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Ice Dams
Ice dams can form on roofs in the winter months and, under certain conditions,
can result in costly water damage to the interior of a structure. The ice dams
form when water freezes on a cold spot on a roof, usually at the eaves. Water
that pools behind the ice dam can eventually work its way through the roof
covering into the structure. Ice dams can be prevented.

What Causes an Ice Dam?

Three conditions must be present for an ice dam to form:

• snow on the roof
• heat to melt the snow
• cold to re-freeze the melted snow

Snow on the roof insulates the underlying snow which is in contact with the
roof. Warm air in the attic warms the roof under the snow, causing the snow
to melt. The melted snow water then trickles down the slope of the roof, 
protected by the overlying snow, until it comes in contact with the cold edge
or eaves area. The snow melt re-freezes in the colder area. Prolonged freeze/
thaw cycles allow the water to build up in the cold region of the eaves to
form an effective dam of ice. With ice accumulation, the dam retains enough
melt water behind it to allow the water to work its way under the roof cover-
ing, resulting in water entering the structure. Water can then make its way to
the ceiling and/or run down the walls. Deep snow followed by frigid tempera-
tures will increase the likely hood of ice dams.

Preventing Ice Dams

You cannot control outside air temperature, but you can eliminate the snow 
or eliminate the heat.

• Seal warm air leaks from interior rooms to the attic. (This will also cut
your heating bills.)

• Ensure that you have adequate insulation in the attic. Homes in the
Northern United States should have at least R 38 (about 12 inches of
fiberglass or cellulose) above the ceiling.

• Be sure there is unrestricted air movement under the roof from the eaves
soffit to the ridge.

• Clean the roof gutters in the fall after the foliage has fallen. Though
clogged gutters do not create ice dams, they can cause ice to back up
onto the roof.
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If An Ice Dam Develops

Remove all of the snow from the roof. This can be accom-
plished by shoveling, or by reaching up from the ground with
a long-handled rake. Use caution so that you don’t fall off the
roof when shoveling, or get hit with a chunk of ice if you are
raking the snow off the roof.

For more information, contact your local Hartford 
agent or your Hartford Loss Control Consultant. 
Visit The Hartford’s Loss Control web site at 
http://www.thehartford.com/corporate/losscontrol/
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The information provided in these materials is intended to be general and advisory in nature. It shall not be considered legal advice. The Hartford does not war-
rant that the implementation of any view or recommendation contained herein will: (i) result in the elimination of any unsafe conditions at your business locations 
or with respect to your business operations; or (ii) will be an appropriate legal or business practice. The Hartford assumes no responsibility for the control or 
correction of hazards or legal compliance with respect to your business practices, and the views and recommendations contained herein shall not constitute our
undertaking, on your behalf or for the benefit of others, to determine or warrant that your business premises, locations or operations are safe or healthful, or are
in compliance with any law, rule or regulation. Readers seeking to resolve specific safety, legal or business issues or concerns related to the information provided
in these materials should consult their safety consultant, attorney or business advisors. All information and representations herein are as of March 2009.


