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downspout materials are usually 
galvanized steel, aluminum, copper 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 downspouts; with 
gutters and downspouts; or by 
downspouts that go down through a 
building s interior. Drainage without 

gutters and downspouts can 
damage the exterior wall with 
overflow. If the roof has no gutters 
and downspouts or interior 
downspouts, carefully monitor the 
exterior walls for signs of water 
damage.  
 
Most good, functional gutters have a 
minimum ratio of gutter depth to 

width of 3-to-4. The front edge is 
typically a -inch (13 mm) lower 
than the back edge. Four inches is 
considered the minimum width 
except on the roofs of canopies and 
small porches. If there is a screen or 
similar device to prevent anything 
but water from flowing into the 
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gutter, its performance during a 
rainstorm should be checked to be 
sure water can actually enter the 
gutter. Check gutters without screens 
or similar devices to be sure that 
basket strainers are installed at each 
downspout.  
 
Cleaning the gutters is a fun 
homeowner maintenance job. 
 
Joints at the gutters should be 
soldered or sealed with mastic. 
Otherwise, they ll leak. The steeper 
your roof pitch, the lower the gutter 
should be placed or positioned.  On 
roofs with lower slopes, gutters should 
be placed close to the roof s surface. 
Hangers should be placed no more 
than three feet apart. Where ice and 
snow are long lasting, hangers should 
be placed no more than 18 inches (460 
mm) apart. The strength of a gutter s 
fastening to the roof fascia or building 
exterior should be strong and secure. 
Rusted fasteners and missing hangers 
should be replaced.  
 
Ice Dams 
Ice dams can form on pitched roof 
overhangs in cold climates subject to 
prolonged periods of freezing weather, 
especially those climates with a daily 
average January temperature of 30º F 
(-1º C) or colder. Heat loss through the 
roof and heat from the sun (even in 
freezing temperatures) can cause 
snow on a roof to melt. As water runs 
down the roof onto the overhang, it 
freezes and forms an ice dam just 
above the gutter. The ice dam traps 
water from melting snow and forces it 
back under the shingles and into the 
building s interior.  

Watch the edge of the roof 
overhang for evidence of ice dams 
and look at the eaves and soffit for 
evidence of deterioration and water 
damage. If the house has an attic, 
the underside of the roof deck at 
exterior walls can be checked for 
signs of water intrusion.  
 

 
 
Downspouts 
The rule of thumb for downspouts: 
at least one downspout for each 40 
feet (12 m) of gutter. For roofs with 
gutters, make sure that downspouts 
discharge so water will drain away 
from the foundation. Downspouts 
can be checked for size. Seven 
square inches is generally the 
minimum except for small roofs or 
canopies. There should be 
attachments or straps at the top, at 
the bottom, and at each 
intermediate joint.  
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Downspout fasteners can 
rust, deform, fail or become loose. On 
buildings with multiple roofs, one roof 
sometimes drains to another roof. 
Where that happens, water should not 
be discharged directly onto roofing 
material. The best practice is to direct 
water from higher gutters to discharge 
into lower gutters through downspout 
pipes.  
 
Occasionally, wooden gutters and 
downspouts are used, usually in older 
or historic residences. They may be 
built into roof eaves and concealed by 
roof fascias. Wooden gutters are 
especially susceptible to rot and 
deterioration and should be monitored.  
 
Pitched roofs in older buildings may 
end at a parapet wall with a built-in 
gutter integrated with the roof flashing. 
At this location, drainage is 
accomplished by a scupper (a metal-
lined opening 
through the parapet 
wall that discharges 
into a leader head 
box that in turn 
discharges to a 
downspout). The 
leader head box 
should have a 
strainer. Monitor the 
scupper for 
deterioration and 
open seams. All 
metal roof flashings, 
scuppers, leader 
head boxes and 
downspouts should be made of similar 
metals.  
 

 

3.5 Inspection Standards 
 
The inspector shall inspect the roof 
covering from the ground or eaves, 
vents, flashing, skylights, chimney 
and other roof penetrations. The 
inspector is not required to walk 
upon the roof, perform a water test 
or warrant the roof. Skylights are 
notorious for leaking water.  
Prediction of when, how or where a 
leak will develop is beyond the 
scope of a visual home inspection. 
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Chapter 4: Building 
Exterior 
 

 
The exterior of your home is slowly 
deteriorating and aging. The sun, wind, 
rain and temperatures are constantly 
affecting it. Your job is to monitor the 
building s exterior for its condition and 
weather-tightness. Check the 
condition of all exterior materials and 
look for developing patterns of damage 
or deterioration.  
 
In hurricane regions, examine screen 
and jalousie enclosures, carports, 
awnings, canopies, porch roofs and 
roof overhangs to determine their 
condition and the stability of their 
fastenings. Then examine the following 
four critical areas of the exterior to 

determine their condition and 
strength: roofs; windows; doors; and 
garage doors.  
 
