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Novelty lighter campaign
Kids get it! Even children are signing on to the novelty lighter
campaign asking Consumer Product Safety Commission (CPSC) to
reconsider the standards for novelty lighters.

DougBonstrom, the public fire educator for Lincoln County Fire District
and Airway Heights Fire Department in eastern Washington, forwarded
copies of student letters to Stephanie Mills, Investigator, U.S. Consumer
Product Safety Commission. The letters, written by third and fourth grade
students, pointed out the dangers of novelty lighters in the hands of
children.

Bonstrom said the letters were part of a safety lesson he presented: “I had
the students vote on what type of lighter is more dangerous — a novelty
lighter in the shape of a car that had flashing lights and played music or a
standard butane lighter (Bic). In most classes the students voted the novelty
lighter was the most dangerous; but in two of the fourth grade classes, the
votes were almost evenly divided.

“I had the third and fourth grade students write a letter which the teacher
could use for a writing assignment. The letter could be on one of the

following topics: to novelty lighter
manufacturers asking them to quit
producing novelty lighters, to their
parents asking them not to
purchase novelty lighters, and to
their parents asking them to please
put lighters in some safe place out
of the reach of little children.”

CPSC mailed copies of the letters
to Hot Issues and we are reproduc-
ing a few of them on page 7. The
children proved they clearly under-
stand that a lighter should not look
like a toy.

Kudos to Doug for sharing this
thought-provoking lesson.
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Case study of a success
by Timothy Kopet, Ph.D.

The Fire Safe Children and Families Program
started with a USFA Assistance to Firefighter Grant
in 2006. The program provides fire safety and social
skill development to children and youths ages six to
eighteen in an area covering three urban counties in
Oregon. An alliance of fire service, mental health
and juvenile justice programs is key to providing
the services. This collaboration works because we
have good working relationships with providers and
an advisory board comprised of directors and chiefs
from the respective agencies. What follows is a brief
example of one of the boys who graduated from the
program.

Jacob is a ten-year-old boy who set a fire outside his
home, causing a grass fire. A neighbor called the fire
department, which successfully in extinguished the
fire before extensive damage or injury occurred.
The fire investigator quickly learned that Jacob and
a friend had been using a lighter to light different
objects on fire. Jacob and his friend were cited for
reckless burning and referred to the juvenile court.
The fire investigator was unaware that this was the
second time that Jacob had been misusing fire.

Jacob was referred to the local fire department and
he and his father were interviewed using the Oregon
Screening Tool for Juveniles with Fire. The results of
the interviews indicated the need for referral to the
Fire Safe Children and Family Program.

The juvenile court counselor set up a formal ac-
countability agreement — Jacob
and his father would successfully
complete the Fire Safe Children
and Family Program and abide
by all other rules in the agree-
ment. The agreement also in-
cluded a contract signed by Jacob
and his father indicating he
would have no contact with fire
and his father’s agreement that
he would be closely supervised.

Jacob’s parents do not live to-
gether and he lives part of the
week with his father and part of
the week with his mother, so she
also needed to agree to abide by
the contract.

Jacob and his father attended all
six sessions of the Fire Safety
Academy for youth ages six to

twelve and their caregivers. During these sessions,
Jacob learned about fire safety and fire science, and
also about expressing feelings, anger management
and problem solving. These were crucial in helping
Jacob learn better skills and decision making.

His father learned about fire safety and science too,
but he had a chance to gain a better understanding
of how to improve the relationship between Jacob
and himself, get ideas on parenting, and learn the
legal responsibilities for parents and young people
in regard to laws about misuse of fire, fireworks,
and explosives.

While Jacob was eager to learn the material in the
program, he appeared sad to group facilitators. He
was upset about his parents breaking up, even after
a year of separation. This disclosure prompted his
parents to work on family issues and discuss Jacob’s
needs. At last check, Jacob was less depressed and
doing better in school. There have been no new fire
incidents.

The Fire Safe Children and Families Program has
many stories such as the one about Jacob. While the
parents and families are sometimes unhappy about
having to attend the Fire Safety Academy (ages six
to twelve) or the Safety Program (ages thirteen to
eighteen), they quickly learn that this free program
offers a lot to their families.

In addition to the groups, we have set up rapid
access funds to provide for assessment and short
term therapy with mental health professionals
familiar with working with youths misusing fire.
These services have also expedited referral of youths

who need more intensive inter-
vention, such as residential
treatment, as well as providing a
bridge for youths who don’t have
adequate health insurance and
need therapeutic support to
avoid out-of-home placement
because of their mental health
and fire intervention needs.

If you are interested in learning
more about the program, please
go to our Web site at
www.firesafechildrenandfamilies.com

About the author: Dr. Kopet is the grant
administator of the Fire Safe Children
and Families Program and chairs the
program’s fifteen-member advisory
board.

Fire Safe
Children and

Families
Program is a
co-sponsor of
Cultivating

Partnerships II











Hot Issues, page 7

Letters from kids …
written with conviction,

passion and common sense.
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The Office of State Fire Marshal (OSFM) released its
2006 annual report in June. The report includes four
pages of data detailing juveniles and fire in Oregon
during 2006 and is available on the agency’s Web
site.

Overall, data show a downward trend in the num-
ber of juvenile incidents reported to OSFM during
the years 2003 to 2006.

Over the last five years:
• Males accounted for 86 to 88 percent of the

incidents

• Youths nine and under accounted for 29 to 37
percent of the fires reported, with 2005 being an
exception (49 percent).

• Youths ten and older accunted for 63 to 71
percent, with 2004 being an exception (51
percent).

Other data:
• Of the 553 fires involving juveniles in 2006, 67

percent occurred outside.

• These fires resulted in twenty-two civilian
injuries, one firefighter injury and an estimated
$2.98 million in property loss.

Snapshot of juveniles with fire in Oregon —2006

Data show a growing preference for lighters over
matches. A match was used in 16 percent of the fire
incidents and a lighter was used in 42 percent.

Although OSFM is unable at this time to separate
data on novelty lighters from lighter data overall,
the data validate the importance of the novelty
lighter campaign.
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