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The Generic Risk Assessments in this series only apply to England
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SECTION 1
(Generic risk assessment 3.3
Fighting fires in domestic chimneys

Scope

This generic risk assessment examines the hazards, risks and control mea
to Fire and Rescue Service personnel, the personnel of other agencies ag
of the public when fighting fires in domestic chimneys. Domestic chi

characteristics. This generic risk assessment also does not
extraction units.

Depending on the nature and scale of the operajg
hazards may be present. Fire and Rescue Service ed to consider the
contents of other generic risk assessments ' These may include:

e |ntroduction

e 1.1 Emergency respo

Ork (which include standard operating procedures, training
equipment, levels of response, etc.) within the context
management plans, local conditions, knowledge and existing
angements.

of integrated
organisational ¢

This generic risk assessment is intended to assist Fire and Rescue Services in their own
assessment of risks at the planning and preparedness stage and is not designed to be
used at incidents. Services should ensure this assessment is undertaken by a competent
person(s).
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Significant hazards and risks

The number of calls to domestic chimney fires may vary considerably between Fire and
Rescue Services. Whereas all such incidents share common features, they may differ due
to the type of premises, construction method used, ease of access and other site specific
risks. The following significant hazards may be present (this list is not exhaustive and
other hazards may be present):

e falling masonry and exploding chimney pots
e fire and smoke spread

e working on a roof space/falls from height

e working within a roof space/falls from height
* Dplow back

e hazardous substances and materials

® access and egress
e ground conditions

e overhanging branches and overhead les

* nesting insects/birds and vermin
e domestic back boiler explosi@a. and
e false chimneys.

Falling masonry an

chi y pots

It can be the case that,
spall away from the flu
become dislod

er property, the linings of the chimney can
arth. There is a risk that chimney brickwork will
in an unstable condition. Additionally, chimney

this will @8 affected by the construction of the roof and building. This can be a serious
problem iPadjacent buildings or surrounding areas are readily combustible. Thatched
roofs pose a particular risk of rapid fire spread.

Fire may also travel from the chimney to any structure that is adjacent to it. This internal
spread can occur undetected through concealed voids within the building, e.g. under the
hearth.
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There is also the potential for smouldering fires to be started in roof or floor joists adjacent
to the chimney that may not be immediately apparent or detected at the time of the
incident and give rise to a second fire after crews have left the scene.

The potential for a high volume of stored material in roof spaces may contribute to the fire
loading.

Visibility may be affected due to any smoke generated.

Toxic fumes may be generated from the fireplace e.g. from burning plastics. A damaged
or porous chimney breast may allow the leakage of potentially toxic gases to the interior of
the property.

Working on a roof/falls from height

There will be occasions when Fire and Rescue Service personnel need t
roof to extinguish a chimney fire or make the situation safe.

The hazards associated with working on a roof may include:

e poor weather conditions

e poor lighting

e poor or limited access/egress

e restricted working space \

e fragile roofs

e the angle of the roof

the condition of the 1,

Some do v* i8S, especially in town houses of the Victorian and Edwardian
periods and @g@”enement properties, may have raking ladders secured by bolts at the
apex of the ro@and to the chimney head. They allow climbing access from roof level
to the top of a dMimney stack. The ladders can become rusty, loose and move with

the slightest weight applied. Converted warehouses and other buildings may also have
external access ladders.
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Working within a roof space/falls from height

There will be occasions when Fire and Rescue Service personnel need to work from
within the roof space (the loft) to extinguish a chimney fire or make the situation safe.

The hazards associated within a roof space may include:

e fragile ceiling materials posing a risk of falling through (note — the fragile surface
may be boarded but may not be sufficiently robust to support Fire and Rescue
Service personnel or their equipment)

e roof collapse

e trip hazards — pipe work, household items stored in the roof space, exposed
ceiling joists

e live electrical apparatus

e exposed electrical conductors due to poorly insulate
® nesting insects such as bees and wasps
e open and exposed water storage tanks

e fibrous/man made insulation such as asbestos
e poor or limited access/egress
e restricted working space

e poor/low light levels.

