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butt left 100 people displaced.
• Calgary – May 2018 – large fire loss due 

to improper disposal of cigarette in a 
planter on balcony left 200 occupants 
displaced.

There are two main causes:
• Careless disposal of smoking materials 
• Spontaneous combustion
The majority of smokers today light up 

outside where there are often insufficient 
ashtrays or receptacles for cigarette butts. 
Many butt out in any available container, 
such as a patio planter.

There have also been reports of fires 
where potting soil has self-ignited. This can 
occur if a plastic planter is left in direct sun, 
neglected and allowed to completely dry 
out. Fire departments advise that the 
chance of this happening is relatively low, 
however, if a potted plant is allowed to dry 
out and something hot is placed in it, such 
as a cigarette, it will burn.

Many people think that they can safely 
butt out in a plant or flowerpot; however, 

Q: Dear Maria; We’ve heard a lot 
about fires starting from bal-

conies in condo buildings. What’s the 
main reason for this and how can this 
be prevented?

A:Over the last few years, fire 
departments throughout North 

America have reported a higher than 
average number of fires caused by potting 
soil and/or peat moss. Many of them from 
smokers disposing cigarettes in their 
potted plants in the balconies of their 
condo apartments.

Here are some examples of large fires 
caused by potting soil catching fire in 
condominiums: 

• Calgary – March 2010 – fire caused by a 
cigarette left smoldering in a flowerpot left 
250 people displaced.

• Edmonton – July 2014 – fire caused by a 
cigarette in a flowerpot left 400 people 
displaced.

• Edmonton – May 2015 – fire caused by 
carelessly disposing of 
cigarette in flowerpot 
left 155 people dis-
placed.

• Montreal – August 
2016 – fire starting in a 
flowerpot left 30 people 
displaced

• Langley, BC – De-
cember 2016 – fire 
caused by a careless 
disposal of a cigarette 

Maria Bartolotti ACCI, FCCI is the owner-
manager of New Concept Management Inc. She 
has developed a strong reputation for rendering 
timely and efficient services to the condominium 
industry. Maria believes that her company’s success 
hinges on her hands-on approach to condominium 
management as well as maintaining open lines of 
communications with her clientele. Maria is actively 
involved in her industry. For more information, visit 
www.newconceptmanagement.com

Editor’s note: Maria Bartolotti is a board member of the Canadian Condominium 
Institute – Southern Alberta chapter (CCI-SA). CCI represents all participants in 
the condominium community.
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THE HAZARDS OF  
POTTING SOIL FIRES
Butting out cigarettes in potting soil is a primary fire hazard 

both the plants and soils contain chemicals 
that can ignite. A problem related to 
fertilizers in the soil is that they act as 
oxidizers that can accelerate combustion. 
Many potting soils on the market today 
contain less dirt and more organic sub-
stances that are flammable, such as 
shredded wood, bark, peat moss, styrofoam 
pellets and vermiculite.

Helpful prevention tips:
• Provide smokers with a designated 

smoking area, and provide proper recepta-
cles for cigarette disposal.

• Advise smokers not to use any pots 
containing potting soil as an ashtray.

• Maintain planters, keep plants fresh and 
watered and check them frequently in hot 
sunny dry weather.

• Discard any dead plants in planters.
• Do not keep potted plants near combus-

tible materials.
• Do not store bags of potting soil in 

direct sunlight and/or near any combusti-
ble materials.

• Avoid plastic containers – use clay 
planter pots whenever possible, as they may 
keep potting soil res better contained. 

Think twice before butting out. Credit for 
article-BFL Canada Insurance Inc. 

Until next time, Maria Bartolotti, ACCI, 
FCCI, Owner. CL


