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Module 20: Inspecting the roof 
 

Module Objectives 
 
By the end of this session, participants will understand: 
 

1. Ladder and roof safety guidelines 
2. What to inspect on a roof 
3. What to inspect inside a roof cavity 

 

Module at a glance: 
 
Topic You will learn 
Ladder safety - Basic guidelines for safety when 

inspecting roofs 
 

Inspecting roof coverings - What to watch out for when inspecting 
different types of roof coverings 
 

Inspecting flashing and cappings 
 

- What to watch out for when inspecting 
flashing and ridge cappings 
 

Inspecting  chimneys - The four basic aspects of chimney 
inspections 
 

Inspecting skylights - Inspecting skylights for leaks 
 

Inspecting the roof cavity - What to look out for inside the roof cavity 
 

 
Inspectors should check the condition of the roof carefully, because any roof can leak. 
Where practical, and when and where the inspector deems it safe to do so, the inspector 
should climb up to roof height, and then either climb onto the roof to inspect, or view the 
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roof from the ladder.  To monitor roofs that are inaccessible or that cannot be walked on 
safely, the inspector should binoculars. 
 
The purpose of a roof inspection is to look for deteriorating or loosening of flashing, 
damage to the cappings, signs of damage to the roof covering, debris that can clog valleys 
and gutters, and the condition of skylights and projections such as chimneys.  
 
Inspectors should keep in mind that roofs are designed to be water resistant NOT 
waterproof. Eventually, the roof system will leak. The inspector’s job is to observe and 
report on the current condition of the roof components, and, where appropriate, make 
maintenance or repair recommendations.  
Roof inspections are probably the most hazardous part of the inspector’s work.  Safety 
conscious inspectors are the best inspectors. 
 

Ladder safety 
  
A ladder is a structure designed for climbing that consists of two long 
side-pieces joined at uniform intervals by rungs or steps.   Ladders are 
dangerous.  Falls from ladders are the leading cause of death on US 
construction sites (source InterNACHI). 
  

 
 
The following ladders are used commonly by inspectors: 

 Step ladder. The step ladder is a self-supporting ladder that is not 
adjustable in length, with a hinged design for ease of storage;  

 Extension ladder. The extension ladder is a non-self-supporting 
ladder that is adjustable in length. It consists of two or more 
sections that travel in guides or brackets, arranged so as to permit 
length adjustment;  

Did you know… 
Most ladder deaths are from falls of less than 3m. 
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 Articulated ladder. An articulated ladder has one or more pairs of locking articulated 
joints, which allow the ladder to be set up in several different configurations. It may 
be used as a step ladder or a single ladder; and  

 Telescoping ladders. This ladder uses a pin system to "telescope" into variable 
lengths. As it is more portable than the extension ladder, it is often preferred over 
that design for indoor applications.  
 

Safety advice for ladder use  
 

 Never leave a raised ladder unattended. Ladders that are not in use should be laid 
on the ground or put away. A client may be tempted to climb the inspector's raised 
ladder if it is left unattended, which is never a good idea.  

 Never place a ladder in front of a door that is not locked, blocked or guarded;  
 Never use a ladder in windy conditions;  
 Never exceed the maximum load rating. The maximum load rating, which should be 

found on a highly visible label on the ladder, is the maximum intended load that the 
ladder is designed to carry. Inspectors should know the duty rating of the ladder 
they are using.  

 Never climb past the fourth rung from the top on leaning ladders, or the second 
rung from the top on step ladders;  

 Never pull, lean, stretch, or make any sudden moves. Over-reaching is the most 
common and dangerous form of ladder misuse; 

 Always check that the ladder has a sound non slippery footing.  
 Most inspection hatches for roof cavities are located either in the passage or in a 

bathroom.  On potentially slippery indoor surfaces, the feet of the ladder should, 
where possible, brace against the opposite wall (of the passage for instance). If there 
is any possibility of the ladder slipping, then the inspector should not mount the 
ladder unless someone reliable is holding the ladder stable. 

 Always check that the feet work properly and have slip-resistant pads. These pads 
become worn over time and may need to be replaced.  

