
roof system, energy costs are lowered,
both in hot and cold climates. The
real financial gain is to be had in the
summer, cooling being something that
will become increasingly important as
our planet warms up. The green roof on
Canary Wharf saves around 20 per cent
of its cooling costs in the summer which
represents a significant saving.
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Types of green roofs
Intensive

Biodiverse roofs

Intensive green roofs have a deep growing
medium – usually more than one foot – and
can therefore support the growth of a wide
range of plants, shrubs and trees. A roof top
garden or patio is an example of an intensive
roof; named as such because they are labourintensive requiring feeding, pruning, weeding
and irrigation, like any other well-kept garden.
The depth of soil requires extra loading
requirements within the holding structure
and demands a complex irrigation system for
maintenance.

Biodiverse roofs are specifically designed
to support plant and wildlife by replacing
the footprint of the building with a habitat or
natural ecological environment. These kind of
roofs are also known as brown roofs as they
are often used as mitigation for the loss of
brownfield land due to development. They are
becoming more popular as people become
more aware of biodiversity issues, and look to
find new options for conservation. They are
often designed either to replicate the specific
habitat needs of a single or small number
of species, or to create a range of habitats
which can maximise the array of species
which inhabit and use the roof.

Extensive

Intensive

The green roofs that have received the
greatest interest recently are extensive
green roofs which can be designed into new
developments or ‘retro-fitted’ onto existing
buildings. In contrast to intensive roofs,
extensive types are designed to be virtually
self-sustaining and require a bare minimum of
maintenance, such as a once-yearly weeding
or an application of slow-release fertiliser
to boost growth. They are only generally
accessed for maintenance.
This type of green roof can be established on
a very thin layer of soil and is composed of
lightweight layers of free-draining material that
support low-growing, hardy vegetation. These
roof types have greater potential for wide
application because, being lightweight, they
require little or no additional structural support
from the building.

Biodiverse
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What types of roofs are suitable?
Green roofs are ideal on flat-roofed structures, or inclines of up to nine degrees. It is still possible
to put a green roof on pitched roofs of up to 35 degrees, as long as restraints are in place to
ensure that the growing medium does not slide off. A steeper slope could make the installation
of a green roof unviable.
However, smaller level spaces, can host a living roof and its accompanying flora and fauna quite
happily. Examples for a domestic property are:
• extensions
• garages
• sheds
• balconies
• outhouses.
It’s very important to ensure your chosen green roof ‘host’ is strong enough to support the plants
and substrate. When soaked they can weigh considerably more than ordinary roof tiles. If in any
doubt, seek professional advice.
Extensive
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Thanks for reading.
For more information please
visit www.granit.co.uk or
call us on 020 7924 4555

