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FIRE AT PADWORTH SAWMILLS

On Thursday 27 March 2003 Royal Berkshire Fire and Rescue received a call at 11.54 to attend a fire at Padworth Sawmills, Rag Hill, Aldermaston. No people were involved.

Four appliances from RBFRS and one appliance from Aldermaston AWE were present. Due to the location of the fire, a water carrier from Hampshire was on hand in case locating a hydrant proved difficult.

Involved in the fire were cylinders, diesel, a 5x8 meter storage shed and generators at the side of the shed; therefore this incident posed a number of risks. 

It is believed that the fire probably started outside the building due to a fault with one of the two generators, which contained a large amount of diesel.  Since diesel floats on water, the operational support unit that has supplies of foam on board was needed to put out the fire.  Owing to an uncontrolled leakage of diesel the fire was continuous as a constant stream of fuel was escaping. This meant that the incident became extended, as it was dependent on the amount diesel that had been previously contained.

The cement asbestos roof to the building also posed a risk when heated by fire.  Everyday usage of the roof posed no risk at all but when subject to high temperatures it could break up and the articles become airborne.  By keeping a spray of water on the roof it kept the material cool so it would not shatter.

The cylinders involved had been stored in the shed and most of them were extracted by Firefighters but five empty ones remained inside.  Although they were empty they were still dangerous.  However as they had contained butane gas they could be dealt with by keeping them cool with water which reduced the pressure inside and prevented them from exploding.

Station Officer Paul Maynard as the Officer in Charge of the incident added:

“The hazards facing us could have been severely detrimental to the local population and environment had they not been dealt with as quickly and as professionally as they were.  This included the containment of cement asbestos, cooling down various cylinders and protecting the mixture of foam and diesel from entering and contaminating the nearby watercourses.”

The time of stop was 17.15
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