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The History of Flat Roofing 

The roof is arguably one of the most important parts of any 

structure. Flat roofing is often constructed initially from wood 

frameworks, but the deck can be wood, concrete or metal, 

covered with a membrane of some kind to offer waterproofing.  

It isn’t strictly flat, however. All flat roofing must have a 

gradient, to allow for efficient water run-off. The gradient 

varies, depending upon the geographical location and local 

regulations, but generally, a 1-2% gradient complies with the 

usual slope required. 

The history of flat roofing stretches back into ancient times. 

The first humans used foliage, moss and sod to create effective 

shelter and ever since, the roof has been evolving and 

improving through the ages.  

The Evolution of Roofing in Britain 

Roofing in Neanderthal times 

in north Europe was rough 

and simple. Tree branches, 

foliage, moss and grasses 

were used to provide shelter 

on rudimentary structures.  

Once buildings became more 

complex, roofing had to 

evolve too, and greater attention began to be paid to 

protecting interiors from the weather in addition to just people 

and animals.  
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Slate roofing 
The Romans introduced slate 

roofing to the UK in around 

100BC and this is still widely 

used today in modern Britain on 

all types of roofing installations, 

although most commonly 

domestic dwellings. Before slate, 

the Greeks used clay tiles to 

cover their roofing and again, this is still one of the most 

commonly-found roof materials around the world. 

Thatched roofing 
It was around 735AD that 

thatched roofing was introduced 

and this quickly became popular 

across the UK. Thatch, however, 

is extremely flammable and was 

banned from buildings during 

the 12th Century, by King John 

following a fire that reportedly 

killed 3000 people.  

It is an interesting, yet common misconception that the Great 

Fire of London was started in a thatched roof and exacerbated 

by the high number of thatched dwellings in London at the 

time. 

Today, thatched roofing can still be found on some old houses 

in Britain and parts of Europe. It is often associated with high 

maintenance costs, as the reed typically used does degrade 

and require replacement at regular intervals. There are very 

few thatchers still working in the UK today, but the trade is still 

alive and is considered a niche industry. 
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Clay tiles 
There have been clay tiles 

found in Mesopotamia that 

date back to 700BC on the 

roofs of temples that were 

originally thatched. Clay was 

not popular in the UK until 

much later, and then in areas 

where clay was present and 

easily-accessible. Slate was still more popular in Wales and the 

North West of England where it was found in abundance. 

Clay was the material of choice for many of the houses in the 

Southern regions of Britain looking for an alternative to thatch. 

Clay is susceptible to frost damage however, so requires 

coatings in modern times to ensure better longevity. 

Felt roofing 
During the early 20th Century, felt 

roofing was introduced, which 

changed the way roofers could 

structure their work, cutting down 

installation time significantly.  

Flat roofing was ideal for felt, or tar 

paper as it was first known, as this 

type of roofing system requires 

application of hot bitumen, which 

was easy to apply on a flat surface. 

Although felt is still popular today, its failings in terms of 

reliability and weatherability have moved it aside for the latest 

in rubber membranes. 
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Roofing membranes 
The introduction of roofing 

membranes revolutionised flat 

roofing overnight. Often rubber, 

or synthetic-based materials, 

membranes began to offer far 

superior waterproofing than any 

other materials and popularity 

soared.  

Although early membranes still required a hot, bituminous glue 

to apply them reliably, they outperformed felt and began to 

prove themselves on many commercial installations over 

decades. Today’s synthetic membranes are very different to 

early ones and are now thinner, more efficient and cheaper to 

install. 

Green roofing 
Green roofing, although 

historically used for thousands 

of years, became a concept in 

Germany during the 1960s, 

when planners and 

environmentalists began to 

address urban problems with 

runoff rainwater.  

Today approximately 10% of all 

roofs are green roofs in Germany and urban areas have 

benefitted from eco-friendly surface water management.  

The UK has been introducing ideas for green roofing in urban 

areas for the same reason and London’s Lord Mayor promised 

that by 2030, 5% of the capital’s roofing would be green. Many 

businesses in the City have opted for some form of green 

roofing and adapted the idea to provide green spaces for their 

employees to enjoy.  
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Aesthetically, green roofing can be extremely beneficial and 

can provide important places for bees and other wildlife in 

cities. 

