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George A. Codding, IAAI-CFI, MIAAI

president’s perspective

It is hard to predict 
whether this magazine 
will reach you before or 
after the International 

Training Conference in Las Vegas.  At the time of this 
writing, ITC preparations are well underway at the 
IAAI office and elsewhere.  The employees of the IAAI 
really do hold the organization together and deserve 
tremendous appreciation and respect.  Please thank 
them when you see them at the ITC.

I think this will be an excellent training conference, 
and will be well-attended by a good cross-section of 
our community and industry. Indeed, for the first time, 
we are partnering with the Insurance Committee on 
Arson Control (ICAC) to welcome their members to the 
ITC and present insurance topics directly relevant to 
our insurance partners.

I am going to go out on a limb here and say that 
this organization is doing well.  At a time when many 
are having to limit and restrict expenditures, we have 
attracted thousands of new members over recent 
years and are holding steady at a record 9,000, which 
is a testament to people understanding the value of 
being affiliated with the world’s premiere industry 
organization.  Our number of Enhanced Chapters  
has increased dramatically, and our budget is solid  
and prudent.

We didn’t get here by accident.  In the last few 
years we have worked hard to show value to the 
membership, to increase our membership numbers, 
to make sure we are on solid financial ground, and to 
have the right people in the right positions.

And perhaps most importantly, we are looking 
outside of ourselves and the fire service to really see 
who else we should be “marketing” ourselves to, and 
whom we can partner with to assure our success.  In 
the last few years, with our Executive Director in the 
lead, we have created and strengthened a number 
of relationships that will help us prosper and reach 
a variety of industries and communities.  We have 
not only been in communication with many other 
associations and professions, but have tried to do 
significant work in other countries and other languages.

The industry is changing.  Business models are 
evolving and organizations are competing for grants 
and membership dollars.  The courts are stepping 
up their scrutiny of our qualifications and our work.  

Students are coming into the profession, and we are 
gaining more investigators who didn’t come from 
traditional fire service backgrounds.  If we want to 
keep thriving, we need to keep an “outward looking” 
approach.  The industry is no longer such that we can 
be successful just marketing to ourselves.

If asked what our greatest successes were 
during this past year, I would point to several things 
(without attempting to take credit for them):  First, our 
international outreach and work in other languages has 
been very successful and is enhancing fire safety and 
investigator knowledge in many countries.  Second, our 
renewal of the Health and Safety Committee will result 
in tangible benefits for all of us in keeping us safer.  
Third, we have made changes in training and hired a 
Training Manager and I believe that will be evident in 
2017.  Finally, our focus on forensics is going to keep 
our members current in the changing nature of science 
and the courts, which will benefit them professionally.  
Each of these projects is yielding real benefits for real 
people and will continue to do so well into the future. 

On the negative side, we didn’t receive a CFI 
Trainer grant award this past year (although we have a 
solid contingency plan in place), and I am disappointed 
by the size of the challenge we have encountered in 
getting our programs and training into other languages.  
These are things that I am confident we will continue 
working on and overcoming.

On Tuesday night at the ITC banquet, I will be 
turning over the presidency to Scott Bennett, who is a 
decisive leader, a good person, and embodies the true 
spirit and ethic of the IAAI.  I look forward to supporting 
Scott as he does this interesting and amazing job, and 
I hope you will too.  I will remain on the executive board 
as Immediate Past President for the upcoming year, 
and intend to stay active in this organization for a long 
time to come.

My personal and professional best wishes, and 
thanks for the opportunity to serve you in this position.

George A. Codding
President  2016-2017

18 www.firearson.com Fire&Arson Investigator April2017

ARE WE FACING 
THE DEMISE OF
THE ORIGIN AND CAUSE

INVESTIGATOR?
By Matthew J. Smith, Esq. and Daniel I. Jaeger, CPCU, AIC

18 www.firearson.com Fire&Arson Investigator April2017 www.firearson.com Fire&Arson Investigator April2017 19

ARE WE FACING 
THE DEMISE OF
THE ORIGIN AND CAUSE  

INVESTIGATOR?

