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ARSON IN THE UNITED STATES

INTRODUCTION

Arson is a serious problem in the Unitadt8s. It is the number one cause of all fires,
and it annually lis hundreds of Americans, injures thousands more, and causes oviio$&b
damage to property. kach of the past ten years there have beens®&000 arson fires.
During 1994, the mosecent yeafor which information is available, the total number of arson
fires in the U.S. was estimated5#48,500. Over 107,000 of these fires occurred in structures,
both residential and non-residential. In 1994 arson dicesunted for an estated560 fire
deaths3,440 fire injuries, and $3.6llbn in property damagé.

For many years the general pame has perceived arson as primarily an insurance
concern -- an invisible “paper loss” crime with limited map on ayone other than insurers. But
for the firefighters who have been injured diekl reponding to set fires and the hundreds of
civilians killedeach year in incendiary or suspicious building fires, arson looms as a significant
issue that is anything but invisible or limited. The time has comerteat thepublic’s
perception so that arson is understood for what it is -- a violent crime that terralizesné
injures.

Investigators increasingly report that fire is chosen as a weapdtetyovers,
delinquent youths, rival gang members, and drug pushers. Investigators are also becoming more
aware of Molotov cocktails and pipe bombs being used as incendiary devices. Fires caused by
explosives or motivated by spite and revenge tend to be more deadly because they often target
residential structures, in keeping with the desire to inflict personal harm. As arson increasingly
becomes a crime against persons, it becomes critical to have sufficient research and resources
available to adequatelddress the magnitude of the arson problem in the U.S.

! While “arson” is technically a legal term, it is used here to refer to all fires of incendiary or suspicious origins.



This report deals with several different asts of the arsoproblem and is divided into
three sections. The first section presents data on the magnitude and characteristics of the arson
problem. xtafrom both the National Fire Incident Reporting System (NFIRS) and the National
Fire ProtectiorAssociation (NFPA) are included in thisction. The seconcdestion of this
report discussesttors known to contribute to the incidence of arson, including the motivations
of firesetters. The final sectionldresses several of the challengeefl in dealing with the
problem of arson.



Partl. The Magnitude of the U.S. Arson Problem

Overview

This discussion of the magnitude of the U.S. arson problem is broken down into three
parts. In the first part, an overview of the arson problem is presented. The second part provides
additional information on arson in residential structuessalnise these arson fires tend to be the
most deadly. Finally, in the third part, trends in arson fires relative to other types of fires are
discussed.

U.S. Arson Fires. According to NFIRS arson firesccounted for 28 percent of all fires
that occurred in the U.S. during 1994, making arson the leading cause of fire (see Figure 1). In
comparison the second leading cause, open flame fires, made up 12 percent of all fires, and
cooking fires, the third leading cause, represented nine percent of all fires.

Figure 1
Causes of All Fires, 1994
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Each year pproximately65-70 percent of arson fires are set outdoors, 20-25 percent are
set in structures, and 10-14 percent are set in veﬁichmaugh outdoor arson fires do ndt @&r
injure as many people as do structure fires, they are nevertheless cause for serious concern for at
least two reasons. First, the piraiy of occupied ounoccupied structures to vacant lots or
other areas where outdoor arson fires are set increases the chance of exposure fires. Second,
outdoor fires are often ‘geway” firesfor juvenile firegtters. They begin setting fires in trash
cans, fields, or empty lots, but then move on to targets that bear increasing risk to persons and
property. In one study, 70 irates serving time in a Cldrnia corectional fadity for setting
fires were interviewed. Sixty percent reported juvenile firesetting bethafien before the age
of ten, and trash cans were frequent early tal?’gets.

Losses Due to Arson FiresEach year arson amagnts for a high proportion of all losses
due to fire in the U.S., both in terms of lives and property. According to NFIRS arson fires were
responsible for 16 percent of all fireaths inl994, making it the second leading cause of fire
deaths and ranking behind only careless smoking as the most deadly cause of fire (Figure 2).
Arson was also the second leading cause of fire injureeunting for 14 percent of all those
injured in fires. Only cooking fires injured more people than arson fires (Figure 3). Looking at
dollar losses, arson is by far the leading cause of property damage due to fire. In 1994 the dollar
losses attributable to arson aocated for over 28 percent of all property fire losses (Figure 4).
The second leading causeg@tical distribution fires, made up 14 percent of all dollar losses.

Arson Fires in Structures - All Types. According to the NFPA, 20-25 percent of arson
fires each year occur in structures of all types. These structure arson foestdoc a majority
of all arson losses (deaths, injuries, and damageogzerty). In 1994, 20 percent of all arson
fires occurred in structures, yet these fmesounted for 90 percent of all arson fiesaths, 89
percent of all arson fire injuries, and 89 percent of all arson dollar lbsses.

2 John R. Hall, Jr. 1996U.S. Arson Trends and Patterns - 199Buincy, MA: National Fire Protection
Association, p. 3.
% Karchmer, Clifford L. “When Young Firesetters Come of Adérehouse. August,1996, p. 38.

*Hall, Jr., pp. 3-4.



Figure 2
Causes of Civilian Fire Deaths, 1994 -- All Property Types

25%

21%

20%

15% 1

10% A

5%

Source: NFIRS

Figure 3
Causes of Civilian Fire Injuries, 1994 -- All Property Types
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Figure 4
Causes of Dollar Loss from All Fires, 1994
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Arson in Residential Structures

Arson Fires in Residential Structures. The categry “structures” includes both
residential and non-residential properties. Analyzing these property typeategpaaveals that,
not surprisingly, arson fires in residential structiaesount for higher losses than non-residential
structures in terms of both fire deaths and fire injuries.oAting to NFIRS, of those people
killed in arson structure fires 94, 96 percent werdllked in residential structures. Similarly,
of those who were injured in structure fires caused by arson, 82 percent were injured in
residential properties.

