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Green Roofs: Fact and Fiction
By: Eileen Pannetier, Comprehensive Environmental Incorporated Milford, MA

Introduction

If you weére to do a spot survey of engineers in New England, nine out of ten would prob-
ably advise you that green roofs are impractical in our climate. Could nine out-of ten engi-
neers be wrong? ‘Wrong’ is a strong word, perhaps ‘mistaken’ would be a better term. It is
true that green roofs have not been used extensively in New England, and it is also true that
between snow loads and the wet weight of green roofs, there is an added burden on the build-
ing. It is also true that conventional roofs leak, so will retaining water on a conventional roof
make it worse? Here is the real scoop. ’

Fiction :

1. Leaks. Conventional roofs do leak as they age, as most of us know personally. The
roof membrane becomes damaged by ultraviolet light and weather and is eventually compro-
mised, leading to leaks. Green roofs do not make the situation worse: instead, they improve
it because great attention is paid to having a high quality, impermeable barrier and the barrier
is then protected from U.V. light and other environmental damage by the green roof itself. So
instead of encouraging leakage, green roofs actually are less likely to leak than conventional
roofs. For the extra cautious, vendors have created low cost leak detection equipment and

~ wiring that can quickly identify the source of any leaks should these occur. Most green roofs

also come with inspection ports and the ability to remove/replace modular areas of the roof
should leaks occur. The bottom line is that all the extra attention to the impermeable mem-
branie means that green roofs are less likely to leak than conventional roofs.

2. Weight. Weight concerns are a different story, as those of us reaching middle age
know so well. For redevelopment projects, weight is also an issue and it is typically handled
through the review of a structural engineer. But the weight problem is not as serious as it
seems: the greenroof is designed based on the structural capability of the building, not the
other way around. Green roofs range from lightweight extensive roofs such as that on the
Ford Motor Company building covering ten acres with only an inch of media, to much
deeper, heavier roof gardens. Typical weights can be as low as 14-35 pounds per square foot
saturated weight (far less than a middle-aged person walking around on the roof), to more
intensive roof treatments that may range from 50-1,000 or more pounds per square foot. In
larger buildings of course, the weight of the green roof becomes even less of an issue as it
becomes a smaller percentage of the total weight that must be borne by the building.

3. Stressed Basins. In Massachusetts, some people have asserted that green roofs won’t

- work in stressed basins, they will make streams worse. Again, incorrect. True, green roofs

due absorb the first half inch or so of rainfall, releasing it through evapotranspiration just as
in forests. But is this first half inch of rainfall significant to streamflow? The answer is no,
however, the first half inch of rain IS significant to stormwater pollution and the first flush
effect. A green roof is much like the forest: it has evapotranspiration, so asserting that green
roofs are bad for stressed basins is the same as saying forests are bad for stressed basins. This
hydrologic misconception first assumes that the first half inch is significant to streamflow
(which it is not) and second that it robs groundwater of recharge. The latter statement is par-
tially true and yes, a green roof can not match a forest in terms of environmental and water
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Reprinted from LID News, 23 June 2006

The CICEET-sponsored University of New Hampshire
Stormwater Center has published its first year of field data.
The 2005 Data Report evaluates the effectiveness of 12
stormwater treatments in protecting water quality and reduc-
ing runoff, You can browse the report online: http://ciceet.
unh.edu/news/releases/stormwater_report 05/ <* target=_
blankhttp://ciceet.unh.edu/news/releases/stormwater _re-
port_05/> This report is intended as a resource for land use
decision makers who must comply with Phase II of the Clean
Water Act. Under these regulations, U.S."communities with a
population of less than 100,000 are charged to develop more
effective stormwater management programs. The centerA's
field site is unique in its capacity to test stormwater treat-
ments, side-by-side, under strictly controlied conditions.
There, researchers have evaluated three classes of stormwater
treatments; manufactured devices such as underground infil-
fration units and hydrodynamic separators; traditional, struc-
tural approaches such as swales and ponds; and Low Impact
Development designs (LIDs) such as a biorentention system
and a gravel wetland. The analysis revealed distinctive trends.
As a group, LIDS exhibited the highest pollutant removal
efficiency, while the performance of manufactured devices
varied. Traditional approaches, such as a riprap swale, did
poorly to moderately at best. Certain design elements, com-
mon to several systems, exhibited the most effective pollutant
removal. These included infiltration and filtration mecha-
nisms, large storage volumes and residence time, and dense
root mats and herbaceous plants to absorb pollutants.
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Volunteers for the Food System
Policy Guide Task Force Needed!

In June 2006 APA’s Legislative and Policy Committee
gave approval for the development of a policy guide on
food system planning. This exciting decision was based on
a Food-Planning White Paper that was developed by APA’s
Food Planning Steering Committee in 2005. Food systems
include the chain of activities including the production of
food, food processing, distribution, wholesaling, retailing
and consumption of food, and eventually to the disposal of .
food wastes — all with spatial and institutional links that are
clearly the domain of planners. Furthermore, food systems
interact with communities to produce outcomes significant
for community health, economic development, neighbor-
hood vitality, and ecological sustainability. Planners care
about and work to produce positive outcomes in these areas.

The Food Planning Committee has constituted a Food
System Policy Guide Task Force and are looking for APA
members with knowledge or expertise with food system
planning issues to serve on the Task Force. Participation
may range from writing the policy guide, to providing input
for content, or reviewing drafts as they are completed. Par-
ticipants will not receive monetary compensation, but will
be recognized for their contributions in the Policy Guide.
The final draft Food System Planning Policy Guide is due to
APA’s Legislative & Policy Committee in late November. If
you are interested in working on this exciting new topic for
APA, please contact Deanna Glosser at 217-629-8949 or
dglosser@insightbb.com.

For more information on the food system, please go to
APA’s web site: :

http://www.planning.org/divisions/initiatives/index.htm






