L oss Prevention Standards

Thatched Roofs

Introduction

Thatching materials are aesthetically pleasing and environmentally
friendly, offering good sound and thermal insulation properties.
However, thatch is combustible and once ignited can rapidly burn
out, leaving homes or businesses devastated by the effects of heat,
smoke and water damage. Precautions should be taken to help
ensure the risk of fire is minimised. This Loss Prevention Standard
outlines the specific problems encountered with thatch, the main
causes of fire and key action points to help reduce the fire risk.

Types of Thatch Available
Water Reed/Norfolk Reed: Best quality, most robust and least
combustible thatch, having the longest life expectancy.

Combed Wheat/Devon Reed: Good quality thatch with reasonable
life expectancy.

Long Straw: Inferior quality to reed and also the most combustible. The thatching standard tends to be to lay new straw on top of
existing materials, thereby increasing the thickness of the thatch, improving insulation but can result in a dangerous acceleration
in flue gas temperatures.

Fibre Thatch: Simulated thatch made of glass reinforced plastic (GRP). It is produced in sheets, moulded and coloured to look like
thatch. This synthetic system has had problems with glue and fixings used. The use of this type of thatch is fairly uncommon.

Depth of Thatch — Can be anything from less than 1m to more than 2m. The deeper the thatch the more susceptible the roof is to
heat build-up, and the greater the area where the flue/chimney is adjacent to the thatch. Increasing the thatch depth also results
in a reduced height between the thatch and chimney, thereby increasing the risk of thatch ignition from emitted ignited embers,
especially as straw is typically used to form the ridges of roof coats including those roof coats containing reed as well as long
straw.

Problems Encountered with Thatch
1 Thatchis combustible and can rapidly burn
1 Thatchis external:
0 Internal automatic fire detection will probably not activate
0 Alarmraised is often based on visual recognition
0 Fires usually go undetected to occupants within, often delaying Fire Service contact and response.
9 Properties with thatched roofs are frequently in remote rural areas:
0 Forvarious reasons Fire Service response is not as quick as urban/built-up areas
0 Available fire water supplies can be distant from a property or of limited effectiveness (flow and pressure
challenges).
1 Byitsvery construction thatch is designed to repel water and can be up to 2m in depth, and so firefighting can be
particularly challenging,
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Causes of Fire

A high proportion of thatched property fires are caused from the use of chimneys and wood burning stoves, with the main proven
causes being ejected embers landing on and igniting the surface of the roof, and chimney fires; source - Fire Safety for Thatch
published by the Thatch Advice Centre.

Other known causes of fire include:
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Heat transfer directly from the chimney to adjoining thatch, generating sufficient heat to ignite the thatch. Flue gases
within the chimney will heat the surrounding bricks and as thatch is an extremely good insulator, heat will be trapped in
the centre of the thatch near the chimney. Once a critical temperature of approximately 200°C is reached at the thatch
chimney, interface charring and pyrolysis of the thatch will occur resulting in a fire.

Old, inappropriate and poorly installed flue liners.

Electrical-related within loft areas or external areas close to the thatch

Hot work or DIY activity.

Garden fires, barbeques or fireworks located/used close to the property.

Discarded smoking materials within loft areas or externally via dormer windows.

Finally, it has been known for birds to drop lit cigarettes onto thatched roofs.