 Regularly check that the mechanical (moving) parts of the ladder are working and 
not worn, and that all bolts and rivets are secure;  

 Ensure that the ground under the ladder is level and firm. Large, flat, wooden boards 
braced under the ladder can level a ladder on uneven or soft ground. Also, some 
companies make leveling devices so that ladders can be used on uneven and hilly 
terrain;   
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 Wherever possible try to ensure that the ladder is anchored. The base can be tied to 
a nearby sturdy object, such as a pole or a building. If no anchor is available, a stake 
can be driven into the ground. Inspectors should beware not to anchor their 
ladders to something that can impale them if they were to fall on it  

 Inspectors should be aware of the location of nearby power lines.  If setting up a 
ladder near power lines or other types of electrical equipment is unavoidable, then 
use a wooden or fiberglass ladder. Do not let a ladder made from any material 
contact live electrical wires;  

 Leaning ladders should be positioned at such an angle, that the horizontal distance 
from the top support to the foot of the ladder, is about 1/4 the working length of 
the ladder. A rough method to test this angle is, by placing your toes at the base of 
the ladder and stretching your arm forward at shoulder height. Your hand should 
just touch the ladder;  

 Ensure that the ladder is the proper length for the job. Ladders should extend a 
minimum of 800mm over the roofline or working surface;  

 Inspectors should always make sure that someone knows where you are. Accidents 
can and do happen in remote areas where cell phones are ineffective and no one is 
home.  If you are injured under these conditions, no one will know you are hurt and 
need help.  

While on the ladder, always: 

 Face the ladder;  
 Consider anchoring the top of the ladder with a bungee cord. Perhaps the most 

feared move an inspector must make is stepping back onto the ladder from the roof. 
The inspector must step around the section of the ladder that extends above the 
roofline, placing lateral pressure on the rung as they make contact with the ladder. A 
bungee cord is a convenient tool that can be used to reduce any wavering that could 
otherwise result in a serious accident. Also, a bungee cord may prevent the ladder 
from being blown over in the wind while the inspector is on the roof;  

 Be conscious of the ladder's location, especially while walking on the roof. In an 
emergency, the inspector may need to leave the roof quickly. Ladders become much 
more dangerous if and when, for example an inspector becomes covered in a swarm 
of stinging bees and must get down in a hurry.   

 Keep your body centered between the rails at all times. Do not lean too far to the 
side while working; and  
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 Utilize three points of contact, because this minimizes the chances of slipping and 
falling from the ladder. At all times during ascent or descent, the climber must face 
the ladder and have two hands and one foot, or two feet and one hand, in contact 
with the ladder cleats and/or side rails. In this way, the climber is unlikely to become 
unstable if one limb slips during the climb. It is important to note that the climber 
must not carry any objects in either hand that can interfere with a firm grip on the 
ladder. 
 

 
 

Moving around on and inside the roof 
 
The home inspector should always follow these safety guidelines: 

 Never enter any space where you personally, given the conditions at the time, feel 
unsafe or unsure.  If you do not climb onto or into a roof, then state this fact in your 
report and provide details of your observations made from a ladder, or by using 
binoculars. 

 Always carefully check your footing both on a roof and inside a roof cavity.  Try and 
ensure that what you are stepping onto can safely carry your weight, and that your 
weight will not damage the structure.  For instance: Clay, or metal tiles, or thin roof 
sheeting (or ceiling board inside a roof cavity) is easily damaged by someone walking 
carelessly on a roof. Do not walk on flimsy surfaces. Sometimes laying a wooden 
board down helps in distributing the inspector’s weight, and allows better access to 
sections of the roof. 

 When walking on concrete roof tiles, always step on the double thick section of the 
tile – where the lug hooks over the batten. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Note… 
The above basic safety practices can prevent accidents caused by 
improper use of or unsafe ladders.  (The above ladder safety advice is 
courtesy of InterNACHI) 
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What to inspect on top of the roof 
 
Tile, Slate or Shingle Roof Coverings 
 
Tiles, slates and shingles may be entirely, or partially dislodged during bad weather.  Most 
modern roofs of this type have an underlay which is designed to prevent the ingress of 
wind, moisture and dirt into the roof cavity.   If this underlay (which is visible from within 
the roof cavity) has become damaged, then tiles etc. may be dislodged as a result of wind 
penetrating the roof cavity, thereby creating a high pressure zone within the cavity and a 
low-pressure zone on the leeward side of the roof.  Penetration of moisture into the roof 
cavity will also cause the roof timbers to deteriorate in time. 
 

 
This diagram shows the effect on pressure build-up within a roof cavity, in the absence of 

an under tile membrane 
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Metal Roof Coverings 
 
Metal roof sheeting comes in a variety of profiles (corrugated, IBR, Kliplok etc) and may be 
galvanised sheeting (painted or unpainted) or factory pre-coated sheeting such as 
Chromadek or Colorbond.     Older metal sheeting should be monitored for rust, especially 
in the overlap areas.   The life of deteriorating sheeting can sometimes be prolonged 
through patching with acrylic membrane and/or repainting.  
 
