
Safe Practices for Fireplaces 

The fireplace damper must be fully open before starting a fire and left open until the fire is out.  

Fireplaces should not be overloaded. 

Green or wet wood should never be used. 

Screens should be closed to prevent sparks from flying out into the room.  

Glass door enclosures can be closed to reduce heat loss from the room into the chimney. 

Glass doors on a factory- built fireplace must be tested and listed for that particular fireplace. It can 
be dangerous to use the wrong set of glass doors on the fireplace. 

A wood stove, free-standing or insert style, should never be installed in a factory-built fireplace 
system, unless the insert has been tested and listed for such use.  

Annual chimney inspections and sweeping is recommended 

Fireplace Safety for Homeowners 

More than one-third of Americans use fireplaces, wood stoves and other fuel-fired appliances as 

primary heat sources in their homes. Unfortunately, many people are unaware of the fire risks when 
heating with wood and solid fuels. 

Heating fires account for 36% of residential home fires in rural areas every year. Often these fires are 
due to creosote buildup in chimneys and stovepipes. All home heating systems require regular 
maintenance to function safely and efficiently. 

InterNACHI encourages homeowners to practice the following fire safety steps to keep those home 
fires safely burning. Remember, fire safety is a personal responsibility. 

Keep Fireplaces and Wood Stoves Clean 

Have your chimney or wood stove inspected and cleaned annually by a certified chimney specialist. 

Clear the area around the hearth of debris, decorations and flammable materials. 

Leave glass doors open while burning a fire. Leaving the doors open ensures that the fire receives 
enough air to ensure complete combustion and keeps creosote from building up in the chimney. 

Close glass doors when the fire is out to keep air from the chimney opening from getting into the 
room. Most glass fireplace doors have a metal mesh screen, which should be closed when the glass 

doors are open. This mesh screen helps keep embers from getting out of the fireplace area. 

Always use a metal mesh screen with fireplaces that do not have a glass fireplace door. 

Install stovepipe thermometers to help monitor flue temperatures. 

Keep air inlets on wood stoves open, and never restrict air supply to fireplaces. Otherwise you may 
cause creosote buildup that could lead to a chimney fire. 

Use fire-resistant materials on walls around wood stoves. 



 Safely Burn Fuels 

Never use flammable liquids to start a fire. 

Use only seasoned hardwood. Soft, moist wood accelerates creosote buildup. In pellet stoves, burn 
only dry, seasoned wood pellets. 

Build small fires that burn completely and produce less smoke. 

Never burn cardboard boxes, trash or debris in your fireplace or wood stove. 

When building a fire, place logs at the rear of the fireplace on an adequate supporting grate. 

Never leave a fire in the fireplace unattended. Extinguish the fire before going to bed or leaving the 
house. 

Allow ashes to cool before disposing of them. Place ashes in a tightly covered metal container and 
keep the ash container at least 10 feet away from your home and any other nearby buildings. Never 
empty the ash directly into a trashcan. Douse and saturate the ashes with water. 

Protect the Outside of Your Home 

Stack firewood outdoors at least 30 feet away from your home. 

Keep the roof clear of leaves, pine needles and other debris. 

Cover the chimney with a mesh screen spark arrester. 

Remove branches hanging above the chimney, flues or vents. 

Protect the Inside of Your Home 

Install smoke alarms on every level of your home and inside and outside of each sleeping area. Test 
them monthly and change the batteries at least once a year. Consider installing the new long life 
smoke alarms. 

Provide proper venting systems for all heating equipment. 

Extend all vent pipes at least three feet above the roof. 

Fire Extinguishers 

Fire extinguishers are devices commonly found indoors and are used to douse fire and prevent its 
spread. They are small metal canisters that contain compressed gas (usually nitrogen) that, when 

activated, propel a directed spray of flame-retardant chemicals. Fire extinguishers are only effective if 
building occupants understand where and why they are used. 

Fire Type 

Fire extinguishers are distinguished based on the types of fires on which they are effective. These fires 
are classified by their fuel source and assigned identifying letters as follows: 

o “A” class – Fires that result from ordinary combustibles, 

such as wood and paper. 



o “B” class – Fires that result from combustible liquids, such 

as kerosene, gasoline, oil, and grease. 
o “C” class – Fires of an electrical nature. These result from 

the combustion of circuit breakers, wires, outlets, and 

other electrical devices and equipment. Extinguishers 
designed to handle this type of fire cannot use chemicals 
that are conductive since conductive agents increase the 
risk of electric shock to the operator. 

o “D” class – Fires resulting from combustible metals, such 
as sodium, potassium, titanium, and magnesium. These 
fires occur mostly in chemical laboratories and are rare in 

most other environments. 
o “K” class – These types of fires consume vegetable oils, 

animal fats, and generally happen in kitchens. 