In today’s era of “political correctness” age remains one 

of the many forbidden topics. Look around, however, at 

the next IAAI or similar meeting and it will probably not 

surprise you to see the light reflecting off a room full of 

many gray-haired men or glare coming from bald spots 

or bald heads! The reality is we have long been a male-

centered profession and one that is getting older. Given

the lack of statistical analysis, even in today’s data-driven 

world, it falls to more speculation and conjecture regarding 

the impact the aging of the fire investigation community 

will have on the future of this profession and those who 

depend on its services.

What is not subject to debate, however, is the fact we are 

annually losing a large number of highly experienced and 

qualified fire investigators either through retirement or the 

aging process. What is perhaps even a greater concern is 

overall we are not that old of a profession. While fire has 

existed for longer than man has populated this planet, the 

actual scientific investigation of fire losses has largely only 

been recognized within the life-span of some investigators 

still practicing today. The combined effect is we are losing 

many experienced fire investigators while also entering 

an era where those original trailblazers who laid the 

foundation for the scientific analysis of origin and cause 

investigation will no longer be with us. The impact of the 

loss of the combined knowledge, skill, and experience of 

an entire generation will soon pass. The question remains 

what the impact will be on our profession and those in the 

public and private sector who rely upon high quality fire 

investigations.

All is certainly not lost as an entire new breed and 

generation of fire investigators are rising like a phoenix 

from the work of the generation before them. These 

investigators are not only younger but oftentimes have 

garnered their skills, knowledge, and experience from 

textbooks, online classes, universities and laboratories 

rather than starting careers as volunteer firefighters and 

moving up the traditional chain of command. For many 

years we have weighed the advantages and disadvantages 

of “old school” versus “new school” fire investigators, but 

the reality is the factors of age and time will continue to 

tip the scales in favor of a newer and younger team of fire 

investigators emerging across our nation.

So which is better? Ask any experienced prosecutor or 

civil trial attorney and they will tell you both the “old” and 

“new” schools of fire science investigation have distinct 

advantages and disadvantages. In the final analysis, 

however, the fire expert who best connects with the jury 

and judge in explaining fire science, what they did on the 

scene and in the lab, and why and how they reached the 

opinions and conclusions they are testifying to remains 

the strongest expert and one universally sought out for 

testimony.

We will leave it to other authors to address the gender 

change in fire investigation science which is also more 

prevalent today than ever before. The rise of highly 

confident and skilled female fire investigators certainly 

brings more diversity and backgrounds to what has 

traditionally been a male-dominated profession. While 

today many more women are entering the field of fire 

science, like their male counterparts, equally many of the 

female leaders who stormed the battlefield of the once 

virtually all-male world of fire investigations, are also 

becoming older and often without true recognition for the 

battles they fought to open this profession to women.

Realizing the lack of statistical data on the subject of age 

in the realm of fire science, and as part of addressing the 

question of impact of the aging of the fire investigation 

professionals, IAAI recently conducted a survey of its 

membership on this topic. Responses were sought from 

both public and private sector fire investigators. The results 

are telling even if not surprising.

The results of the survey pool included responses 

from both public sector (39 percent) and private sector 

(54 percent) respondents. Of those combined survey 

No, this is not another article 

regarding computers and robots 

replacing human beings. At least for the 

foreseeable future fire investigations will remain in the realm of human 

beings. Instead, this article addresses the literal question of the “demise”

of an entire generation of experienced fire investigators through retirement 

and of course, actual death.

continued on page 20
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Motion to accept the recommendation of the EP&G Committee regarding the EP&G 
complaint Case #16-02 and that 1. IAAI membership be revoked and that, 2. IAAI-CFI 
certification be permanently revoked and that he be barred from future application in the 

IAAI-CFI program or any other IAAI certification or designation programs, and  
3. the action be publicized in the F&AI magazine but the name be withheld from 
publication.  With this final notice in the journal, this EPG case is considered closed. ■

From Left to Right:

James White 

Jeffrey Harloff 

Samantha Shannon, Esq. 