Arson Fire Deaths and InjuriesArson is one of the leading causes of residential fire
deaths. Figure 5 shows that arson fires tied with heating fires as tmal $eading cause of
residential fire deaths h994,accounting for 14 percent of sucbaths. Arson fires also
accounted for 13 percent of residential fire injuries and represented the third leading cause, as is
shown in Figure 6.
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Figure 5
Causes of Residential Fire Deaths, 1994
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Figure 6
Causes of Residential Fire Injuries, 1994
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Arson Fires. Figure 7 shows that in 1994, arsmtounted for 14 percent of all
residential fires and was the third leading cause of such fires. The only two causes of residential
fires that were more frequent than arson fires were cooking fires (24 percent of all residential
fires) and heating fire@€.7 percent).

Figure 7
Causes of Residential Fires, 1994
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Arson Fire Dollar LossesIn 1994, arson fireaccounted for 21 percent of all dollar
losses attributable to arson in residential structures and were the leading cause of dollar loss
(Figure 8). The next two leading causes in residential structures eetiadhfireg15 percent)
and electrical distribution firgd4 percent).



Figure 8
Causes of Residential Fire Dollar Loss, 1994
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Trends in Arson Fires

The data presented thus far present a snapshot of the magnitude of theabison. In
this sectn, current trends in the number of arson fires arada@dllosses are discussed.

Trends in Overall Arson Fires. Overall, the number of fires occurriegch year in the
U.S. has fallen 19 percent over the past ten years. However, NFPA data reveal that the number
of total arson fires is falling relatively slower than the number of all fires. While the trend has
been inconsistent, between 1985 and 1994 the number of arson fires declined by 11 percent
(Figure 9). Within theate@ry of all arson fires there are three major occupancy types:
structures, vehicles, and outdoor and other areas. Figure 10 displays the distribution of arson
fires in these categoriéar 1994. Figure 11 shows the trends for thesegories betweel®85
and 1994. The most noteworthy decline has been the drop in the number of arsons in structures,
which have fallen over 25 percent over ten years. The declines in vehicle fires and outdoor and
other fires have been more modest, falling 11 percent and five percesttiesly.
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Figure 10. Arson Fires b y Major Occu pancy Type, 1994
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Figure 11. Arson Fires by Major
Occupancy Type, 1985-1994
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Trends in Overall Arson Deaths. Figure 12 displays NFPA data tracking the number of
civilian arson @athgor the period 1985 to 1994. There were an average of overegibsper
year, and Figure 13 shows that they overwhelminglyioed in structures.
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Figure 12. Civilian Arson Deaths, 1985-1994
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Figure 13. Percentage Civilian Arson Deaths by Major
Occupancy Type, 1994
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Trends in Overall Arson Injuries. The incidence of fire injuries in arson fires is charted
in Figure 14. Between 1985 and 1994 there were an average of over ig0anison injuries
each year. As with arson deaths, almost all of these injuriesreddn structure arson fires
(Figure 15).

Figure 14. Civilian Arson Injuries, 1985-1994
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Figure 15. Percentage Civilian Arson Injuries by Major
Occupancy Type, 1994
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Trends in Overall Arson Dollar Loss. Figure 16 displays the dollar loss in millions due
to arson fires occurring between 1985 and 1994. Losses, as expressed in constant 1994 dollars,
were fairly stable from 1985 through 1990, ranging from $8i8rbto $3.8 hllion. Beginning in
1991, however, the incidence of several major arson fires in 1991, 1992, and 1993 make the
loss estimateBom these years problematic and the overall trend in arson losses uncertain. The
methodology employed in calculating these estes means that the figuries 1991 and 1993
are undeiated, while the estimafer 1992 is oversited (see HallrJ 1996 for a fuller
explanation).

Figure 16. Arson Dollar Loss (in Millions)
in 1994 Constant Dollars
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Figure 17 shows the distribution of arson dollar loss by major occupancy types. Not
surprisingly, the majority of all dollar losses (87 percent, or an atuif$3.1 hlli on) occur in
structures. Vehicles account for 12 percent of dollar losses, and outdoactcest for
another one percent. The discrepancy between the proportion of all arson fires occurring in
outdoor and other tmtions and the amnt of total arson loss they represent is partly an artifact
of how losses are assessed. It is difficult to assign a dollar loss amount to destruction of wildland
vegetatbn. Regardless, these losses allarsich lower than losses assatgd with arson in
structures.

Figure 17. Arson Dollar Loss by Major Occupancy, 1994
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®Hall Jr., 1996, p. 17.
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Trends in Arson Fires in Structures. Within the categry of structures there are two
property types: residential and non-residential structures. Figure 18 shows that the decrease in
arson fires is different within these two categories. ohding to NFIRS dta, arson in residential
structures is decreasing much slower than arson in non-residential structures (a 19 percent
decrease versus a 34 percent decrease over ten years). Consequently, the trend is for a gradually
increasingoroportionof arson fires in any given year to occur in residential structures. This is an
important trend to watch given that higher losses, both in terms of livgeeperty, are
associated with arson in residential structures thaormresidential structures such as
commercial structures.

Figure 18
Arson Fires in Structures
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While the number of residential deaths due to arson each year can vary substantially,
Figure 19 reveals that over the past ten years, the overall trend has been a decline of about 17
percent in the number of residential arson fire deaths. This is a significantly slower rate of
decline than the 32 percent decline in the overall number of residential fire deaths over the same
period. As with arson fires, the slowate of decline in arson fire deaths means that these
deaths represent an increagamgportion of all fire @aths. An enmuraging sign, however, is
that the number of deaths aedng in residential structures arson fires in 1994 was 502, a ten-
year low.

Figure 19
L0600 - 1985-1994 Residential Arson Fire Deaths
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In contrast to the downward trend in deaths, the trend in residential arson fire injuries is
upward. Figure 20 shows that residential arson fire injuries have risen about 18 percent over the
past ten years. This is over two times the increase in the overall level of residential fire injuries,
which has increased 8 percent over the past ten years.

Figure 20
1985-1994 Residential Arson Injuries
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Metropolitan vs. Non-metropolitan Residential Arson Fires. While arson is among
the leading causes of all residential fires, NFIRS data suggest it represents prbigigen in
metropolitan areas than in non-metropolitan areas. In 1990, arson fires comprised 14 percent of
all residential fires with known causes and were the third leading cause of all residential fires.
However, in metropolitan areas, arson fiaesounted for 24 percent of residential fires in
metropolitan areas and were {bading cause of residential fires. Cooking fires were second,
accounting for 21 percent of metropolitan residential fires.

