When To Give Your Roof A Snow Job
January 14, 2007
Dear Dave: We’ve had quite a lot of snow in Anchorage this year. When should we consider shoveling snow off our roof?

Answer: There is no simple ‘rule of thumb’ on when snow (and ice) removal is necessary for your roof system, due to the fact that roofs vary in construction, design and age, but here are some thoughts:-

First, the questions to be answered are:- How much weight your roof can support, what weight is it already carrying in roofing materials, and how heavy is the snow/ice accumulation on various parts of your roof?

Anchorage Municipal Code over the last 10 years or so has required that roofs be constructed to accommodate a minimum sustained load of 40 pounds per square foot. However, older homes may be weaker or, in some cases, stronger than this. Also, keep in mind that most architects design to at least 150% of code, which means that your newer home may be built to a 60 p.s.f. standard.

You could have a structural engineer calculate your particular roof’s strength or, at least, inspect the attic for signs of rafter deflection, the pre-cursor of collapse. You should also take into account that the buildup of snow or ice is not necessarily consistent across the entire roof. Valleys may have greater accumulation, and eaves may have ice build-up.

However, putting all the exceptions aside, you can measure the weight of a particular area in the following manner. Take an old 6 pound coffee can (6 inches in diameter) and thrust it repeatedly into a vertical core in the snow until you have a full 6 inch diameter core. Empty the snow into a bucket and melt it. Pour the water back into the can and measure its depth in inches. Multiply the result by 5.2, and the answer equals the weight per square foot in pounds.

For example, if the entire core of snow measures out at 4 inches of water in the can, the pressure on the roof is 4 x 5.2, or 20.8 pounds per square foot. With ice, simply measure its depth, without trying to remove it, and multiply by the same 5.2 factor.

Nobody on a local newscast can tell you what your snow load totals based on snow fall year-to-date. The variables are too many. However, the snow load on an average, pitched roof home in Anchorage, built to current codes, is probably between 15 to 25 pounds per square foot as we start the new year.

Of more concern than cleaning the entire roof at this time is to ensure that vents extending through the roof are not blocked by snow. Generally, stacks associated with the heating system keep themselves clear because of heat, but drain vents, bathroom exhaust vents and attic ridge vents may become buried.

Also of particular concern would be homes with large, overhanging eaves where there is less support, and roofs of enclosed decks, sheds and other lightweight structures possibly not built to any code at all.

The bottom line is that a city-wide panic to climb on the roof with a shovel, risking possible injury, is not yet justified. If snowfall in your area reaches 72 inches this winter, I would definitely advise you to check out your roof seriously at that time but, until then, let’s go skiing!

Dear Dave: I decided to call one of the plumbing & heating companies in town to take advantage of their advertised $39.95 furnace inspection specials. During the inspection I asked repeatedly if they found any problems. They told me to wait until the inspection was complete. Upon completing the inspection they told me there was a problem. They found a dark spot on the control board which would now need to be replaced. They advised me that rather than the $39.95 inspection fee, now I would be charged $90.00. The price increase occurred without consulting or advising me. At some point during the inspection I should have been told that, if they continued further, the price would increase from $39.95 to $90.00. I should have been given the choice as to whether they should continue, or stop and at that point and pay them $39.95. They told me that the control board in the furnace was bad and needed to be replaced. If I changed the control board right now, they would waive the $90, if I did it tomorrow the price would be $580 plus $90. Since the tenant needed heat, I told them they should do the job now. They completed the job, which took less than 2 hours, and gave me a non-itemized bill for $580, which I paid.

The next day I checked with other plumbing & heating companies comparing parts and labor costs. The estimate and prices given by other companies were significantly lower than what I was charged. I contacted the company which did the repair and asked for an itemized break down of the costs. They did not adequately explain how they arrived at the $580 figure. They said they would check the price again, offered me a $75 refund, and would call me back the next day. To this day, 17 days later, I have not heard back from them. This seems to be a typical bait and switch situation.

Answer: I am not sure who this disreputable company is, but it reaffirms the point that ‘Cheapest is not always best’!
I spend much of my time in my real estate practice establishing relations with reliable contractors of good character and efficiency, so that I can help customers when that “repair list” comes in during the inspection process of a sale. Your Realtor, or Real Estate Licensee, can often give good advice on which heating contractors make their customers happy.

$39.95 for a furnace inspection produces a loss for the contractor. Anything much under $100 is not cost effective for travel time and an hour of service. Indeed, a full furnace inspection often requires more than one hour if you want the heat exchanger examined for potential carbon monoxide problems.

If you do use a discount contractor, it’s like using a discount Realtor – you must ask the precise service you will be receiving for the fee. I hope others read your story and take the precaution of staying in control of the service visit. In future, use one of the larger, better known heating contractors (Moore Heating, Klebs Mechanical etc.), whose reputations are more jealously guarded by management. Some smaller contracting teams also have integrity but it takes time to assess their reputation.

