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Abstract: In the line of pursuing better energy efficiency in human activities that would result in a
more sustainable utilization of resources, the building sector plays a relevant role, being responsible
for almost 40% of both energy consumption and the release of pollutant substances in the atmosphere.
For this purpose, techniques aimed at improving the energy performances of buildings’ envelopes
are of paramount importance. Among them, green roofs are becoming increasingly popular due
to their capability of reducing the (electric) energy needs for (summer) climatization of buildings,
hence also positively affecting the indoor comfort levels for the occupants. Clearly, reliable tools
for the modelling of these envelope components are needed, requiring the availability of suitable
field data. Starting with the results of a case study designed to estimate how the adoption of green
roofs on a Sicilian building could positively affect its energy performance, this paper shows the
impact of this technology on indoor comfort and energy consumption, as well as on the reduction
of direct and indirect CO2 emissions related to the climatization of the building. Specifically, the
ceiling surface temperatures of some rooms located underneath six different types of green roofs
were monitored. Subsequently, the obtained data were used as input for one of the most widely
used simulation models, i.e., EnergyPlus, to evaluate the indoor comfort levels and the achievable
energy demand savings of the building involved. From these field analyses, green roofs were shown
to contribute to the mitigation of the indoor air temperatures, thus producing an improvement of
the comfort conditions, especially in summer conditions, despite some worsening during transition
periods seeming to arise.

Keywords: innovative envelope; building components; green roofs; indoor comfort; energy
consumption; building modelling; simulation models

1. Introduction

The reduction of energy consumption and the related decrease of greenhouse gases emissions
represent important aspects to which much attention has been paid at global, European and countries
levels, especially with regard to the building sector.

Appl. Sci. 2020, 10, 893; doi:10.3390/app10030893 www.mdpi.com/journal/applsci

http://www.mdpi.com/journal/applsci
http://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6450-7044
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/app10030893
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/applsci
https://www.mdpi.com/2076-3417/10/3/893?type=check_update&version=2


Appl. Sci. 2020, 10, 893 2 of 19

Worldwide, energy consumption in the building sector is responsible for 36% of total energy use
(corresponding to a 39% of energy-related CO2 emissions) [1,2], while at the European level, the energy
consumption in the same sector accounts for a share of the total energy comprised between 25% and
40% (corresponding to about 35% of CO2 emissions throughout Europe) [3–5].

From this perspective, various strategies have been implemented. At the global level, the UN 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development, along with the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) [6],
need to be mentioned.

At the European scale, the EU has been very committed to this issue by setting the well known
ambitious targets for 2020 (“climate and energy package”) [7], and even more so for 2030 (“climate and
energy framework”) [8,9] and 2050 (“long-term strategy”) [10,11]. Other relevant goals have been set
out in the seventh Environment Action Program (EAP) [12] aimed at decarbonizing and making more
sustainable European cities. Among European standards and regulations issued on this matter, the
EPBD Directive and its recast must be cited [13–15].

Italy’s National Energy Strategy 2017 [16] lays down the actions to be achieved by 2030, in
accordance with the long-term scenario drawn up in the EU Energy Roadmap 2050, which translate to
a reduction of emissions by at least 80% from their 1990 levels.

However, despite these standards and regulations being in force, in recent years, the energy
consumption in the building sector has increased, particularly in Italy [17]. That is why more
effort in promoting actions and finding new strategies to improve energy savings and efficiency are
necessary [18].

Generally speaking, apart from all the design strategies typical of the principles of bioclimatic
architecture (such as, for instance, space organisation, wall-window-ratio, orientation, thermal mass,
operation management [19,20]), more relevant energy savings achievable in buildings can be attributed
to two main categories of components: technical plants (HVAC system) and the building envelope,
which have a synergistic relationship. In fact, a reduction in energy consumption related to the HVAC
consists in the use of active systems which entail further energy consumption. As regards the building
envelope, passive systems (not energy depending) can be used, which allow to actually obtain a
reduction of the energy consumption (and at the same time, to also save on the use and the size of the
HVAC system). Clearly, the occupants’ behaviours and attitudes might also significantly influence
energy saving, as demonstrated, for instance, in [21–24]. Starting from the above considerations, in
this work, it was decided to pay attention to the use of a passive system to be applied to the building
envelope, that is, green roofs equipped with different vegetation types.

