Fires and Quakes Damage Chimneys

The Federal Emergency Management Agency, (FEMA) advises masonry chimneys are extremely vulnerable to earthquake damage, especially those parts that are freestanding above the roofline.

While brick and mortar chimneys are most commonly damaged, even newer, reinforced chimneys or metal flue, chimneys can sustain significant damage and need attention after a quake.

Hidden chimney hazards could include cracks between the chimney and the exterior wall; or internal cracks in the liner. Following the Loma Prieta Earthquake, 250 chimneys were damaged or destroyed in Palo Alto. Many older chimneys damaged by the earthquake were in a weakened condition because the mortar had deteriorated or because the chimney was constructed with unreinforced masonry.

It is not simply a case of seeing misaligned chimneys, displaced materials, separation between the chimney and the exterior wall or visible cracks. It is also an issue of hidden chimney cracks between the structure, and the chimney that may harm the chimney's structural integrity, allowing toxic gases, fire or heat to escape, or the chimney to collapse.

It doesn't take an earthquake to damage your chimney.  Chimney fires also cause substantial damage.  Slow burning chimney fires don't get enough air or have enough fuel to be as dramatic or visible.  Slow burning chimney fires also reach very high temperatures and cause just as much damage to the chimney structure and combustible parts of the house surrounding the chimney.

Fireplaces and wood stoves are designed to safely contain wood-fueled fires, while providing heat for a home.  The chimneys that serve them have the job of expelling the by-products of combustion - the substances that comes off when the wood burns.

As these substances exit the fireplace or wood stove, and flow up into the relatively cooler chimney, condensation occurs.  The resulting residue that sticks to the inner walls of the chimney is called creosote.  Creosote is black or brown in appearance.  It can be crusty and flaky...tar-like, drippy and sticky or shiny and hardened. Often, all forms will occur in one chimney system. Restricted air supply, unseasoned wood and cooler than normal chimney temperatures are all factors that can accelerate the buildup of creosote.

To avoid chimney fires, use seasoned woods only and build smaller, hotter fires that burn more completely and produce less smoke. Never burn cardboard boxes, wrapping paper, trash or trees. Also, install stovepipe thermometers to help monitor flue temperatures where wood stoves are in use, so you can adjust burning as needed. And finally, have your chimney inspected and cleaned on a regular basis.
Here are some signs that you may have had a chimney fire:

· "Puffy" creosote, with rainbow colored streaks, that has expanded beyond creosote's normal form.

· Warped metal of the damper, metal smoke chamber, connector pipe or factory-built metal chimney.

· Cracked or collapsed flue tiles, or tiles with large chunks missing.

· Discolored or distorted rain cap.

· Creosote flakes and pieces found on the roof or ground

· Roofing material damaged from hot creosote

· Cracks in exterior masonry

· Evidence of smoke escaping through mortar joints of masonry or tile liners.

If you think you've have an active chimney fire, call the fire department and get everyone out of the house.

