
Clay vs Concrete Roof Tiles: What Austin
Homeowners Should Know
When I first started working on tile roofs in central Texas, I remember a homeowner in the
Circle C neighborhood asking me whether clay or concrete was the better choice for their new
Mission-style home. That question comes up a lot here in Austin, where hot summers,
occasional freezes, and strict building codes all play a role in material selection. The decision
between clay vs concrete roof tiles is not just about looks. It affects your budget, your roof's
lifespan, and how much maintenance you can expect over the decades.

I have installed both types on dozens of homes around Austin, from the hill country to the east
side. Each material has its own strengths and trade-offs, and what works for a house in
Westlake might not be the best fit for a bungalow in Hyde Park. Let me walk through what I
have learned on the job, so you can make an informed choice for your own roof.

How the Materials Differ
Clay tiles have been used for centuries. They are made from natural clay that is fired in a kiln at
high temperatures. Concrete tiles are a more modern invention, made from a mix of Portland
cement, sand, and water, then cured under pressure. Both can be formed into the same
profiles, including the classic Spanish tile profile, flat tile, barrel tile, and double pantile. But the
way they behave on a roof is not the same.

Clay is denser and more brittle than concrete. It tends to hold its color much longer because
the pigment is fired into the body of the tile. Concrete tiles get their color from a surface
coating, which can fade over time. I have seen concrete tile color fade noticeably after ten to
fifteen years on south-facing slopes in the Texas sun. That does not mean concrete is a bad
product. It just means you need to know what you are signing up for.

Weight and Roof Structure
One of the first things I check before any tile roof installation is the roof pitch and the structural
capacity of the framing. Clay tiles are generally heavier than concrete tiles. A typical clay barrel
tile can weigh around nine to ten pounds per square foot, while a concrete version may come in
at eight to nine pounds. That might not sound like much, but over a two-thousand-square-foot
roof the difference adds up to a couple of tons.

If your home was built with a lightweight framing system, concrete tiles might be the safer
choice without needing to reinforce the rafters. On the other hand, many older Austin homes
with solid framing can handle clay just fine. Always have a structural engineer check the load if



you are unsure. I have seen too many roof replacements where the contractor just assumed
the structure could handle the weight, and that led to sagging or worse.

Lifespan and Warranties
This is where clay really stands out. A quality clay tile roof can last a hundred years or more. I
have stripped old clay tiles off a house in the Travis Heights neighborhood that were originally
installed in the 1920s, and many of them were still in good shape. Concrete tiles typically have
a roof tile lifespan of fifty to seventy-five years, though some high-end products like Monier or
Tejas can push that longer with proper care.

When comparing clay vs concrete roof tiles, the roof tile warranty is another big difference.
Most clay tile manufacturers offer transferable warranties that cover fifty years or more.
Concrete tile warranties are often shorter, sometimes thirty years, and they may not cover color
fading. That is something to keep in mind if you plan to sell your home down the road. A clay
roof can be a strong selling point.

Weather Performance in Austin
We do not get a lot of snow in Austin, but we do get freeze-thaw cycles a few times each
winter. Clay tile has excellent clay tile freeze-thaw resistance because the material is non-
absorbent when properly fired. Concrete is more porous. If water gets into a concrete tile and
then freezes, it can cause the tile to crack or spall. I have replaced concrete tiles on several
homes after a hard freeze where the moisture had worked its way in through hairline cracks.

That said, a good installation with the right underlayment and flashing can minimize those
risks. For clay roofs, we always use a high-quality clay tile underlayment that allows the roof to
breathe while keeping moisture out. For concrete roofs, the concrete tile battens need to be
treated or made from rot-resistant material, especially in our humid climate. I have seen
untreated battens rot out in less than ten years on a concrete tile roof that had poor ventilation.

Color and Aesthetics
If you are going for a traditional Mission style or a Spanish Revival look, clay tiles in warm terra
cotta tones are hard to beat. Brands like Mission Roof Tiles and Ludowici offer a range of
glazed and unglazed finishes that develop a beautiful patina over time. Concrete tiles can
mimic that look, but the color is always a coating. It will eventually fade, especially on the south
side of the roof where UV exposure is strongest.

I had a client in the Zilker neighborhood who chose a dark gray concrete tile for their modern
farmhouse. Five years later, the color had faded to a chalky light gray on the exposed slope.
They were not happy. If you want a color that stays consistent for decades, clay is the way to
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go. If you are okay with some aging and plan to repaint or seal the tiles down the line, concrete
can still give you a great look for less money upfront.

Cost and Installation
Let us talk tile roof cost. Concrete tiles are generally less expensive than clay. The material
itself costs less, and the installation is a bit faster because concrete tiles are more uniform in
size and shape. Clay tiles can have slight variations from the firing process, which means the
installer needs to sort and adjust them more carefully. That takes time and skill, and it shows in
the labor cost.

In Austin, the total installed cost for a concrete tile roof might run between eight and twelve
dollars per square foot, while clay can range from twelve to eighteen dollars or more,
depending on the profile and brand. That gap can be significant on a large roof. But remember
that clay's longer lifespan can offset the higher upfront cost. If you plan to stay in your home
for thirty years or more, clay often ends up being the more economical choice in the long run.

I always tell homeowners to get at least three quotes and ask each contractor about their
experience with the specific tile profile they are considering. A tile roof installation is not a DIY
job. It requires knowledge of proper flashing, underlayment, and batten spacing. One mistake
can lead to leaks that are hard to diagnose later.

Maintenance and Repairs
Both clay and concrete tiles are low maintenance compared to asphalt shingles, but they are
not maintenance-free. You need to inspect the roof periodically for broken or displaced tiles,
especially after a hailstorm. Austin gets hail a few times a year, and I have seen both clay and
concrete tiles crack from impact. The good news is that individual tiles can be replaced
without having to redo the whole roof.

One thing I have noticed is that concrete tiles are more prone to efflorescence, a white powdery
deposit that appears on the surface when moisture leaches out salts. It usually washes away
with rain, but on a dry roof it can look unsightly. A tile roof sealant can be applied to reduce
this, but it adds to the cost and needs to be reapplied every few years. Clay tiles rarely have this
issue.

Another practical point: if you ever need to walk on your roof for maintenance, concrete tiles
are a bit more forgiving. Clay tiles can crack under concentrated pressure, especially in cold
weather. I always use a walk board or a roof ladder on any tile roof to distribute the load, but
with clay I am extra careful.



Building Codes and Local Requirements
The Austin building codes have specific requirements for roof coverings, especially in wildfire-
prone areas on the western edge of the city. Both clay and concrete tiles are Class A fire-rated,
so they meet the strictest fire codes. That is one reason tile roofs are so common in the hill
country. The codes also require proper underlayment and attic ventilation to prevent moisture
buildup, regardless of the tile type you choose.

I recommend checking with the local permitting office before you commit to a material. Some
HOAs in Austin also have restrictions on tile color or profile, so make sure your choice
complies with those rules. It is easier to change your mind on paper than after the tiles are on
the truck.

Final Thoughts
Choosing between clay vs concrete roof tiles comes down to your budget, your aesthetic
preferences, and how long you plan to stay in the house. If you value longevity, natural color,
and a traditional look, clay is hard to beat. If you need to keep costs down and are comfortable
with some color change over time, concrete is a solid choice that will still give you many
decades of service.

I have installed roofs with both materials that have served homeowners well for decades. The
key is to work with an experienced contractor who understands the specific demands of the
product you choose. A good installation matters more than the material itself. When you get
that right, either clay or concrete can give you a roof that lasts longer than you will own the
house.


