
Key Risk Indicators
Ice damming often gives visual and environmental clues before significant damage occurs. Recognizing these early 
warning signs allows for timely intervention, reducing the risk of costly water intrusion and structural issues.

Common warning signs include:
•	 Large icicles forming along eaves or gutters

•	 Ice accumulation in gutters, downspouts, or roof valleys

•	 Uneven roof snow melt patterns, particularly above heated spaces

•	 Water stains on ceilings or upper interior walls during winter

•	 Damp or compressed insulation in the attic

When these signs appear, prompt action—such as removing snow from the affected roof areas or consulting a qualified 
contractor—can help prevent escalation.
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Contributing Factors Impact on Buildings
Several conditions make Canadian buildings 
particularly susceptible to ice damming. 
Understanding these factors helps pinpoint the root 
causes and guides effective prevention strategies: 

•	 �Heat Loss: Insufficient attic insulation or unsealed 
gaps around vents, light fixtures, or chimneys allow 
warm air to leak into the attic.

•	 �Poor Ventilation: Inadequate airflow prevents  
the attic from staying cold enough to avoid uneven 
snow melt.

•	 �Roof Design: Valleys, dormers, and low-slope 
sections are prone to ice buildup.

•	 �Weather Conditions: Heavy snowfall followed  
by sunny days or mild temperatures increases  
melt–freeze cycles.

When ice damming occurs, the resulting water  
intrusion and ice buildup can create a range of costly 
and disruptive issues for property owners, including:

•	 �Water Damage to Interiors: Leaks can saturate 
insulation, stain ceilings and walls, and damage  
floors and furnishings.

•	 �Mold Growth: Persistent dampness creates an  
ideal environment for fungal growth, affecting indoor 
air quality.

•	 �Roof System Deterioration: Repeated freeze–thaw 
stress can loosen shingles, degrade underlayment, 
and shorten roof lifespan.

•	 �Structural Strain: The added weight of ice can  
stress gutters, fascia boards, and, in some cases, 
roof framing.

Canadian winters bring heavy snow, fluctuating temperatures, and freeze–thaw cycles that can create serious risks 
for building owners. One of the most common and costly winter hazards is ice damming—when melting snow refreezes 
along the colder edges of a roof, preventing proper drainage.

The good news is that ice damming is both predictable and preventable. With proactive maintenance, proper insulation 
and ventilation, and seasonal vigilance, you can greatly reduce the risk of winter water damage. This guide provides 
practical steps for prevention, early warning signs to watch for, and immediate actions to take if a problem occurs.

Understanding Ice Dams
Ice dams form when the heat from inside a building escapes into the attic, warming the roof surface and causing snow 
to melt. This meltwater flows toward the colder roof edges (eaves) and refreezes, creating a ridge of ice. Over time, this 
ridge grows, trapping additional meltwater behind it. With nowhere to drain, the water can work its way under shingles 
and into the building.
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Preventative Measures
Preventing ice dams requires a mix of permanent building improvements and seasonal maintenance practices.  
Long-term solutions address the root causes, while short-term measures reduce risks during active winter conditions.

Long-Term Controls

These permanent upgrades help eliminate the conditions that allow ice dams to form:

•	 Upgrade Attic Insulation: Install insulation to the recommended R-values for your region to reduce heat loss.

•	 Seal Air Leakage Points: Close gaps around vents, chimneys, and light fixtures to keep warm air out of the attic.

•	 Improve Roof Ventilation: Add balanced soffit and ridge vents to keep attic temperatures consistent year-round.

•	 Install Ice and Water Shield: Apply protective underlayment along eaves and valleys during any reroofing project.

•	 Refine Roof Design Elements: Ensure adequate slope and unobstructed drainage in new builds or major renovations.

Seasonal Controls

These actions help limit ice dam formation and related damage during the winter months:

•	 �Remove Snow from Roof Edge: Use a roof rake to clear the lower section of your roof after snowfalls and reduce 
potential meltwater.

•	 Maintain Clear Drainage Paths: Keep gutters and downspouts free of leaves, ice, and debris throughout the season.

•	 Use Heated Cables Selectively: Place them in problem areas only as a backup to proper insulation and ventilation.

•	 Schedule a Fall Roof Inspection: Have a contractor check roofing, attic insulation, and ventilation before winter.

•	 Monitor for Early Warning Signs: After storms, look for icicles, ice buildup, or uneven melting so you can  
	 respond early.

By combining these long-term and seasonal strategies, property owners can significantly reduce the likelihood of ice 
dam-related losses.
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How Does an Ice Dam Form?

Hot air escapes  
through the roof.

1

Accumulated snow 
and ice malts and 
flows down the roof.

2

Water runs down  
the roof and refreezes  
in a cooler area.

3

Ice builds up on  
the edges of the roof.  
The melting snow can’t 
drain off, causing it to  
leak into your home.

4

Responding to Active Ice Damming
Even with preventative measures in place, severe weather or unusual conditions can still lead to ice damming.  
Taking quick, safe action can limit further damage until permanent fixes are made. These response strategies include:

•	 Contain Interior Water: Place buckets, tarps, or plastic sheeting under leaks to protect floors and furnishings.

•	 �Remove Snow from Roof Edge: Use a roof rake to clear the lower 1–2 meters of snow from your roof, reducing further 
melting and refreezing.

•	 �Avoid Chipping Ice: Do not use hammers, axes, or other sharp tools that can damage shingles or roofing materials.

•	 �Avoid the Use of De-icers: Rock salt, calcium chloride, or other chemical agents can harm shingles, corrode gutters, 
and damage landscaping.

•	 �Engage a Professional: Hire a qualified roofing or ice removal contractor — preferably one who uses steam removal 
— to safely eliminate ice dams without causing further harm. 

Acting promptly, while avoiding high-risk DIY methods, can prevent a localized leak from becoming a major  
repair project.

Caution on Heating Cables

Heated roof cables should be considered a supplementary measure, not a substitute for proper insulation, 
air sealing, and ventilation. Over reliance can mask underlying issues, increase energy costs, and, if installed 
incorrectly, create electrical hazards. They should always be professionally installed and used only in targeted 
trouble spots.
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Conclusion
Ice damming is a predictable winter hazard in Canada, but it doesn’t have to be an inevitable one. By understanding 
how ice dams form, recognizing early warning signs, and implementing both long-term building improvements  
and seasonal maintenance practices, property owners can greatly reduce the risk of costly water damage. 

The key is to combine awareness with consistent action. That is, a well-insulated, properly ventilated roof, supported  
by vigilant seasonal upkeep, is the most effective defense against ice damming.

References

Canadian Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC) | About Your House: Attic Venting, Attic Moisture, and Ice Dams  
https://publications.gc.ca/collections/Collection/NH18-24-13E.pdf

Insurance Institute for Business & Home Safety (IBHS) | Ice Dams & Building Codes: Are You Protected?  
https://ibhs.org/wind-driven-rain/ice-dams-building-codes-are-you-protected/ 

Institute for Catastrophic Loss Reduction | Snow and Ice Storms 
https://www.iclr.org/wp-content/uploads/PDFS/ICLR_Snow-and-ice-storms_2018.pdf