Among the passive systems, green roofs are becoming more and more popular due to their
capability of reducing the energy needs for the climatization of buildings [25–27], especially for cooling
purposes [28–30].

At the same time, vegetated roofs also have a positive impact on the outdoor urban environment
in terms of regenerative sustainability, allowing to induce various environmental benefits [26,31],
such as reducing air pollution [32,33], mitigating noise [34,35], improving the management of
runoff water [32,36,37], easing the urban heat island (UHI) effects [38–40], and increasing the urban
biodiversity [41,42]. Moreover, the European Union is evaluating the possibility of including criteria
specifically referring to green coverings within the EU Ecolabel scheme for buildings [43].

In addition to experimental studies [44–46], the effect on the built environment of vegetated
roofs in diverse climates has also been investigated from analytical [47–49] and modelling points of
view [50–52] over the years. In particular, the relevant parameters for energy modelling of green
roofs have been explored in the literature, particularly referring to the role played by leaves and solar
radiation in the thermal exchanges between vegetated layers and the surrounding environment [53].

The reported literature indicates that green roofs represent very promising building components,
also in the Mediterranean context, as demonstrates the incremental number of studies and analyses
carried out in recent years concerning both the experimental [44,54] and the simulating approach [47,55].
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Other studies have underlined that additional issues would probably need more attention
regarding plants growing on the roof, especially their influence on the thermal performance of green
roofs [56,57], and the influence of the evapotranspiration component on the green roof heat and mass
transmission [50,58].

Taking into account the studies reported above, it is evident how green roofs can have a strong
impact in attenuating the average radiant temperature on building roofs [44,59,60]. This capability of
acting as thermal insulation positively influences the indoor comfort conditions for the occupants of
the rooms sited under the roof [27,45,61,62]: this aspect has always been critical in the design phase of
a building envelope.

Kuan-Teng Lei et al. [63], by means of a field experiment performed in a school building in Taipei,
have developed a finite element analysis model for the improvement of indoor thermal comfort in the
presence of extensive green roofs. The researchers found a decrease of the indoor temperature up to
4 ◦C, compared to bare roofs. Costa Junior et al. [64], through an experimental analysis conducted in
the city of Recife, Pernambuco (Brazil), compared the performance of four roofs made up of chanana
green roof (Turnera subulata), daisy green roof (Sphagneticola trilobata), parsley green roof (Ipomoea
asarifolia), and fiber cement tile. Through the comparison, the index of discomfort (ID), effective
temperature (ET) and the human comfort index (HCI) were calculated. The three vegetated options
mitigated both the internal air temperature with a reduction of 0.71◦C, 0.19◦C and 0.35◦C, respectively
and the internal surface temperature with a reduction of 1.5◦C, 0.8◦C and 0.8◦C, respectively, compared
to the fiber cement tile-made roof. Di Giuseppe and Orazio [65] experimentally analysed the effect of
cool and green roofs compared to traditional ones in a Nearly Zero Energy Building, on the internal
comfort and the air temperatures of the surrounding environment. The outcomes, on one hand,
confirmed the effectiveness of green and cool roofs for the mitigation of the Urban Heat Island effect,
and on the other hand, indicated the little effectiveness of high-albedo materials on roofing systems
with a very low U-value for internal comfort.

Furthermore, the impact of green walls on thermal comfort have been compared to that of green
roofs. For instance, Malys et al. [66], using the SOLENE-microclimat tool, compared the effect caused
by different ‘greening strategies’ on buildings’ energy consumption and indoor comfort in the summer
season. The outcomes of the investigation indicate that, while green roofs seemingly mainly affect the
upper floor, green walls directly affect the indoor comfort throughout the entire building.

To help to provide a contribution to this important and often overlooked matter, the aim of
this paper was to assess the influence that green roofs have on the indoor thermal comfort levels,
particularly considering the indoor radiative heat exchanges. For this purpose, a case study was
conducted to estimate how the adoption of the proposed interventions could impact the indoor thermal
comfort and the energy consumption of a building and contribute to the reduction of the direct and
indirect CO2 emissions. In particular, the ceiling temperatures of some rooms located underneath
six different types of green roofs were monitored. The choice of detecting this parameter resides
on the circumstance that the ceiling internal surface’s temperature is a relevant component of the
mean radiant temperature of the room that, in turn, greatly affects the value of the indoor parameter
PMV [67]. Subsequently, the obtained data were used as input data for one of the most widely used
simulation models (EnergyPlus [68]) to evaluate the indoor comfort levels and the achievable energy
demand savings of the involved building.

