
What to Check Before Installing a Built-In Fireplace
Adding a built-in fireplace changes the feel of a room. It becomes a natural gathering point, a
source of warmth, and a design feature all at once. But getting from the idea to a finished
installation requires careful planning. A fireplace is not a piece of furniture you can move
around; once it is built in, changes are difficult and costly. That is why working through a
checklist before you start is not just helpful - it is essential.

The points below cover the main areas to consider. They apply whether you are fitting a gas,
electric or wood-burning unit. Every home is different, so treat this as a starting point and
adapt it to your own situation. The goal is to avoid surprises and to end up with a fireplace that
works properly, looks right, and meets all safety requirements.

Check the Building Regulations for Your Area
Fireplace installation is not something you can simply do by eye. Most regions have specific
rules covering how a fireplace must be built, what clearances are needed, and how the flue or
chimney must be handled. These regulations exist for good reason: they prevent fires, ensure
proper ventilation, and stop harmful gases from entering the living space.

Before you buy anything, find out what rules apply to your property. Some areas require a
permit before work begins. Others may insist on an inspection once the installation is
complete. If you live in a listed building, a conservation area, or a shared property such as a
flat, the rules can be stricter. Ignoring them is not worth the risk. A fine, an insurance problem,
or having to rip out the fireplace later are all real possibilities.

Assess the Chimney or Flue System
A built-in fireplace needs somewhere for smoke and gases to go. If you already have a
chimney, it must be checked for blockages, cracks, and general soundness. Birds nests, loose
mortar, and old debris can all cause problems. A professional sweep or inspector can give you
a clear picture of the chimney's condition.

If there is no chimney, you will need a flue system that runs through the wall or up through the
roof. The type of flue depends on the fireplace you choose. Some gas fires use a coaxial flue
that goes straight out through an outside wall. Wood burners usually need a lined chimney that
rises above the roofline. Whatever system you go with, the flue must be correctly sized and
properly insulated. A flue liner is often required to protect the masonry and keep the gases
moving upward efficiently.

Check the Wall Opening and Surrounding Structure



A built-in fireplace sits inside a wall opening. That opening needs to be the right size for the fire
you plan to install. Too tight and the fire may not fit or may overheat. Too loose and you will
have gaps that need filling, which can look messy and affect performance.

The wall itself must be able to support the fireplace. A heavy stone or cast iron unit puts a lot
of weight on the structure. If the wall is not load-bearing or if it is made of lightweight block,
you may need extra support. In some cases, a lintel is required above the opening to take the
weight of the wall above. This is not something to guess at. A builder or structural engineer can
advise.

Also consider what is behind the wall. If there are electrical cables, pipes, or insulation, these
can affect where the fireplace goes and how it is fitted. Moving a cable or rerouting a water
pipe adds time and cost, so it is better to know about them early.

Plan for Ventilation and Air Supply
A fire needs air to burn. If the room is too airtight, the fire will struggle to draw properly. This
can cause smoke to spill into the room and can make the fire burn inefficiently. Modern homes
are often well sealed for energy efficiency, which can create a problem for a wood-burning
fireplace.

Ventilation can be provided in several ways. A dedicated air vent in the wall or floor is one
option. Some fireplaces have a direct air supply from outside built into the design. Gas fires are
less demanding of room air, but they still need enough air for the flue to work correctly. Check
the manufacturer's instructions for the minimum ventilation requirements, and if in doubt, ask
an installer who knows local conditions.

The position of the fireplace also matters. If it is placed near a window or door that is often
open, the draught can affect the fire. Similarly, a fireplace on an external wall may be colder and
draw more heat from the room. None of this makes the installation impossible, but it helps to
know what you are dealing with from the start.

Think About Floor Protection and Clearances
Heat from the fireplace can damage flooring, especially if the fire sits low to the ground. Many
building regulations specify a hearth area that must be made of non-combustible material.
This hearth extends a certain distance in front of the fire and to the sides. The exact size
depends on the type of fire and the heat output.

Wood flooring, laminate, and carpet are all combustible and need to be kept clear. Stone, tile, or
concrete are safe choices for the hearth. Even if the fire itself does not get extremely hot at



floor level, embers or sparks can fall out when you open the door. A hearth gives you a safe
area to handle the fire.

Clearances from walls and furniture are also critical. A built-in fireplace is often recessed, but
the sides and top of the fire still need space around them for airflow. Stuffing the unit into a
tight gap can cause overheating and may shorten the life of the fireplace. The manual for the
fire will list the required clearances. Follow them to the letter.

Choose the Right Fireplace for Your Home
Not every fireplace suits every room. A large wood burner may be too powerful for a small
living room, making the space uncomfortably hot. A gas fire with a low heat output may not be
enough for a large open-plan area. Think about how you use the room and how much heat you
actually need.

The style matters too. A built-in fireplace is a permanent fixture, so the design should fit with
the room's decor. A modern linear gas fire looks very different from a traditional cast iron stove.
Take your time to look at options and, if possible, see them lit in a showroom. The flame effect,
the colour of the fire, and the way the light plays all change when the fire is on.

One brand that offers a wide range of options for the South African market is Hydrofire. Their
product line includes gas and wood-burning fireplaces, fire pits, and central heating solutions.
Whether you are looking for a sleek inset fire or a freestanding stove, you can find something
that suits your space. Checking their website or visiting a stockist can give you a better sense
of what is available and what might work for your home.

Factor in Installation Access and Timing
Getting the fireplace into the house is one thing; getting it into the wall opening is another. If
the unit is large or heavy, you need to think about how it will be moved through doors, up stairs,
and into position. This is especially true for built-in models that are delivered in one piece.
Measure your doorways and hallways before the fireplace arrives.

Installation work can be messy. There will be dust from cutting into walls, and possibly rubble
if you are creating a new opening. Plan to do the work at a time when you can live with some
disruption. If you are having other work done, such as plastering or decorating, coordinate the
fireplace installation so it fits into the overall schedule.

Some installations can be done in a day. Others, especially those involving a new chimney or
structural changes, can take several days. Your installer should give you a realistic timeline
before they start. Ask about this upfront so you can plan around it.

https://hydrofire.co.za/


Consider the Cost of Running and Maintaining the Fireplace
Once the fireplace is in, you will want to use it. Running costs vary widely. Wood is relatively
cheap if you have a good local supply, but it needs storage and handling. Gas is convenient and
clean, but the price per unit can be higher. Electric fires are simple to install but can be
expensive to run for long periods.

Maintenance is another factor. Wood burners need regular ash removal and chimney
sweeping. Gas fires need a service every year or two to check the burner, flue, and seals.
Electric fires have fewer moving parts but the heating elements can fail over time. Factor these
ongoing costs into your decision so you are not surprised later.

Hydrofire products are designed with durability in mind, and their support team can advise on
maintenance schedules specific to each model. Keep the manual and warranty information
safe so you can refer to it when needed.

Final Checks Before You Start
Before you commit to the installation, run through this list one more time. Have you checked
the regulations? Is the chimney or flue in good condition? Is the wall opening the right size and
properly supported? Do you have adequate ventilation? Is the floor protected and the
clearances correct? Have you chosen a fireplace that suits the room and your budget? Do you
have a clear plan for access and timing? If the answer to each question is yes, you are in a
good position to proceed.

A built-in fireplace is a rewarding addition to a home. It adds warmth, character, and value. But
the work that goes into getting it right happens before the first brick is laid. Take the time to
plan thoroughly, and the result will be a fireplace that serves you well for years.


