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How to verify credentials and hire a qualified chimney inspector

v CSIA, NCSG, and NFI certifications explained
v Advanced credentials: CCS, CSP, MCS hierarchy
v 10 red flags that indicate an unqualified or dishonest inspector

v Sample vetting questionnaire you can send to providers
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Understanding Chimney Inspector
Certifications

The chimney industry has three primary national certification organizations: the Chimney
Safety Institute of America (CSIA), the National Chimney Sweep Guild (NCSG), and the National
Fireplace Institute (NFI). CSIA certification is the most widely recognized credential,
acknowledged by insurance companies, fire marshals, and building code authorities
nationwide. Understanding the certification landscape helps you separate qualified
professionals from unvetted operators.

Certification Hierarchy

Certification

Issuing

What It Proves
Body

Professional

Advanced

Master

Professional

Specialist

Advanced

CCS (Certified
Chimney Sweep)

CSP (Certified
Chimney
Specialist)

MCS (Master
Chimney Sweep)

CCP (Certified
Chimney
Professional)

CCR (Certified
Chimney Reliner)

CCJ (Certified
Chimney
Journeyman)

CSIA Passed comprehensive exam covering NFPA 211
standards, chimney anatomy, fire safety, and
inspection procedures. The baseline professional
credential

CSIA Advanced education beyond CCS. Demonstrates
commitment to ongoing professional development
CSIA Decade+ of continuous certification and ongoing

education. Highest CSIA credential

NCSG NCSG's professional credential. Must hold NCSG,
NFI, or CSIA certification for 3+ years

NCSG Specialist in flue relining; advanced technical
credential
NCSG Highest NCSG credential. Requires CCP +

additional examination



Additional Certifications

Certification

Issuing

Body

Purpose

NFI Certified Specialist

(Woodburning, Gas, Pellet)

FIRE (Forensic Investigation)

State-specific licenses

ICC Building Inspector

NFI

F.I.R.E.

Individual

states

ICC

Fuel-type specific fireplace/stove installation and
service

Chimney fire investigation; insurance and legal
forensics

Some states/municipalities require separate
chimney contractor licensing

Building code inspection; relevant for code
compliance work



Full Certification Comparison

Attribute CSIA CCS CSIA MCS NCSG CCP NCSG CC)
Full Name Certified Master Certified Chimney Professional Certified Chimney Journeym
Chimney Chimney
Sweep Sweep
Issuing Body CSIA CSIA NCSG NCSG
Exam Yes — Sustained Yes Yes
Required comprehensive education
over 10+
years
Prerequisite None (study CCS + 10+ 3+ years NCSG/NFI/CSIA CCP certification
recommended) years certification
continuous
certification
CE Renewal every Continuous Renewal every 3 years Renewal every 3 years

Requirements 3 years

Verification csia.org csia.org certifiedchimneyprofessionals.com certifiedchimneyprofessionc
Industry Highest — Pinnacle Strong and growing Advanced specialist
Recognition standard

benchmark
Insurance/ Widely Widely Growing recognition Specialist recognition
Fire Marshal recognized recognized
Recognition

CSIA CCS is the industry gold standard.

If an inspector holds at least the CSIA Certified Chimney Sweep credential, they've demonstrated
comprehensive knowledge of NFPA 211 standards, chimney inspection procedures, and fire safety.
For most homeowners, CCS is the minimum you should require.




What NFPA 211 Requires

NFPA 211 — The National Standard Your Inspector Should Follow

NFPA 211 (Standard for Chimneys, Fireplaces, Vents, and Solid Fuel-Burning Appliances) is the
national fire safety standard governing chimney inspections. Any certified inspector should be
conducting inspections according to this standard. Here's what it requires:

When each inspection level is required

Trigger Eee::lired

Annual routine maintenance Level 1 Standard annual safety check

Sale or transfer of property Level 2 Comprehensive evaluation for new
owner

Change of fuel type (e.g., wood to gas) Level 2 Different fuels have different

requirements

Relining or replacement of flue liner Level 2 Must evaluate existing conditions before
work

After a chimney fire Level 2 Assess fire damage to flue and structure

After a building fire Level 2 or 3 Assess structural and fire damage

After a seismic event Level 2 Check for structural shifting and
cracking

After severe weather event (tornado, Level 2 External and internal damage

hurricane) assessment

Suspected hazard in concealed area Level 3 Requires removal of building
components

Malfunction of appliance or chimney Level 2 Identify cause and extent of problem

A "home inspection" chimney check is NOT a Level 2 inspection.

Standard home inspections include only a cursory chimney evaluation (less than Level 1). For any
real estate transaction, NFPA 211 requires a Level 2 inspection by a qualified chimney specialist.
Budget for this separately.




How to Verify Credentials

Step-by-step verification process
Ask the inspector what certifications they hold (CSIA, NCSG, NFI) and their certification number.
Verify through the issuing organization's directory:

* CSIA: csia.org (search by name, location, or company)
* NCSG: certifiedchimneyprofessionals.com

e NFI: nfi.org

Confirm the certification is current (not expired). CSIA certifications renew every 3 years. An expired
certification means the professional hasn't kept current.

