| ON THE HOUSE

Conquering Unsightly Roof Stains

by Henry Spies

Q. The photo below shows unsightly
black staining on asphalt roof shingles.
This staining appears to be caused by a
mildew or fungus. It is common in this
area of eastern Virginia, which is rainy
and humid in the spring, hot and
humid in the summer, and warm and
humid in the early fall.

I have made several observations
about the problem in this area: 1)
affected roofs are of a light color (per-
haps the problem just doesn’t show on
darker roofs); 2) affected roofs are in
areas with trees nearby, but not neces-
sarily shaded; 3) it appears on older
roofs, perhaps more than ten years old,
but the roofs do not appear to be dete-

Black roof stains on this Virginia home are caused by a blue-green algae. The prob-
lem, which is common in warm, humid areas, can be avoided by using
“fungus-resistant” shingles or by inserting small strips of zinc along the roof.

riorated; 4) staining is more common
on lower parts of roofs than upper
parts; 5) roof pitch does not seem to be
a factor; 6) not all roofs of the same
age and color have the same problem.

I have asked several roofing contrac-
tors about cleaning off the stains, but
none have tried. How can the stains be
removed andfor prevented?

Ao The discoloration is actually
caused by a pigment produced by a
species of blue-green algae known as
Gloeocapsa. It appears throughout
the U.S. in warm, humid climates,
but it thrives in the Gulf states, along
the Eastern Seaboard, and in the
Northwest. It exists on darker roof-
ing, too, as you guessed it might, but
the stain is not as visible as it is on
white and pastel roofs. Despite its

unsightly appearance, algae growth
will not affect the durability of the
shingles.

Algae discoloration is difficult to
remove from roofing, but it may be
lightened with a solution of one
part chlorine bleach to three parts
water, with some trisodium phos-
phate added. This treatment will
lighten the staining, but it will not
completely remove or prevent the
algae from returning.

The solution should be applied
with a soft brush to avoid dislodging
the granules. During application,
this solution will make the roof slip-
pery and hazardous, so work from

ladders or scaffolding. The roof
should be rinsed with a gentle spray
from a hose after 20 to 30 minutes.
Beware the solution and rinse water
will kill grass and landscaping
plants, so the water from down-
spouts should be collected and the
landscaping covered with plastic
during the treatment. Rinse the gut-
ters and downspouts, as well.

The Ringer Corporation (9959
Valley View Rd., Eden Prairie, MN
55344; 800/654-1047) makes a
product called “Safer Moss and
Algae Killer” made for exterior use.
I have had no experience with it,
but it is advertised as being
biodegradable and should reduce
the problems of getting the solution
on lawns and gardens.

New “fungus-resistant” shingles

are available in most parts of the
country where this is a problem.
These shingles have zinc mixed into
the ceramic-coated granules. The
zinc coating slowly dissolves, and
the metal prevents algae growth.
Any of the heavy metals, such as
lead and copper, will work, but zinc
seems to be the most economical.
The effect of the metal is dramati-
cally visible on some roofs, where
the areas below the lead, zinc, or
copper flashings are unstained,
while the rest of the roof is dark-
ened by the algae. The scattering of
gray granules in the shingles is not
noticeable in most shingle colors
and patterns. Of course, these shin-
gles are more expensive because of
the cost of the zinc granules.

To prevent staining on existing
roofs, try slipping a narrow strip of
zinc under the ridge row of shingles,
so about 3/4 inch is exposed. A sec-
ond strip can be installed about
halfway down the roof. This will
have essentially the same effect as
the zinc granules. A similar installa-
tion of a strip of copper will control
moss and mildew growth on wood
shingles.

Removing Water Scale

Q. I've had several customers inter-
ested in salvage sinks and faucets for
kitchen and bath remodels. However,
most of these old fixtures are covered
with water scale. What causes the
scale buildup on kitchen and bath
faucets and fixtures, and how can it be
removed?

A. Scale is normally the result of
minerals in the water being left
behind as small amounts of water
evaporate. It usually consists of vari-
ous calcium and magnesium salts,
with some iron and sulfur com-
pounds mixed in, depending on the
local water conditions. Installing a
water softener tends to reduce scale
formation by exchanging sodium
ions for the calcium and magne-
sium. These sodium compounds are
more soluble and don’t build up.

Use white vinegar to remove
both the scale and caked-on soap
scum from old fixtures. m
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