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f you've looked out a window of an airliner during its
landing approach to any metropolitan airport, you m ay have
taken note of the considerable portion of the area spread out
below that is devoted to two functions: roads and r oofs. The
thousands of square miles of residential roofs spread across
the country provide an attractive opportunity for p ower
washing contractors because many of them need to be cleaned.

The market for roof cleaning depends to a considerable de-
gree on geography. For example, readers in the Southwest 
report that the dry climate there results in little  demand for roof
cleaning. On the other hand, roofs in the Northwest  are prone
to gather moss, and those in the Southeast attract mildew and
algae. The roof area of a home is often comparable to the total
siding and overhang areas, essentially doubling the square
footage of potential cleaning area at each home.
Safety

You may feel that you work safely, and perhaps you' ve had
no accidents. But if an accident should happen, determination
of whether you or your people were operating safely  isn't based
on what you consider to be safe. It's based on specified rules
of safety. In an April 2001 Cleaner Timesarticle, Todd Turner 
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Cleaning this stamped metal roof is similar to
cleaning a tile roof. Photo courtesy of Blue
Ridge Pressure Washing.



CleanerTimes · February 2005 · 37

highlights roof work rules pub-
lished by OSHA in the Code of
Federal Regulations. Turner writes
that OSHA fall protection rules
apply if a worker is exposed to a risk
of falling six feet or more. It appears
likely that many contractors do not
go onto roofs with the full OSHA
regaliaÐbody harness, lanyard, and
lifeline. If you call the shots at a
contracting operation, it would be
extremely advisable to find out what
regulations apply to your work.

Asphalt Shingle Roofs
Four out of five homes in the

U.S. have asphalt shingle roofs. All

factors considered, it's hard to beat
asphalt for economical durability.
Mankind has been using it for thou-
sands of years to preserve, glue,
and waterproof. Modern ªfiberglass
shinglesº are in fact made of a fiber-
glass mat impregnated with asphalt.

As tough as asphalt has to be to
successfully endure years on a rooftop,
it can also be amazingly fragile. If
you've ever walked on an asphalt
shingle roof that's been baking in a
hot sun, you know that the hot shin-

gles are so soft that
careless steps can
make them ªsquish.º
Additionally, some
cleaning chemicals
attack asphalt, and
too much water
pressure used in
cleaning can wash
the protective min-
eral granules off the
shingles.

As with other
exterior pressure
cleaning applica-
tions, the debate
over whether or not
to use bleach rages
on. Opponents say
that it attacks shin-

gles, both directly and over time
via salts left behind. Bleach is also
faulted as a threat to vegetation and

as environmentally unfriendly.
Bleach proponents point to its sim-
ple effectiveness in killing mildew,
algae, and the like.

I was a painting contractor for a
decade, and we pressure washed
every building we painted, as well
as a few roofs. We always used a
bleach-detergent combination, and
we never once encountered chem-
ical damage to buildings or vege-
tation. But, the foregoing is anecdotal
evidence, and personal accounts
like that don't count for much. In fact,
it does not appear that any sort of
study has been done to determine
specifics of what deleterious effects
arise from the use of bleach in clean-
ing siding or roofs.

Perhaps the people who want to
get rid of bleach have a valid concern.
On the other hand, the EPA says
on its website, ªEPA has concluded
that bleach products registered to
date have met federal standards for
environmental and human health
safety.º As an aside, it's interesting
to find many published siding and
roof cleaning recipes that include
trisodium phosphate (TSP), which
has long been banned in some states.

Cleaning techniques for shingle
roofs are essentially the same as
generally used: apply chemicals
from the bottom up; allow dwell
time, but don't allow the chemicals

Photo courtesy of Blue Ridge Pressure Washing.
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to dry; rinse from the top down. To minimize loss o f shingle gran-
ules, use the lowest feasible pressure with plenty of water volume.
Tile Roofs

Tile roofs are plentiful in the Southeastern U.S., and so is
mildew and its cousins. Here too, preferences on use of bleach vary.
Florida contractor Paul Rainone of Ultimate Power W ashing
Systems uses a three-step approach: application of bleach with a
cleaning compound, washdown using a rotary surface cleaner, then
touchup with a handheld wand. Rainone prefers 3200±3500 psi at
8 gpm and a temperature of 180ëF. ªIt's usually about two years
before we have to redo a roof,º he says, ªA competitor using a small
cold water washer can do a job that initially looks  almost as good,
but it will need to be redone in six months.º

From the non-bleach school, Florida contractor Mark Gorman
of Liquid Force favors hot water alone, or steam wh en neces-
sary. He feels that chemicals may corrode the nails that hold tiles
in place. Like Rainone, he uses a rotary surface cleaner as much as
possible. ªUsing a surface cleaner, you can stay six to eight feet away
from the edge of the roof,º he says, ªAnd you can stand in the cleaned
area, which is nowhere near as slippery as the uncleaned area.º He
feels that his investment of nine hundred dollars i n a premium model
surface cleaner was worthwhile, commenting that, ªI t's been very
rugged and reliable, and I've had no problems with it in more than
2000 hours of use.º

Gorman says that most Florida tile roofs are of shallow pitch and
can easily be walked. ªThere are more falls from ladders than from
roofs,º he says. When asked if walking on roof tile s can be hazardous
to the health of the tiles, both contractors agreed that there is a cor-
rect way to walk a tile roof. They also agreed that occasional
cracking or even tile breakage is inevitable. The best way to

address this mat-
ter, they say, is 
to communicate
well with the cus-
tomer before set-
ting foot on the
roof. Then noti-
fy the customer
if any tiles crack
or break. ªThe
composition of
tiles variesÐsome
are more brittle
than others,º says
Gorman.

A Winning Combo
Paul Rainone and Mark Gorman both

deal with a pressure washer distributor (Al
Grunskis, Industrial Cleaning Equipment
& Supply). ªI use them for everything. They
have very good service, knowledge, and
resources,º says Gorman. That's interesting
and encouraging, because many pressure
washer distributors dislike dealing with con-
tractors, and many contractors would rather
bypass the distributor and buy direct. CT
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A rotary surface cleaner does an
outstanding job of spraying from
a multitude of directions and
positions to clean the tile shapes.
Note how the hose is laid out 
on the roof so that the operator
does not have to pull on it.

A rotary surface cleaner helps
to deal with the many angles
and edges found on roofing
materials. Photos courtesy 
of Liquid Force.