Asbestos and Fibre Cement Roof Coverings: 
Many older roofs of South African homes are clad with corrugated (Big Six profile) or ribbed 
(Canadian profile) asbestos sheeting.  The installation of new asbestos roofs is now illegal, 
but existing asbestos roofing may be retained, as long as the sheeting remains in good 
condition.  However the property owner has responsibilities under law for the maintenance 
and eventual safe removal of asbestos products.   
 
Asbestos roofing will deteriorate in time and damaged sheeting can release deadly asbestos 
fibres into the air.  In terms of law, property owners must identify asbestos products on 
their property, conduct a bi-annual audit of the asbestos products, refurbish damaged 
asbestos sheeting to seal in (encapsulate)  the fibres and safely dispose of asbestos sheeting 
which has been removed.  Various companies and products are specially licensed as 
registered asbestos contractors and are skilled in the cleaning, refurbishment, removal and 
disposal of asbestos roofing. 
 

 
 
Low-Slope Roof Coverings 
 
A roof that is nearly level or slightly pitched, is called a low-slope (low-pitch or semi-flat) 
roof. No roof should be actually level and flat; it must have at least a slight slope in order to 
drain properly. Low-slope roofs can be expensive to repair, so care should be taken in their 
maintenance. 
 

Important… 
Nutec sheeting (a fibre cement product) which contains no asbestos 
(manufactured by Everite) is now widely used in South Africa as a replacement 
product in applications which previously used asbestos products.  Nutec 
sheeting is safe, stable and extremely durable. 
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Regular maintenance and periodic inspections for low-slope roofs are necessary.  Problems 
in low-slope roofs are common and more difficult to diagnose than pitched roof problems 
because the path of water leakage through flat roofs is often quite hard to trace. Watch for 
signs of ponding water (or puddle formation) on the surface due to either improper 
drainage, or sagging of the roof deck. If the cause is a sagging deck, it should be structurally 
corrected. 
 
Thatch Roofing 
 
Thatch roofing is probably the oldest type of roofing and is still very much available today. 
Grass, being a natural material, blends in well with the environment and its natural beauty 
and aesthetic value, puts thatch roof houses into a class of their own.  
 
Suitable grass is easily obtainable and very easy to construct. Thatch roofs are both practical 
and aesthetically pleasing – thatch acts as an insulator, keeping a home cool in summer and 
warm in winter. 
 
The life span of the roof will increase if the roof construction is built at a 45° angle and 
covered with a good quality, clean, dry grass. Maintenance of a thatch roof can be kept to 
the minimum, if the top layer of grass is replaced every ten to twelve years, and all falling 
leaves and other organic matter are periodically removed before decomposition sets in. 
 
With a well-planned and designed thatch roof home, the upstairs roof area can be utilised 
for additional living space at a minimal cost. 
 

Fire protection for thatch 
One of the first concerns about thatch is that it burns easily. It is true that thatch is more of 
a fire risk than most other accepted roof coverings, although a thatch roof can be protected 
well, by using one of the two methods mentioned below. Thatch does not necessarily cause 
a bigger danger than the thin wood in a corrugated iron roof. A fire resistant material, which 
is laid between the spray (sprei) layer and thatch, acts as a fire retardant.  
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Placed at a strategic point, a lightning conductor is a prudent safety measure. A lightning 
conductor is a steel pole bolted to a base, set into a 1 cubic metre frame and placed 1 metre 
away from the home. Copper wire is used to earth the pole, giving it a resistance of less 
than 50 Ohms. The length of the pole should be not less than 15 metres and not more than 
24 metres. Poles longer than 24 metres would be susceptible to wind resistance.  
 
Parapet walls and flashing 
 
Monitor the flashing and joints around all roof penetrations, including drains, sewer vents, 
chimneys, skylights, antenna mountings and other roof-mounted elements. Check to see if 
metal flashings need painting or re-anchoring, and if bituminous or acrylic flashings are 
brittle or cracked. Parapet wall caps and flashing may develop damage due to wall 
movement or moisture. 
 
Chimneys 
 
There are basically four aspects of the chimney which the inspector should check: 
 

1. The flashing and drainage around the chimney.  (Review SAHITA Module on Flashing 
and Waterproofing Roofs). 
 

2. The “crown” of the chimney – is it waterproofed and appropriately sloped, or will it 
allow water ingress into the chimney and its masonry? 