*Note* Although, technically, the letter rankings listed above refer to fire types, these symbols can 

also be used to identify the extinguishers themselves. For instance, an extinguisher that uses CO2 can 
be called a “CO2 extinguisher” or a “BC extinguisher." 

Extinguisher Types 

No fire extinguisher can be safely and effectively used for every type of fire. Some contain chemicals 
that are ineffective in certain situations and can even cause harm to the operator if misapplied. To 
prevent confusion, extinguishers are classified by the type of chemical agents they contain. A few of 

the most common extinguisher types are listed below: 

o Dry Chemical – There are two types of fire extinguishers 

that use a dry chemical. One is called “multi-purpose dry 
chemical” and uses ammonium phosphate as the 
extinguishing agent, which is effective on “A,” “B,” and 

“C” class fires. This chemical is corrosive and must be 
scrubbed from surfaces after use. These types of 
extinguishers are very common and are found in schools, 
homes, hospitals and offices. Sodium bicarbonate is used 

in extinguishers known as “regular dry chemical,” which 
are capable of handling “B” and “C” class fires. These 
extinguishers are found in garages, kitchens and 
laboratories. Sodium bicarbonate is easy to clean and 
non-toxic. 

o Carbon Dioxide – These extinguishers contain liquid CO2 

that is expelled as a gas. They are effective against “B” 
and “C” class fires. Unlike other chemicals, CO2 does not 
leave a harmful residue and is environmentally friendly. It 
also poses very little danger to electronics and is 
effectively employed in laboratories, computer rooms, and 
other areas with sensitive equipment. 

o Water Extinguishers – These extinguishers are most 

suited for “A” class fires. However, they cannot be used in 
“B,” “C” or "D" class fires. In "B" and "D" class fires, the 
water will spread the flames. In a "C" class fire, the water 
is conductive and poses a risk of electric shock to the 
operator. However, the misting nozzle of a "Water Mist" 
extinguisher breaks up the stream of deionized water so 
that there is no conductive path back to the operator. 

Since the agent used is water, these types of 
extinguishers are inexpensive and environmentally 
friendly. 



o Wet Chemical Fire Extinguishers – These devices are 

designed to combat “K” class fires and commonly use 
potassium acetate. They are appropriately employed in 
commercial kitchens and restaurants, especially around 

deep fryers. The chemical is emitted as a fine mist that 
does not cause grease to splash onto other surfaces. They 
can also be used in “A” class fires.     

Inspection of Extinguishers 

InterNACHI inspectors should: 

 check that a portable fire extinguisher exists within a 30-
foot travel distance of commercial-type cooking 
equipment that uses cooking oil or animal fat.  

 check that a portable fire extinguisher is within 75-feet of 

travel on every floor.   

 check for the presence of portable extinguishers, and 

determine that they are located in conspicuous and readily 
available locations immediately available for use, and not 
obstructed or obscured from view.  

 confirm that access to extinguishers is not obstructed.  

 make sure that the hose (if so equipped) is intact and not 

obstructed.  

 make sure the pressure dial reads in the green or 

“charged” area. It should also be clear and readable.  

 check that the pull pin is securely fastened within the 
handle and held in place by the tamper seal.  

 check for visible dents or cracks in the extinguisher body.  

 check that the extinguisher is in its proper location and 

mounted correctly.  

 check for modifications that might reduce the 
extinguisher’s functionality.  

 make sure that the fire extinguisher has a label and that 
is is legible.  

Inspectors should not do the following: 

 test fire extinguishers.  

 determine the adequate number of fire extinguishers 

needed or their ratings.  

 ignite or extinguish fires. 

Extinguisher Testing and Replacement 

The National Fire Protection Agency (NFPA) recommends that extinguishers should be tested 
every twelve years or five years, depending on the type. The standard method of testing, 
“hydrostatic,” is conducted underwater where the cylinders are subjected to pressures that exceed 
their ratings. Vessels that fail the test are condemned and destroyed, while the rest are reassembled 

and put back into service. 
 