This relationship between the size of place and the incidence of alswnésout in
other studies. A 1995 study by the National Fire€tationAssociation (NFPA) shows that for
the period 1990-1994, thatefor incendiary and suspicious fires in cities of 250,000 or more
was greater than twice the rdoe communities of 5,000 to 10,000 or 10,000 to 25,000. For
rural areas with under 2,500 to 5,000 residentsdteswere higher thdar the medium-sized

communities but lower than the rafesthe largest pices. Arson ratder areas with different
sized populations appear in Tabl€ 1.

Table 1. Incendiary/Susjicious Fire Rates by Area Population Size

Incendiary/Suspcious Fire Rate
Area Population per 100,000 Population
< 2,500 - 2,500 36
2,500 - 4,999 30
5,000 - 9,999 26
10,000 - 24,999 25
25,000 - 49,999 30
50,000 - 99,999 35
100,000 - 249,999 45
250,000 and over 52

Source: NFPA, 1996, pp. 17-18.

® United States Fire Administratiofrire in the United States, 1983 - 199W/ashington, D.C.: Federal Emergency
Management Agency, United States Fire Administration, 1990, p. 355. This information is intended to give readers a
general idea of how metropolitan and national data compare, but it must be interpreted with care. Due to the way the

data is collected and reported in the National Fire Incident Reporting System (NFIRS), data from some areas that are
largely rural in character are included as metropolitan areas.
"Hall Jr., pp. 17-18.
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In the same study, NFPA reported that arson fires represented a higher proportion of all
fires reported in large cities than in smaller cities for the period 1990-1994. The proportion of all

fires attributable to suspicious and incendiary causes is more than two times higher in large cities
than in smaller communities, as shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Arson Fires as a Percent of All Reported Fires by Area Population

Area Population Arson Fires as a Percent of all
Reported Fires
< 2,500 - 2,500 10%
2,500 - 4,999 10%
5,000 - 9,999 10%
10,000 - 24,999 10%
25,000 - 49,999 14%
50,000 - 99,999 18%
100,000 - 249,999 21%
250,000 and over 23%

Source: NFPA, 1996, pp. 19-20.

® Hall Jr., pp. 19-20.
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For 1990-1994, the NFPA analyzed the types of structures that experienced arson fires
and the distribution of arson losses. The results appear in Table 3.

Table 3. 1989-1993 Incidence of Arson by Type of Structure
and Distribution of Dollar Loss

Percent of Arson Fires by Percent of All Arson
Type of Structure Structure Type® Dollar Losse$é
Residential 56% 48%
Stores/Offices 6% 20%
Storage 10% 7%
Public Assembly 4% 6%
Educational 4% 3%
Institutional 3% 1%
Industrial/Manuécturing 1% 5%
Special 14% 6%
Unknown 2% 3%

#may not add to 100% due to rounding
Source: NFPA, 1996, p. 31.

As indicated in Table 3, residential structures experienced the highest number of arson
fires and accounted for the highest proportion of total arson dollar losses of all structure types.
Important to note, however, is that while stores and offices experienced only six percent of all
arson fires, they accounted for 20 percent of all dollar losses resulting from arson fires.

Characteristics of the Arson Pr  oblem

Time of Day. Table 4 shows the distribution of arson fires throughout the day for 1994.
The two time periods with the highest proportion of arson fires are 4 p.m. to 8 p.m. and 8 p.m. to
midnight. Looking at these two periods together, almost half of all arson fires occurred between

4 o’clock in the evening and midnight.

Hall Jr., 1996, p. 31.
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Table 4. Time of Day, Incendiary andSuspcious Fires,1994

Time of Day Percent of All Arson Fires

12:00 a.m. to 4:00 a.m. 17.4%
4:01 a.m. to 8:00 a.m. 7.8%
8:01 a.m. to 12:00 p.m. 8.8%
12:01 p.m. to 4:00 p.m. 17.8%
4:01 p.m. to 8:00 p.m. 23.9%
8:01 p.m. to 12:00 p.m. 24.2%
Total* 100.0%

* figures may not add to 100% due to rounding

Day of the Week. Table 5 shows the distribution of arson fires throughout the week for
1994. While arson fires are fairly well distributed throughout the week, they occur slightly more
frequently on Saturdays and Sundays.

Table 5. Days of the Week, Incendiary and Suspous Fires,1994

Day of Week Percent of All Arson Fires
Sunday 16.5%
Monday 15.0%
Tuesday 13.5%
Wednesday 12.8%
Thursday 12.5%
Friday 13.4%
Saturday 16.2%
Total* 100.0%

* figures may not add to 100% due to rounding
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Fixed Property Use. Table 6 shows the distribution of the types of properties that
experienced arson fires in 1994 as coded in NFIRS. Theatagories of fixegroperty that
experienced the highest number of arson fires are identified. Together, these properties
accounted for 80 percent of the fixed property use types that experienced arson fires.

Table 6. Fixed Property Use of Locations Experiencing Incendiary
or Suspcious Fires,1994

Percent of All Arson
Fixed Property Use Fires

Road Property * 25.1%
Outdoor Properties ** 24.6%
One- and Two- Family Dwellings 17.0%
Apartments, Tenements, Flats 6.0%
Construction, Unoccupied Property 5.1%
Schools, Non-residential 2.2%

All Others Uses 20.0%
Total 100.0%

* refers to vehicle fires
** this is one of the NFIRS categories that refers to outdoor fires
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Part Il. Factors Contributing to Arson

This section ddressesdctors that contribute to the arson problem in the U.S. The
discussion includes the special problemadant and abmloned buildings, the motivations of
firesetters, thenvolvement of juveniles and juvenile gangs in &g, the relationship between
drugs and arson, the problem of firefighters who set fires, and arson fires that result from civil
unrest. Theeacent attention paid to suspiciousicch fires is also addressed.

