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Combustion Spillage and 
back drafting 
 

In my years of looking at residential 
combustion appliances, one common 
theme emerges: that all units eventually 
break down, wear out and require 
replacement. 
 
 Issues with back drafting, site conditions or poor 

maintenance can cause poor air quality in the home as 

heating units discharge combustion by-products. This 

is known as combustion spillage, when left unchecked 

it can have a negative effect on indoor air quality, 

particularly on the lower level of your home. Where the 

problem literally “comes in” is the open format or 

design that allows the heating unit to use indoor air for 

combustion and exhaust. This allows for gases to 

enter the building when the unit is not functioning 

correctly.  This is common with many gas appliances 

such as hot water tanks, fireplaces, furnaces and 

stoves. Cause and effect also plays a significant role 

in the functionality of gas appliances. You may have 

heard of a building science 

that takes the entire house 

into account. This is known 

as the “house as a 

system”. Briefly if you 

consider the envelope of 

the house as a relatively air-tight container, then you 

can understand that exhaust fans will pull the air from 

the path of least resistance, which could be your 

exhaust vent for your gas appliance. The water tank 

shown in this picture is an extreme case of a vent 

back-drafting, the rust is from outdoor air and exhaust 

gases entering the home. Clothes dryers are relatively 

powerful exhaust fans and often overlooked as an air 

consumer, often located near hot water tanks.  

Having a combustion air vent and or make up air vent 

installed in your home can be part of the solution to 

balancing out the air needed for your open combustion 

format appliances. Gas appliances should never be 

installed inside a bedroom unless the unit is rated for that 

application and authorized in your municipality. Many 

units today are direct-vented and have a sealed firebox 

drawing combustion air directly from the exterior of the 

home. If you need additional information regarding 

combustion spillage contact AmeriSpec Inspections or a 

qualified heating contractor.  

If you have a gas or wood heating unit in your home, a 

carbon monoxide detector is highly recommended. 

Installing new gas appliances is often the 

best solution because the new, closed 

system designs prevent combustion gases 

from entering the home 
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