Green roofing is made up of a 

system of layers built up on a flat 

roof deck with a reliable membrane 

at the base to provide adequate 

waterproofing. Understandably, any 

homeowner thinking about adding a 

green roof should first consider the 

condition of the roof deck itself.  

Green roofs are considerably heavier than ‘ordinary’ roofing, 

having thick planting layers on the top in addition to gravel 

layers for drainage and insulation layers to protect the 

membrane. 

Find out more about green roofing at:  

https://www.diy-flat-roof.com/green-roofing/ 

EPDM Rubber Roofing 
EPDM was first introduced during the 

early 1960s and has become a proven 

staple in today’s roofing industry. 

Manufactured by Firestone in the US, 

EPDM rubber roofing was first used in 

commercial sectors on the roofs of 

factories and plants across America. 

Over time, EPDM has outlasted any 

other roofing membrane or synthetic 

covering and today carries a life 

expectancy of more than 50 years.  

In the searing heat of the desert, to the extreme cold of the 

northern states, EPDM proved that it could withstand a wide 

range of conditions and remain UV-stable, providing 100% 

waterproofing.  

https://www.diy-flat-roof.com/green-roofing/


 

 
 
 

                                    © Copyright Permaroof (UK) Ltd 2019 

In a roofing industry that had been searching for a cost-

effective flat roofing system to replace outdated felt, EPDM was 

a shining light – and still is today for professional, trade flat 

roofers all over the world. 

Find out more about EPDM at: 

https://www.diy-flat-roof.com/epdm-rubber/ 

Liquid Rubber EPDM 
The use of liquid waterproofing 

is not new, but liquid EPDM 

rubber is the ‘new kid on the 

block’ for the UK roofing 

industry. 

Historically, liquid waterproofing 

has origins from when bitumen was used to provide effective 

waterproofing for boats, and it was quickly realised that it 

would work similarly on the flat roofs of buildings.  

Today’s liquid waterproofing 

has come a long way. Liquid 

rubber EPDM is the roofing 

industry’s liquid version of 

EPDM rubber roofing 

membranes, and is the perfect 

solution for waterproofing flat 

roofing with awkward shapes 

that cannot easily take a 

membrane. Liquid rubber is also being widely used to provide 

anti-slip coatings for balconies, garden steps and commercial 

car parking areas. Fast and easy to apply, liquid EPDM rubber 

roofing is one of the simplest options for DIY roofing and for 

emergency roof repairs. 

Find out more about liquid EPDM at:  

https://www.diy-flat-roof.com/liquid-membrane/ 

https://www.diy-flat-roof.com/epdm-rubber/
https://www.diy-flat-roof.com/liquid-membrane/
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Flat roofing will continue to 

evolve. Whether it is to improve 

aesthetic value for flat roofing 

or for performance, 

technological advancements in 

the roofing industry have vastly 

improved systems and 

installation processes. 

Permaroof understands how flat roofing has changed and 

embraces the latest solutions for both domestic and 

commercial roofing, and both trade professionals and DIY 

homeowners.  

Talk to us about the best solutions for your flat roof. 
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Permaroof UK Ltd offers industry-leading EPDM rubber roofing 

application training courses for trade flat roofers and 

homeowners at our purpose-built training centre located at our 

headquarters in Derby. 

Visit the main EPDM training page to find out 

more and to book your training course online at: 

https://www.permaroof.co.uk/epdm-roofing-

training-course 

Buy EPDM rubber roofing in our online store at: 

https://www.permaroofstore.co.uk/default/fires

tone-epdm.html 

You can view a full video demonstration of the 

application of EPDM rubber online at: 

https://www.diy-flat-roof.com/epdm-roofing-
videos/ 

You can download a comprehensive installation 
guide and individual tutorials in the resources 

section of our site at: 

http://www.diy-flat-roof.com/diy-flat-roof-
library 

https://www.diy-flat-roof.com/epdm-roofing-videos/
https://www.diy-flat-roof.com/epdm-roofing-videos/