Where Arson Happens

An arson fire can be set almost anywhere, but there are two particular types of locations
that deserve special mention. The first is outdocations, wherelzout two-thirds of all arson
fires are set each year, as discussed in Part I. Juveniles typically are behind these fires which are
set out of boredom, to vandalize atiract helgor psychological problems, or for other reasons.
Another frequent arson target is vacant anchedbaed buildings. Most fire investigators agree
that these buildings are fodder for a large percentage of arson fires in structures. Sternlieb and
Burchell (1973) found that abandoned buildings in general were four times more likely than other
types of structures in Newark, New Jersey to have a severe fire, often one that was intentionally
set’®

The problem of &cant and abmloned buildings is widespread in the U.S. In city after
city, building owners have abandoned their properties and moved elsewhere -- either absorbing
the loss or leaving a bank to deal with it. Banks, however, are usually reluctant to assume
responsibity for property upkeep when the potential for resale is negligible, so many properties
are simply left “as is”. Frequently, while the building sits vacant it falls victinutb&n mining”.
The windows are smashed and vandalsaéfiahe boarded up entrances tea @pper pipes,
heating and plumbing fixtures, or anything else of value. Firesetters often finish the job.

Datafrom several cities highlights the problem of arsonanant abadoned buildings.
Lawrence, Massachusetts, a city76f000 population aced groblem with 500 acant or
abandoned buildings -- many of them residential structures sandwiched between occupied
dwellings in multifamily blocks. During the first six monthsi®&92, more than 90 structure fires
were classified as incendiary or suspicious. Most of the buildings targeted in the arson epidemic

1% sternlieb, George and Robert Burchell. “Fires in Abandoned BuildiRg® Journal. Vol. 67, no. 2, 1973, p. 28.
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were vacant or almaloned rental properties in a densely papad area of the city where high
unemployment and crime fed the neighborhood arson problem. Indianapolis reported that in the
same year, 36 percent of their structure fires occurredaant dw#ings. Omaha'’s fire

statisticsfor 1992 showed that they had 221 incendiary and suspicious firasamor

abandoned structures.

Intervention Strategies for Blighted Buildings. Although property disinvestment is a
complex problem to solve, communities have undertaken initiatives that at least begin to turn the
tide. For example Bridgeport, Cagrticut passed an anti-blightdinance that discourages
property owners from allowing their buildings to become unsafe. Once their property is
identified as blighted, owners are subjected to a daily fine until the structucaight into
compliance or demolished. The law is enforced by a speciahittee of representativé®m
city departments and community organizations that meets regularly to identify blighted buildings,
act on cases, and initiate thecess of rehabilitation or demaditi. The City of Lawrence has
helped curb their arson problem by implementing an aggressive nuisatemabprogram,
part of which directs the boarding up or demolition of vacant buildings.

The City of Saginaw, Michigan also has a problem wibant, abadoned, and fire-
damaged buildings. The city passed a Dangerous Building Ordinance (DBO) to identify and
notify owners of substandard properties. Neighbors, the fire department, the police department
and the water department alpret delinquent ownersWater meter readers identify suspected
vacant buildings and enter thddaesses into hand-held computers. A computer-géseklist of
all the addresses is forwarded to the fire department, which then confirms the buitditugs s
and follows up by securing the structure to prevent additional detesioratd then initiating
the DBO process.

Neighborhood organizations have gone on the offensive to stem the tide of the arson
blight in their communities. Some neighborhood groups have developed coalitions with
government agencies, fire departments, banking and financial institutions, insurance companies,
and other related agencies. These coalitions can help bringoaoddems in their
neighborhoods into sharp focus. Some of the approaches neighborhood organizations have taken
include:

» finding new owners for abandoned buildings, and assisting them in renovating them
for reoccupancy;
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e acting as a developer in acquiring andaeating abandoned andteriorating
residential structures;

» providing financial advice and counseling for neighborhood home owners;

* organizing neighborhoods against block busting;

» researching the background of arson and incendiary fires in the neighborhood and
organizing a media campaign to alert the public to the problem;

» participating in fire prevention education activities;

» installing smoke dtectors and fire extinguishers in newlpogatedhousing units;

* monitoring abandoned buildings to ensure that they are and remairatalgqu
secured; and

* building confidence in the neighborhood throughexdlve action and organization.

Motivations for Firesetting

As with any crime, people set fires for varied and complex reasons. For criminals
prosecuted for crimes where there igdirevidence, motive is often a eadary consideration
and is not necessarily crucial for conviction. Betause arson is a clandestine crime where
witnesses are rare and some or most of the direct evitheince in the fire, motive becomes a
critical element in prosecuting firesing cases. Rpointing the motivation foretting a fire helps
identify suspects and helpsrwince a jury of the@ccused’s guilt.

The most common motives behind firesetting are :
* Vandalism
» Spite and revenge
* Intimidation
» Concealment of another crime

* Economic motives, including
O insurance fraud
debt removal
direct monetary gain
elimination of unwanted ownership

N O N R I R

land assembly for development
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0 removal of business competition
» Civil disorder and &te related crime
* Gang initiation
» Excitement
» Suicide
e Murder

In a U.S. Fire Administration (USFA)-sponsored management assistaneetproj
investigators from over 6Qate and local fire investigation units most frequently ranked spite and
revenge as the most common motive behind incendiary fires. Both adult and adolescent
firesetters are motivated by revenge. These fires tend to be the mogbdangeéerms of
casualties because they are targeted at people, not just at buildings phgsieal obgcts. A
fire set by someone bent on revenge is a premeditated act directed at an individual he or she
knows and wants to hurt, such as a former spouse or business partner. Other spite and revenge
arsons include gang-related fires that are set to exact revenge against rivals or their rivals’
sympathizers.

Fires set for the sport of vandalizing property were also ranked high as motives in the
USFA study. Juveniles are responsible for the majority of these incendiary fires.

Some arsonists use fire to conceal companion crimes sudirdsrirembezzlement, or
burglary. There have been cases of featti victims who were later discovered to have bullet
wounds, which is why it is so important for autopsies to be areduwon all fire fatalities.
Medical examiners can determine whether it was fire or another cause which peasitds for
the death.

