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Cyprus Clinker Part III

Over the last couple of weeks I have written articles on the problems of damp we often find here, although of course last week I found it necessary to break away and write about certain things that had happened which gave me cause for concern. In my previous articles I attempted to cover the problems of both rising and penetrating damp within the walls and in this article I am going to write about some of the problems I have seen in roof construction causing water penetration problems.

Whether a property has a flat roof or a pitched roof its principal purpose is to protect the main structure from the elements, and in particular from rainwater.  If the roof structure fails then this will invariably lead to water ingress problems throughout the property.
The present trend here of not providing rainwater guttering and downpipes is not one I agree with, because when it rains heavily here the rainwater discharging from the roof cascades over and down the side of the property, sometimes causing penetrating damp through the walls on its way down or splashes off the surrounding terraces or apron bridging any damp proof course that may exist.  So even if the roof works well in protecting the structure from the elements, if there is a lack of attention to detail or rainwater goods are not provided then problems will be created.

Attention to detail is the most important thing when it comes to roof structures, as failures usually occur at the junction between elements of the roof. Many pitched roofs here are contained within parapets both at the side and at the head of the roof pitch.  There are two ways of making a watertight joint at the junction between the tiling and the parapet – the cheapest and simplest way but often the one most likely to fail, is the cement mortar fillet, the cement mortar is trowelled around the verges of the roof where they abut the parapet.  These should be cleanly struck and should be at roughly 45 degrees from the parapet wall, sadly with the standard and quality of building construction here I do see some finished where it looks as though the mortar has been thrown on and finished by hand as a child would build a sand castle.  The chances of these joints being effective and watertight is minimal.  With poor craftsmanship and the damage caused by the sun, with its constant heating and cooling day and night, cracking will result, the fillet will lose its key with the adjacent walls and tiles and water ingress is then inevitable.  I am never happy with this type of detailing and in particular it should never be used on a south facing roof pitch as the sun will cause it to deteriorate rapidly.
I would prefer to see a galvanised metal flashing used instead of cement mortar because if fitted properly it should not fail due to the variances of the weather.  In colder climes like the UK then a more pliable metal like lead would be used although this cannot be used here due to the extreme heat which would cause the metal to gradually creep down the roof as it melts!  Again it is the detail with a metal flashing that is important, it is there to provide a weathertight seal between the tiling and the adjacent roof structure.  It should be firmly fixed and set into the parapet and dressed over the tile so as to provide a waterproof canopy to the junction, furthermore it should be well overlapped at junctions.  Sadly I often see poorly fitted flashings where they are not properly fixed or bedded into the adjoining parapets and do not provide an adequate canopy over the tiling.  I often see cases where the metal is under the tiles instead of on top of them, allowing the water to run under the tiling and into the roof void.
Luckily I am seeing more and more roofs which are being provided with underfelting which provides a secondary form of defence if the first defence fails, but again it is important that the detailing is correct. The felt should be overlapped at joints and cut cleanly with it lapping under the flashings where fitted. I often see poorly fixed underfelt where the building labourer has no understanding of its purpose so if it is required as a secondary form of defence it will fail miserably and allow in even more water than would have entered the roof void without it.  The roofing felt used here is only a poor quality woven plastic material which breaks down quickly in ultraviolet light, sadly I see many roofs that have been partially completed and by the time they are completed the sun has done its damage and the roofing felt is useless.

Most houses here are constructed as concrete boxes, some of them have cast concrete pitched roofs however many pitched roofs are just standing on the flat concrete roof. Nine times out of ten, the latter appear to be poorly constructed and inadequately fixed and I have some concerns as to whether the roof structure as a whole could withstand gale force winds.  Where the flat concrete box structure is exposed this will form a flat roof and in many of the modern houses and apartment blocks these form terraces.  The biggest problem with flat roofs is inadequate drainage and ensuring the drainage channels stay clear of debris.  It is when water is allowed to pond on the roof that problems occur.  The first protection of course is the tiling, and if laid properly this provides a reasonably waterproof surface, however again it is important to form some kind of secondary defence and I see many types of waterproofing systems used here, a thin coating of bitumastic paint, a rubberised coating or best of all a torched on bitumastic membrane.  Complications with flat roofs occur when openings are made into it, whether it be for conduits or electrical cables, aerial cables etc. or to provide drainage.  It is important that special attention is paid here as again the lack of care in detailing often causes water penetration.  Only this week I saw a property where some electrician in the past had torn back the waterproof membrane on a flat roof so he could run the electrical cable for the immersion heater, all that happens now in times of rain is that water runs down the conduit and directly into the consumer unit (fuse box) – not desirable and created because of a lack of care or understanding.  Where concrete roofs are just that, they are roofs not terraces, it is important they are finished with a weatherproof membrane, the best type being a torched on membrane properly applied and most importantly this should be finished with a solar reflective paint, if not then the heat of the sun will cause the membrane to blister and crack and be useless.  Again I see cases where a builder either loses interest or just runs out of paint and never finishes the job – a recipe for damp ingress in the future.
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Flat roof membrane torn to accommodate immersion heater cable causing water to run down into consumer unit, staining the wall below it where it has poured out!
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The builder either ran out of paint or interest but this roof will blister and leak in next to no time
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