Blow back

When water is applied [ steam is rapidly generated. The rapidly
expanding steam rises

Toxic fumes may be produced by the heating or burning of materials, particularly man-
made materials.

Access and egress

Access to and egress from the chimney may be impeded by a range of factors and
contribute to making fire fighting operations more difficult.
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Ground conditions

Ground conditions such as sloping ground may make fire fighting operations more
difficult, especially when pitching ladders or positioning aerial appliances.

Overhanging branches and overhead cables

The presence of overhanging branches and overhead cables (electricity, television cables
etc.) may make fire fighting operations more difficult.

Flashing or arcing may be a risk and present a particular risk to aerial appliances.

Low voltage insulated cables can sometimes terminate (around some part of the roof
(usually under the eaves) and may be mistaken for telephone lines.

It may be difficult and time consuming to get external electrical supply cai
as this may need to be carried out remotely from the property by the eleC¥
company.

Nesting insects/birds and vermin
The risk of stings and bites from nesting insects (wasp/bee

as pigeons and vermin such as mice/squirrels withi
have the potential to carry infections which are t

There have been a few occasions w ack O0iler has exploded. Examples
of this occurrence have included [ ement weather/frozen pipe

redundant and has explode ntilation. This can cause structural
damage and pose a risk of fl debris. THis may be an additional consideration when
dealing with a chim iden

premise.

A metal or pla8lic frame is used, which is clad with a brick facing to look like a chimney.
This is placed @R)the structural members of the roof and the normal roof covering placed
around it. The roof members are designed to be strong enough to support the dead
weight of the chimney and imposed forces, such as the wind.

If roof structures are affected by fire, the weakened joists may not support the weight of
the false chimney. Normally risks posed by weakened roof structures may result in:

e roof coverings slipping off the pitch

e sections falling into the roof space; or
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e tall gable ends or chimneys becoming unstable.

These false chimneys may however overcome the structural support of the roof joists, and
fall straight through the roof space into the floor below.

Additionally, a chimney which may have been identified as an anchor point for safe
working at height may not actually be able to support any additional weight, and fail if
shock loaded in the event of a fall.

Key control measures

Planning

Planning is key to enhancing the safety of firefighters and others likel ted by

systems of work are maintained.

Each Fire and Rescue Service should assess the haz
to this generic risk assessment. The assessment sho
Service’s areas where ‘cross border’ arrangements ma

ea relating
and Rescue

recognition should be given to the physi sychological pressures that an
operational incident may apply ire ue Service personnel.

plexity of the incident. Therefore, arrangements may need to be flexible and be
ore than one system.

Information should also be gathered and used to review safe systems of work from
sources both within and outside the Fire and Rescue Service, including:

¢ incident de-briefs
e health and safety events; and

e |ocal authorities and partner agencies.
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Fire and Rescue Services should ensure systems are in place to record and regularly
review risk information and to ensure that new risks are identified and recorded as soon
as practicable.

Fire and Rescue Services must ensure that the information gathered is treated as
confidential, unless disclosure is made in the course of duty or is required for legal
reasons.

Fire and Rescue Services should consider the benefits of using consistent systems and
formats to record information from all sources. In order to support decision making,
consideration should be given to the efficiency and effectiveness of information retrieval
systems.

Information on domestic chimneys may be gathered through home firg
checks. These home visits may give the opportunity for the Fire and
Service to provide safety advice to occupiers on chimney maintenan€@@and safet
Information on false chimneys may also be gathered.

Competence and training

When formulating a competence and training strategy a Fire Res

e Ensure those tasked with carrying out this en
procedures are competent

e Ensure their personnel are adequ i deal with hazards and risks

some Fire and Rescue Ser
be considered and addr

e Ensure that the leve ing undertaken be shaped by an informed
training needs anal that takes accdnt of Fire and Rescue Service guidance
on the competency onal occupational standards and any

knoWledge and understanding of equipment and the associated skills that will
be required to use it

— should consider the need for appropriate levels of assessment and provide for
continuous professional development to ensure maintenance of skills and to
update personnel whenever there are changes to procedure, equipment, etc;
and
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— should also involve personnel involved in other processes that support the
emergency response such as planners devising procedures and people
procuring equipment.

