
S P E C I E S  U S E D  F O R  T H A T C H I N G  I N  D E N M A R K

O B J E C T I V E S

• I D E N T I F Y  T H A T C H  
S P E C I E S  U S E D  A N D  
T H E I R  P R O P E R T I E S

• C O M P A R E V A L U E S
D R I V I N G T H E  C H O I C E O F  
A  T H A T C H E D R O O F

• A S S E S S  P E R S P E C T I V E S  
O N  I M P O R T E D  V S .  L O C A L  
T H A T C H I N G  M A T E R I A L S

M E T H O D O L O G Y
An online questionnaire was distributed 
in two thatch craft Facebook groups 
(purposive sampling). Survey collected 
demographical data, Likert scale ranking 
of values guiding choice of thatch, freely 
listed answers on materials used and  
opinions about imported materials. 

Semi-structured/open interviews with 
four key informants, providing 
perspectives as thatchers, thatch 
material harvesters, experts active in the 
thatch organization Tækkerlauget and 
the International Thatching Society. One 
interview followed by observation of a 
thatched roof under repair.

T H A T C H
Revive tradition for green transition?

C O N C L U S I O N

A C K N O W L E D G E M E N T S
W E T H A N K J Ø R G E N  K A A R U P ,  
M I C H A E L  H E L B O , M I C H A E L  
N I E L S E N  A N D  M A D S H E T O F T F O R
T H E I R T I M E  A N D  V A L U A B L E
I N S I G H T S A N D  S T O R M E V A N  D I J K
F O R T H E S P E C I A L L Y M A D E
I L L U S T R A T I O N S

Reed Oat straw Eel grass Silver grass Heather

Phragmites australis Stipula avenae Zostera marina Miscanthus sinensis Calluna vulgaris

Grows wild in Danish 
wetlands, high durability, 

environmental benefit 
since it counteracts 

eutrophication, dominant 
species used for main part 

of roof

Traditionally used all over 
Denmark, regaining 

popularity, biproduct from 
oat production yet few 
Danish suppliers as it 
requires uncommon 

machinery, other straw 
types like rye used, used for 

both main roof and ridge

Traditionally used on 
Læsø,  increasingly desired 
because of high durability, 

collected in wild, labour 
intensive, low flammability 

because of natural salt, used 
for main roof and ridge,

Native to Japan, user 
scepticism about species non-

native to Denmark, grows on 
farmland, environmental 

benefit since it is self-fertilizing 
and a winter crop, in a testing 

phase for cultivation in 
Denmark, more expensive than 

reed

Native to Western Jutland, 
fancied as ridge in all of 

Denmark because of 
aesthetics, can be imported at 

a low price (mostly from 
Poland), problems with 
beetles, problems with 
degradation, not water 

resistant

LIMITATIONS & OUTLOOK
Based on distribution sites, the survey
may predominatly reflect people who
prioritize the traditional aspect of thatch, 
which could explain the low ranking of its
sustainability aspect. Price and durability
could also be reasons to decide against
a thatch roof but due to question
framing, the understanding of these 
categories might have differed between 
respondents. The survey targeted only
respondents who had a prior interest in 
thatch. A future survey with respondents 
without prior thatch affiliation could 
explore what would motivate new user 
groups to consider thatch.

VALUES DRIVING THE 
CHOICE OF THATCHED 
ROOFS
Evaluating respondents’ Likert 
scale ranking, one observes 
that aesthetics and traditional, 
cultural heritage are most 
highly valued as reasons for 
choosing thatch while its role 
as environmentally friendly 
building material and price 
have the least importance.

A Wilcoxon signed-rank test showed a statistically significant negative relationship 
between the drivers tradition and sustainability  (W = 112.5, p < 0.001) which 
indicates that respondents who emphasized tradition as important when choosing 
thatch tended to value sustainability less, and vice versa. This pattern is further 
supported by key informant observations of two distinct user groups:

o Clients undertaking the re-roofing of heritage houses, who prioritize 
tradition.

o Clients commissioning new houses, who focus on thatch as a renewable, 
sustainable building material.

