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Having a roof over your head is one of life’s basic necessities. While essential, a roof can also be the cause of claims and 
problems. The roof is often the first defense against the elements, and a key to the structural integrity of the entire building. 
Regular roof inspection, maintenance and repair should be done by everyone: businesses and homeowners alike.

Roof age and condition are key components in the underwriting process. It is estimated that 61 percent of roofs are 
classified to be younger than they actually are, which can significantly impact the insurance company’s claims experience. 
Older roofs tend to have more losses than newer roofs. An older roof misclassified as a newer roof may also lead to an 
inflated valuation and settlement. So, if a carrier misclassifies just 10 percent of their book, this could net out to a cost of 
$8.00 per policy, and an increased claims ratio.

Roof claims settlement can present some interesting problems to the insurance carrier. Shingles have a useful life of 
20–30 years. When a roof is only partially damaged, the cosmetic issue comes into play. Over time, the color changes, 
sometimes unevenly, and it may be difficult to match the existing roof with new materials. The building owner may push 
for a complete replacement. 

The Insurance Information Institute reports that damage related to wind and hail are the most frequent roof insurance 
claims, starting at speeds of 50 miles per hour. From 2009–2013, 1 in 30 insured homes had a property damage claim 
related to wind or hail each year with 1 in 55 having a claim related to water damage or freezing. Wind-driven debris also 
causes problems, including holes in the roof, damaged or missing shingles, guttering and flashing and cracked or broken 
slate, tile or concrete. Some damage may not be readily apparent as winds may have lifted the shingles, but not removed 
them. Nails or adhesive may have been loosened. 

Prevention of serious losses can be achieved by following building codes and maintaining a roof in good repair with 
regular inspections. Evaluation of the roof following a wind or hail storm is important even if damage is not visible, since 
the damage may be hidden and lead to future problems. Once a leak is visible, serious damage may have already occurred. 
Preventive maintenance and checking for early warning signs can assist in forestalling a larger loss.

Roof inspections should include checking for cracked, missing, blistered or curled shingles, moss or lichens, staining, rust 
on the flashing, bent or damaged flashing or guttering and peeling paint under the eaves. Accumulation of granules in the 
gutters is also a sign of a problem. A qualified roof contractor will go onto the roof and closely examine the roof, flashing 
and guttering. One available resource is a check list for roof inspection through ImproveNet.

The National Storm Damage Center reports that the roof is the most commonly damaged part of a structure when a hail 
storm occurs. Unfortunately hail damage is not always readily evident and the longer it is not repaired the more damage 
that can occur as water seeps in through the roof. The damage may be slow and not noticed for years, when the time for 
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filing a claim has passed. If a serious hail storm has occurred, the roof should 
be checked for damage to the roof cover. 

Improperly installed or damaged flashing may allow leakage of water into 
the structure resulting in moisture damage and mold buildup. It is important 
to check the condition of the flashing and the caulking regularly. While the 
purpose of flashing is to prevent leaks, it can also be a source of leakage if 
not properly maintained.

Gutters are designed to prevent basement flooding, siding and interior wall 
damage from water leakage and soil erosion among other things. Gutters 
should be cleaned and inspected at least twice a year. This can also assist 
in roof maintenance, since accumulations of shingle granules or pieces of 
broken shingles or tiles in the gutters may indicate roof problems. 

Ice buildup in gutters can cause ice dams which push under shingles and 
result in damage. Ice buildup on the roof can damage flashing and/or the 
roof membrane. 

Proper ventilation is also critical in maintaining roof condition. Vents are 
special grilled openings in the ridge peak, eaves and soffits to provide air 
flow to increase energy efficiency and prevent mold and ice dams. Adequate 
ventilation in the attic along with proper insulation will prevent heat 
buildup from heat escaping into the attic and also reduce attic moisture. In 
the summer, this ventilation will help remove very hot air from the attic. 
Care should be taken not to cover attic vents with insulation. 

Tree branches growing too close to or touching the roof surface can be a 
source of roof damage. Along with the obvious hazard of a large limb or tree 
falling on the roof there is also the condition of branches rubbing against the 
roof surface and causing wear to the surface of the shingles over time.

If a new roof cover is required, it may be possible to install it over the 
existing cover, especially with asphalt shingles. The New York State Building 
Code R905, Section AJ502.4 does not allow this if the existing cover is water 
soaked, deteriorated or has inadequate base. The existing roof cannot have 
more than two layers of any roof covering material. A wood shake covering 
cannot be roofed over. 

