Is That Ceiling Leak From AC or a Roof Problem?
Here's How to Tell

You notice a water stain spreading across your ceiling, and your first instinct is to panic. A
ceiling leak from AC can look almost identical to a roof leak, especially if you live in a humid
climate like Austin. | have seen homeowners spend hundreds on a roofer call only to find out
the problem was a clogged drip pan. The opposite happens just as often: people assume it is
just condensation while their roof deck rots above them. Learning to read the clues saves time,
money, and a lot of frustration.

| have been in the field for over a decade, and | still walk through the same mental checklist
every time a customer sends me that photo of a wet ceiling. The first question is always: where
is the water coming from? A ceiling leak from AC usually follows a pattern that a roof leak does
not. The AC unit sits in the attic or on the roof, and its condensate line or drip pan can fail in
ways that mimic a roofing issue. A roof leak, on the other hand, tends to show up after heavy
rain and follows the path of a broken shingle or a damaged flashing.

Let me walk you through the differences so you can decide who to call: a plumber, an HVAC
technician, or a roofer.

Look at the Timing

The single best clue is when the leak happens. If you see water only when the air conditioner
runs, you are almost certainly dealing with AC condensate. That water comes from the coil, not
from outside. If the leak appears during or right after a rainstorm, it is likely a roof leak. Attic
condensation can also appear after rain, especially when warm humid air hits cold surfaces in
the attic. That is a different animal entirely.

| worked on a house in Austin last summer where the homeowner was convinced the roof was
failing. He had a watermark growing every afternoon. We checked the forecast: no rain in
weeks. | went into the attic and found the AC unit's drip pan was cracked. Every time the
system ran, water poured directly onto the attic insulation. The ceiling_leak from AC was so
consistent that it looked like a plumbing line. The fix was a new drip pan and a quick check of

the condensate pump. No roofer needed.

Check the Attic

If you can safely access your attic, go up there with a flashlight and look for the source. Do not
walk on exposed ceiling joists unless you know what you are doing. Bring a MoistureMeter if
you have one. It helps you find wet insulation without touching everything.


https://austinroofingcompany.com/guides/roof-leak-or-condensation

In the attic, look at the area directly above the water stain. If you see a flexible duct that is
disconnected or crushed, that can cause condensation to drip. If the attic insulation is soaked
but the roof deck is dry, the problem is likely from the AC unit or from attic condensation. If the
roof deck itself is wet, you probably have a roof leak.

Attic condensation happens when warm air from the house leaks into the attic and hits cold
surfaces. This is common in older homes with poor sealing. A layer of attic insulation that is
missing or compressed makes it worse. In those cases, the fix is air sealing and more
insulation, not a roofer or an HVAC technician.

Examine the Water Stain

Take a close look at the water stain on your ceiling. A roof leak usually leaves a yellow or
brown stain that spreads slowly. It often has a ring around it, like a coffee cup left on a table.
AC condensate, because it is distilled water from the coil, tends to leave a cleaner stain. It can
still discolor the ceiling, but it dries with less of a mineral residue.

If the stain is growing even when the AC is off and the weather is dry, you may have a plumbing
leak in the ceiling. That is when you call a plumber. | have seen a leak from a condensate pump
failure that looked exactly like a plumbing leak. The pump had a stuck float switch, so the drip
pan overflowed every time the unit ran. The water traveled along a duct before dripping onto
the drywall, making it look like the leak was coming from a different spot.

Know Your Refrigerant

Older AC systems use R-22, which is being phased out under EPA regulations. Newer systems
use R-410A. If your system uses R-22 and it is leaking, you might be looking at a costly
replacement. But a refrigerant leak does not cause water on the ceiling. It causes the coil to
freeze, which then melts and overflows the drip pan. So a ceiling leak from AC can be a
secondary symptom of a refrigerant problem.

If you suspect a refrigerant issue, you need a NATE-certified HVAC technician. They have the
training to handle refrigerants safely and legally. Do not try to fix that yourself. R-22 is
expensive and hard to find, and improper handling can damage the compressor and the
environment.

Who to Call

This is the part where a lot of people get stuck. Here is a simple breakdown:

e If the leak only happens when the AC runs, call an HVAC technician. They will check
the drip pan, condensate pump, and condensate line.



» If the leak appears during rain, call a roofer. They will inspect the roof deck, flashing,
and shingles.

e |If the leak is constant and you see a water stain that grows even when nothing is
running, call a plumber. It could be a pipe in the ceiling.

 |f the leak is from attic condensation, you may not need any of them. An insulation
contractor or a handyman can seal air leaks and add attic insulation.

| have seen companies like Leak Doctor specialize in finding the source without tearing open
walls. They use moisture meters and borescopes. Some roofing companies in Austin use
ServiceTitan to schedule and track service calls, which helps them respond fast. That is useful
if you are in a hurry.

Prevent It From Happening Again

Once you fix the leak, do not just paint over the water stain. The stain will bleed through unless
you use a stain-blocking primer. More importantly, address the root cause. If the issue was a
clogged condensate line, clean it seasonally. If it was a roof leak, have the roofer check the
flashing around vents and chimneys.

For AC-related leaks, have your system serviced twice a year. The technician should clean the
drip pan, check the condensate pump, and inspect the flexible duct for tears. If the duct is
crushed or disconnected, it can cause condensation to drip where it should not. In humid
climates like the southern United States, attic condensation is a year-round threat. Keeping the
attic well-ventilated and insulated reduces that risk.

| had a customer in Austin who ignored a small water stain for six months. By the time he
called me, the drywall was sagging and the attic insulation was packed with mold. The cause?
A disconnected flexible duct that was dumping cold air into the attic. Every time the AC ran,
condensation formed on the roof deck and dripped onto the insulation. The fix was simple:
reattach the duct and add a layer of attic insulation. But the damage was done. He ended up
replacing the ceiling and the insulation. That could have been a two-hour service call.

Final Thoughts

A ceiling leak from AC does not have to be a crisis. The key is to observe when it happens,
where the water comes from, and whether the source is inside or outside. If you are unsure,
call a professional who can bring a MoistureMeter and look in the attic. Do not assume it is the
roof, and do not assume it is the AC. Let the evidence guide you.

If you live in the United States, especially in a humid region, attic condensation and AC
condensate are common. They are also easy to prevent once you know what to look for. A little



attic insulation, a clean drip pan, and a well-sealed attic go a long way toward keeping your
ceiling dry. And if you ever see a water stain appear, do not ignore it. A small leak today is a big
repair tomorrow.



