Dangers Associated With a Forgotten
Appliance: Water Heaters

By Thomas J. Woosr, JI

In every living situation, from residential houses,
apartment complexes, nursing homes, to hotels, there
sits a water heater. By design, water heaters are
basically large storage tanks that hold water. At the
bottom of gas-fired water heaters are pilot lights and
main burners. The pilot lights are on 24 hours a day,
7 days a week. The pilot lights are located close to
the floor and hidden behind a cover plate. When the
heater senses a need for hot water, the pilot light will
ignite the main burners, heating the water to the set
temperature of the thermostat. If there are no
mechanical or service problems, the water heaters can
sit unnoticed and forgotten for well over a decade.

However, during those years, water heaters can be,
and historically have been, involved in dangerous and
devastating accidents leading to serious burn injuries
and death. In litigation, they have been referred to as
(A) the flammable vapor ignition hazard and (B) the
scald hazard. In part through litigation, changes and
advances are being made. More needs to be, and can
be, done. Part one of this two-part article will address
the flammable vapor ignition hazard.

ADANGER

Flammable Vapors

THE FLAMMABLE VAPOR
IGNITION HAZARD

Every household at one time or another contains
flammable liquids — from gasoline, to paint thinner, to
camping fuel, to mineral spirits. What many people
do not realize, much less appreciate, is that it is the
vapors from the liquid, when mixed with the right
combination of air, that ignite and bum. These
vapors are (1) heavier-than-air and will stay low to the
ground, (2) are invisible, (3) can migrate significant
distances (10, 20, 30 or more feet), and (4) ignite and
flashback from a wide variety of ignition sources (pilot
lights, open flames, sparks, etc.). Because many
water heaters are floor-mounted, with their constantly
burning pilot lights behind the cover plate, the pilot
light serves as a ready ignition source for the low-to-
the-ground vapors.

WHAT HAPPENS?

Below are real-life examples from cases

involving the flammable vapor ignition hazard:

1. A 2 year-old boy goes into the basement of his
parents apartment, which had a play area
separated from the utility room. Within a short
span of time, the boy is able to climb over a
barrier into the utility room and find a gas can.
Liquid spills from the can and the vapors
combine with air. Whoosh. A water heater
pilot light ignites the vapors. The boy in this
particular case is burned over 98% of his body.

2.A college-bound senior working a late shift
comes home and goes into the bathroom
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