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MALICIOUS IGNITION (ARSON)

The malicious or wilful fire raiser is often hard to detect due to the fact that the evidence of his actions are likely to be destroyed by the fire that he has started. Experience has shown that quite often the officer who arrives initially at the fire will notice some unusual feature which leads him to suspect that the fire is of doubtful origin, but proving it is impossible.

In some areas in the U.S.A., it is realised that the wilful fire raiser (Arsonist) will only be brought to juscice if: 


a.
He/She is caught in the act


b.
He/She confesses.

However, diligence on behalf of the investigating officer, coupled with a knowledge of the motives/practices of the fire raiser can lead to detection of the culprit.

Arson

By virtue of Section 1 of the Criminal Damage Act 1971, it is an offence, chargeable as ARSON for any person without lawful excuse to destroy or damage any property by fire whether belonging to himself or another.

a.
Intending to destroy or damage such property or being reckless as to whether such property would 
be destroyed.

b.
Intending by the destruction or damage to endanger the life of another, or being reckless as to 
whether the life of another would be endangered.

Arson then is a serious crime and in certain cases the penalty on conviction can be life imprisonment.

The act of Arson may be classified into two principle groups:-

1.
Arson without a motive

2.
Arson with a motive

(1)
Arson without a motive


Vandalism


It would be reasonable to put into this category a large majority of the fires caused by 
VANDALISM where apparently mindless fires are started out of boredom, the lack of recreational 
facilities and parental control.


Recognising typical target areas for vandalism will assist the investigating officer when dealing with 
an incident in a similar premises.


Target Areas for Vandalism by Fire


(a)
High urban concentrations where vandalism is high


(b)
Schools







50% of the fires in these


(c)
Places of Public Entertainment




premises possibly caused


(d)
Construction Industry





by vandalism


(e)
Hotels


(f)
Restaurants






20% of the fires in these


(g)
Clubs







premises were possibly


(h)
Public Houses






caused by vandalism.

Pyromaniacs, Weak Minded Persons

Use simple agents such as matches, candles, inflammable liquids often travelling from one place to another setting fires indiscriminately, this class of person could be reasonably suspected where:

(a)
a number of fires are started by a similar method

(b) similar properties are fired in different districts

(c)
the same person is seen at more than one fire, especially if he exhibits

any unusual action

(d) 
the same person raises the alarm on different occasions.

(2)
Arson with a motive

a.
Employees under notice of dismissal, or who have a grievance against their employer, foreman or supervisor.

b.
Jealousy against the owner of a property.

c.
Fraud, often against an insurance company, the substitution of good quality stock for inferior stock, reinsurance / higher insurance on old or redundant property.

d.
The decline of a business due to the success of a competitor leading

e.
Destruction of the evidence of other criminal acts, i.e. Murder, robbery or a break in.

f.   
Terrorism - Incendiarism.

Methods of ignition

The methods of ignition used by the arsonist can vary from the most simple means, i.e. matches and paper to sophisticated incendiary devices combining various chemical agents.

It is logical to suppose that the most common method of ignition could be matches and paper, or matches and an accelerant such as paraffin and petrol, indeed where there is little risk of being caught in the early stages these methods, coupled with the use of whatever materials are at hand will be used.

However, in order for the would be arsonist to leave the premises either to establish a delay between the last person on the premises and the fire, or for alibi purposes, some form of delayed action device will be used.

Probably the most simple delayed action (timing device) that has been used is the common candle, placed amongst or on top of suitable combustible materials.  The candle burns down and the flame ignites the adjacent materials, usually some hours after the culprit has left.  Mechanical or Mechanical-Electrical timing devices are frequently used, the most common being alarm clocks or watches and electric timing devices.

To complete the device a suitable power and ignition source will be connected to the timing mechanism. There are many ingenious methods of wilful fire raising using these methods, examples of which are:-

i.
An electric timer connected to a radiant heater around-which has been placed combustible materials.

ii
A mechanical alarm clock with matches attached to the striker,

and the bell replaced with sandpaper, and the device then buried beneath combustibles.

iii
A wrist watch connected to a small dry cell battery which is in turn connected to a flash cube which may have live match heads attached, placed amongst combustibles.

It would be impossible to list all the methods of ignition used by the arsonists but the recognisation of some of the most common practices by the investigating officer will assist in determining the origin of the fire as doubtful.

Reasons for Suspecting Arson

Arson may be suspected in circumstances where:-

a.
Several separate fires are noted to have occurred almost simultaneously, without apparent, natural or normal cause.

There is no possibility of spontaneous combustion, the risk of is low and there is no apparent cause.


The fire has occurred in an improbable place.

b. 
Unusual behaviour of the burning materials, the fire is particularly fierce especially in its early stages.

e.
Unusual or characteristic smells such as those at petrol, paraffin, rubber or oil are noted.

f.
Substances, materials or devices are found that would not normally be used in the premises and which would cause or accelerate combustion such as candles.

g.
Unusual circumstances, such as sprinkler systems being shut off, fire doors tied open, access doors into the building barred from the inside, to delay entry.

h.
The same person is seen at more than one fire, especially if he exhibits any unusual behaviour or raises the alarm on separate occasions (e.g. to obtain credit for having discovered the fire).

i.
A series of fires occur at the same premises in a fairly short space of time, or if there have been previous fires of the same nature in the district.

j.
Fires where stock has been found to be of little value or of poor quality, particularly if the owner suggests that the partly burned goods were of a higher quality.

k.
A small fire occurs with no apparent cause and destroys records, account and invoice books, and insurance cards, etc.

i.
A fire where the owner of the property may have removed some article, not of a real value but perhaps of sentimental value before the fire srarted.

m. 
Fires particularly in farm buildings where livestock or other animals have been released prior to the start of the fire.

Action on to be taken when Arson is Suspected

If the investigating officer has reason to believe that the cause of a fire may not be spontaneous or accidental, the attendance of the police should be requested immediately.

If the police are already in attendance they should be consulted at once.

Co-operation between the two services is vital at this stage.  Assistance as to the cause of the fire can be given by the investigating officer to the police officers present and this information coupled with any items or evidence found will enhance the chances of eventually tracking the arsonist down. The minimum of salvage work should be carried out, debris should not be unduly disturbed, nothing should be removed from or added to the area.  It may be necessary to station a fireman on duty to secure the scene.

When investigating the source of ignition, the remains of burnt clothing, documents should be carefully removed and handed to the police and a record kept of where they were found.

Any item of investigative importance should be pointed out to the police Scenes of Crime Officer.

It will normally be his duty to collect and label samples for eventual identification by the forensic scientist.  It is vital that the evidence chain is not broken by over-enthusiastic action of the investigating officer in taking evidence away from the scene.