 
3. The condition of the “cowl” – if a cowl has been fitted.  A cowl is a usually hood-

shaped covering, used to increase the draft of a chimney and prevent backflow. The 
cowl, usually made of galvanized iron, is fitted to the chimney pot to prevent wind 
blowing the smoke back down into the room beneath.  Without a cowl, strong winds 
may overwhelm the updraft, and push the airflow in reverse down the flue. Smoke 
will then fill the room it is intended to heat, posing a health and fire risk, causing 
discomfort and dirtying furnishings.  A cowl also prevents birds from nesting in the 
chimney and acts as a rain guard to keep rain from going down the chimney. A metal 
wire mesh is sometimes added as a spark arrestor.  
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4. The height of the chimney.  The National Building Regulations (VV 3.5) state that:  
The height of any chimney outlet must be at least: 
 

 1 m above the highest point of 
contact between such chimney 
and the roof: Where a roof has 
pitch on both sides of a ridge of at 
least 10 degrees. and the chimney 
is not more than 600 mm from 
the ridge, then the height of this 
chimney outlet must be at least 
600 mm above the ridge;  
 

 1 m above the highest point of 
any opening window or roof light, 
or any ventilation inlet which is  
Closer than 2.3m to the chimney; 
  

 1 m above the eaves level in the 
case of any chimney which does 
not pass through the roof of a 
building, but which is within 1,5 m 
of the nearest wall of such 
building: At a gable end of a 
building, such a chimney must 
extend at least 600 mm above the 
highest point of the gable end. 
 

Skylights 
 
A leaking skylight is a common experience. From outside, examine the glazing for cracks or 
breaks, loosening of the flashing, and rusting or decaying frames. Skylights should be 
checked from the interior, too. Don’t be surprised if your skylight develops a leak. 
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Gutters and Downpipes 
 
All gutters need to be kept clean.  They should slope uniformly, without sags, to downpipes. 
Gutter and downpipe materials are usually galvanized steel, aluminum, or plastic. Buildings 
with pitched roofs can have a variety of drainage systems. With a sufficient overhang, water 
can drain directly to the ground, without being collected at the roof edge. 
 
Drainage of low-slope roofs is accomplished in one of three ways: without gutters or 
downpipes; with gutters and downpipes; or by downpipes that go down through the 
interior of a structure. 
 
Drainage without gutters and downpipes, can damage the exterior wall with overflow. If the 
roof has no gutters and downpipes or interior downpipes, carefully monitor the exterior 
walls for signs of water damage. 
 
Cleaning the gutters is a regular homeowner maintenance job which is often neglected. 
Joints should also be checked for leaks. 
 
The rule of thumb for downpipes: at least one downpipe for each 12 m of gutter. For roofs 
with gutters, make sure that downpipes discharge so water will drain away from the 
foundation.  
 

What to inspect inside the roof cavity 
 
If it is feasible to inspect the roof cavity, the inspector should check the following (usually a 
good torch is necessary for a roof cavity inspection): 
 

 The general condition of the roof structural timbers (review SAHITA module The 
Roof Parts One and Two).  Specifically check: 
 

a. The roof anchoring – this involves shining a light onto a representative 
number of areas to check the anchoring of the trusses to the wall plate. 

b. The roof bracing – where applicable (gable roofs only). 
c. The timber fastening – splices, nailing and clips. 
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 The condition of the tile underlay - if present. (Refer to SAHITA Module 16 for more 
information on tile underlay.) 
 

 The geyser installation (See SAHITA Module 27 for detailed information regarding 
hot water heaters.) 

 
 Visual observation of the electrical installation, within the roof cavity – are there 

loose or bare wires or open junction boxes for instance.   
 

 Visual observation of the plumbing installation within the roof cavity. 
 

 The insulation and/or roof ventilation system. 
 

 The presence of any pests – birds, rodents. 
 
If it is not feasible to access the roof cavity, then it may be possible to make some 
observations of the roof timbers from inside the garage (if there is no ceiling) or from 
viewing the soffit of the eaves (if the eaves are not closed). 
 

 

Before you take the online test, please…… 
Make sure that you are thoroughly familiar with the material in this 
module before completing the online test.  The more familiar you make 
yourself with the information presented in this Module the better you 
will be as a professional home inspector. Review thoroughly all areas 
of this module before and during the open book online test.  
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