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Fire in cars 

Recently there have been several reports of a certa in small SUV catching fire, sadly all our 

cars run a similar risk …yes even our old MG’s can be a fire trap although I guess a roadster 

gives you a better chance of escape.  

In the U S 20 % of all reported fires are car fires, regrettably we don’t have such stats for 

South Africa but that might change with the current situation. 

What causes these fires, the answer to this is still open to debate however we do know that 

fire requires three basic ingredients to get started; 

Fuel (any combustible material) 

Oxygen (plenty in the air we breathe) 

An Ignition source (heat, a spark, or a  chemical reaction) 

The average classic or modern car has all of these elem ents conveniently located under the 

bonnet. 

Fuel 

W e have petrol or diesel being fed to the carbs or injectors at high pressure, all 

connected w ith neoprene, silicon or metal piping all of which require a fitt ing or 

union to join and form  the fuel supply system. Old style rubber pipes were outlaw ed 

w hen certain additives were mixed with the petrol that dissolved the rubber. 

Notwithstanding the material when subjected to continuous cycles of heat and 

cooling they do become brittle and crack causing leaks. Petrol leaks are difficult  to 

detect but if you can smell petrol find the leak and repair it before it is too late. 

Our engines,  gearboxes and brake system s are all filled with combustible oils and 

they only require temperature and an ignit ion point to start burning. 

W iring is yet another source of fuel with its braided or plastic insulation materials 

Modern carpets and upholstery are yet another source of fuel being derivatives of 

the petroleum industry 

Lastly what about our rubber tyres, automotive body sealants and that beautiful 

paint finish, all combustible 

Oxygen 

The air we breathe contains life giving oxygen and there is no way that we can stop 

or reduce this element to protect ourselves from fire. 



Ignition sources 

It is not unusual for a fire to start under the bonnet as it is probably the hottest area 

of the car with all the combustible elements under one roof (bonnet). 

Heat 

Exhaust manifold temperatures for a normally aspirated engine runs at 

approximately 550?C,turbocharged engines run at 850?C but can reach 1000?C at 

high output powers, more than sufficient heat to ignite all the fuel elements under 

the bonnet. Modern engines usually have crossflow cyclinder heads with exhaust on 

one side and fuel on the other primarily for higher efficiency but as also as a safety 

feature. Not so with our MG’s they are both on the same side. 

Heat can also come from an overheated engine due to a lack of coolant or a radiator 

problem. 

Modern car engine bays are fitted with that annoying extractor panel under the 

engine that’s there to assist with the evacuation of hot air from under the bonnet, 

regrettably our old bangers don’t have this nor can one be fitted, I’ve tried. 

 Incidentally my turbocharged MGB under bonnet temperature runs at 70-80?C on a 

30?C hot day as a result of radiation from the exhaust and turbo plus the hot air from 

the radiator. 

 

Electrical 

Sparks from damaged wire insulation or even a loose connection is another source of 

ignition. Cars with their batteries mounted under the bonnet present an additional 

risk in the event of a head on collision. 

So what can we do to safeguard ourselves 

Firstly quip your car with a suitable SABS approved fire extinguisher, you can also use 

the extinguisher to break a car window should you be trapped inside 

Next ensure you do proper and regular inspection and maintenance 

  Tighten all fuel line joints 

  Replace hardened flexible fuel pipes both under bonnet and at the fuel pump 

  Make sure the carb does not overflow due to a worn needle and seat valve 

  Always replace the heat shield between the exhaust manifold and the carbs 



Replace any o rings in the fuel line 

  Replace the flexible oil pressure connection if it has hardened 

  Fix any engine oil leaks 

Modern cars with Catalytic convertors need to be checked for restrictions as 

Cat convertors become hotter if they are blocked  

Don’t ignore the water temperature gauge if it exceeds the limit have the 

radiator checked 

Check for wiring defects eg hardened and cracked insulation, if you cant 

replace use insulation tape 

Check for loose connections and tighten 

Check those pesky Lucas bullet connectors for corrosion which results in  

poor continuity and a cause of overheating of wiring 

In conclusion 

 Don’t ignore an overheating engine 

 Keep combustibles away from that hot exhaust manifold 

 Do regular inspection 

 Make sure your fire extinguisher is charged and accessible 

Finally  

If you are driving one of those SUV’s that light up don’t be a hero and try to save it get out 

as fast as you can and run. Your life is more precious than the car. 

 

   

  

 




