Three scenarios were adopted. Scenarios #1 and #2 refer to a building equipped with a green roof;
Scenarios #3 refers to the pre-existing roof. The simulation of Scenario #2 is made by means of the
Energy Plus code, through its resident routine; on the other hand, Scenario #1 is modelled by imposing,
for the indoor temperatures of the ceiling, the experimental data detected on the site. The aim of this
approach was to compare the PMVs obtained from Energy Plus with those calculated on the basis of
the monitored experimental data, i.e., the indoor ceiling surface temperatures.



Appl. Sci. 2020, 10, 893 4 of 19

2. Materials and Methods

The presented study is part of a joint research project between the University of Palermo and the
“Consiglio per la ricerca in agricoltura e l’analisi dell’economia agraria - CREA”, operating in Sicily. To
accomplish the task mentioned in the Introduction, a mixed approach, partly modelling and partly
experimental, was used in the work.

At the same time, the impact that green roofs have on the energy consumption of a building was
evaluated. In addition, the estimation of the achievable savings in direct and indirect CO2 emissions
due to the use of such building component is reported as well.

2.1. Description of the Experimental Site

The installation of the experimental green roof was settled by the CREA Research Center and the
University of Palermo with the support of a building materials enterprise, on the roof of a one-storey
detached house (Figure 1) owned by CREA and sited in Bagheria, a Sicilian town near Palermo
(Southern Italy).

Figure 1. Site of the installation of the experimental field (source: Google-Earth).

To conduct the present case study, it was decided to install the green coverage on the pre-existing
roof of the building, made of hollow bricks, with a surface of approximately 80 m2.

As regards the weather conditions of the site, they were typical of the South of Italy, characterized
by a temperate climate with warm summers and mild winters. Figures 2–4 show the trend of outdoor
air temperature (T), relative humidity (RH) and solar radiation (IR), respectively, during the monitoring
period of one year.

Figure 2. Trend of the outdoor air temperature during the monitoring period.
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Figure 3. Trend of the outdoor air relative humidity during the monitoring period.

Figure 4. Trend of the solar radiation during the monitoring period.

2.2. Description of the Analysed Green Roof Installed in the Experimental Site

Going from the indoor to the outdoor sides of the building, as shown in Figure 5, the green roof
compound is composed of the following layers: a root barrier (with a waterproofing membrane),
a drainage layer (made of a polyethylene geo-net, hot-coupled with a non-woven geotextile with
filtering functions), a water storage layer (constituted by cushions filled with expanded perlite), a filter
fabric (composed by a geotextile felt, 100% polypropylene calendered), a growing medium (which is a
mixture of peat, lapillus, pumice, zeolite and slow releasing fertilizers and is infesting weeds free) and
the vegetation layer.

Figure 5. Sketch of the green-roof layers.
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In order to also analyse the effects provided by different plant species and different thicknesses of
the water storage layer on the green roof thermal behaviour, the roof was divided into six sectors, where
three different Mediterranean autochthonous species (Halimione Portulacoides, Rosmarinus Officinalis
Prostratus and Crithmum Maritimum) and two different thicknesses of the water storage layer (10 cm for
plots 1, 2, 3 – P1, P2, P3 – and 15 cm for plots 4, 5, 6 – P4, P5, P6 –) were used according to the scheme
reported in Figure 6.

Figure 6. Scheme of the plant species planted in the different sectors.

A brief structural description of each layer is reported in Table 1.

Table 1. Description of the layers constituting the green roof plot.

Layer Element Type Thickness [cm] Plant Species

1 Structural support 20 Hollow brick

2 Waterproofing membrane
and root barrier - Bituminous paint

3 Drainage layer 0.5 Polyethylene geo-net, hot-coupled
with a no woven geotextile

4 Water storage layer 10 (P1, P2, P3) Pillows filled with expanded perlite
15 (P4, P5, P6)

5 Filter fabric - Geotextile felt, 100%polypropylene
calendered

6 Growing medium 15 Pumice, lapillus and peat

7 Vegetation layer -

Halimione Portulacoides
(P1 and P6)

Rosmarinus Officinalis Prostratus
(P2 and P5)

Crithmum Maritimum (P3 and P4)

Table 2 reports, instead, the main physical parameters characterizing each of the green roofs’ six
plots. The data listed in Table 2 are the same as those used in [69].
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Table 2. Description of the layers constituting the green roof plot.