There is some debate at this time as to the relative frequency of fraud as a motive for
arson. While arson camittedfor directprofit or to diminate debt remainsgroblem, there are
indicationsfrom the field that this motive is less frequently behind éitesg today than it had
been previously. One of the complications in assessing the frequency of arson cases motivated
by fraud is that they tend to be more complex than other types of cases, especially if the
firesetter is a professional” hired to make the fire appeaacidental. Well-trained investigators
are needed to uncover these fires which are sometimes overlooked or mislabeled.
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Church Arsons. The recent spate of arsomucch fires in the U.S., predominantly in
southern states, has once admipught the issue of arson to natioatienton. In response, the
President allocated 3$illion to hire more police and security guards in areas considered at high
risk for church fires. Congress passed legislation doubling the penalty for church arson from ten
years to twenty years, and the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) was directed to
create an interagency tafekce including the Justice and Treasury Departments to give the
government more power to investigate @nosecute arson fires. More than 200 FBI agents and
agents from the Bureau of Alcohol, Tatro, and Firearms were assigned to work church fire
investigations.

Arson targeted athurches represents only a small part of the overall arson problem,
accounting for less than 1 percent of all arson fires. However, more than one of every four fires
occurring in churches are caused by arson, making it the leading cause of church fires. In spite of
the recenpublicity surrounding church arsons, they are down from a total of 1,420 in 1980 to
520in 1994. Thisis a 15-year low in church arsons.

A primary concern about incendiary fires in churches has been the suggestion that they
were racially motivated. The evidence on this point is mixed. First, of 230 church burnings
investigated (at the time of thisoject), 41 percent targeted bladkucches and 59 percent
targeted white lsurches. Second, in the over 100 arrests madatéo dhcial hatred wdsund to
be but one of several motivations for the fimg, consistent with the pictufer other types of
arson scenarios. Other motivations included: juvenile vandalism, insurance fraud, and a
firefighter seeking excitement. Of those arrested, 66 percent were white and 34 percent were
black.

Juveniles

Of particular concern is the involvement of juveniles in intentionally set fires, not
including those children who play with fire and are too young to understand the extreme danger
inherent in it. The NFPA (1996) reports that in 1995, for the second year in a row, juvenile
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firesetters acounted for a majority (52 percent) of those who were arrested on arson &F\arges.
Likewise, Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBBtsstics show that half of all those arrested on
arson charges in 1992 were under the age of 18; two-thirds were under the abze ohes.
growing involvement of youths irefting fires is caustor serious concern and deserves more
attentionfrom policymakers.

For 1992 the FBI reports that, based on arson arrests, juveniles were responsible for 40
percent of arsons in structures, 24 percent of vehicle arsons, and 59 percent of arson in all other
property types. FBI crimdatistics also show that arrests of juvenitasarson offenses
increased eight percent from 1991 to 1992, while ébe of adult arrests decreased three
percent:

These statistics raise angortant question: is the reported rise in arson fires set by
juveniles an indication of growingvolvement in misdemeanor and felony fetsg among
juveniles--or are we just doing &tber job of identifying this activity? If anecdotapaets from
the field are any indicatin, it would appear that nationwide, juveniles have been increasingly
using fire to vandalize structures and autos. This is in addition to the fact that some communities
are doing a better job of documenting juvenile firesetting than they were previously.

Because juvenile firesetting is such a serjpnadblem, more etailed information on these
fires is needed at the local level. A common problem is that fire investigation agencies generally
do not maintain much data on perpetratorgredling the ages, motives, and chateristics of
those suspected or arrestedfiresetting is difficult. Sometimes juvenile fire rexs are kept by
a branch of government other than the fire department, such as the police youth division or the
juvenile court. Their numbers typically are lower than those recorded by the fire department,
because the police and theucts only become involved if the juvenile is arrested or brought
before juvenile court.

Another complication is that localities do not necessarily distinguish between different
types of fires started by juveniles, and their data may include accidental fires set by children of

“Hall Jr., 1996, p. i.

'4U.S. Department of JusticeCrime in the United States, 1992: Uniform Crime Repoi¥ashington, D.C.:

Federal Bureau of Investigation, U.S. Department of Justice, 1993, p. 56. These FBI statistics refer to the distribution
of those arrested on arson charges data and may or may not be representative of the proportion of all arson offenses
committed by juveniles. Only fires with incendiary origins are included in the statistics, not those with suspicious or
unknown origins.

Bibid., p. 55.
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all ages, especially very young children who start fires by playing with lightatshes, or other
fire materials. It is ipportant that separate numbers be maintafioethrgely “accidental” fires
set by very young children and for fires sdtfully and maliciously by older youths so that fire
and law enforcement officials caetérmine where to put their focus -- on a phesdearly
elementary school fire safety program, for example, or on a court-based intervention program.
At the national level, the National Fire Incident Reporting System (NFIRS) tracks arson
fires separatelfrom fires set by children playing. Child-playing fires differ from arson fires in
that the children who set them are usually below the age of reasoning, about seven years old.
Within the categry of arson fires, NFIRS does not ealt hformation on the age of perpetrators
of incendiary or suspicious fires, so it is not possible to distinguish between arson fires set by
juveniles and those set by adults. Information on juvenile arsonists is available through national
crime data, yet the representativeness of this dataisown since a majority of arson cases
each year go unsolved. HEIR96) reports that of the fires confirmed as incendiary, an
estimated0-85 percent are never solved or cleared by an afrest.

The Role of Adults. Lack of adult supervision and cgrlays a significant role in
firesetting behavior by juveniles of all ages. This finding is not unique oo dosit is a major
factor in all types of misdemeanors and felonies involving juveniles. The Juvenikettéres
Program of the Delaware State Fire Marshal's Office has maintained exceptiooallghga on
the juveniles who have been involved in their program. Examining records from 1,462 juvenile
firesetters over the perid®81-1994, Delaware’s Program reports that “parents (were) gone a
lot” in 68 percent of the cases, 58 percent of the youths were unsupervised at the time of the fire,
and 39 percent suffered fraametual neglect’

Parents, especially single mothers and other parents facing significant child care
obstacles,®ould be provided with information verbally and in writing about the dangers of
leaving children alone, the importance of keeping matches and lighters out of sight and out of
reach, and the signs of firesetting behavior and streskaokage children. In general, when
addressing our country’s “juvenile” firegingproblem, we need to acknowledge the critical role
adults play as well.