Van Presson, IAAI Instructor

Chris Konzelmann, Esq.  

Harry Seibert 

Rachael Klein 

Mark McCullough 

Craig Williams 

Joel Sipe

Expert Witness Courtroom Testimony     
Crofton, Maryland February 7-9, 2017
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IAAI Reader Feedback
J. Q. Quintiere
Prof. Emeritus, U of MD
The article by Chad Campanell and Steve Avato on fire patterns is extremely 
valuable.  They have done careful and well documented experiments.  I agree that 
ventilation is responsible for many of these clean burn patterns on gyp-board, but I 
want to amplify why there are also the same patterns remote from the opening and 
at the origin.  They show this clearly in Figure 9 where the fire is well away from the 
door and in a corridor-like region between the bed and the wall.Here is my hypothesis on a clean burn persisting after a fully involved room fire.  A fire origin near gyp-board (even far away from the vents) will leave a persistent clean burn.  Here is how that happens.1. Soot deposits on a surface due mainly to tempera-ture difference.  
2. An early fire against a wall sill deposit soot to the cold wall and all that follows in the plume stream.3. A turbulent fire has a lot of unburned oxygen in its flaming core.

4. That oxygen oxidizes the soot on the wall where the flame is impacted.

5. When the room become fully involved, the fire will not fill the space (for normally vented rooms);6. The fire moves toward the source of air; the vents.7. The area of origin is now depleted of oxygen, the temperatures of the gas and wall surfaces are similar and therefore no further soot is deposited to mask the clean burn pattern.8.  This hypothesis allows a conclusion that the far-thest clean burn pattern from the vents is near the area of origin.
 We offered to study this in two proposals but were always turned down.  A careful study of the elements in this hypothesis could establish a useful conclusion for clean burn patterns.

Dear Reader,
The authors (CDC / SJA) are both humbled andgrateful for Dr. Quintiere’s comments regarding“Fire Origin Pattern Persistence” (Fire & Arson Investigator, Oct.2016.)  As a recognized pioneer in the application of fire engineering and dynamics principles to fire investigation, his input is invaluable and validates many of the discussions we have had regarding the scientific underpinnings of this pattern persistence.  As stated in our discussion, it seems that the genesis of the pattern’s resilience is related to the fire’s impact on the boundary during the early stages of a compartment fire when the environment is quite different than at flashover.  As Dr. Quintiere notes, the early fire deposits soot onto the relatively cool wall while there is still plenty of oxygen available for diffusion into the reaction zone.His suggested mechanism for the creation of the origin patterns is consistent with and, we believe, supported by our observations during the myriad tests conducted in support of this paper.  As the fire moves away from the initial area of origin (provided it is not in a vent path), the available oxygen in the compartment is diminishing and burning decreases away from ventilation.  The hot boundary margins do not “accept” any more soot deposition and burning is greatly reduced in the vitiated atmosphere.  The “clean” burn that occurred in the early stages of the fire becomes “frozen” at or near the fire’s initial point of impact on the gypsum wall.  “New”

burn damage can only occur where the oxygen intake is sufficient to support flaming combustion; at / in the ventilation flow path.

