Clay vs Concrete Roof Tiles: Which One Holds Up
Better in Austin?

If you are shopping for a new tile roof in Central Texas, you have probably heard the term "clay
vs concrete roof tiles" tossed around by contractors and suppliers. Both materials can last
decades and give a home that classic Southwestern look. But the choice is not just about
appearance. The way each type handles heat, rain, and the occasional freeze matters a lotin a
climate like Austin's. | have worked with both clay and concrete tiles on dozens of homes
across the Hill Country, and | can tell you that the differences go far deeper than color or price.

How the Materials Are Made and Why That Matters

Clay roof tiles start as natural shale or clay that is molded and fired in a kiln at extremely high
temperatures. That firing process fuses the particles into a dense, glass-like material. It is the
same basic idea behind stoneware or brick. A fired clay tile absorbs very little moisture, which
gives it excellent freeze-thaw resistance. That might sound like a small thing in Texas, but we
do get hard freezes every few years. When water seeps into a tile and then freezes, it expands
and can cause the surface to spall or crack. Good clay tile underlayment and proper installation
help, but the tile itself needs to be dense enough to resist that cycle.

Concrete tiles, made by brands like Monier and Tejas, are a mix of Portland cement, sand, and
iron oxide pigments. They are pressed under high pressure and then cured, not fired. The result
is a very strong and heavy tile that can mimic almost any profile. But concrete is naturally
porous. To keep water out, manufacturers apply a surface sealant or a factory coating. Over
time, especially under the intense Texas sun, that coating can break down. Concrete tile color
fade is a real concern. | have seen concrete roofs that looked rich and dark when new but
turned a chalky, washed-out gray after ten or fifteen years. Clay does not fade the same way.
Its color comes from the natural clay body or from an integral ceramic glaze that does not
degrade in UV light.

Profile and Style: Not All Tiles Look the Same

When people imagine a tile roof, they usually picture the curved, interlocking shape known as a
Spanish tile profile or a barrel tile. That is a classic look for Mission style homes and Spanish
Revival architecture, both of which are common in older Austin neighborhoods. Clay is the
traditional material for those profiles. Ludowici, a historic manufacturer, still makes beautiful
clay barrel tiles and flat tiles that have been on landmark buildings for over a century.

Concrete has its own strengths in the style department. It can be molded into virtually any
shape, including a double pantile or a flat tile that looks nearly identical to clay. Some



homeowners prefer concrete because the tiles are more uniform in size and color, which can
make the roof look cleaner and more modern. But the subtle variation in clay tiles is part of
their charm. In direct sun, a clay roof has a depth and warmth that concrete often lacks, even
when the concrete is brand new.

Weight, Roof Pitch, and Structural Considerations

Both clay and concrete are heavy materials. A typical clay tile weighs about 800 to 1,000
pounds per square. Concrete is even heavier, often 1,100 to 1,400 pounds per square. That
weight affects the roof pitch your structure can handle and the type of framing required. Tile
roof installation on a low-pitch roof needs special attention to underlayment and battens to
prevent water from being driven up under the tiles by wind-driven rain. Concrete tile battens
need to be sized and spaced carefully to support the extra load. | have seen houses where the
original roof was designed for composition shingles and the owner later wanted tile. That
almost always requires reinforcing the rafters and sometimes adding a structural engineer to
the project.

Austin building codes have specific requirements for tile roofs, especially in high-wind zones
during severe weather. Both clay and concrete can meet those codes when installed correctly,
but the attachment method differs. Clay tiles are typically nailed or clipped individually, while
concrete tiles often use a combination of nails and interlocking clips. The heavier weight of
concrete can actually help in high winds, but it also puts more stress on the structure during a
seismic event. Since we are not in a major earthquake zone here, that is less of a concern than
wind uplift.

Lifespan, Maintenance, and the Real Cost Over Time

This is where the "clay vs concrete roof tiles" question gets personal for most homeowners. A

clay roof, if installed well, can easily last 75 to 100 years. | have seen clay tiles from the early
1900s that are still watertight. Concrete tiles have a shorter track record. Most manufacturers
give a roof tile warranty of 30 to 50 years, and the real-world lifespan is often closer to 40 or 50
years before the surface starts to degrade. The difference is the concrete itself. Over decades,
concrete can develop micro-cracks from thermal cycling, and the embedded steel mesh or
fibers can rust if moisture gets in. Clay, being fired, does not have that problem.

Maintenance also differs. Clay tiles are harder to break, but if one does crack, you can often
replace it without disturbing the surrounding tiles. Concrete tiles are more uniform, but
matching the color of a faded concrete tile after twenty years is nearly impossible. You will end
up replacing whole sections if you want a uniform look. Tile roof sealant can extend the life of
a concrete roof, but it needs to be reapplied every five to ten years, adding to the long-term tile
roof cost. Clay usually does not require any surface coating.


https://austinroofingcompany.com/roof-types/clay-concrete-roof-tiles

The Role of Underlayment and Installation Quality

No matter which tile you choose, the real key to a dry roof is what you cannot see from the
street. A good clay tile underlayment system includes a vapor-permeable membrane, counter-
battens, and tile battens that create an air gap between the tiles and the roof deck. That gap
allows heat and moisture to escape, which is critical in our humid summers. Concrete tile
battens serve the same purpose, but because concrete tiles are heavier and sometimes flatter,
the batten spacing may need to be tighter. A poorly installed underlayment will void most
warranties, regardless of the tile material.

| have seen roofs where the contractor skipped the counter-battens to save money, and within
five years the plywood decking began to rot from trapped moisture. That is not a problem with
the tile itself. It is a problem with how the tile was installed. Find a contractor who specializes
in tile roof installation and who follows the manufacturer's specs to the letter. That matters
more than whether you choose clay or concrete.

Which One Should You Choose?

There is no universal winner in the "clay vs concrete roof tiles" debate. If you want a roof that
will likely outlast you and your children, and you value the natural patina and color stability of
fired clay, clay is the better investment. Brands like Mission Roof Tiles and Ludowici offer
classic profiles that have proven themselves over centuries. The upfront cost is higher, but the
lifespan and lack of maintenance can make it cheaper over the long run.

If you are working within a tighter budget and you like the idea of a lighter color or a very
specific profile that concrete can mimic, concrete is a perfectly good choice. Monier and Tejas
make quality products that can look beautiful for decades, especially if you choose a color that
is integrally pigmented and you keep up with the sealant schedule. Just go in with open eyes
about the potential for color fade and the shorter service life.

At the end of the day, both clay and concrete are miles ahead of asphalt shingles or metal
panels for a home that needs to stand up to sun, heat, and storms. The right choice depends
on your budget, your aesthetic, and how long you plan to stay in the house. Talk to your roofer
about the specific roof pitch, the exposure, and the local building codes. Then make the call.
Either way, you will end up with a roof that gives you peace of mind for a long, long time.



