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TECHNICAL UPDATE

MANAGING LITHIUM-ION BATTERY FIRE RISKS

Lithium-ion batteries power many devices counties use every day, including laptops, phones, tablets, power tools, e-bikes, and other
rechargeable equipment. While these batteries are efficient and convenient, damaged, defective, or improperly charged batteries can

create a serious fire risk.

A recent CAPP claim involved a fire that began when a laptop was left plugged in overnight, resulting in an estimated $2.5 million in fire
and smoke damage. The loss is an important reminder that the risks of lithium-ion batteries are not limited to electric vehicles or large
battery systems. A single everyday device can lead to significant property damage, business interruption, and costly claims.

UNDERSTANDING THE RISK

Lithium-ion batteries store a significant amount of energy in a small space. If a battery is damaged, overheated, improperly charged,
or defective, it can enter thermal runaway—a rapid temperature rise that can result in a fire or explosion. Once thermal runaway begins,

the reaction can spread from one battery cell to another and can be difficult to control.

Battery fires can also release flammable and toxic gases. Even after a fire appears to be
extinguished, damaged lithium-ion batteries may retain energy and potentially reignite,
creating additional risk during cleanup and recovery.

Warning signs of a failing battery may include:

+ Unusual odors.
+ Smoke or vapor.
+ Leaking or visible damage.

« Excessive heat while charging or in use.
« Swelling, bulging, or changes in shape.
« Hissing, popping, or unusual noises.

Employees should stop using a device if these warning signs appear and follow established
procedures for safely isolating and reporting the equipment.

SAFER CHARGING, STORAGE AND RESPONSE

Simple practices can help counties reduce the risk of lithium-ion battery fires. Employees should
know how to safely charge and store devices, recognize warning signs, and respond if a battery
overheats, smokes, or shows signs of failure.

Counties should:

» Use manufacturer-approved batteries and chargers.

- Inspect batteries and charging equipment for damage.

- Keep charging areas clear of combustible materials.

+ Avoid leaving devices charging unattended for extended periods, particularly overnight.
« Stop using batteries that are swollen, damaged, or unusually hot.

«» Follow manufacturer guidelines for charging and storage.

- Establish procedures for reporting and safely handling damaged batteries.

+ Include battery hazards in routine facility inspections.

Clear procedures should also address evacuation and notification of emergency personnel if a
battery fire occurs. Regularly reviewing charging areas and employee practices can help identify
hazards before they result in a loss.
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WHAT THIS MEANS
FOR COUNTIES

Lithium-ion batteries are increasingly
common in county operations,

making safe charging and storage
essential to preventing property
loss. The recent CAPP member fire
demonstrates how quickly a single
device can cause significant damage
and lead to costly claims. Counties
should establish safe charging
practices, educate employees on
warning signs, and regularly inspect
areas where rechargeable devices
are used. These steps can protect
facilities, reduce property and
liability exposure, and help keep
claim costs down for both the county
and CAPP. For more information,
contact CTSI at 303.861.0507.
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