General Precautions
Chimneys

1

Sweep your chimney at least twice each year along its entire length (or quarterly if wood is burnt and spark arrestors
fitted) to prevent a build-up of soot and tar deposits:
0 Itisrecommended that this is undertaken once between January and March and once before October, it’s first
autumn ignition which should detect any debris deposited in the flue. This work should be carried out by a
HETAS (Heating Equipment Testing and Approval Scheme) approved chimney sweep or a member of NACS
(National Association of Chimney Sweeps) or The Guild of Master Chimney Sweeps.
Ensure that the top of the chimney stack is at least 1.8m above the highest point of the thatch, allowing sparks and
embers which are generally of a low energy and short life-span to escape and die-out before they settle on the thatch.
Have your chimney checked at least once every three years by a registered chimney engineer who is accredited by a
professional body such as HETAS or NACE (The National Association of Chimney Engineers) to ensure that the brick,
stone work and mortar is in good condition, especially where it passes through the thatch to prevent heat transfer to the
thatch. The condition of flues and brickwork can be examined by endoscopic/CCTV camera equipment.
Seek advice from professional, competent individuals before undertaking chimney/flue alterations which pass through or
near to the thatch.
An insulated non-combustible/fire resistant lining should be fitted where the stack passes through the thatch. Itis
recommended that a vertical heat barrier is installed externally, between the thatch and the stack, and this work should
be undertaken by a professional Thatcher.
Having your chimney lined is a sensible precaution and is essential if either a wood burning or multi-fuel stove is used.
This can be achieved by either the installation of a twin-walled rigid or flexible stainless steel liner. If wood burning or a
multi-fuel stove is used, a twin-walled rigid liner with suitable insulation to reduce heat transmission should be installed,
or alternatively a lining made of pumice. Although there are various methods of lining a flue, only those that are rigid,
insulated, and capable of being correctly supported and centralised to prevent touches with the chimney can be
considered suitable for thatch. As a result, use of flexible stainless steel in thatch properties is to be avoided. Professional
advice should always be sought before proceeding with the fitting of a liner and any flue work should be undertaken by
an installer accredited by a professional body such as HETAS or NACE.
Installation of a bird guard to the top of the chimney pot prevents birds depositing twigs and other combustible materials
into the chimney. Itis essential that these do not impair the function of the chimney, do not restrict airflow, or prevent or
restrict normal chimney cleaning activities.
The use of spark arrestors is no longer recommended, as these can become easily blocked either naturally or due to poor
maintenance, leading to a positive air pressure within the flue. This can result in a leakage of carbon monoxide into
rooms adjoining the chimney stack. If you already have an arrestor fitted, the National Association of Chimney Sweeps
recommends that this must be taken down and cleaned every three months.
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1 Avoid burning wet or unseasoned wood, as this will leave greater tar deposits in the flue, increasing the risk of a chimney
fire. Where possible, burn seasoned hardwood which has a lower resin content than softwood thereby reducing tar build-
up within the chimney/flue.

1 Avoid burning contaminated or impregnated fuel, such as timber which is either painted or treated with preservatives, or
any other waste products.

1 Monitor the flue temperature by fitting a flue thermometer. This will provide a good indication of the temperature in the
upper part of the flue near to the thatch, to ensure it does not reach the critical 200°C level.

1 Consider the installation of heat detectors inserted into the thatch around the chimney. This system is designed to give
an audible warning to alert those within the property that the thatch is reaching a critical temperature. These systems
need to be maintained and a response strategy agreed in the event of their activation.

1 Consider the use of fire barriers between the thatch and the roof timbers, should extension or refurbishment of the
property, necessitating renewal of the thatch be undertaken.

91 Do not store combustible materials within the roof or loft space.

1 Consider treating internal wooden elements and the thatch with a fire resistant coating or impregnation. This will delay

the potential ignition of the timber frame and/or thatch.

Do not allow individuals to smoke within any roof void or close to the thatch when undertaking maintenance work.

Seek advice from Historic England (or similar regional authority) before undertaking changes to any listed property which

may require approval.
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Electrical Installations

1 Electrical wiring should be checked by a competent electrician at regular intervals of no more than five years to ensure its
integrity. This should include all wiring within the property, including aerials, by an accredited contractor who'is a
member or approved/registered with an appropriate organisation, examples include: National Inspection Council for
Electrical Installation Contracting (NICEIC), Electrical Contractors’ Association (ECA), National Association of Professional
Inspectors and Testers (NAPIT), Electrical Contractors Association in Scotland (SELECT), and Safety Assessment
Federation (SAFed). All recommendations from the inspection should be carried out within the timescales given.
Consider having a thermographic survey of electrical installations undertaken annually.

Check your roof for signs of mice or other vermin as they can cause damage to electrical wires, and remove external

climbing vegetation and tree branches within close proximity which may aid vermin access to roofs.

1 Electrical wiring in roof spaces, especially those within close proximity to the thatch should be protected against vermin
by enclosure within galvanised steel conduit or high impact plastic conduit, or alternatively use mineral insulated wiring
cable systems.

1 Roof space lighting should be an enclosed bulkhead fitting, being a fully enclosed unit with protective cover to prevent
hot glass and metal coming into contact with combustible matter either accidentally or from breakage.