Parameters
Plots

P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6

Water storage layer thickness (cm) 15 15 15 10 10 10
Height of Plants (m) 0.35 0.28 0.12 0.12 0.22 0.30
Leaf Area Index (-) 4.0 2.8 1.2 0.9 2.3 3.8
Leaf Reflectivity (-) 0.19 0.18 0.17 0.20 0.21 0.21
Substrate total thickness (m) 0.30 0.30 0.30 0.25 0.25 0.25
Thermal conductivity of dry soil (W/m·K) 0.0738 0.0738 0.0738 0.0816 0.0816 0.0816
Density of dry soil (kg/m3) 530 530 530 446 446 446
Specific heat of dry soil (J/kg·K) 1050 1050 1050 1060 1060 1060

In addition to thermal conductivity, density and specific heat, which characterize the
thermo-physical behaviour of the soil, some other properties typical of the specific plants, which have
an important impact on the heat exchanges through the green-roof, were also considered.

Particularly, the “leaf reflectance” (dimensionless), that is, the ratio of the incoming light which is
reflected by a leaf, and the “leaf area index”—LAI (m2/m2)—defined as the one-sided green leaf area
per unit of ground surface area. The latter, in particular, which has a great influence on the shading
and transpiration effects, has a positive effect, especially during summer seasons; in fact, the higher the
LAI, the higher the cooling reduction [50,69,70].

As for the vegetation characteristics, Figure 7 shows how the Halimione Portulacoides (both P1
and P6) and the Rosmarinus Officinalis Prostratus (only P5) reached full coverage (100%) in less than
12 months while the Rosmarinus Officinalis Prostratus in P2 achieved a maxim coverage of about 85%
in the same period and the Crithmum Maritimum (both P3 and P4) did not accomplish more than
40%–60%, showing the difficulty of establishing it in the considered environment [52].

Figure 7. The six-plots green coverages system.

2.3. Data Monitoring System Adopted

The field experimental part of the proposed approach essentially consisted in a monitoring
campaign of the ceiling temperature values of the building.

Since the monitoring of the temperatures profiles of the ceiling was aimed at checking the effects
of the presence of the green roof on the indoor conditions, particularly in terms of thermal comfort
levels, measures were performed in the center of the rooms’ ceiling, far from thermal bridges and lights
fixtures, as shown in Figure 8.
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Figure 8. Layout of the building, green roof plots’ arrangement and positions of probes for the
temperature measurement.

Concerning the measuring method, temperatures were recorded with a sample rate of 10 minutes,
during both the winter and the summer seasons, by means of insulated T type thermocouple probes.

The monitoring campaign lasted one year and started six months after the installation of the
green roofs in order to have the green coverage well stabilized and to allow the testing of the
acquisition system.

2.4. Simulations Performed in the Study

The modelling part of the proposed approach consisted in utilizing the very popular EnergyPlus
simulation code to run the building’s thermal calculations. For this purpose, different scenarios were
implemented, specifically:

• Scenario #1, in which the monitored ceiling temperatures were utilized in the simulation as
boundary fixed conditions for the ceiling of the investigated rooms. In this scenario, a detailed
schedule for the HVAC was implemented, based on assumptions made of its "real" use according
to the typical time of occupation of the building, considering a power capacity of 10000 Watt. This
value was obtained from simulations previously conducted using the climatic design-day typical
of the examined area, characterized by a temperature of 5.2◦C (± 0) for winter conditions and
31◦C (± 6) for summer conditions.

• Scenario #2, in which the simulation was carried out utilizing the green roof configuration provided
by EnergyPlus (EP+GR), trying to simulate the previously described six plots as faithfully as
possible by using the parameters reported in Tables 1 and 2. In fact, the EnergyPlus green roof
simulation tool sets numerical limits for some parameters, which could not therefore have been
set according to their real values.

• Scenario #3, in which the simulation was conducted by implementing a standard case (STD), that
is, considering the original roof of the building without the presence of green coverage.