There are various roof types and each has advantages and disadvantages. 
They can be pitched or flat with several different types of roof covers ranging 
in price, life span and suitability. With all roof types, proper construction is 
key and maintenance is a crucial component. 
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A pitched roof can be gabled, hip, gambrel or mansard. 
•	 A gabled roof is a simple design with two slopes meeting at the ridge in a 

triangular shape. It is more susceptible to wind damage and should have 
adequate bracing.

•	 A hip roof is a common style and has four slopes. This is a more 
complex construction and can be square or rectangular. It is more wind 
resistant than a gable roof. However, the additional seams allow more 
opportunities for leakage.

•	 A gambrel roof is most commonly used for barns but is also used for 
homes and provides a large amount of space in the attic. There are two 
slopes on each side with the lower slope being steeper and providing the 
large attic space.

•	 A mansard style roof is a French style combining gambrel and hip 
construction. It has four sloping sides which become steeper as they go 
down. The lower slope has windows providing an additional story. 

A flat roof, despite the name is not completely flat. There is a slight pitch 
to allow for drainage and ventilation. Flat roofs are less costly to build, but 
there can be problems with water leakage. The water problems may increase 
maintenance costs. They are used more commonly for commercial buildings 
but can also be constructed for residential use. Flat roofs provide space for 
heating and cooling appliances. With the advent of energy saving technology, 
flat roofs have advantages in the installation of solar panels and green roofs.

A cover is applied over the roof deck. There are several basic types and there 
are many different manufacturers and variations within each type. Before 
making a final choice, the insured should carefully evaluate and research all 
aspects of the product, the manufacturer’s warranties and the qualifications 
of the contractor, as well as local building codes.

•	 Flat Roofs – More common in commercial buildings. Typical covers for 
flat roofs are single layer membrane, modified bitumen and built up. 

•	 Shingles – Asphalt shingles are three tab shingles also known as 
composition shingles and are the most common choice. Asphalt shingles 
are made of fiberglass or organic materials. Fiberglass shingles have fire 
resistant properties and are lighter weight so are used more in warmer 
climates. Organic composition shingles are heavier and used in colder 
climates. Warranties vary depending on the manufacturer, type and 
quality and vary between 20 to 40 years. They are susceptible to damage 
by wind and hail and also to algae growth. Architectural shingles are a 
variation. The heavier architectural shingles are more resistant to wind 
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and hail damage. 

•	 Tiles – Tiles may be clay or concrete. They are heavy and the roof structure must be strong enough to support them. 
Some concrete tiles are lighter weight. Tiles are very durable and fire resistant but they can be broken or chipped.

•	 Metal – Metal panels are lightweight, durable, fire resistant and available in many colors. In color choice, solar 
reflectivity must be considered to maximize energy efficiency. They are not resistant to hail damage. 

•	 Wood – Wood shingles or shakes are valued for their appearance. Wood shakes and shingles are available treated 
with a fire retardant material and in some locations, this may be required. They have a long life span, but that varies 
depending on the type of wood, thickness and climate.

•	 Rubber – There are composite shingles made of recycled rubber, plastic and other materials. It is also available in rolls. 
Rubber roof covers are durable and easy to repair with long warranties of 30 to 50 years. Rubber resists rot and insects.

Solar panels are installed over an existing roof cover. If the roof is nearing the end of its useful life, it should be replaced 
prior to installing solar panels. Solar panels are designed to resist hail and winds but depending on the area, heavier 
mounting hardware might be required. They are either flat or raised, but must be arranged to receive unshaded time 
between certain hours during certain times of the year. There is also a square foot area of roof space required to generate 
the desired wattage. The U.S. Department of Energy publishes guidelines for installation of solar panels on their website 
www.energy.gov.

Solar or photovoltaic shingles have been developed and they can alleviate some of the problems with solar panels while 
still providing the benefits. They have improved in efficiency since they were first developed. They are designed to resemble 
asphalt shingles and protect the roof against wind, rain and hail. Since this is new technology, actual use data and loss 
histories have not been developed. They will not be suitable for all roofs. 

When contracting with a professional roofer, there are basic steps to take. The Better Business Bureau (BBB) provides 
basic information in Educational Consumer Tips. Particularly following a bad storm, individuals who are not qualified 
or certified may be soliciting commercial and residential building owners for their business. It is recommended the the 
insured secure at least three bids, check the contractor’s license and insurance policies, obtain and verify local references, 
be wary of a low price or a demand for cash or a large deposit and obtain a detailed written contract.

Basic knowledge about roofing, potential problems, regular inspection, maintenance and a qualified contractor will help 
the property owner keep a secure roof over their head and reduce the risk and severity of insurance claims.

This article originally appeared in the NYIA NY Connection Magazine.