According to the NFPA, extinguishers should be destroyed if any of the following conditions are present 
(they should not be tested): 



 where repairs by soldering, welding, brazing, or use of 

patching compounds exist. 

 where the cylinder threads are worn, corroded, broken, 
cracked or nicked. 

 where there is corrosion that has caused pitting, including 

pitting under a removable nameplate or nameband 
assembly. 

 where the fire extinguisher has been burned in a fire. 

 where a calcium chloride-type of extinguisher agent was 
used in a stainless steel fire extinguisher. 

 where the shell is of copper or brass construction joined 

by soft solder or rivets. 

 where the depth of a dent exceeds 1/10 of the greatest 

dimension of the dent if not in a weld, or exceeds 1⁄4 in. 
(0.6 cm) if the dent includes a weld. 

 where any local or general corrosion, cuts, gouges or 
dings have removed more than 10 percent of the 

minimum cylinder wall thickness. 

 where a fire extinguisher has been used for any purpose 
other than that of a fire extinguisher. 

When should a fire extinguisher be used? 

Small fires can be controlled through the use of household or commercial fire extinguishers. A 
household extinguisher can often completely douse a very small fire and prevent the need for 

professional assistance. Even if a fire cannot be completely doused, a homeowner can potentially 
control a blaze long enough with an extinguisher for firefighters to arrive. Fire extinguishers should 
not be used if the operator is not sure they have the proper type of extinguisher, if they are not sure 
how to use it, or if they cannot avoid smoke or are in imminent danger.   If the operation of an 
extinguisher will place building occupants in danger, they should evacuate the building and wait for 

fire crews to arrive. 
 

What is on an extinguisher’s label? You'll find: 

 essential information about the types of fires they can 
combat. Newer devices have pictures that correspond 
directly to the fire types listed above. Older models have 
letters serve the same purpose.  

 a numerical rating that designates the extinguishing 

potential for that particular model (class “A” and “B”).  

 instructions for operation.  

 a tag that indicates if and when an inspection occurred. 

Do fire extinguishers expire? 

Fire extinguishers expire and they do this for a few different reasons. One common way is that, over 
time, the seal on the neck will weaken and allow compressed gas to escape. Extinguishers that have 
lost much of their pressure will not operate. Pressure within an extinguisher can be conveniently 
checked through a pressure gauge. “ABC” class extinguishers (ammonium phosphate) have the 

tendency to fail due to solidification of the chemical in the canister base. Homeowners and inspectors 
can delay this process by periodically shaking the extinguisher. Expensive extinguishers that have 
expired, especially those designed for commercial use, can be refilled and resealed by companies who 
specialize in this service. Inexpensive models are disposable. 
 
Unfortunately, an expiration date cannot be fully trusted and there is no foolproof way to know if an 
extinguisher is no longer functional. Due to the extremely destructive potential of fires and the 

relatively low cost of extinguishers, it is advisable to replace or recharge questionable extinguishers. 



In summary, extinguishers are classified based on their chemical ingredients, all of which have their 

own strengths and limitations. It is important to know what type of extinguisher combats what type of 
fire.  Fire extinguishers are critical indoor components that must be maintained and inspected 
regularly.  

Take InterNACHI’s free, online “Inspecting Portable Fire Extinguishers” course.   

 

 Fireplace Fuel 

Fireplaces and wood stoves are designed to burn only one type of fuel. Used as all-purpose 

incinerators, these devices can pose the following hazards: 

 Harmful vapors can vent into the living space. Even the 
most efficient fireplaces will vent directly into the living 

space while they’re opened and closed for cleaning and 
refueling, exposing everyone in the house to potentially 
dangerous fumes. 

 Harmful vapors will vent to the outdoors. Most newer 

fireplaces and wood stoves do an excellent job of 
funneling smoke and fumes to the outdoors, but the 
problem doesn’t end there; this pollution persists, 
contaminating household and environmental air.  

 Burning inappropriate fuel can cause mechanical damage. 
Chimneys can become lined with residue from 
inappropriate items, which may lead to a dangerous 
chimney fire. The fumes from certain items will quickly 

wear out sensitive components, such as catalytic 
combustors in wood stoves.  

Read the following guidelines to better understand what can and cannot be safely burned in a 
residential fireplace or wood stove. 