Regarding the HVAC schedule of Scenario #2 and Scenario #3, it was decided to use a simple
on/off schedule, with the HVAC working between 7:00 and 17:00, considering the same power capacity
as that used in Scenario #1.

The authors would like to underline here that Scenarios #1 and #2 are characterized by the presence
of green roofs, while Scenario #3 refers to a standard roof. The difference consists in the fact that, while
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the simulation of Scenario #2 totally complies with the Energy Plus code (by utilizing its typical green
roof simulation routine), Scenario #1 is modelled by forcing the Energy Plus code, that is, imposing the
monitored indoor ceiling temperatures as boundary conditions. In this way, the model was driven
with real data based on the presence of the experimental green roof, avoiding the actual simulation of
the green roof element itself. Hence, this allowed us to compare the PMVs obtained from the Energy
Plus green roof simulation tool (with its relative assumptions limits) with those calculated on the basis
of the real monitored experimental data.

In order to assess the direct and indirect reduction of CO2 emissions, in this work, a value of
85 kgCO2/ha per year [71] was considered for the direct reduction of CO2 emission, based on the
extension of green covering, while a value of 0.531 tCO2/MWh (the average emissions for the current
electric Italian energy mix [34]) was used to estimate the indirect reduction of CO2 emission based on
energy saving for climatization purposes and having set a COP value equal to 3 for the cooling season
and 3.5 for the heating season.

3. Results and Discussions

In this section, the results relative to the monitoring campaign and to the energy performance
simulations are reported.

3.1. Monitored Data

Table 3 shows the average temperatures measured on the ceiling of each room sited below the
green roof’s six plots, for summer (July) and winter (February) conditions, in periods during which the
air-conditioning system was working.

Table 3. Monitoring results of the green roofs six plots.

Plots Plant Species
Water Storage Layer

Thickness (cm)
Maximum Green

Coverage (%)
Tavg (◦C) of the Ceiling

February July

P1 Halimione Portulacoides 10 100% 18.1 ± 2.1 26.6 ± 0.2

P2 Rosmarinus Officinalis
Prostratus 10 85% 16.0 ± 1.8 27.5 ± 0.9

P3 Crithmum Maritimum 10 58% 15.8 ± 1.4 26.9 ± 1.1
P4 Crithmum Maritimum 15 38% 17.9 ± 1.2 30.8 ± 0.8

P5 Rosmarinus Officinalis
Prostratus 15 100% 17.6 ± 1.2 28.5 ± 0.6

P6 Halimione Portulacoides 15 100% 19.0 ± 1.1 28.2 ± 0.3

The monitoring results point out a general tendency to attain lower temperatures when the green
coverage is higher, i.e., P1 (Halimione Portulacoides). Indeed, this plot shows that ceiling temperatures
were generally 1–3 ◦C lower with respect to the other plots in summer and 1–2 ◦C higher during winter,
hence representing a benefit for both the summer and winter seasons.

Moreover, it must be noted that the LAI has a positive influence on the green-roof thermal
behaviour; P1 and P6 have, in fact, higher LAI, unlike P3 and P4. In addition, another factor that could
have influenced the obtained results is represented by the light colour of the plants’ leaf surface, which
enabless a higher amount of solar radiation to be reflected.

The results shown in Table 3 also highlight the influence of the different type of plants. In particular,
Halimione Portulacoides (P1 and P6) reduces temperature peaks more consistently. Therefore, this type
of plant seems to be more suitable for lowering the summer temperature values and increasing the
winter temperature peaks.

Anyway, as reported in Table 3, it should be pointed out that during the summer season, a mean
temperature of about 26.6 ◦C has been recorded by the thermocouples placed on the rooms’ ceilings
under P1 (Halimione Portulacoides), with maximum peaks of 27 ◦C, that lies within the suggested range
for the indoor comfort in summer conditions [72]. The same cannot be stated for the other plots,
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where, even with a 100% green coverage, ceiling temperatures of about 27–28 ◦C were registered, with
maximum peaks going beyond 30 ◦C.

The above-discussed outcomes demonstrate the importance of selecting a proper plant species
during the green roof design phase.

