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Green Roofs—Growing up in the World … (continued from page 12)

Definitions
Extensive green roofs tolerate slopes up to 40 degrees

and usually support a growth medium (specialized soilless mix)
depth of 9-15 cm or 4-6 in. They are best planted with low
growing, low maintenance plants such as sedums, grasses and
wild flowers. Most drought-resistant rock garden plants work
well on an extensive green roof.

Intensive green roofs are more demanding. Consultation
with a structural engineer is essential. Slope potential is much
less than with extensive green roofs. Intensive roofs must
support a greater depth of growth medium and a heavier plant
load. Intensive roofs can grow small trees, shrubs and taller
perennials, preferably those that are moderately drought
resistant.

A well-constructed green roof can
reduce the cost of heating and cooling
buildings by as much as 50%. This factor
alone has implications as fuel costs
increase and competition for remaining
energy supplies becomes fiercer. A
properly installed green roof doubles the
life span of the roof, thus saving
replacement costs and reducing pressure
on increasingly scarce landfill sites. Living
roofs help to reduce urban heat island
effect, an effect that is potentially
dangerous to those of us who are
vulnerable during long spells of hot 
humid weather. 

In Canada’s 150th anniversary it is
gratifying to note that Canada places well
on the world stage—fourth in square
footage of green roof installation. Toronto
is leading the way with building codes
that require green roofs on many new
buildings—residential, commercial and
industrial. It is likely that other Canadian
cities will follow their example.

Could you build your own
green roof? 

The answer is a conditional “Yes”. It
would need to be an “extensive” green
roof, probably on a garage, a shed or a
porch. An extensive roof can occupy
steeper slopes but must be planted with
smaller plants. Step by step instructions
are available on the internet and materials
are available locally. So are the drought
resistant plants most suitable for green
roof installation.

Holiday in Arizona and you will note
that many conservation areas in Arizona
feature ramada shelters. Hunter-gatherer
tribes used them as stopovers and as
temporary shelter from extreme summer
heat. Our equivalent here would be
“arbour” except that arbours are not
closed at the top. 

Build your own ramada
topped with a green roof

Besides building a structure that will
support a green roof, this project provides
a great outdoor area for summer living.
Children, with their limitless imaginations,
will see a stage, a clubhouse, a castle, you

name it. If you’re really gung-ho you and
the kids can learn all about pre-Columbian
gardening and agriculture—all as a result
of constructing a ramada with a green roof
in your 2017 back yard! 

To see how Ottawa is leading the
way in modern urban agriculture,
Edythe Falconer, Master Gardener of
Ottawa-Carleton and Friend of the Farm,
recommends the video at:
http://healthimpactnews.com/2011/urban
-agriculture-in-ottawa-could-be-a-model-for-
food-security-in-other-cities/

Summary of
Green Roof Benefits  

Reduction of “urban heating” effects.
Increased life span of roofs.
Reduced costs of heating and cooling.
Rainwater absorption.
Increased biodiversity.
Improvement of air quality.
Improvement of aesthetics in the public realm.
Local and regional job creation.
Addition of new amenity spaces and improved health.
Additional space for growing edible plants.
Opportunities for plant research.

Green roof on Canadian War Museum
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Green Roofs—Growing up in the World  
By Edythe Falconer

Green roofs are becoming important
features of new or retrofitted
buildings. The Algonquin College

Centre for Construction Excellence has a
green roof on a north facing slope. Its
students will be at the forefront of green roof
technology.

Ashbury College has a green roof that is
both beautiful and utilitarian. It consists of
four quadrants, each of which is dedicated to
growing different plant categories including
vegetables. Students plan and tend the
gardens. Produce is used in the college
kitchen where students assist in processing
and cooking the results of their learning and
labour. 

Ducks Unlimited in Manitoba has a green
roof dedicated to prairie grasses. Every year
the roof is set on fire to renew its feathery
expanse for the next year. What an interesting
sight this must be! The roof burns while the
building remains intact.

Not For Profit Housing in Ottawa has many green roofs
where residents grow fruits and vegetables. Plexiglass barriers
extend the growing season without depriving plants of sunlight. 

A green roof on the hospital
Every major city across Canada has a hospital with a green

roof. Some have two. Now that the location of our new hospital
has been determined perhaps prospective contractors will weigh
the merits of green roofs and include them as an option in their
submissions.     

Think of the Ottawa Hospital’s new Civic Campus with a
green roof modelled after the principles used in the Ashbury
construction and in some Not For Profit housing units. Think of
that roof producing fresh food for the hospital. Think of the green
roof on the new hospital being an extension of the research that
goes on at the Central Experimental Farm, building upon past and
present research and well into the future.

Adding to the urban growing space
In Ottawa the Greenbelt, parkways, parklets and the Central

Experimental Farm soften the hardscape of our city. As Ottawa
grows, we become further and further removed from our rural
past. All over the world, including Canada, we are losing top soil
at an unsustainable rate. Building additional growing space within
our urban environment should be a priority. Green roofs can
provide more of this space. Aside from the initial cost of
construction, they can provide long-term savings on heating and
cooling buildings, and extend the life span of roofs and rainwater
capture potential. 

Years ago when I first wrote about green roofs in the Ottawa
Sun I was assisted in my research by two local contractors—Job
Done Construction Ltd. and Godfrey Roofing Inc. Job Done’s first
project was installed on the contractor’s own roof. Subsequent
roofs were constructed on the NDP’s headquarters and a
Bridgehead coffeehouse. A Godfrey Construction project was the
3,800 square foot green roof on Ashbury College.

The Canadian War Museum is covered with tall grass species
native to our area. The grasses are intended to symbolize
resurrected fields of war and the resurrection of the site itself.
Contaminated soil had to be removed before the Museum could
be erected. Now its extensive green roof dramatically reduces the
cost of heating and cooling, and increases the lifespan of the roof
structure itself. The mix of soil and construction materials with a
holding capacity of up to 720,000 litres of storm water helps
reduce costs for handling storm runoff.

In 2006, Philadelphia had one green roof. Now it has more
than 60. The city has many other green initiatives. Their
motivation derives from a desire to live effectively with the
challenges of recession and a need to solve the problems of
decaying infrastructure. Their green program packs a double
whammy. It creates jobs and at the same time reduces expenses.

Are green roofs all that new? 
Not really. Our first prairie barn circa the 1930s and early

1940s had a sod roof. It provided insulation that cooled in the
summer and warmed in the winter. Further south, where trees
were scarce,
many pioneer
houses had sod
roofs. They
weren’t strong
enough to graze
animals, although
the odd chicken
did make it to the
top. In modern
British Columbia
goats graze on
green roofs
fertilizing the
grass, feeding
themselves and
amusing tourists.

Continued on page 11

A layer cake of green roof technology
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Green roof at Ashbury College. 


