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W hat could 

be more 

romantic than a fl ower-studded 

meadow sloping to reveal a dear 

house below? Maybe a goat or two 

cropping the meadow …

For a thousand years, until sup-

planted by corrugated steel and as-

phalt, Icelanders and Scandinavians 

lived under literal green roofs of sod. 

Our own pioneer forbears lived in 

sod houses on the Great American 

plains until they could build houses 

from lumber brought in by train 

from the great forests of Michigan 

and Wisconsin.

Bringing it forward to the 21st 

century, Washington, Taxation-

Without-Representation DC, and 

Capitol Hill: Some modern green 

roofs are beginning to appear, only 

four or fi ve decades after the Ger-

mans who started installing modern 

green roofs in the 1960s. Oh well.

Other than the charm of hav-

ing plants on your roof, why both-

er? It turns out that a green roof is 

very sustainable: combating climate 

change and being eco-responsible. 

For a number of reasons.

First is countering the heat island 

eff ect. Cities – built-up areas with 

lots of dark dense surfaces from as-

phalt to concrete to buildings – soak 

up solar energy, get hot and store the 

heat. In Washington, temperatures 

in the downtown can be as much as 

12 to 15 degrees Fahrenheit higher 

than on a Montgomery County 

farm 20 miles away. Th at heat re-

sults in greater energy use for sum-

mer cooling, in cars and buildings, in 

turn contributing to the heat island 

with all the equipment required to 

air condition. It also makes life hard 

on urban vegetation and contributes 

thermal pollution to surrounding 

waterways. Painting your roof a light 

color helps as does growing plants 

on it (because the plants are soak-

ing up sunlight for photosynthesis 

as well as providing cooling from 

evapotranspiration, and their grow-

ing medium slows down heat trans-

fer to the building).

Th e soil, or “growing medium,” 

for green roof plants helps with 

storm water runoff . It slows the wa-

ter down, so runoff  from large areas 

of roof doesn’t overload our com-

bination sewers forcing the Blue 

Plains treatment plant to divert sew-

age-bearing wastewater directly to 

the Anacostia, the Potomac and the 

bay. Th e plants on a green roof use 

some of the water falling on it and 

retain more for gradual release into 

drainage systems.

Th e plants and growing medium 

can also fi lter pollutants, not to men-

tion consume carbon dioxide and 

produce oxygen.

Th e extra mass of soil and plants 

on the roof reduces transmission of 

sound, and the insulating value is 

good year-round.

Hopefuls even suggest that 

green roofs increase wildlife habitat 

in built-up areas, although it escapes 

me how many wild-livers would 

want to live on a hot roof planted 

with sedums. Maybe we’re talking 

bugs here.
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Green (really sod) roofs have been a Scandinavian staple for over a thousand years.
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All the literature on green roofs says 

the presence of plants, cooling the roof 

area somewhat, and the covering of the 

roof membrane can extend the life of the 

roofi ng, but this advantage is a little disin-

genuous. Th e roof type recommended for 

use under a green roof is a 30-year roof, so 

touting the ability of a green roof to extend 

roof membrane life to 30 years is actually 

not saying much. We’ll take a pass on that.

Green Roof Potential
As I sit here at my desk, I look out 

the window at the gently sloping carriage 

house roof of my lawyer-turned-landscape-

designer neighbor and think she should 

have a green roof. Her roof has a nice little 

ridge around its edge to contain green roof 

modules, and she and her husband would 

have a greener view from the second fl oor 

of the house.

She wasn’t convinced. “All the water 

from the roof stays on the site,” she pointed 

out. “Th e carriage house isn’t heated, so 

there’s no thermal advantage.”

“All true,” I told her, “BUT the heat is-

land eff ect is still there, and the benefi ts of 

more green in the city, and you’re a plant 

person, so it could be an experiment in your 

fi eld, AND the District of Columbia has a 

subsidy of up to $5 per square foot!”

She decided we ought to look 

into it after I agreed to come over 

with my tape measure to measure 

her historic roof framing to check 

its adequacy to support a green roof 

system. She already knew that a 

green roof is a specialized thing. It 

isn’t a lawn on the roof since grass 

is not that tolerant of the desiccat-

ing heat on roofs. It isn’t usually 

a garden since gardens with veg-

etables, fl owers, shrubs and trees 

require a lot of soil and thus a lot 

of structure and a lot of money and 

so just don’t happen that often. 

Th e garden-type green roof is 

called an “intensive” roof because 

of the intensity of maintenance 

required, in contrast to the thin-

ner sedum roofs that are identifi ed 

as “extensive.” Th e plants found on 

extensive green roofs are typically 

sedums: low growing succulents 

that tolerate hot dry conditions 

well allowing them to be virtually 

maintenance free once they’re well 

established. But they’re not the 

kind of plants that can be walked 

on a lot, so the typical green roof is 

more for looking than walking on 

or lolling upon. 

I told my neighbor how she 

ought to have a premium roof sys-

tem, but since their roof was rela-

tively new, and you can do green roofs 

that are basically fl ats of plants – about 1 

foot by 2 – the removal process for re-roof-

ing is simple enough to mitigate that con-

cern.

(By the way, my neighbor lawyer-

turned-landscape-designer wants every-

one to know it’s dry again after that wet 

spring. She said, “IT’S TIME TO WATER 

AGAIN – After three months of too much 

rain from April through June, July reverted 

to the dry pattern of last summer, fall and 

winter. If you have trees or shrubs planted 

last year or this, I advise you to water them 

several times a week either with a soaker 

hose or a trickle directly at the base of the 

trunk … one deep soaking of the root area 

is much better than many shorter spritzes. 

Mulch, several inches out to the edge of the 

branches, helps hold the moisture.”)

I’ll be back next month to introduce you 

to a Hill neighbor who has installed a green 

roof. In the meantime, keep taking care of 

your garden while you wait to hear about 

planting your roof and paint your roof light 

to help with the urban heat island immedi-

ately. Come back next month!

Judith Capen, preservation architect and 
Capitol Hill property owner, can be reached at 
capen.judith@verizon.net.  ★
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DEBORAH J. BRAUN 
CONTRACTOR

  

Renovations and Remodeling, including
Custom Kitchens, Baths and Cabinetry

 

202.744.4684
www.dbrauncontracting.comBefore and after pictures of the extensive modular green roof we 

did at the Reeves building.
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Introducing Our
Interior Design Stimulus Packages

We have created three special interior design
packages to stimulate your interior design ideas at a 

price that just about anyone can afford.  
Don’t put off your design dreams another moment.

 

(202) 581-8100 
www.4RRI.com or www.4RRI.com/stimulate
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…Dream In Color
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• Space Planning • Consultations: $95.00

• Paint Selection • 20+ years experience

202-544-2521
www.Th orntonDesigns.com 

Member of Washington Design Center & ASID

(American Society of Interior Designers)
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