In locations where wildfires can 
occur, some jurisdictions have 
restrictions on the use of flammable 
exterior materials. Check with the 
local building official or the fire 
marshal, or both, for detailed 
information.  
 

4.1 Foundation Walls and 
Piers  
 
It is easy to walk around the 
house and simply check the 
exterior of the foundation and 
structural supports.  
 
Foundation walls and piers in 
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residential buildings are usually made 
of masonry and should be monitored 
for cracking, deterioration, moisture 
intrusion and structural adequacy.  
 
Be sure to hire a professional building 
inspector to properly monitor the 
structural integrity of your home, 
including wooden posts, wooden 
columns, concrete foundations, and 
concrete piers.  Annual inspections are 
recommended.  To find a certified 
inspector, visit 
www.inspectorseek.com.  
 
 

4.2 Exterior Wall Covering  
 
Exterior walls above the foundation 
may be covered with a variety of 
materials, including wood siding, 
aluminum, vinyl, wood or asbestos 
cement shingles, plywood, stucco, 
brick, or stone masonry or an exterior 
insulation and finish system.  
 

 
 
 
 
Exterior Wooden Components 

Periodically, look at all 
painted surfaces for peeling, blistering 

and checking. Paint-related 
problems may be due to vapor 
pressure beneath the paint, 
improper paint application or 
excessive paint buildup. Corrective 
measures for these problems could 
vary from the installation of moisture 
vents to complete paint removal. 
Mildew stains on painted surfaces 
do not hurt the wood and could be 
cleaned with a mildew remover. All 
wood elements should be checked 
for fungal and insect infestation at 
exposed horizontal surfaces and 
exterior corner joints.  
 

 
 
Clearance 
Check the distance between the 
bottom of wood elements and 
grade. In locations that have little or 
no snow, the distance should be no 
less than 8 inches. In locations with 
significant lasting snow, the bottom 
of wood elements should be no less 
than 8 inches above the average 
snow depth. Do not pile up against 
the house wall landscaping 



A Homeowner Maintenance Book 
 

 

- 31 - 

 

materials, such as wood chips and 
mulch. 
 

 
 
Aluminum and Vinyl Siding 
Aluminum and vinyl siding are low- 
maintenance materials. When you are 
outside, you can easily look around 
and check the siding. Check for loose, 
bent, cracked or broken pieces. 
Seasonally, inspect all caulked joints, 
particularly around window and door 
trim. Go to Chapter 11 for seasonal 
checklists. Many communities require 
aluminum siding to be electrically 
grounded; confirm for such grounding.  
 
Asbestos Cement Shingles  
Asbestos is a hazardous material. 
Asbestos is not permitted to be used in 
building materials anymore. Do no cut 
or sand asbestos siding.  Dust 
containing asbestos fibers can be 
inhaled. Asbestos siding can be 
replaced with modern (safe) siding 
pieces. Asbestos siding can be 
completely removed or covered over. 
Read Chapter 5.12 for more 
information about asbestos. 
 
Like aluminum and vinyl siding, 
asbestos cement shingles may cover 
decayed or insect-infested wood. 

Check for loose, cracked or broken 
pieces. Check around all window 
and door trim for signs of 
deterioration.  
 
 

 
 
Stucco  
Check stucco for cracks, crumbling 
sections, and areas for potential 
water intrusion. Old and weathered 
cracks may be caused by the 
material s initial shrinkage or by 
earlier building settlement. New, 
sharp cracks may indicate 
movement behind the walls that 
should be investigated by a qualified 
professional.  Stucco can be 
cleaned. It can also be painted. 
 

  
 
Brick or Stone Veneers 
Inspect veneers for cracking, mortar 
deterioration and spalling. Refer to 
Sections 6.3 and 6.5 for monitoring 
the condition of above-ground 
masonry walls.  
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EIFS:  Exterior Insulation and Finish 
System  
EIFS has been in widespread 
residential use since the early 1990s. It 
generally consists of the following 
product layers (moving outward): 
insulation board, mesh and base coat 
layer, finish coat, and sealant and 
flashing. EIFS was originally designed 
as a non-draining water and moisture 
barrier system. A drainage-type EIFS 
that allows water and moisture to 
penetrate the surface and then drain 
away has been developed more 
recently. Most existing EIFS in 
residential applications is installed over 
wood framing and is of the non-
draining type. Water leakage and 
consequent rotting of the wood framing 
have become serious problems in 
many installations, especially at wall 

openings such as windows and 
doors, where inadequate flashing 
details can allow water seepage into 
the wall interior. Manufacturers of 
EIFS differ in their installation 
methods.  
 
Inspecting existing EIFS is difficult 
because it is a proprietary product 
and there are no standard 
construction details that everyone 
agrees with. Consult a trained 
stucco inspector to check for 
concealed water/moisture intrusion 
and damage.  
 
Insulation 
Exterior walls of older homes may 
contain little or no thermal 
insulation. Examine behind the 
siding when possible to determine 
the presence of insulation, if any, 
and assess the potential for 
insulating the exterior walls. 