Apart from these considerations, strictly related to the physical characteristics of the green roof, it
is also necessary to take into consideration some aspects related to the building features that may have
influenced the monitored ceiling temperatures, in particular:

• the room located underneath the plot P1, facing North, is almost always in the shade (and not often
sunlit); therefore, it is likely that the indoor environment is characterized by an air temperature
lower than that of the other rooms;

• the room sited below the plot P4, on the other hand, is subjected both to greater solar radiation
levels on the west-faced external wall and to heat released by several refrigerators aimed at the
storage of biomass; it is then possible that the temperature inside such a space is constantly higher
than that of the other rooms;

• the sensors located under plots P2 and P3, despite being associated to two different plant species,
are located within a single large environment, which could make the distinction of their readings
quite difficult;

• the rooms where the sensors relative to plots P3 and P4 are placed in, border on the left with a
small greenhouse that, reasonably, is characterized by a higher air temperature than the outdoor.

3.2. Outcomes of Energy Simulations

Since the main aim of this work was to assess how the use of green roofs can affect the indoor
comfort and the energy consumption of a building, it was decided to report, in the first part of this
section, a comparison between the simulation results of Scenario #1 and Scenario #3. In particular,
considering that such estimation is affected by the temperature changes during the actual HVAC
system operating periods and in light of the detailed schedule utilized to run the simulations, it was
chosen to divide the resulting data into two five-days periods representative of winter (Figure 9, on the
left) and summer (Figure 9, on the right) conditions. Specifically, in Figure 9, the green lines represent
an average of the values obtained for the six plots (Scenario #1), with its relative ranges of variation
and the blue lines represent the standard case (Scenario #3); on the other hand, the red lines indicate
the HVAC system start-up intervals.

Figure 9. Comparison between Scenario #1 (green lines) and Scenario #3 (blue lines) for winter (left)
and summer (right) conditions.

Looking at Figure 9, it can be noted how after an initial start-up phase of the HVAC system,
the presence of a green roof during the winter season does not seem to improve the indoor thermal
conditions, while during the summer season, it brings a noticeable improvement of the indoor comfort
levels. It must be underlined here that the amplitude of the variation range relative to the green roofs’
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temperature values is due to the fact that as reported in Section 2.2, the six plots are characterized by
different features and therefore, describing parameters; in particular, the type of species and its relative
coverage percentage have a strong influence on the monitored temperatures.

The temperature differences noticed also had an impact on the energy consumption. Over the
representative five-day periods considered, in fact, a 18% increase for heating needs (220.05 kWh for the
standard roof against 259.59 kWh for the green roof) and a 44% saving for cooling needs (189.38 kWh
for the standard roof against 106.37 kWh for the green roof) were observed.

As mentioned earlier, after this first comparison, the authors wondered what results would have
been obtained by simulating a green roof similar to the real one using the green roof configuration tool
provided by EnergyPlus. The second part of this section shows, therefore, a comparison between the
results obtained from the Scenario # 1 and Scenario # 2 simulations.

Similarly to the previously reported Figure 9, Figure 10 contains the obtained results for the
two five-days periods representative of winter (on the left) and summer (on the right) conditions.
In particular, the green lines (Scenario #1) and the red lines (HVAC system start-up intervals) are the
same as shown in Figure 9, while the black lines represent an average of the values obtained for the six
plots, with the relative ranges of variation, using the Scenario #2 EnergyPlus settings.

Figure 10. Comparison between Scenario #1 (green lines) and Scenario #2 (black lines) for winter (left)
and summer (right) conditions.

By analysing Figure 10, it can be seen how, in the winter conditions, the green roof simulated
according to Scenario #2 shows a very similar behaviour to that in Scenario #1, particularly during
the air-conditioning working periods. In winter conditions, however, Scenario #2 allows to obtain
higher temperatures than Scenario #1, corresponding to a further improvement in the indoor comfort
levels. Furthermore, in summer conditions, contrarily to Scenario #1, Scenario #2 shows an evident
very variable temperature trend between day and night, typical of a context highly influenced from
solar radiation, which does not seem to reflect reality.

As for the fact that the changes of the Scenario #2 temperatures range are much narrower than
those in Scenario #1, it must be observed that this is most likely due to the fact that, as previously
highlighted, the model used by EnergyPlus does not allow to set all the parameters of the green roof
freely but imposes some constraints to their numerical values. Due to this reason, in fact, the Scenario
#2 results show no differences relating to the two different thicknesses of water storage used for each
species, but only some small differences between the different species.