1 Recessed lighting within the roof space should be replaced with recessed light fittings of a ‘firesafe design’ or be fitted
with proprietary intumescent covers to protect against overheating, ignition of combustible matter and fire spread.

1 TVaerials should be fitted to a free standing pole or gable end, so they are not an attraction for lightning strikes.

1 Avoid fitting lightning attractors on or near chimney stacks as these should be located a safe distance from the building.
Incoming overhead power or telephone cables should be kept a safe distance from the thatch.

1 Avoid placing internal/external high wattage security lights near thatch or underneath overhangs as these produce a lot
of heat. Avoid siting internal or external electrical and aerial cables on or near thatch.

1 Avoid the use of external festive lights.

=A =4

Wood Burning or Multi-Fuel Stoves

Carefully consider before installing a stove within a thatched property. Stoves generate far higher flue temperatures than a
conventional open fire, due to the enclosed nature of the stove and far less ambient ‘cooler’ air being drawn through the flue.
These increased flue temperatures increase the risk of heat transfer through to the thatch. Equally, ignited materials within the
flue are at a higher temperature and can transfer through the flue more quickly, being potentially larger in volume. Larger ejected
embers are more likely to ignite the external surface of the thatch.

Stoves generate a considerable quantity of heat within the flue, which can transfer through sound brickwork, particularly if the
chimney is only single brick thick, common in pre 1960's houses. A suitable flue must be installed in order to reduce heat transfer.

01/20i Version 1.1 .'L

Aviva: Public AVIV


https://historicengland.org.uk/
file:///C:/Users/cavanai/Desktop/National%20Inspection%20Council%20of%20Electrical%20Installation%20Contracting
https://www.eca.co.uk/
http://www.napit.org.uk/
http://www.select.org.uk/
http://www.safed.co.uk/

When attempting to ignite the stove, avoid the use of paper-based materials as these are more likely to be carried through the flue
and ejected onto the thatch. The use of firelighters and kindling is preferred.

Never leave a stove unattended for any period of time. Avoid leaving the stove set to its maximum air intake, as this only serves to
increase the intensity of the fire, the flue temperature and the risk of ignited materials being ejected out onto the thatch.

Consider the installation of a stove pipe thermometer. This device attaches to the stove pipe and enables users to monitor the flue
temperature. Both under and over-performing temperatures present risks, so it is essential that stoves are set to burn at their
optimum level.

Other Precautions
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A mains powered fire alarm system having smoke detectors located on each floor throughout the property including the
roof space should be installed. All smoke detectors to be mains powered with battery back-up and interlinked so that
operation of one detector will activate all detectors thereby helping to ensure early activation and response to the alarm.
Smoke alarm detectors should be tested regularly. In addition to providing local audible signalling, these systems can
provide additional remote signalling which is recommended for commercial properties and larger homes. These systems
must be subject to a periodic maintenance contract by an accredited service provider, and your installer can provide
further guidance on this issue.
Carbon monoxide detectors to be installed within rooms containing open fires/wood burning stoves.
Afire blanket should remain accessible at all times within the kitchen. Cooking, notably frying and grilling, is a significant
cause of fires (don’t leave cooking unattended). Tackling cooking related fires with water can lead to the rapid spread of
fire.
Accessible fire extinguishers should be located within the property, including in the loft. These should be maintained
periodically by accredited service providers.
An external water tap fed from the rising mains to be provided, with a hose capable of reaching all parts of the roof.
Wire netting is frequently fitted to the exterior of the thatch to protect it against damage from vermin, birds and inclement
weather. As and when replaced, ensure contractors fit this in a way which is acceptable to the Fire Service. In the event of
a fire it is likely sections of netting will need to be removed to allow the removal of ignited thatch.
A loft hatch for firefighting purposes to be installed to each thatched roof space. Recommended minimum size being
600mm x 900mm.
Avoid all hot work (e.g. welding, grinding, brazing) within the loft or in areas near or above the thatch. Remember that
sparks, etc. from hot work can travel up to 10m:
0 Forwater systems consider the use of good quality push-fit or compression fittings rather than soldered fittings
0 Where hot works cannot be avoided, ensure work is undertaken by qualified contractors using a formal hot
work management and permit system. If you need assistance Aviva has a formal guidance for hot work
0 Suitable fire extinguishers should be sited within the working area, throughout the duration of the work and
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