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GRP Rooflights – How do you know yours make 
the grade?

The National Association of Rooflight Manufacturers (NARM) suggest some things you should check to ensure your GRP rooflights will stand the test of time

Glass Reinforced Polyester (GRP) has come a long way since it was launched as the first plastic roof-lighting material more than 50 years ago. Rapidly accepted in the 50s and 60s as a practical and very cost effective alternative to Georgian wired glass, GRP was widely adopted as the preferred rooflight material for most metal framed buildings.

Early GRP did however have its problems. As with many plastics at the time, it did not weather as well as traditional roofing materials and most roofers today will be familiar with the yellowed, “hairy” appearance of those early GRP rooflights which over a few years lost most of their light transmitting ability and almost all of their strength. 
Fifty years on the picture is altogether different. Demand for high performance rooflights from building owners and from UK regulators has driven a programme of development that results in today’s premium UK manufactured GRP rooflights being the tough, easy to handle and long-lasting products that UK roofers, clients and regulators now take for granted, and which are probably the best in the world.
 
Highly developed Ultra Violet (UV) resistant coatings to resist discolouration, surface erosion and weakening for the life expectancy of contemporary buildings, fully drop-tested to UK non-fragility standards and able to meet UK Fire regulations, today’s premium GRP rooflights are well engineered, versatile, practical and cost-effective. So why even think about them?
 
The problem is that not all GRP rooflights are equal. Specifiers and conractors should be aware that it is still possible to buy “old-technology” GRP that behaves the way it did in the 60s and 70s. While for some applications this may be acceptable, it is certainly not acceptable to think you are getting a bargain – it is only by using premium GRP rooflights that you can ensure the durability and lifespan of the rooflight, and more importantly, eliminate risk to the lives of roof workers.
 
So what should you look for when selecting a rooflight and a supplier?
Strength
Well, firstly, there is the strength of the rooflight sheet and its associated non-fragility classification when new. GRP sheets are usually specified by weight (e.g. 2.4kg per sq m) but this is not the only factor affecting their strength – the other critical factor is the amount of glass fibre they contain. 
All premium GRP made by NARM members has at least 33% glass fibre content (by weight), and can be assumed to achieve non-fragility classifications as laid out in NARM Guidance Note 2006/1 (Table 1), depending on weight.  Some recently imported sheet has been found to have as little as 25% glass content making it substantially weaker than the equivalent weight premium sheet. Even if the glass content of this sheet is correct, the glass has to be bonded into the sheet properly to achieving the expected strength. So check both the weight and the glass content, and evidence that the sheet has been fully tested and achieves repeatable results, before accepting a non-NARM manufacturer’s claim for non-fragility.

Durability
Next, there is durability, which comes from the level of protection from UV exposure and weathering. All sheet made by NARM members incorporates specially formulated resins with inherently high levels of stability, bolstered by the incorporation of high levels of UV absorbers within the resin, and are also protected with a high performance UV-absorbing surface film, preventing discolouration or surface erosion in the long term. In most situations this ensures no significant loss of structural strength for 25 years or more, and sheets of appropriate weight can be expected to remain non-fragile for 25 years as laid out in NARM Guidance Note 2006/1 (Table 2). 
Higher levels of performance are available to guaranteed even longer life and resistance to corrosive environments such as coastal areas and chemical factories.
So if not buying from an NARM member, check your suppliers written statements of durability – and satisfy yourself that they will stand by them should the need arise.
Light Transmission
Some basic sheets can have lower light transmission when new, and unprotected GRP sheets (yes, some sheets are not protected from UV at all), will yellow with age, will lose light transmission and will suffer surface erosion and weakening. Although measuring how GRP ages over time is not a completely precise science, objective measurement is possible in a QUV accelerated weather testing machine. All NARM manufacturer’s GRP has undergone this testing, so if buying outside NARM check your supplier can quote a light transmission figure when new, and a delta-E figure for how the sheet is expected to discolour over time. 
Thermal Performance

Thermal performance is also significant, with ever-increasing focus on energy saving and carbon emissions reflected in Part L Building Regulations. All rooflights fitted these days should be at least triple skin to meet the current Part-L Regulations to achieve a U-value under 2.2 W/m2K. Lower U-values are increasingly being demanded by energy conscious clients, and all NARM suppliers offer intermediate sheets to give U-values down to 1.3 W/m2K, with options below 1.0 W/m2K. So check your supplier can offer intermediate layers or components (to fit between liner and outer) to give the performance you require.

Fire Rating

A further issue is fire rating: all NARM manufacturers can supply a wide range of fire ratings, including SAA and SAB to BS476 Part3, Class1 to BS 476 Part7, Class0 as defined by the Building Regulations and BS476 Part 6, as well as classifications to new European standards such as EN13501-1. They hold detailed certification from recognised UK testing houses confirming these ratings for the full range of sheet weights they make. Check your supplier can substantiate any claim they make by providing you a copy of their certificate of independent verification.
In summary, premium GRP rooflights from NARM members are well engineered, high performance products, offering outstanding:

· Strength

· Durability

· Non-fragile performance

· Light transmission

· Thermal performance

· Choice of fire ratings

More economic alternatives may initially appear to be an acceptable alternative, and may be suitable for some applications, but they will not provide the same levels of performance in all, if any, of these areas.

There is heavy responsibility on suppliers and distributors of sheet to ensure that a product performs as described, but an equally heavy onus on specifiers and users to ensure the right questions have been asked, and that the answers stand up to scrutiny to ensure the correct performance is obtained. Deciding the appropriate level of performance will always be down to the designer, but buying from a manufacturer who is a member of the UK’s recognised rooflight trade association, NARM, can provide peace of mind that the product provided will live up to the standards in the specification.
Bill Hawker chairs NARM’s technical committee and is Technical Director of Brett Martin Daylight Systems.
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