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A green roof is a roof which is covered in vegetation rather than traditional shingles or roofing 
materials. In response to growing interest in local food production and a push for ecologically friendly 
infrastructure, green roofs are being incentivized in municipalities around North America including: 
New York City, NY; Seattle, WA; and Portland, OR. These incentives include tax incentives, a Floor 
Area Ratio bonus which allows a developer to build additional floor area for every square foot of 
green roof, and tax abatements for building owners who sell or lease their roof for urban agriculture. 
 
Two Types of Green Roofs: Extensive and Intensive 
Each type of green roof is constructed to serve a specific purpose. Extensive roofs are the most 
common and have the most regulation. These roofs are low maintenance, low-cost, and not 
accessible to the public. They are structurally designed for periodic maintenance and vegetation 
inspection, but not for constant human weight and activity. Intensive green roofs are more expensive 
and require more maintenance. They have enough soil to encourage the growth of vegetables and 
perennials and are suitable for rooftop gardening and farming, as noted in the table. 
 

Qualities Extensive Intensive 

Cost $10-15/sqft $25+/sqft 

Maintenance Low High 

Soil Depth 2-4” >6” 

Plant Communities Sedum-Moss-Grass Vegetables, Perennials 

Weight Capacity  13-30lb/sqft 35-100lb/sqft 

Irrigation No Regularly 

Use Ecological Protection Park, Garden, Farm 

 
Frequently Asked Questions 
 

How is a green roof different from a regular roof? 
Green roofs include additional layers than a normal roof in order to drain and filter water, as well as 
support plant roots and the weight of soil. These additional layers increase the cost of green roofs. 
 
What are the benefits of green roofs? 
Green roofs can provide the following benefits: reduction of storm-water runoff, increased roof 
lifespan, reduced energy and cost of air conditioning and heating of the building, mitigated heat island 
effect, increased biodiversity, attraction of pollinators, and reduced sound transfer. 
 
Can green roofs be installed on existing buildings? 
Yes. Buildings must first be checked by a structural engineer to determine the weight bearing 
capacity of the roof. Having a green roof installed when the existing roof needs to be redone is the 
best option in order to ensure that waterproofing is in excellent condition. Typically, a roof no older 
than five years can be used as a foundation for a green roof.  
 



   
  

Can a green roof be installed on a sloped roof? 
Yes, however the steeper the slope, the more expensive the green roof due to different drainage 
supports needed. Typical green roofs can be installed on roofs with a slope up to 10 degrees (most 
private roofs), and specialized designs are needed for roofs with a slope between 30 and 45 degrees.  
 
What happens to my green roof in the winter? 
Most vegetation on the roof are perennials, and therefore will come back after winter dormancy. 
Because of the additional layers on the roof, the media and dormant greens will still act as a thermal 
insulator to your building and can reduce your heating costs. 
 
Do I have to mow my green roof? 
It depends. Most of the time, sedum is used instead of grass on extensive green roofs, which spreads 
outwards instead of upwards. Mowing and trimming can be done during regularly scheduled 
maintenance visits throughout the year, which are done by the companies that installed your green 
roof. If you have an intensive green roof, regular maintenance of your garden on the roof is required.  
 
Can I use potting soil or soil from the ground for my green roof? 
Absolutely NOT. An engineered growing media is used instead of soil which is a combination of 
organic and mineral components and perlite, a porous lightweight material that can retain water.  
 
Will a green roof increase the chances of a leaky roof? 
No. This is a common misconception. Whether your roof leaks or not is independent of the vegetation 
on your roof and could be due to improper installation of the green roof or a faulty water proofing 
membrane in the original roof membrane prior to installation of the green roof. 
 
Will a green roof increase the lifespan of my roof? 
Yes, because the roof membrane (the base layer of your roof which would typically be under the 
shingles) is not subjected to extreme temperature changes which lead to expansion and contraction 
or to UV rays, the roof can last at least twice as long as a normal roof.   
 

Who should I contact if I want to install a green roof on my private residence? 
The first thing to do is talk to your Homeowner’s Association and see if there any bylaws you must 
adhere to. Xeroflor and LiveRoof are examples of companies that provide green roof installation in 
Michigan, and their representatives can be contacted when you’re ready to begin your project.  
 
Are there currently any green roofs in Washtenaw County? 
Yes. The Mallet Creek Public Library (2003), the University of Michigan Cyclotron Building Addition 
(2005), Big George’s Home Appliance Mart (2007), and A3C Collaborative Architecture building 
(2008) have green roofs. The green roof searchable database provides additional information on 
green roof projects such as location, time of completion, and parties responsible for construction.  
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