
Dryer Safety 

We are fully into the fire season and fires are often the leading story 
on the evening news.  We typically assume that the start of heating 
season coincides with the start of fire season and therefore heating 
systems are a large cause of the residential fires we all 
see.  However, the largest residential fire hazard is with us 
throughout the year and you probably pass by it daily.  It is your 
clothes dryer.  FEMA reports that over the three years 2008-2010, 
almost 83% of residential structure fires started in the laundry 
room.   In those cases, 92% of the fires originated in the dryer.   

Here are some interesting facts: 

1.  Gas or electric dryers: makes no difference.  The incidence of fire is about the same. 

2.  Over a third of these fires are reported between 12PM and 7PM. 

3.  Dryer fires are reported throughout the year, but almost 40% occur November -February. 

4.  About 34% of the fires were related to a failure to clean 

5.  Interestingly, it is almost a dead heat between what ignites first - the dust and lint or the clothes in the 
drum.  We investigate a lot of fires where the fire starts in the drum of the dryer. 

Ignition of clothing can be due to placing improper items in the dryer (don't dry your flip-flops) or spontaneous 
ignition of the clothing.  Clothing can spontaneously ignite inside or outside the dryer after the clothes have 
been dried and removed.  Note we see many fires in commercial laundries that occur in clothing that has been 
dried and piled or stacked together.  Research into these spontaneous ignition fires finds that most often a 
contaminant, such as vegetable oil or a petroleum product, had soaked into the clothing/towels/rags.  These 
contaminants can exhibit self heating, especially where they are heated in dryers in placed in piles where the 
heat generated by the decomposition of the materials cannot be dissipated.  Linseed oil is often described as 
the cause of self-heating fires, but cooking oils (such as sunflower, olive, or canola),  massage oils, and 
petroleum products can also exhibit self-heating behavior.   These contaminants are not well removed by 
standard washing machines.  Testing by Fire Findings found that after three hot water washes, vegetable oil 
remains in typical towels.   

So, what do we do? 

1. Ensure that dryers are only used when the house is occupied.  Strong odors from the dryer are indicative of 
the start of a fire.  Turn the dryer off and call the fire department.  Do not open the dryer. 

2. The Building Code requires that dryer vents be of limited length (including bends) and discharge directly 
outside.  Most dryer manufacturers and the Code require that dryer vents be rigid or corrugated metal. 

3. Remove lint before each load of laundry and clean the vent and the interior of the dryer periodically; two 
year intervals is recommended.   

4. Promptly remove dried clothing and separate. Do not place or pile recently dried clothing into plastic bags, 
hampers or carts. 

5.  Use disposable towels in the kitchen or when working on the car.  Dispose of these in metal containers with 
tight fitting or "flame out" lids.   

6.  You can always use clothes lines instead of dryers.  I have yet to investigate a clothes line fire. 

-Charles Coones, Forensic Investigations and Technologies 


