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U.S. Home Heating Equipment Fires Fact Sheet 
 

In 2009, U.S. fire departments responded to 58,900 home1 structure fires that involved heating equipment. 
These fires caused 

 480 civilian fire deaths 

 1,520 civilian fire injuries 

 $1.1 billion in direct property damage 

 

 Heating equipment fires accounted for 18% of all reported home fires 
in 2009 (second behind cooking) and 22% of home fire deaths. 

 
 In 2005-2009, the leading factor contributing to home heating fires 

(26%) was failure to clean, principally creosote from solid-fueled 
heating equipment, primarily chimneys. 

 
 The leading factor contributing to ignition for home heating fire deaths 

(53%) was heating equipment too close to things that can burn, such 
as upholstered furniture, clothing, mattress, or bedding. 

 
 In 2005-2009, most home heating fire deaths (79%) involved 

stationary or portable space heaters. 
 
 Half (49%) of all home heating fires occurred in December, January 

and February in 2005-2009.  
 
 Home heating fires peak during 6:00 to 8:00 p.m., and associated 

deaths peak during 12:00 to 2:00 a.m. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 

 Creosote is estimated to be involved in 14,190 home heating fires per year, or 22% of 

total home heating fires in 2005-2009. 
 

 Creosote fires are estimated to involve 4 civilian deaths, 11 civilian injuries, and $35 

million in direct property damage per year.  

 

1Homes are dwellings, duplexes, manufactured homes, apartments, townhouses, rowhouses and condominiums. 
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FACT
Half of home heating fires are 
reported during the months of 

December, January,
and February.

Heating 
Equipment 
Smarts
Install wood burning 
stoves following 
manufacturer’s instructions 
or have a professional do the 
installation. All fuel-burning 
equipment should be vented 
to the outside to avoid carbon 
monoxide (CO) poisoning.

Install and maintain CO 
alarms to avoid the risk
of CO poisoning. If
you smell gas in
your gas heater, do
do not light the
appliance. Leave the
home immediately
and call your local fire
department or gas company.

HeatingHeating
Safety

There is something about the winter months and curling up 
with a good book by the fireplace. But did you know that heating 
equipment is a leading cause of home fire deaths? With a few simple 
safety tips and precautions you can prevent most heating fires
from happening.

Safety

be warm and safe this winter!

KKK	 Keep anything that can burn at
	 least three-feet away from
	 heating equipment, like the
	 furnace, fireplace, wood
	 stove, or portable space heater.

KKK	 Have a three-foot “kid-free zone”
	 around open fires and space heaters.

KKK	 Never use your oven to heat your home.

KKK	 Have a qualified professional install stationary 
space heating equipment, water heaters or central 
heating equipment according to the local codes 
and manufacturer’s instructions. 

KKK	 Have heating equipment and chimneys cleaned and 
inspected every year by a qualified professional.

KKK	 Remember to turn portable heaters off when 
leaving the room or going to bed.

KKK	 Always use the right kind of fuel, specified by the 
manufacturer, for fuel burning space heaters.

KKK	 Make sure the fireplace has a sturdy screen to stop 
sparks from flying into the room.  Ashes should be 
cool before putting them in a metal container. Keep 
the container a safe distance away from your home.

KKK	 Test smoke alarms monthly.
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Section 1.  Overview of Heating Equipment Fires 

In 2009, heating equipment was involved in an estimated 58,900 reported U.S. home 
structure fires, with associated losses of 480 civilian deaths, 1,520 civilian injuries, and $1.1 
billion in direct property damage. 
The home heating fire total was down 11% from the previous year and 75% from 1980.  (See 
Figure 1.1.)  Associated deaths were nearly unchanged from 2008 but down 53% from 1980.  
(See Table 1.1.)  Associated civilian injuries were down 8% compared to 2008 and by 57% from 
1980.  Direct property damage adjusted for inflation was down 3% from 2008 and by 47% from 
1980.  “Homes” refers to one- and two-family homes (which include manufactured homes) and 
apartments (which include townhouses), including owner-occupied (condominium) and rented 
apartments. 
 

