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Executive Summary

Fire and smoke damage represents a complex challenge for New Zealand property owners, extending

far beyond the visible destruction caused by flames. While direct fire damage is immediately apparent,

the subsequent impacts—including acidic soot residues, toxic smoke infiltration, and water damage

from firefighting efforts—can lead to long-term structural issues and health risks if not professionally

addressed.

Statistics from FMG Insurance reveal that 20% of all house fire claims involve fireplaces or chimneys,

highlighting the critical need for regular maintenance and adherence to current safety codes.

Professional restoration is a multi-stage process governed by international standards (such as IICRC

S700 and S740), focusing on property stabilization, contaminant removal, and molecular-level

deodorization. This document provides an analysis of the damage types, the professional restoration

lifecycle, insurance navigation strategies, and essential prevention protocols.

Detailed Analysis of Key Themes

1. The Multi-Faceted Nature of Fire Damage

Damage is categorized by its source and physical characteristics, each requiring specific remediation

techniques:

Damage Type Description Remediation Consideration

Wet Smoke
Result of low-heat, slow-burning

fires; sticky and pungent.
Difficult to clean; smears easily.

Dry Smoke
Result of high-temperature, fast-

burning fires; powdery residue.

Can penetrate small crevices and wall

cavities.

Protein Smoke
Produced by kitchen fires; virtually

invisible.

Extremely persistent odors that require

molecular neutralisation.



Damage Type Description Remediation Consideration

Acidic Soot
Residue that reacts with moisture

to form acids.

Can etch metal, yellow plastics, and

permanently stain porous stone

(marble/granite).

Secondary Water

Damage

Result of firefighting efforts

(hoses).

Requires rapid extraction and drying to

prevent mould growth within 24–48 hours.

2. Structural and Hidden Impacts

Fire and smoke often compromise areas that appear untouched by flames:

HVAC Systems: Smoke particles infiltrate ductwork, affecting air quality throughout the entire

building.

Wall Cavities: Smoke seeps into wall voids and ceiling spaces, where it can linger and cause

ongoing odors or corrosion to electrical wiring.

Structural Integrity: Extreme heat can warp steel and weaken timber framing or concrete even

without direct charring.

Corrosive Effects: Smoke residues are chemically active; if not neutralized within days, they can

cause permanent "pitting" in metal and electronics failure.

3. The Professional Restoration Lifecycle

Professional restoration follows a methodical approach to ensure a property is safe for habitation:

1. Emergency Response and Stabilization: Includes property board-up to prevent weather damage

or theft, and immediate water extraction.

2. Assessment and Documentation: Detailed inventory of salvageable vs. non-salvageable items and

mapping the extent of smoke penetration.

3. Soot and Smoke Removal: Utilizing HEPA vacuuming for dry soot and specialized alkaline or

solvent-based solutions for oily residues.

4. Odour Neutralisation: Moving beyond masking smells to molecular breakdown using:

Thermal Fogging: Heated vapor that penetrates the same cavities as smoke.

Ozone/Hydroxyl Generators: Technology used to break down odor-causing compounds.

5. Structural Repair: Replacing compromised materials like GIB (wall linings), insulation, and wiring.

4. Insurance and Regulatory Compliance

A critical aspect of fire safety in New Zealand is the lack of "grandfather clauses" in fire codes. When

safety specifications are updated—such as the AS/NZS 2198:2001 standard—it is because previous

standards were proven unsafe by fire claim statistics.

Insurance Loopholes: Adjusters may find grounds to cancel or deny claims if they discover code

violations, even if the installation has been in place for years.

Independent Assessment: There is often a conflict between insurer-appointed assessors, who

may focus on surface cleaning, and independent assessors who advocate for the replacement of

materials that cannot be fully restored (e.g., smoke-damaged insulation or electronics).



Important Quotes with Context

On Safety Codes and Liability

"There are no 'grandfather clauses' in the code book: when a code specification is changed, it is

because actual fire claims have shown that the previous code standard is unsafe." — The

Fireplace Technician

Context: This emphasizes that property owners cannot rely on the age of an installation as a defense.

Compliance is a dynamic requirement based on evolving fire safety data.

On the Limitations of Non-Specialists

"Insurance agents are not licensed or trained to perform code inspections; neither are firemen,

building contractors, realtors, or masons... some of the most dangerous installations we've seen

have been given the 'OK' by well-meaning but misinformed members of these professions." —

The Fireplace Technician

Context: This highlights the necessity of using certified chimney service contractors for inspections,

as other trades may lack the specific training to identify subtle code infractions.

On the Deceptive Nature of Smoke

"Smoke damage is often the most widespread form of fire damage, affecting areas of the home

that appear visually untouched." — 24/7 iDry

Context: This explains why professional assessments must include testing of adjacent rooms and

HVAC systems, rather than just the room where the fire originated.

Actionable Insights

For Immediate Post-Fire Response

Safety First: Do not re-enter a property until Fire and Emergency New Zealand (FENZ) declares it

structurally sound.

Documentation: Take high-resolution photos and video of all damage before any cleanup begins.

This is vital for insurance claims.

Preserve Evidence: Do not dispose of any damaged items until they have been inspected by an

insurance adjuster or professional assessor.

Contact Professionals Early: Some chemical reactions (like soot acidity) become permanent within

days. Early intervention can recover 70–80% of belongings.

For Long-Term Risk Mitigation



Annual Maintenance: Schedule chimney sweeps and flue inspections every autumn to remove

debris and bird nests, which are major fire hazards.

Power Surge Protection: Utilize surge protectors on all major appliances and electronics. In rural

areas, power surges are a frequent cause of fires and appliance damage.

Ash Disposal: Treat ashes as live for at least five days. Use a steel bucket, soak with water, and

store it away from the house and decking.

Appliance Care: Clean dryer lint filters after every use. Lint buildup can ignite even after the dryer

has been turned off.

Smoke Alarms: Upgrade to long-life photoelectric smoke alarms with a 10-year battery, as

recommended by FENZ.

For Insurance Navigation

Request Independent Assessments: If an insurance assessment seems surface-level (under an

hour), consider an independent assessment to check for hidden smoke in wall cavities and

insulation.

Inventory Tracking: Maintain a detailed list of damaged contents, including approximate values and

purchase dates, to streamline the "loss of use" or replacement claims.

Want to learn more?

Visit Chimney Guys for expert guides on chimney maintenance,

fire safety, and NZ regulations.
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