
 

 

  

 

Arsons and Wildfires 
 

 

Greetings! 
With all the talk about wildfires in California and the Northwest these past several months I thought 
I would look at fire prevention and specifically at arson's. Although we haven't heard much about 
the causes of some of the biggest blazes this year, over time it is estimated that about 30% of all 
forest fires were started on purpose.  
  
Arson investigations can be some of the most difficult cases to solve and prosecute for two primary 
reasons. In the first place, the crime scene is usually isolated and remote, so finding witnesses to 
an arson event is rare. Secondly, most of the physical evidence is generally consumed by the fire 
and/or unintentionally destroyed by firefighters putting out the blaze.  
  
Because of these limitations, the number of arson cases that get solved is low. Even if law 
enforcement had a good idea who committed the crime, it is difficult to get sufficient evidence to 
prove it.  
  
The lack of convictions is even more exasperating to the landowner/land manager affected. 
Damages to timber, property and land can be very costly. The entire community suffers loss as well 
since the cost of extinguishing wildfires can be extremely high. During an outbreak of fire activity, 
landowners/managers are obviously looking to limit their losses. However, 
when the danger is past everyone really wants to know "Who did it?" and 
"Why?" Too often those questions go unanswered.  
  
Successful investigation and prosecution requires a combined effort among 
landowners, forest managers, industry employees, firefighters, law 
enforcement, hunters, etc.  
 
This month I decided to re-visit arson challenges.  

 
Warmly, 
Aaron 
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Motives (Why?) 
 

 
Most everyone's initial assumption about 
"why" a fire was set is that the arsonist is 
angry at the landowner or management 
and the act of arson is in retaliation. 
 
While "anger/retaliation" is certainly a 
frequent motive, there are other more 
common reasons. FBI and US Forest 
Service studies both list 
"excitement/recognition" and "profit/gain" 
motives as the most common arson 
motives.  

 
The motive to commit woodland arson can be varied and may be totally unrelated to any 
management controversies. In some cases of record, arsons were arrested for starting fires to 
reduce the forest underbrush and improve their hunting experience (profit/gain). Perhaps the most 
puzzling reason I've heard is when arsons are simply bored and looking for excitement on a 
Sunday afternoon.  
 

Identifying Arsons (Who?)  
 
Unfortunately, volunteer firefighters make up a high percentage of arson cases, but there are 
others. 
 
One of the most interesting studies I've read was provided by the Federal Bureau of Investigations 
(FBI) who conducted jailhouse interviews with convicted arsonists. The researchers used a 
principle called "80% truth." This phrase summarizes a principle that applies a threshold of validity 
for the information received. To get 80% truth means the agreement between the group is high 
enough to assume the members are telling the truth. In other words, when responses obtained from 
convicted arsonist mirrored each other more than 80% of the time, they are given greater statistical 
value.  
While this is not information you can use to convict a suspect, it can become useful information 
when you are trying to identify an arson suspect.  
 
Below are some examples of "80% Truths" identified from the FBI study:  

 94% of arsonists are male.  

 82% of arsonists are Caucasian. 

 80% of arsonists are younger than 29 years of age. 

 91% of arsonists have a high school education or less.  

It should be emphasized that the FBI quantifies this data by inserting the caveat "Convicted 
arsonists interviews should not be viewed as generally predictive of the entire arsonist population." 
Therefore, meeting a person with these qualifications doesn't necessarily predict he/she will be an 
arson. It just says that is the demographic of the arsons that we know of today.  
 
There are other accepted statistics, not yet validated, but which seem to match across arson cases.  
 
(1) 98% of arsonists will set fires within their comfort zone 
 
This statement just makes sense. Familiarity with the surroundings (terrain, roads, and traffic 

 

 



patterns) strengthens the chances of a safe passage of escape. The FBI describes the "comfort 
zone" as an area where the person resides or works.  
 
In urban areas, a comfort zone can be a rather small area, but it is much larger in woodland arson 
cases. The FBI found that 85% of woodland arsonist will set fires within a five-mile radius of their 
residence or place of work. Although this can help in finding the perpetrator, if the areas is primarily 
remote woodlands, it can encompass quite a bit of territory.  
 
(2) 80% of arsonists will either remain at the scene, park nearby, or return to the scene 
within 24 hours 
 
Most arsonists will either (1) observe the firefighting action, (2) participate in the firefighting action 
or (3) see the end result of their actions within 24 hours of committing arson. (Keep in mind that this 
statistic obviously includes firefighters who may have committed the arson and are at the scene). In 
other words, arsonists are usually close by and stay around in the immediate area. Being observant 
of who else is at the site can give some pretty big clues about "who did it."  

 

What can the Landowner/Manager do to help?  
 
It would be unwise for landowners and managers to assume the role of an arson investigator. But 
there are proactive actions that can be taken if they understand the importance of cautious, 
thorough and documented investigation. This is especially important if it will be several hours 
before an investigator can get to the scene. The number of forest fire investigators can be limited 
and the areas they cover can be very large. In some cases, it can be days before the investigator 
will arrive at the scene. 
While waiting, gathering certain information can be extremely beneficial to the investigator. Below 
are recommendations for landowners and others who have a stake in the investigation to do to help 
with the investigation:    

1. Document descriptions and times of any individuals or vehicles you see when you 
approach the immediate area of the fire. Be specifically vigilant in your observations when 
you get within 2-3 miles from the fire. (Some firefighting agencies are now using vehicle 
dash cameras to capture these observations.) 

2. If you are one of the first responders to the fire scene and can identify a general point of 
ignition, protect any physical evidence you may find there. Specifically look for fresh tire 
tracks or footprints and create a protective barrier around them.  

3. Take note of who is present at the scene of the fire when you arrive. Make a note of both 
vehicles and/or individuals. Even when the fire is extinguished there is value in knowing 
who visits the scene during the 24 hour period.  Some agencies are now using cameras to 
record vehicles and activities during and after the fire. 

4. Be prepared to answer the investigators questions about possible motives. They will want 
to know if there are any current controversial land management decisions the landowner 
has recently made (closed roads, gates, restricted hunting rights, etc.). Are there any 
disgruntled ex-employees? Are there any disputes with anyone, etc.?  

5. If you are a landowner/manager that experiences frequent seasonal arson activity in the 
same general area, consider taking a more proactive approach to help identify the arsonist. 
Placing woodland cameras along roadways in strategic locations can help identify who is 
coming and going into the area. Deploy the camera equipment in advance of the historical 
arson activity time frames you have experienced. This could be a time consuming task, but 
if you are continually experiencing arson activity with substantial losses, it could be 
worthwhile. It is important that you keep the camera deployments limited to a very small 
number of people. The obvious benefit of this video evidence is that it tells the investigator 
exactly who was in the immediate area when the fire started.  
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