“Hall Jr., 1996, p. 30.
> program statistics made available by the Office of the State Fire Marshal, State of Delaware, January, 1995.
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Fire departments and State Fire Marshals Offices can not significantly reduce the
incidence of juvenile-caused fires, including criminal fires, unless they have allies. With social
problems underlying most of the fieting incidents, resirces from otherextors must be drawn
into a partnership with public safety officials. Local mental health agencies, police juvenile
crime officers, school officials, housing and community development leaders, social service
agencies, and youth club eators all have a vested interest in controlling #te of juvenile
firesetting. Studies have shown that firesetting is often the “gateway” crime to other more
serious crimes. Reason would have it that if kids can be reached at the beginning of this potential
crime cycle, the overall level of juvenile crime, and adult crime as well, might be positively
affected.

The most successful local juvenile firesetter cormgrograms for older children are those
directly tied to the juvenileaurt system. While a program based on voluntary participation is
better than n@rogram at all, to be truly ef€tive with older juveniles therogram should be one
that is court-manated. Juvenile court judges can rule that youths catpernth ounselors and
educators as an alternative to incarceration. In Cobb County, Georgia juveniles who have been
arrested for arson must partiate in mediation sessions with the victim(s) of the crime to
negotiate restitution and community service.

Juvenile Gangs. Youth gangs have been a serious problem in big cities for many years.
Los Angeles, Philadelphia, Miami, and other urban centers have struggled with rising juvenile
crime rates, including asa. Much of the d@minal activity can be linked to gangs oryouths
imitating gang behawar. While some juveniles opete crime gndicates to make mondgom the
sale of illegaddrugs and weapons, more often they organize to obtain power, control, and
“respect”. Both types of gangs often resort to violence to accomplish thei?GgoaIs.

The nexus between gangs and fire revolves around the gang’s desire teebtetesp
Gangs use fire and Molotov cocktail fire bombs, in particular, to send messages of domination
and power over rivals, the neighborhood in general, and local businesses. For example, a
business owner who removes gang graffiti from his building may find that structure burned.
Neighbors who priect the gang’s enemies or talk to lamf@cement officers may become
victims of fire bombs. While juvenile gangs have mainly been associated with inner city

'® Telephone interview with Corporal Tony Avendorph, Prince George’s County Police Department, September 24,
1996.
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neighborhoods, the problem hadled over into siburban areas surrounding central cities, as
well as into small communities. In Prince George’s County, Maryland, a county contiguous to
Washington, D.C., three juveniles set out tomidate a woman who had witnessed them
commit a crime. Thgouths returned at night and hurled a Molotov cocktail through a bedroom
window. Tragically, a sleeping baby occupied that room and died in the ensuing fire. The
intended victim was not even in the building at the tifme.

The Relationship between Drugs and Arson

The increase in drug use by our society has spawreteédetiminal activity, including
robberies, assaults, murder and arson. ildgal drug trade and drug use iagts the crime of
arson in three ways: first, sometimes a firesettender the influence of alcohol or drugs when
he or she commits the crime; sed, methods of processing drugs sometimes cause explosions
and fires; and third, dealers and gang members set property fisdaliate whemrug payments
are overdue or to thaten rivals. There even have been cases of otherwise law-abiding citizens
burning known “shooting galleries” in an effort to rid their neighborhoods of alrtigty.

In a study of drugctivity and arsonandwcted by Virginia Commonwealth University, it
was found that 65 percent of arson fires occurred in violent crime areas, and that drug use or sale
was indicated in 31 percent of arson targets. Tidydound that revenge was the motive for
drug-rehted arson fires in 23 percent of the cages.

In 1989, 12 percent of the total fires in New York City were labeled as daigdel
arsons. A 1993 study of five U.S. cities found that roughly 22 percent of arson fires were drug
related. Boston has reported that 20 percent of its dratgcearson cases resulted in fatalities
becauselrug dealers intentionally set fires at building exits in order to trap people inside. Los
Angeles, Philadelphia, Buffalo, and many other cities around the country have reported an
increasing problem with gangs and drugitet aresn. Gangs involved in drug dealing have
burned Ieations wherelrugs are used or sold in order tonenate a competitr's headquarters
or production faitities. Sometimes they use fire in much the same way as they do drive-by

17+

ibid.
8 Towberman, Thomas J. And Donna B. Towberni&imal Report on the Relationship Between Drug Activity and
Arson in Selected CitiedJ.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms, September 1994,
pp. 27-37.
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shootings. They brazenly set fires in open daylight, in front of scores of witnesses, in order to
instill terror.**

In Minnesota, the State Fire Marshal’'s Office is completing a two yedy stto the
relationship between drug and alcohol use and set fires. Operating under a grant from the U.S.
Fire Administration, thetate expects results to be available in eh998.

The State of Maryland has passed a law intendpdoiade more stringent consequences
for fires caused during the iwonission of other crimes, especially drucgatet crimes. Ayone
involved inillegal drugactivity, such as the sale, use pooduction of drugs, and who as a
consequence causes a fire -- even if willful intent can not be proven -- can be held responsible for
the fire. The key section of the law reads:

Any person who, wie perpetrating or attempting to perpetrate a crime, shall set fire to
or burn any of the building enumerated in this subtitle, slyadin cowiction thereof be
sentenced to the penitentiary for not mdrart three years.

One of the reasons this type of law is so important is that the fires intentionally or
unintentionally set by drug dealers and users preddelinoccur in vacant and aimoned
structures that are contiguous to occupied residences. Clearly, innocent neighbors are at risk of
being injured or killed irdrug-rehted fires.

Another casualty of the drug problem is the increasing unailigyladd police detectives
to work ciminal fires. In large part lawndorcement resources for arson control have been
shrinking because of the increasedchpawer required to pursue homicides and other crimes.

Inadequate Screening of Volunteer Firefighters

One of the most egregious situations is when a firefighter betrays the public’s trust and
turns to arson. The motives of firefighter arsonists often stem from a desire to experience the
excitement that many firefighters feel in putting out fires. Related to this excitement is the
opportunity to appear as a hero bgaessfully extinguishing a blaze. Other less common
motives include profit and revenge. Sometimes firefighters turn to aes@use they are
frustrated by fdling incident mtes and want to get more haimfsexperience fighting fires.