What can be burned in a fireplace? 

 dried, cut firewood. An adequate fuel supply will consist of 
a mixture of hardwoods, such as maple and oak, and 
softwoods, such as fir and pine. Softwoods ignite quickly 
and are useful in the early stages of the fire, while 

hardwoods provide a longer-lasting fire, and are best used 
after preheating the chimney. Despite the different 
burning characteristics of hardwoods and softwoods, 
which can be attributed to differences in density, the 
heat-energy released by burning wood is the same, 

regardless of species. To dry out wood, it should be 

stacked in an open area so the sun can warm the pieces 
and the breezes can carry away the moisture. Poplar, 
spruce and other softwoods generally dry quickly, as do 
wood that has been split small. Adequately seasoned 
wood has a moisture content of less than 20%, which can 
be checked using the following indicators: 

o The wood has darkened from white or a cream 

color to yellow or grey. 
o There are cracks or checks in the end grain. 
o A hollow sound is produced when two pieces of 

wood are banged together. 

http://www.nachi.org/portable-fire-extinguishers-course.htm


o You can split a piece and feel if the new surface is 

damp or dry. 
o The wood does not hiss while burning. 
o You can check its moisture content with a 

moisture meter. 

 pallets. Generally, pallets are safe to burn in fireplaces, 

although those that are treated with the fumigant methyl 
bromide (labeled with the initials MB) are unsafe to burn. 
Also, pallets may have been exposed to a variety of 
chemicals while they were in use. Aside from these 

concerns, pallets produce a hot flame because they’re 
usually very dry and their segments are thin. Be careful to 
check for nails while cutting pallets, as they may damage 
a saw blade. You may also wind up with nails in your ash, 
which should be disposed of far from roads and 

driveways.   

 fallen tree limbs. These can generally be collected and 

used for kindling, provided they have been given time to 
dry. 

 wood collected from housing developments. If it is truly 

trash and not someone's property (including the housing 
contractor's), using scavenged wood that has been 
cleared away for housing developments is good for 
burning.  Try to obtain it before the non-lumber grade 
wood is pushed into massive piles and burned as a means 

of disposal by the contractor.  

 fire logs. These artificial logs burn relatively cleanly and 
release less ash than their natural wood counterparts.  

What should never be burned in a fireplace? 

 painted wood. Paint contains heavy metals, such as lead, 
chromium and titanium, which are used to make the 

different colors. These metals, especially lead, can be 
toxic even in small quantities if inhaled. If you're unsure if 
your paint has lead, be sure to consult with your 
InterNACHI inspector during your next scheduled 
inspection. 

 pressure-treated wood. Wood is commonly made resistant 

to fungus and insects through the addition of copper, 
chromate and arsenic, in a process known as CCA 
treatment. CCA treatment places roughly 27 grams of 
arsenic in every 12-foot 2x6, which is sufficient to kill 
about 250 adults, which is why it is illegal in the U.S. to 

burn pressure-treated wood. Vaporized CCA wood, known 
as fly ash, is extremely toxic; in one case, as reported by 
the American Medical Association, a family was stricken 
with seizures, hair loss, debilitating headaches, blackouts 
and nosebleeds from fly ash released when they 
unknowingly used CCA wood to burn in their fireplace. 
Even the family’s houseplants and fish succumbed to the 

toxic fumes. 

 plywood, particleboard, chipboard or OSB. These 
manmade woods release formaldehyde, and potentially 
hydrochloric acid or dioxin, when burned. Some states 



have outlawed the incineration of some or all of these 

artificial wood products. 

 rotted, diseased or moldy wood. This wood will not burn 

as long as normal wood, may produce bad smells when 
burned, and could bring insects into the house.  

 damp wood. Wood that has a moisture content higher 

than 20% will burn inefficiently and will contribute to a 
greater accumulation of creosote in the chimney, as well 
as air pollution. 

 allergenic plants.  Urushiol, which is the chemical that 

induces the typically minor allergic reaction when skin is 
exposed to poison ivy, poison sumac or poison oak, is far 
more dangerous when inhaled. Urushiol is not destroyed 
by fire and can quickly cause life-threatening respiratory 
distress if any of these plants are burned. 

 dryer lint. While it’s often used effectively as a fire-starter, 

lint can contain a wide array of dangerous chemicals that 
come from your clothes and fabric softener. 

 trash. Never burn household garbage, as it contains a 

range of potentially hazardous materials and chemicals 
that react in unpredictable ways when burned together. 
Newspaper ink, plastics, aluminum foil, plastic baggies, 
and whatever else constitutes your particular trash can 
create a deadly chemical cocktail. 

 driftwood. Wood found on the beach of an ocean or salty 

lake will release salt when burned, which will quickly 
corrode any metal and etch the glass of a wood stove or 
fireplace. Catalytic converters are especially vulnerable to 
salt corrosion. In addition to potential damage to the 

stove or fireplace, the EPA claims that driftwood releases 
toxic chemicals when burned. 

In summary, use only approved and appropriate fuel to burn in your fireplace or wood stove, because 
certain items should never be burned because they can cause problems ranging from minor irritation 
to a hazardous health threat to your family.    

  