 
Note and Source:  See Table 1.1. 
 
 
In 2009, heating equipment fires accounted for more than one-sixth (18%) of all reported 
home fires, ranking second to cooking equipment among major causes.   
This was down from a one-third (34%) share fairly consistently during 1980-85 and a one-fourth 
share (26%) as recently as 1989.  These fires also accounted for 22% of the associated civilian 
deaths (second highest after smoking) and 12% of the direct property damage (highest share), 
also much lower than the shares in the first half of the 1980’s.  Heating equipment fires 
accounted for 13% of home fire civilian injuries (second highest after cooking). 
 
Heating equipment has not been the leading cause of reported home fires since 1990.  The 
roughly one-fourth decline from 1989 to 1990 dropped it behind cooking.  Cooking equipment 
has been the leading cause of home fires ever since.   
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Figure 1.1.  Home Fires Involving Heating Equipment, 1980-2009, by Year
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Data Sources, Definitions and Conventions Used in this Report 
 

The fire statistics in this analysis are national estimates of fires reported to U.S. municipal fire 
departments and so exclude fires reported only to Federal or state agencies or industrial fire 
brigades.  These estimates are projections based on the detailed information collected in  
Version 5.0 of the U.S. Fire Administration’s National Fire Incident Reporting System (NFIRS 
5.0) and the NFPA’s annual fire department experience survey.  Casualty and loss projections 
can be heavily influenced by the inclusion or exclusion of one unusually serious fire.  Fires are 
typically rounded to the nearest ten, civilian deaths and civilian injuries are typically expressed 
to the nearest one, and property damage is rounded to the nearest million dollars. 
 
In the NFIRS 5.0 codes for equipment involved in ignition, heating equipment accounts for most 
but not all of the types of equipment in the range of Equipment Involved in Ignition 100-152, 
which collectively comprises the heating, ventilation, and air conditioning (HVAC) group.  A 
companion NFPA report – Home Fires Involving Air Conditioning, Fans or Related Equipment, 
by John R. Hall, Jr. – provides analyses of equipment related to air conditioning and fans, (codes 
111-117) including heat pumps, which may be used for heating and/or cooling in a home.  Fires 
with equipment involved in ignition 100 – unclassified heating, ventilation, or air conditioning 
equipment – are treated as unknowns and proportionally allocated over all known types of 
HVAC equipment, including the heating equipment group (codes 120-152). 
 
NFIRS incident type codes for structure fires include six types of confined fires – confined to 
chimney or flue (code (114), confined to fuel burner or boiler (code 116), confined to cooking 
vessel (code 113), confined to incinerator or commercial compactor (codes 115 and 117), and 
confined to trash (code 118).  Reporting of most details is optional for confined fires.  Therefore, 
the standard NFPA analysis practice of proportional allocation of unknowns in all fields 
produces more volatile results for confined fires, which have much larger unknown shares. 
 
The first two listed types of confined fires seem clearly related to heating equipment, and those 
fires are all included in this analysis of heating equipment, even if they are reported with no 
equipment or non-heating equipment involved in ignition.  The other four listed types of 
confined fires are not included, even if they are reported with heating equipment as equipment 
involved in ignition. 
 
The estimates reflect a proportional share of home fires with equipment involved in ignition 
unknown.  Fires reported as “no equipment” but lacking a confirming specific heat source (codes 
40-99) are also treated as unknown equipment and allocated. 
 
Unless otherwise specified, property damage has not been adjusted for inflation.  Additional 
details on the methodology used may be found in Appendix A.  Our analysis methods are 
continually being refined, and previous estimates updated. 
 
NFIRS 5.0, first introduced 1999, brought major changes to fire incident data, including changes 
in some definitions and coding rules.  Because of these changes, caution should be used when 
comparing data before 1998 with data from 1999 on. 
 