“ibid., pp. 4-5.
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There was even a bizarre case in California where the mother of aeeslfirefighter wanted to
“help” her son’s career, so she set multiple fires in his response area, giving him an opportunity
to excel.

While it is not possible to predict a person’s behavior absolutely, warning signs of the
propensity of a progztive fire service member to set fires might be discovdnmediggh proper
screening and background checks. A routine procedure in paid departmentgerolun
companies are also feeling pressure to investigatepire@@rateness of firefighterf®r the job
and the inherent public trust that goes with it. Many fire service leaders believe that all potential
new employees should be formally screened through background checks, interviews with
references and neighbors, and driving record histories.

The State of Delaware has taken a commendptiactive @proach to this problem, at a
time when many fire departments would rather not talk about firefighter arson. The Delaware
State Fire Soool, in cooperation with the Volteer Fireman’'#ssociation and thet&e Fire
Marshal's Office, provides a training course that addresses the problem of firefighter arson, why
it occurs, and how offenders are arrested and prosecuted. The program, “Arson by Firefighters:
A Program for Prevention,” is provided as in-service training to all fire service members.

Civil Disturbances

Massive property damage and dollar loss can occur when civil unrest turns to arson. This
cate@ry of arson fires may be sdkd to religious or political beliefs that use arson to vent anger,
to intimidate, or to attragbublicity for a cause. The riots which followed therenal trial
related to théRodney King leating bok a high economic toll. In the city of Los Angeles alone,
868 incidents of arson were documented, and the lossesatsdowith these fires totalé&#62
million.*® More recently, rioting following thehsoting aath of a black motorist in St.
Peterburg, Florida resulted in dozens of arson fires being set.

| os Angeles Fire Department, Fire Investigation Unit. Telephone interview, October, 1996.
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Part Ill. Barriers to Combating the Arson Problem

This section ddresses a number of issues that present barriers to reducing the incidence
of arson in the U.S. or, at a minimum, to increasing the number of arrests and prosecutions of
suspected arsonists. The topics include the reluctarmes#cutors to pursue arson cases,
inadequate training in arson detection in some fires departments, and the structure of fire
investigation units.

Prosecutor Reticence

A serious problem in countering the incidence of arson fires has been tdtametiof
many local district attorneys to prosecute arson cases. Even the best investigation, the most
thoroughly documented case file, and the best physical and circumstantial evidence go for naught
if the local prosecutor is disinterested or unequipped to take on an arson case. The crux of the
problem is that while physical evidence at the scene caatl§iprove incendiarism, the
evidence linking the crime to the suspect is usually largely circumstantial. Thus, arson has been
tagged “the most difficult crime to prove”. While some prosecutors would argue the point, this
label has nevertheless become attached to the crimeoaf argl it discourages prosecutors.
This is especially true in less poptéd ounties where there are too few arson cases for
prosecutors to develop a level of comfort and expertise in this heeklusterprosecution
efforts hamper the sgess of the State fire investigators who have jurisdiction in these
unincorpoated areas.

Urban areas are not necessarily spared from inadegrosecutor support. fden years
ago, many district attorneys were rallying to the call for special prosecutors to handle all arson
cases and to participate in an arson taste. Budget constraints and rising caseloads virtually
put an end to this effort in many large cities, though there remain a few jurisdictions (e.g.
Chicago) where this ideal solution remains intact.

In an effort to promotediterprosecution and conviction rates for arson cases, the U.S.
Fire Administration is co-sponsoring a series of prosecutor arson training courses with the
Department of Treasury, Bureau of Alcohol, dicbo and Firearms. Some states are also trying
to work with prosecutors to make them more cognizant of fire behavior and more comfortable
with the methods used to aatlt evidence. The Texas State Fire Preventianrlssion, for
example, helped produce a well-researched arson prosecution manual. They sent copies of the
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manual to all crimingbrosecutors in theate and urged that the document be used as a training
tool. At the local level, prosecutors in some cities are participating in joint training with fire and
police investigators. The public safety agencies teacprtsecutors about origin and cause and
criminal investigation wrk, while the prosecutors instruct investigators on legdinicalities,
courtroom procedures, and case pres@n requirements.

A few prosecutors haveagied a high priority on arson cases, building distinguished
careers in part on their expertise and success in putting arsonists behind bars. Mary Galvin in
Conrecticut is a much sought after expert on the subject. Diango@ in Cook County Jlinois
and Dan Mabley in Hennepin County, Minnesota gained significant recognition and public
confidence for their work in arson, among other issues. Both are now judges.

Training in Arson Detection

The main factors that influence the “winnability” of an arson case rest with how the fire
incident is handled at the beginning and the end of the case. If an otherwise good case is
mishandled by a prosecutor (or not pursued at all), the investigator’'s work goes for naught and
the arsonist is free to strike again. Likewise, if fire department personnel do not properly identify
a suspicious fire, then an investigation that could uncover arson never occurs. Many fire
departments now routinely train department personnel on arson awareness. These courses
typically detail the things firefighters should be aware of en route to and upon arrival at the
scene, and why overhaul should wait until an investigator can process the scene. Safeguarding
potential evidence is critical. Other important issues are call-out guidelines for notifying fire
investigators, maintaining custody of the scene, and assisting investigators with lighting tools and
manpower.

There remain many departments, especially rural fire departments withesslgtaff,
that do not receive arson awareness training. Volunteer departments geoekdlythe &te
Fire Marshal’s Office for this type of training -- unforately, most of them have been hit
comparatively harder with budget cuts than many cities, so the money needed to run field
training programs is hard to come by.

The U.S. Fire Administration is responding by generating a new firefighter arson
awareness course thailllwe made available to local fire departments. In adidjtprivate sector
sponsors should be tapped to work in partnership withtdte 8nd with local departments.
Insurance companies, for example, could help pay for the development of catesalspffer
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facilities for training, or underwrite the cost of trainers/instructors. Another resource is the
Federal government, which in 1996 released over $700,000 for arson training programs to
increase state capéties for investigating arson fires, particularly in rural areas.

