Notes from the talk given by Steve Oldak on 6th May 2009

Steve is a HETAS approved installer of wood burning and multi fuel stoves.

Fire
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The first evidence of Human use of fire was found in Eurasia 790,000 years ago.

Since then we have as a species made and used fire every day for warmth, cooking, drying, preserving and protection from wild animals.  Fire is a part of our genetic and psychological make up.

Over the millennia the fire has evolved.

Since an open fire is not very versatile and uses a lot of fuel, which would have to be collected and stored, various methods of controlling and capturing the heat have been employed, from simple leaf and rock coverings to mud and stone ovens.

With the invention of cast iron and the large scale production afforded by the industrial revolution the cast iron stove was borne. 

In more recent times mica and glass panels have been used in the door so the fire can be viewed and in some cases cast and bolted iron has been replaced by welded steel.

Also efficiency has been greatly improved with the introduction of baffle plates, secondary combustion chambers and overall air tight quality of construction.

A perfectly constructed open fire is 30% efficient with 70% of the heat going up the chimney.

A good stove is 80% efficient, only 20% of the heat up the chimney, this is the most efficient a stove can be as the smoke needs to retain some heat for it to rise and thus for the chimney to work.

So better for the environment and better for your pocket – or less time needed to collect and store fuel for the same amount of heat.

In recent years the fire has been sanitised with wide availability if electricity and piped gas. Is something missing from our lives?

Stoves
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Stoves range in quality and price from £100 to £5000 and all need a chimney of one sort or another. 

It's an investment - a good stove is generally more efficient, more reliable and serviceable and retains its value.

Your choice depends on different requirements:

a) Size of room

2kw up to 25kw, (1kw per 14 cubic metres – calculate total cubic meters and divide by 14!)… more if you want to keep the door open!

b) Aesthetic appearance, personal taste.

c) Budget

d) Smoke control, smokeless zones

Defra approved stoves for smoke control areas start at £500 (higher efficiency, jumped through more hoops)

It's better to have good airwash system like Clearview (from £1000).

Fitting

A survey is carried out to evaluate suitability of chimney, how tall and where is the stack… back draughts.

Your chimney must be swept & pass a smoke test.

All installations also need a solid hearth.

The cheapest installation method is into an existing chimney breast (from £250).

But, a masonry chimney is designed for an open fire where most of the heat goes up the chimney. It doesn’t heat up very well with 20% heat but does pass building regs.
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The best to line the chimney with flexible twinwall liner. These come in 2 different sizes:

316 starting at £20/m to
£70/m

904

£30
£120/m

Typical cost on a semi - £1000

If there is no existing chimney:

A stove can be fitted in any house without a chimney but maybe not a block of flats.

Twinwall factory made free standing chimney system @ £100/m.

Typical cost around £1500
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Stoves over 5kw requires permanently open air vent, and they're not allowed in the same room as an extractor fan.

To complete the installation stove is lit and checked to see it works correctly.

I provide a safety talk to show how to use the stove, covering carbon monoxide poisoning, do’s and don’ts.

Finally, I issue a certificate of compliance and chimney data plate. This is a requirement of your home insurance.

Stoves with a back boiler for heating water / central heating:

These really need very high capacity (20kw) & thus need lots of fuel!

Good if you live in the outback near a forest, but not so good in an urban location.

Wood
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The basic carbon cycle of a tree is that it soaks up more carbon in its life than it releases when it is burned. (… and it puts some back in the ground during its life).

If a tree is planted for every one felled it would be carbon neutral or a zero carbon footprint.

However this doesn’t always happen. There is a carbon cost in felling/transporting and preparing the wood.

It is a totally renewable source of heat.

The best wood is free!

- from a skip, take nails out from the ash!

- from a wood yard, off cuts make great kindling.

- fallen wood is good since it will release carbon when decomposing anyway so may as well be used for heat.

Wood must be seasoned before use, or the heat from the fire is soaked up evaporating the sap in the wood.
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This is best done in a fairly open south facing store with a roof.

The wood needs to be cut to length and split first. It looses 90% of moisture from end grain and only 10% from the sides.

Ash will burn almost green.

Beech, 2 years seasoning

Oak, 3 years seasoning

All woods have different BTU’s (British thermal unit) outputs, look on the web!

The ash from the stove can be used in the garden. More efficient stoves produce less ash.

Advantages of a stove
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Satisfy the primeval need for real fire.

Low environmental impact, carbon neutral. 

Reduce gas bills

Alternative source for heating/cooking in the event of power failure.

Real warmth, not background heat.

Efficiency compared to open fires.

Creating an aesthetic feature in a room.

Increasing value of a house.

Satisfaction gained from collecting/preparing/storing wood for your own heat source.

Disadvantages of a stove
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Initial outlay for the stove and installation costs.

Buying wood.

Time factor - to empty, clean, light – get used to it!

Safety considerations/ chimney sweeping/ axes/ saws/ splinters/ children!.

Smoke - Not as clean as gas, if everyone on the Wirral had one…

Elderly and infirm