Specific training requirements for domestic chimneys fires will include hazard awareness,
the standard operating procedure and the equipment to be used.

Training outcomes should be evaluated to ensure that the training provided is effective,
current and it meets defined operational needs as determined by the Fire and Rescue
Service’s integrated risk management plan.

Command and control

The Incident Commander should follow the principles of the current natigg
command system.

carried out.

Communication of new or changed risks s

Safety Officer(s)

The early appointment of one
are either eliminated or re

Bloout on site hazards and risks; and

punication.

ke any urgent corrective action required to ensure safety of personnel

e update the Incident Command structure regarding any change in circumstances;
and

* not be engaged in any other aspect of operations, unless this is required to deal
with a risk critical situation.
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Safety Officers should be competent to perform their role. The role of a Safety Officer can
be carried out by any of the fire service roles, but the complexity of the task, size of the
incident and scope of responsibility should be considered by the Incident Commander
when determining the competency level required.

Safety Officers should wear nationally recognised identification to indicate they are
undertaking the ‘Safety Officer’ role.

Fire and Rescue Services should ensure that training and other measures (such as aide-
memoires) are in place and available to support those staff liable to undertake this role.

With regard to domestic chimney fires, a safety officer(s) may need to be
appointed to:

e check for falling debris or monitor overhead hazards and coj
and egress to and from the area(s) considered to be at ris
hazards.

Personal protective equipment

Fire and Rescue Services must ensure that any personal pri

equipment.

Personal protective equipment shoul
cClearly visible against the operati

Posti t

The follow b
incident, as @RR@Oriate 1o the nature and scale of the incident:

substahces, avoidable equipment damage or near misses should be recorded,
investigated and reported in line with legislative requirements such as Reporting
of Injuries Diseases and Dangerous Occurrence Regulations 1995, etc.

e Arrangements should be in place to either remove all contamination from
personal protective equipment or to ensure it’s safe and appropriate disposal
and to check that the equipment maintains the agreed levels of integrity and
protection for the wearer throughout its lifecycle
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¢ \When necessary, occupational health support and surveillance follow up
including counselling and support services

e Conduct a debrief to identify and record any ‘lessons learned’ from the incident.
Debriefs will range in complexity and formality, proportionate to the scale of the
incident and in line with individual Fire and Rescue Service’s procedures

e (Consider any changes required to safe systems of work, appliances or
equipment in the light of any lessons learned from debriefs or from safety events

e (Consider the need to review existing information or the need to add a new
premises or location into future preplanning, e.g. by undertaking home fire safety
checks

e Where appropriate, inform partner agencies of any concerns e welfare of

the occupants

e When necessary, consideration should be given to ar,
contemporaneous written record of their actions.
to assist in any internal or external investigations
incident, e.g. coroners court, public enquiry,

Standard operating procedures

Fire and Rescue Services should prepare,

Equipment

Fire and Rescue Services should consider the provision, use and maintenance of suitable
equipment for providing access to fragile and slippery roofs, or enforce policies that
prohibit roof access. Suitable equipment will range from aerial access appliances to roof
ladders and work positioning/fall arrest systems. Any work at height equipment must
comply with the Work at Height Regulations.
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The provision of a thermal imaging camera will reduce the risk to firefighters and increase
the likelihood of identifying the concealed spread of fire.

The use of a mirror should be considered for inspecting the grate/flue area protecting
firefighters from falling debris or hot gases.

False chimneys

When dealing with property fires in modern buildings (particularly when the roof is
involved), the Incident Commander should check that there is a fireplace in a building
whenever a chimney is seen from the outside or whenever suspicions are raised about
the type of chimney in place. False chimneys can be found on the ridge, mid-pitch or at
the gable ends.

If considering using a chimney as an anchor point whilst working at heigh
should be made that there is a fireplace in the premises and it is connects
chimney.

Technical references

1 Health and Safety Executive Information sheet, working
lines. Agriculture Information sheet no 8 (revised)

2 Manual of Firemanship, Book 11, Chapter 5
3 Manual of Firemanship, Book 2, Chapter 4@Small"8

\2\
QQ
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