Structure of Fire Investigation Units

It is widely held that arsonists stand more of a chance of getting caughtrancted if
fire and police investigators work together on investigating firesadty fmany U.S. citie®rmed
such interagency investigation units in the B8&0s and early 1980s when Federal programs like
the Law Enforcemenssistance Acprovided seed money for these experiments. But rising
homicide and drug-rated crime ratesotipled with declining tax bases in cities put fire and
police teams into early retirement, evaough by manyccounts they had beercsessful. A
few cities, like Indianapolis and Buffalo, maintained tiheams. But in other communities, dual-
agency investigation teams were dismantled. Bpdge Conmcticut investigated 81 percent of
all structure fires in fiscal year 1988-89, and officials felt they were able to identify virtually all of
the incendiary cases. But in fiscal year 1991-92, only 57 percent of structures fires were
investigated -- a direct result of a policy decision to remove the police detdodvethe unit*

Training and Certification in Fire Investigation

Training line firefighters to detect signs ofromal firesetting helps with the first leg of
strengthening local arson control capabilities. Adegly training the fire investigators is the
next step. Over the last ten years, the U.S. has made gains in the quality and availability of fire
and arson investigation training courses. Investigators &esess tprogram through the
National Fire Academy, the FBI, and the Bureau of Alcoholatob and Firearms -- both
through resident and field delivered courses. MaayeS-ire Marshals Offices use their field
investigators to conduct basic investigation instruction for vekmdepartments.

The International Association of Arsdémvestigation (IAAI) and their local and&e
chapters routinely provide seminarsated to arson controlnvestigators now can become
certified through either IAAI's process and/or bgeting NFPA’s certification criteria. The
NFPA 921 Conmittee on Fire and Explosidnvestigations also continues its research and work
on the 1998 edition of the NFPA 921 Guide. The field has masdg girides in becoming more
professional.

2L U.S. Fire AdministrationManaging Arson Control: Ideas from Studies of State and Local Prograir§s.Fire
Administration, January 1994, p. 16.
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Today, the shortage of adequately trained investigators has teéessed, in part,
through cross-training and by providing police powers to fire department investigators. While not
as advantageous a situation as having police partners, the fire investigators are qualified and
equipped to handle full arson investigations. Unfaately, inadequate staffing levels and
reticent police and fire chiefs who have not endorsed police powers for fire investigators have
left some major cities with a dilemma: they have good origin and cause work that has nowhere to
go. These situations make it more likely that arsonists will get away with their crimes.

Conclusion

Arson in the U.S. is characterized by increasing violence, feweuness, and competing
demands on law enforcement and prosecutors. It is the leading cause of all fires and the number
two killer of fire victims in residential structures. Juveniles, as in other major crimes, increasingly
are responsible for the casualties and property loss wrought by incendiary fires.

Two conclusions are evident at this point. First, bettirmation is needed in order to
more precisely define the arson problem in the U.S. Second, public safety agencies, community
leaders, and the general public need to be made more aware of the extent and deadly nature of
the arson problem. Then the political support needed to prevent further erosion of arson control
initiatives can be generated.

Systematic research into the problem of arson in the U.S. is hampered by a lack of
information. More dta is needed on the incidence of arson fires and the motivations of arsonists
in setting them.Currently the National Fire Incident Reporting System (NFIRS) has a
classificationfor arson fires but does not catit data on individuals who set them. One possible
solution is to develop a national protocol sepairom NFIRS to colct data on incendiary and
suspicious fires. This would allow collection of data critical to a betiderstanding of the
nature of the arson problem in the U.S., including types ottiters, firesetter motives, and prior
histories of firesetting among firesetters. Bweau of Alcohol, Toacco, and Firearms is
currently working toward this goal by establishing the Arson and Explosives Incident System
2000 (AEXIS 2000). The System is being designed as a national repository of information on the
suspected aninal use of explosives and of arson incidents.
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At the local level, all suspected cases of arson must be classifieded, and pursued as
incendiary or suspicious or our understanding of the extent of the arson problem in the U.S. will
remain incomplete. Inadequate investigator training in some areas, partiawakigreas,
means that many fires of an incendiary or suspicious nature currently are not identified and do
not get fully investigated. Local prosecutors need to paateim training as well.

Political support for arson control at all levels of government would entatéeand local
governments to access new training and technical assistance designeadve ithe extremely
low two-percent convictionate associated with ams. Currently, budgtary constraints and
other demands on staff hareducedthe level of fire and police resources available to
investigate suspected arson cases in many ditieaghout the U.S. These circumstances exist
even though many are aware that closer cooperation between fire and law enforcement officials
is critical to stemming the tide of arson fires.

In sum, bettemformation, more training artéchnology, and stronger linkages among
public safety agencies are needed to reduce the incidence of arson in our communities, a crime
which bears extremely high costs both in terms of lives and property. Without improvements in
these areas, little headway can be made in the effort to reduce the incidence and damage caused
by arson fires in the U.S.

39



References

John R. Hall, Jr. 1996U.S. Arson Trends and Rarns -1995. Quincy, MA: National Fire
ProtectionAssociation.

Karchmer, Clifford L. 1996. “When Young Fietsers Come of Age Firehouse. (August) pp.
37-38.

Sternlieb, George and Robert Burchell. 1973 “Fires in Abandoned Buildiigs.Journal.
Vol. 67, no. 2 (March), pp. 24-31.

Towberman, Thomas J. And Donna B. Towberm&894. Final Report on the Relationship
Between Drug Activitgnd Arson in 8lected Cities.Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of
Justice, Bureau of Alcohol, Tabco, and Firearms.

U.S. Department of Justicd 993. Crime in the United State$992: Uniform Crime Reports.
Washington, D.C.: Federal Bureau of Investigation, U.S. Department of Justice.

United States Fire Administrati. 1993.Fire in the United State4983 - 1990.Washington,
D.C.: Federal Emergency Management Agency, Unitate$ Fire Administration.

U.S. Fire Administration. 1994Managing Arson Control: ldeas from Studies of State and
Local Programs.Washington, D.C.: U.S. Fire Administration.

40