As for the energy consumption of Scenario #2, over the representative five-day periods considered,
a 4% saving for heating needs (220.05 kWh for the standard roof against 212.34 kWh for the green roof)
and a 41% saving for cooling needs (189.38 kWh for the standard roof against 112.54 kWh for the green
roof) were observed.

Finally, in the last part of this section, it was decided to report a rough estimate, on a monthly
basis, relative to both aspects of indoor comfort improvement and energy consumption savings. In this
regard, it was chosen to compare the results deriving from the simulations of Scenarios #2 and #3.
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This choice was suggested due to the fact that, given the intended use of the building (i.e., research
laboratory) and its real use (i.e., infrequent), especially in terms of the HVAC system, it was assumed
that the results of Scenario #1 were not considered actually representative for a long-term estimate.

Once again, in order to make the results visually more easily readable, an average of the results
obtained for the green roof six plots was used to display the results of Scenario #2.

To compare Scenario #2 with Scenario #3 in relation to indoor comfort levels, it was decided
to report, in Figure 11, a graph of the monthly temperatures. The graph indeed allows to show the
deviations of the average values of the green roof ceiling temperatures (∆tav,ceiling) compared to those
of the standard roof, where the black bars represent the range of deviation from the average values.

Figure 11. Deviations of the average values of the green roof ceiling temperatures compared to those of
the standard roof.

Figure 11 highlights the positive effects due to the presence of the green roof, which, with respect
to the standard roof, allows maintaining higher ceiling temperatures in winter and lower ceiling
temperatures during summer.

Other than the temperature, another important indicator when assessing the indoor comfort levels
is represented by the PMV (Predicted Mean Vote). For this reason, it was also decided to report, in
Figure 12, a comparison between the monthly PMV average and peak values of Scenario #2 (GR) and
Scenario #3 (ST).

Figure 12. Monthly PMV average and peak values for Scenario #2 (GR) and Scenario #3 (ST).
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By looking at the differences in the obtained PMV average values (Figure 12) with and without
the presence of the green roof, especially those relative to July and August, it arises that the presence
of the green roof reduces PMV average values from more than 0.7 to approximately 0.5. Hence,
accordingly to the standard currently in force for the design of the indoor environment, i.e., EN
16798-1:2019 [72], the presence of the green roof contributes to shift the indoor thermal environmental
conditions from Category III (acceptable, moderate level of expectations) to Category II (normal level
of expectation). In other words, the presence of the green roof contributes to bring the building within
comfort conditions (PMV = 0.5), starting from a slight warm condition (PMV = 0.7).

Moreover, by analysing Figure 12, it can also be seen how, although a general positive effect due
to the presence of the green roof is evident, some critical issues emerged in the months of April and
October (transition months), for which the standard roof seems to perform better than the green roof.
This condition, which needs to be better investigated, is probably due to the additional thermal inertia
that the presence of the green roof brings to the structure: this slows down the response of the green
roof compound to the changes of climatic conditions occurring in the transition periods of the end of
spring (April) and the beginning of winter (October).

For the sake of completeness, it was decided to report, in Figure 13, an annual plot where the
average daily external temperatures (Outdoor) are compared with those of the ceiling in the presence
of the green roof (GR_mean) and with those relative to the standard roof (ST).

Figure 13. Annual average daily temperatures (i.e. Toutdoor air, Tceiling with GR and Tceiling without GR)
trends.

Regarding the energy consumptions for heating and cooling needs, these are summarized in
Table 4 by reporting the absolute values (kWh) obtained for the standard roof scenario and the
correlated average percentage deviations (including the respective variation ranges) relative to the
achievable savings due to the green roof presence.
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Table 4. Monitoring results of the green roofs six plots.