Check for insurance. General liability ($1M+) and workers' compensation are standard. Professional
liability (E&O) is a plus.

Verify state/local licensing if applicable. Some states and municipalities require a separate chimney
contractor or specialty contractor license beyond national certification.

Ask for a copy of their business license and insurance certificate before work begins.

The "CSIA Certified" logo is licensed.

Only actively certified professionals can use the CSIA logo on their marketing materials. If a
company displays the logo but their technicians aren't CSIA-certified, report them to CSIA.



10 Red Flags of an Unqualified Inspector

No CSIA, NCSG, or NFI certification.

The chimney industry has clear, nationally recognized credentials. "25 years of experience"
without certification means 25 years of unverified work.

Door-to-door solicitation.

Legitimate chimney companies do not go door-to-door. This is the #1 scam delivery method
— they "inspect" for free, then fabricate emergency repairs.

"$99 chimney sweep" or similar loss-leader pricing.

Standard cleaning + Level 1 inspection costs $200-$400. Below-market pricing is bait-and-
switch — they recoup with fabricated repair quotes.

Claims your chimney is "about to catch fire" without video evidence.

Creosote buildup can be a fire hazard, but a credible inspector shows you the video footage
and explains the severity. Scare tactics without documentation are a red flag.

Pressures you into same-day repairs.

Unless there's an active CO leak or visible structural collapse, you have time to get a second
opinion. Same-day pressure is a high-margin sales tactic.

No written report or refuses to provide video footage.

A Level 2 inspection produces video documentation. A qualified inspector provides this
documentation as part of the service.

Won't explain which inspection level they're performing.

If they don't reference NFPA 211 levels (1, 2, or 3), they may not know the standard — which
means they're not following it.

Has no online presence or reviews.

Legitimate chimney companies have Google Business profiles, websites, and customer
reviews. A company with no verifiable presence is a risk.

Drives an unmarked vehicle.

Professional chimney companies have branded vehicles, uniforms, and business cards.
Unmarked vehicles with no company identification are a red flag for fly-by-night operators.



Requests large cash payment before starting work.

Standard practice: payment after service is complete, or deposit + balance. Large upfront
cash payments with no written agreement are a classic scam indicator.



When Certification Level Matters
(Decision Matrix)

Two-column layout

HIRE A CSIA-CERTIFIED INSPECTOR WHEN

e Annual chimney inspection (always)

* Buying or selling a home (Level 2 required)

* After a chimney fire or building fire

* After severe weather, earthquake, or structural event
e Changing fuel type (wood to gas, or vice versa)

¢ Installing a new fireplace, stove, or insert

* Unexplained smoke or CO detector alerts

* Insurance claim documentation

* Chimney hasn't been inspected in 3+ years

CERTIFICATION LESS CRITICAL WHEN

* You're having a simple chimney cap installed (but verify installer is licensed)

* Even for "simple" work: verify insurance and licensing at minimum

Cost comparison

Factor CSIA Certified Professional Uncertified / Unverified

Level 1 + sweep $200-$400 $75-$150 (bait pricing)

Level 2 with video $250-$600 May not have video equipment

Report quality Written report with photos/video per Verbal; minimal documentation
NFPA 211

Repair Evidence-based; documented May be fabricated to generate

recommendations revenue

Insurance acceptance Reports accepted by insurers May not be accepted

Liability coverage General liability + WC standard Varies; may have none



CSIA Certified Professional Uncertified / Unverified

Continuing education Required every 3 years None

Risk of scam Low High



Sample Vetting Questionnaire

Chimney Inspector Vetting Questionnaire — Send This Before Hiring

Copy and send these questions to any chimney inspector you're considering. Their answers will tell
you everything you need to know.

1. Credentials & Licensing

¢ What certifications do you hold (CSIA CCS, CSP, MCS; NCSG CCP, CCR, CCJ; NFI)?
e What is your certification number? Can | verify it at csia.org?
* Are you licensed as a chimney/specialty contractor in this state/municipality?

¢ Do all technicians who will be on-site hold individual certifications?

2. Experience & Capabilities

* How many years have you been performing chimney inspections?
* How many inspections do you perform per year?
* Do you have experience with my chimney type (masonry, prefabricated/factory-built, metal)?

* Do you perform Level 2 inspections with video camera scanning?

3. Inspection Process

* Which NFPA 211 inspection level will you perform?
* What specific components will you inspect?
* Will you provide a written report with photos and/or video?

e Can | receive a copy of the video scan for my records?

4. Cleaning & Maintenance

¢ Is chimney cleaning/sweeping included in the inspection price?
* What method do you use for creosote removal (mechanical, chemical, rotary)?

* Do you offer annual maintenance plans?

5. Insurance & Business

* Do you carry general liability insurance? What are your limits?
* Do you carry workers' compensation insurance?
* Do you provide itemized written estimates for any recommended repairs?

* What is your cancellation policy?



6. References

e Can you provide 2-3 recent client references?
* Do you have online reviews | can check (Google, BBB)?

* How long has your company been in business?
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