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Battery Fire Risk by Euan Munro CEng MIChemE - Associate Engineer, SLR 

Consulting and SWITCH Ambassador 
 

This autumn, with the US election, the UK-EU trade negotiations going down to the wire and the 

second wave of COVID-19 hitting the UK, one headline stood out to me on BBC News.  “The explosive 

problem of 'zombie' batteries”, was published on the 26th of October and remained on the front page 

that day. 

For me, this was a welcome change from those other subjects and brought some rare public light to 

what a critical issue for those is working in the world of resource management. This subject getting 

this necessary attention was down to the Environmental Services Association (ESA) and their Take 

Charge campaign. Also, my reading this story was a reminder to me of my promise to write this article 

way back at the start of 2020! 

My initial commitment to write a post for SWITCH on the subject of battery fires came after my 

attendance at a Health and Safety Conference back in November last year. I had been called down at 

late notice to speak and also listened to a fascinating talk from Ross Watson of the ESA and Viridor on 

the risk of Lithium-Ion battery fires.  He presented the following statistics on lithium battery fires from 

data ESA had gathered. 

Year No. 
Fire 

Known or thought to be 
caused by a lithium battery 

% of total Fire with 
unknown cause 

% of total 

2016/17 334 80 24% N/A 
 

2017/18 610 129 21% 313 51% 

2018/19 728 160 22% 440 60% 

 

The percentages are of no surprised to me, and the BBC article even reports that this number has 

increased. In 2019/20 It had increased to around 250 of which was 38% of all fires was suspected to 

be battery related.  

Batteries are a fire risk due to the fundamental reason that they contain stored energy. Normally, this 

energy is delivered in a controlled fashion to people’s phones, laptops, or e-cigarettes. However, if the 

battery is damaged, this energy can be released in an uncontrolled way and generate vast amounts of 

heat and pressure.   

This misdirected energy causes the battery to explode or produce a small jet fire.  This then ignites the 

combustible waste or recyclable material around the battery, and the fire grows from there.  

Unfortunately, it is easy for batteries to be damaged by plant equipment, particularly shredders, which 

usually are upstream of metal removal plant where there is a chance for batteries to be removed. 

Considering the scale of this issue, it is also worth looking at the risk our industry faces from these 

fires.  While we all do our best to protect our people and prepare them for emergencies, our 

operative’s lives are at risk if a fire breaks out on our plants.  

As far as I know, there has not been any deaths due to fire at a Scottish waste processing site, but the 

recent fire at Solway Recycling will have no doubt caused significant damage to equipment and 

buildings.   

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-54634802
http://www.takecharge.org.uk/
http://www.takecharge.org.uk/
https://www.healthandsafetyconf.com/
https://www.letsrecycle.com/news/latest-news/crews-remain-at-scene-of-solway-recycling-fire/
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The price of these incidents goes beyond just replacing the plant and repairing or rebuilding structures. 

There will be colossal business disruption and other costs like management time investigating the 

incident and increase to insurance premiums.  Insurance for fire damage is a sore subject for many in 

this industry as it can be challenging to get meaningful cover for recycling sites, and even then, costs 

can be eyewatering.   

I see it as very pertinent that the ESA campaign is bringing some awareness to the issue. This will 

hopefully increase the rate of safe recycling of batteries.  They have also been working together with 

WISH to update their fire risk guidance (WASTE 28) to add in guidance for how to operate Reception 

& Storage, Processing and Picking cabin operation to reduce the risk.  This will be included in the 

updated version due by the end of this year, and the SWITCH forum will share this update when 

published. 

Unfortunately, other than educating people on disposal, there are little technology options available 

for removing batteries before they enter your plant.  What we can do is ensure that a fire that does 

occur as dealt with appropriately to reduce their impact on the plant and people.   

The inclusion of sprinklers in and around at-risk equipment is a sure-fire means of extinguishing a fire 

that breaks out.  However, the water released also could cause damage to electrical equipment that 

may have been worse than the fire – not to mention the time and cost of removing wet material from 

the plant.  I would recommend a risk-based approach is taken to deciding where sprinklers are used 

in your plant, making sure that there is ample water storage and that electrical cut-offs are in place. 

What is vital is to make sure that your operatives are trained in how to respond to emergencies.  This 

could be as simple as raising the alarm and getting out of the building, or having the skills to tackle 

small blazes. Drills are the most effective way to do this, remembering that an annual drill might not 

capture each crew of operatives. 

Are there other solutions I am not aware of?  If so, then please let the SWITCH Forum know, and we 

can then share it, but as far I know there is no silver bullet to prevent this significant and regular hazard 

on our sites.  That being said, the campaign to help the general public understand the risk will help, so 

make sure you are sharing the Take Charge campaign far and wide! 

http://194.110.243.156/~wishforum/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/WASTE-28.pdf