Standard Roof
(kWh)

Green Roof
(% Savings)

Jan Heating 655.1 17.9 ± 1.7%
Cooling 0

Feb
Heating 610.6 12.5 ± 1.8%
Cooling 0

Mar
Heating 409.9 2.2 ± 3.5%
Cooling 0

Apr Heating 15.9 −43.6 ± 34.3%
Cooling 0

May Heating 4.4 2.1 ± 24.2%
Cooling 0

Jun Heating 0
Cooling 239.6 50.1 ± 9.8%

Jul Heating 0
Cooling 534.2 28.7 ± 7.4%

Aug Heating 0
Cooling 630.0 24.7 ± 4.9%

Sep Heating 0
Cooling 323.1 20.4 ± 4.7%

Oct
Heating 2.0 62.9 ± 6.7%
Cooling 45.9 33.0 ± 10.7%

Nov
Heating 69.5 59.3 ± 7.0%
Cooling 0

Dec
Heating 429.8 26.4 ± 2.5%
Cooling 0

Specifically, for each month, the amount energy consumed for both heating and cooling with and
without the presence of the green roof is listed. The use of the bold character is intended to show
more easily the actual HVAC working periods, that is December–March for winter conditions and
June–September for summer conditions. Therefore, in Table 4, data related to months when the HVAC
is working have been highlighted using the colour black. The results confirm the advantage of using
green roofs as a solution capable of achieving valuable energy savings.

Moreover, the mean indirect reduction of CO2 emissions due to the green roof installation was
145.6 ± 13.8 tCO2/year, while for the direct reduction, a value of only 56 gCO2/year was observed.

Finally, some further considerations need reporting. When an energy restoration of a roof is in
context, such as the one considered in this work, it is easier and safer to add a vegetated coverage
to an existing roof than making it larger. That is why here, it was chosen to exclude a theoretical
comparison between a green roof and a hypothetical alternative high massive one and to limit the
analysis to a specific comparison between the behaviour of the pre-existent standard roof equipping
the building and the improvements brought by the installation of the green coverage. For this purpose,
the thermo-physical characteristics of the roof are those typical of the building habit of the considered
geographical area.

In addition, the benefits of the presence of a green roof cannot be simply evaluated in terms of
thermal insulation, since it generates other positive effects regarding the evaporative phenomena and the
change of the albedo of the roof. Therefore, it was decided to exclude a comparison with insulated roofs
too, in accordance with existing literature studies—such as that by Niachou et al. [73]—demonstrating
that the presence of green roof on an insulated roof is practically irrelevant.

4. Conclusions

The capability of green roofs in reducing the electric energy needs for the climatization of buildings
and their environmental benefits has been extensively demonstrated in the literature.
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The idea behind the presented work derived from considerations regarding the possible
influence of green roofs on the indoor thermal comfort levels; that is, instead, an aspect often
overlooked when estimating the performance of such building components. Therefore, the analysis
methodology approach utilized (partly modelling and partly experimental) was implemented in light
of such considerations.

Accurate knowledge of the internal temperatures of the ceiling is indeed an important prerequisite
for establishing both achievable indoor comfort conditions and the energy demand for the air
conditioning of the building itself. A lowering of the indoor temperatures in summer, and a rise during
winter, lead, in fact to an improvement in the comfort levels for the occupants, and consequently, a saving
on the use of the HVAC system, which, in turn, translates into a reduction of polluting emissions.

For this purpose, the comparison between Scenario #1 (where the monitored ceiling temperatures
were used as boundary conditions) and Scenario #3 (standard roof case), and that between Scenario #2
(where the green roof configuration provided by EnergyPlus was utilized) and Scenario #3, allowed to
prove how the presence of the experimental green roof on the monitored building improved the indoor
comfort levels during summer by moderating the ceiling temperatures (Figures 9–11 and 13), despite
some worsening during winter periods seeming to occur. Moreover, the temperature differences
noticed had also a positive impact on the building energy consumption and the CO2 emissions.

On the other hand, by comparing Scenario #1 with Scenario #2, it was possible to highlight the
possible limits of the code’s ability in adequately simulating the green roof behaviour. These limits
are mainly represented by the lack of flexibility that EnergyPlus allows in the setting-process of some
of the green roof physical parameters and in the way in which the code takes into account the solar
radiation components.

Another aspect which should be better investigated, regards the PMV results (Figure 12). In fact,
even though, also, in this case, a general positive effect due to the presence of the green roof can be
seen, some criticalities emerged during some transition periods, for which the standard roof seems to
perform slightly better than the green roof.

In conclusion, the proposed analysis made it possible to highlight how it is possible to assess
the impact that green roofs have specifically on the indoor comfort levels, other than on the
energy consumption.

Furthermore, the availability of field data put into evidence the importance of adequate simulation
tools to facilitate the green roof design and assessment processes.
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