The low ranking of the price-criterion might hint at the fact that rather than a 
motivation for choosing thatch, it would be a reason against it. Key informants 
expand that the price of high maintenance requirements surprises and deter certain 
clients.
Similarly, the perception of an increased fire risk discourages people from choosing 
thatch, although according to key informant thatchers this is a historically inherited 
prejudice which does not apply to modern thatched roofs anymore. 

While survey respondents mentioned local 
tradition as the main criterion for which species 
are used on the roof, key informants observe 
that price, aesthetics and market availability are 
key criteria for their clients. E.g. heather is 
valued for its aesthetics and can be imported at 
low price while in terms of suitability for 
thatching it is only a second choice species. 
Especially important is the durability of the 
material as the wish for low maintenance 
becomes an increasingly significant factor when 
choosing a species.

PERSPECTIVES ON IMPORTED VS. 
LOCAL THATCHING MATERIALS
Imported reeds are cheaply available in large, 
uniform quantities and high quality while 
Danish reed is valued for its cultural 
authenticity and avoidance of transport costs.
Most survey respondents appreciate the 
availability of high quality imported reed while 
at the same time stating that the high import 
shares are unfortunate as they compromise its 
traditional and sustainable value. 

Thatchers report a “sense of pride” when working with local species. However, despite 
demand for it, there is currently not enough Danish supply. Key informations plead for the 
preservation of biocultural diversity in Denmark, reintroducing natural habitats for thatching 
species and permitting sustainable harvest to secure the future of the thatch as a tradition. 
This suggests that the motivations of choosing thatch for its traditional and for its sustainable 
value can go together, connecting instead of separating user groups.

CHOICE OF SPECIES
Historically, thatching species were chosen based on availability e.g. wild reed, heather as 
environmental income from the heathlands or straw as residue product from agriculture. The 
species on the roofs reflected species in local ecosystems. Now however, when Danish production 
and demand are mostly separated, the choice scheme is diversified.

A N A T O M Y  O F  A  T H A T C H  R O O F

o Reed is the primary species used for main 
roof 

o Aesthetics and traditional heritage are most 
important drivers for thatch among survey 
respondents 

o Distinct user groups prioritize the cultural 
heritage or sustainability value of thatch

o Choice of species is increasingly based on 
availability on the market and low 
maintenance qualities instead of tradition 
or local availability 

o Quality and supply of Danish materials are 
currently insufficient

T H A T C H  I N D E N M A R K 
Thatch once covered most roofs in 
Denmark, shaping architecture and 
landscapes alike. For decades, both 
natural habitats of traditional thatching 
species and the tradition itself have 
declined. Now, in the urgent need for 
renewable building materials, the 
traditional craft adapted to modern 
demands may hold clues to a more 
sustainable future.

However, thatch in Denmark today is 
faced with the paradox of portraying a 
traditional, sustainable image while 
working with materials that are not 
cultivated locally anymore. About 85% 
of materials used for thatch in Denmark 
today are imported, mainly from China¹.
In choosing the materials they use, 
users of thatch today are no longer only
faced with questions of the availability
of species in the wild, but with a 
complex array of considerations
including price, market availabilty and 
sustainable sourcing.
This project explores  these 
considerations through the lens of the 
following objectives:
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Figure 1: Ranking of values guiding the choice 
of thatch among survey respondents

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
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Figure 2: Main species used by survey
respondents

1 Kaarup, Jørgen (2022). Flere danske tagrør på tagene.  
https://www.landbrugsinfo.dk/-
/media/landbrugsinfo/public/d/b/e/rapport_tagror_dyrkning_af_paludikulturer.p
df, last access: 27.10.2025

Alma Indira Sapru, Lukas Katballe Ingholt, Antonia Elise Bonnaire
Applied Ethnobotany, UCPH 2025
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Figure 3: Origin of reed used in Denmark - 
Figure based on data from Kaarup, 2022

Denmark Imported (Mainly China)

“ W E  P R E F E R  U S I N G  D A N I S H  R E E D S  B U T  
T H E R E  A R E N ’ T  E N O U G H ”  –  K E Y  

I N F O R M A N T  T H A T C H E R

Species table  based on data from 
Kaarup (2022) and key informant 
interviews

Timber holding down 
the ridge material 
(kragetræer)

Ridge material

Main part of roof

Most often a combination of different species is used 
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