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Homeowners
This briefing document provides a comprehensive overview of professional chimney sweeping

processes, safety requirements, and insurance compliance for residential properties in New Zealand.

Executive Summary

Professional chimney maintenance in New Zealand is governed by the AS/NZS 2918 servicing

standard. For homeowners, a regular chimney sweep is not merely a cleaning task but a critical safety

inspection and a requirement for maintaining valid home insurance. The process typically involves a

seven-step sequence that includes floor protection, structural inspection, mechanical brushing, and a

post-sweep airflow test.

Key objectives of a professional service include the removal of creosote—a highly flammable byproduct

of wood combustion—and the identification of structural defects, particularly those caused by seismic

activity or coastal corrosion. Most New Zealand insurers (including FMG, AMI, AA Insurance, Tower, and

State) recognize certificates from NZHHA-certified (New Zealand Home Heating Association) sweeps

as proof of necessary maintenance.

Analysis of Key Themes

1. Safety and Hazard Mitigation

The primary driver for chimney maintenance is the prevention of avoidable hazards.

Creosote Accumulation: Burning wood produces creosote, which adheres to the flue. Over time,

soot can turn into "glazed creosote," a tar-like substance that is difficult to remove and highly

combustible, capable of igniting at temperatures as low as 370°C.

Carbon Monoxide and Blockages: Obstructed flues—caused by soot buildup, bird nests, or debris

—can lead to smoke backdrafts and the accumulation of toxic gases, including carbon monoxide,

within the living space.

Structural Integrity: Regular inspections identify cracked firebricks, failing mortar joints, and

moisture damage that can compromise the safety of the heating system.

2. The New Zealand Context: Environmental and Seismic Factors



New Zealand's unique geography necessitates specific maintenance considerations.

Seismic Activity: In regions like Wellington, Canterbury, and Hawke’s Bay, earthquake damage to

masonry chimneys or upper flue sections is a significant concern. Professional sweeps often use

CCTV to identify hairline cracks or liner separations caused by ground movement.

Coastal Corrosion: Properties in coastal areas (e.g., Lyall Bay, Porirua, the West Coast) face

accelerated residue buildup and salt-related corrosion of steel liners and cowls.

Wind and Weather: Wellington’s windy climate increases the risk of downdrafts and wind-driven

debris entering the flue, making airflow diagnostics essential.

3. Insurance and Legal Compliance

Maintenance is a formal requirement for most residential and commercial property owners.

Insurance Policy Requirements: Most New Zealand insurance providers require proof of annual

chimney maintenance to honor fire-related claims. A dated certificate signed by a certified

technician serves as this evidence.

Landlord Obligations: For rental properties, maintaining a safe and functional heating system is a

legal obligation. Landlords must ensure chimneys are swept to protect both the tenants and the

property’s insurance status.

The Professional Chimney Sweep Process

A standard residential sweep in New Zealand takes approximately 30–60 minutes. Certified technicians

follow a structured sequence to ensure the home remains clean and the flue is thoroughly serviced.

Standard Seven-Step Procedure

Step Action Description

1 Protection Laying drop sheets and sealing the firebox with a heavy-duty curtain.

2 Initial Inspection Visual check of the firebox, damper, and visible flue sections for damage.

3 Mechanical Brushing Using rod-based or rotary power brushes to dislodge deposits.

4 Vacuum Capture Using HEPA-filtered vacuums to capture soot at the source.

5 Optional CCTV High-definition camera inspection for internal cracks or hidden creosote.

6 Airflow Test A smoke pellet or match test to confirm the chimney is drawing properly.

7 Documentation Issuing a written safety report and an insurance-compliant certificate.

Technical Methods: Top-Down vs. Bottom-Up

Bottom-Up (Default): The brush is fed from the firebox upward. This is the standard for most

modern wood burners and does not require roof access, making it safer in wet weather.



Top-Down: The brush is lowered from the chimney pot. This method is preferred for older masonry

chimneys with offsets or for removing large obstructions like bird nests. It requires dry roof

conditions for safety.

Key Equipment and Technology

Modern chimney sweeping has moved beyond traditional manual brushes to include specialized tools

designed for efficiency and containment:

Rotary Power Brushes: Nylon-bristle heads driven by power drills flex around bends without

scoring stainless steel liners.

HEPA-Filtered Vacuums: These maintain negative pressure at the firebox seal, ensuring soot

moves toward the filter rather than into the home.

CCTV Inspection Cameras: HD cameras with LED lighting allow technicians to inspect mortar joints

and liner seams from multiple angles. This is particularly vital for post-earthquake compliance

checks or pre-purchase property inspections.

Important Quotes with Context

"Ignorance most certainly isn't bliss! Not for us as sweeps and definitely not for our

customers who trust us to carry out our duties competently and leave them with a safe

working chimney." — Thomas Wiggins, Commercial Chimney Sweeping Ltd. Context: This

highlights the professional responsibility of the sweep to use modern tools (like CCTV) to

diagnose issues that are not visible to the naked eye, ensuring the customer's trust is not

misplaced.

"Every year, thousands of New Zealand homes risk preventable fire hazards simply because

chimney maintenance is overlooked." — Alpha CSI (Kapiti Coast). Context: This emphasizes

the scale of the risk associated with neglecting routine maintenance and frames the chimney

sweep as a vital safety service rather than an optional chore.

"A clean chimney also helps your fireplace operate more efficiently, which can save you

money on your heating bills." — Embr Fires (Auckland). Context: This provides a practical

financial incentive for homeowners, noting that proper maintenance improves combustion and

heat output.

Actionable Insights for Homeowners

Scheduling and Frequency



Heavy Use: If the wood burner is used daily during winter, it must be swept every 12 months.

Moderate Use: If used 2–3 times a week, a sweep is recommended every 1–2 years.

Coastal Properties: Properties near the sea should consider more frequent checks due to salt air

corrosion and moisture.

Best Timing: It is generally recommended to book in spring or early autumn to avoid the winter

rush.

Home Preparation Checklist

Extinguish Fires: Do not light a fire for at least 24 hours before the sweep. The flue and bricks must

be cool to the touch to avoid technician injury or equipment damage.

Clear Access: Provide a 2-metre clear path to the fireplace and remove ornaments, photos, or

electronics from the mantelpiece.

Manage Pets/Children: Ensure they are in a separate room while the high-suction vacuum is active.

Post-Visit Documentation

Retain Certificates: Keep at least the last six years of maintenance certificates. This continuous

record is the strongest defense if an insurance claim is ever disputed.

Review the Safety Report: Carefully read the technician's findings regarding firebricks, dampers,

and cowls. Address recommended repairs immediately to avoid structural failure.

Want to learn more?

Visit Chimney Guys for expert guides on chimney maintenance,

fire safety, and NZ regulations.

Visit Chimney Guys

Chimney Guys — New Zealand Chimney & Wood Burner Resource — chimneyguys.co.nz

https://chimneyguys.co.nz/