“Fire Origin Pattern Persistence” is a description of empirical proof that careful analysis of fire patterns can be relevant and essential in localizing the origin of a compartment fire.  We agree that this paper should only be viewed as an opening salvo in what we hope is continuing scientific and epistemologically relevant research into both “clean burn” patterns and fire origin patterns.  We join Dr. Quintiere in calling for additional funding for research into an area that could return significant dividends in terms of a fire investigator’s ability to accurately identify an area of origin. Better, science based, analysis of fire origin patterns will translate into both fewer mistaken “incendiary” determinations and, conversely, more robust criminal prosecutions where and when warranted.  Again, we thank Dr. Quintiere for not only his comments, but his leadership, mentorship and dedication to enhancing knowledge-based fire investigations. 
Steven J. Avato, CFI
Assistant Fire MarshalLoudoun County Department of Fire and Rescue23675 Belmont Ridge Rd.Ashburn, VA 20148
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The IAAI Training & Education Committee and Training Office 
have been very busy getting new training offerings online for our 
membership.  The T&E Committee’s primary focus continues to be 
updating our curriculum and developing several new offerings for this 
training year. 
 
The Expert Witness Courtroom Testimony class is updated and 
will be available mid-summer.  This program continues to be one of 
our most popular. Successful completion of this class satisfies the 
courtroom testimony requirement for attaining the IAAI Certified Fire 
Investigator (IAAI-CFI®) certification.

The Expert Report Writing class has been finalized and is now 
available for your training location.  This class will cover some basics, 
but will primarily address the finer points of constructing your report.  
A strongly supported written report is your best asset when testifying 
or giving depositions, and this class will give you the skills and 
techniques to do so.  

The T&E Committee continues to develop One-Day classes that 
have proven to be extremely popular among our members.  We have 
recently added two new offerings to our One-Day classes:

• Giving Better Depositions and Trial Testimony will sharpen 
those skills and techniques that are critical when investigators 
testify to their findings.  A good class for the experienced 
investigator as well as newly appointed investigators looking to 
build their skill sets.

• Investigating Fires for Subrogating Insurance Carriers is 
tailored to those aspects of fire investigation that play a key role 
in subrogation.  Anyone who investigates fires for insurance 
carriers would benefit greatly from this class.  

These and other One-Day classes are ideal for inclusion in your 
State Chapter training conferences, or as a standalone training 
event.  Some of them are filling up quickly, such as the NFPA 921 
Update. We already have five scheduled across the country this 
year with two more in the process of getting approved.  If you are 
anticipating scheduling training from IAAI in the next 12 months, don’t 
delay.    Contact the IAAI Training Office soon to ensure your dates are 
available.

Moreover, speaking of the Training Office, as mentioned in the January 
issue of the Fire & Arson Investigator Journal, your new Regional 
Training Manager Gary Thorstenson is onboard and ready to assist. 
There is more than one way to host a class with the IAAI: The offering 
can be hosted with individual student sign-up or offered as a contract 
class with your chapter or association.  Either way, IAAI provides 
expert instructors and training materials that are current and on the 
cutting edge of the industry.  Please take the time to go online to www.
firearson.com and review all of the offerings. Additionally, we are 
actively working on changing the training section of the site, along with 
launching an IAAI Training App.  If you or your chapter would like to 
host a training offering, please contact us Training@firearson.com.

As the Global Leaders in Fire Investigation®, IAAI can provide the 
subject matter experts for all your training needs. This goes well 
beyond just educating the members of your chapter. If you need 
training at the local, state or federal level please reach out to our staff 
for assistance. Please feel free to contact us with any suggestions you 
may have, and remember the IAAI is always here for you and your 
chapters and associations.
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SUCCESSFUL SERIAL 

ARSON INVESTIGATIONS: 

A SURVEY 
AND ANALYSIS
by ATF Special Agent Devin O’Brien, ATF/IAAI CFI

While significant research and literature is available related to the 

backgrounds and profiles of serial arsonists, very little is available 

regarding the methods and techniques successfully employed to 

identify, capture, and prosecute these dangerous offenders. This 

research focuses on the analysis of data obtained from the surveys of 

16 successful investigations that identified and captured serial arsonists 

responsible for at least 500 fires. The goal of this research was to 

attempt a better understanding of what commonalities successful serial 

arson investigations may share and to identify any aspects that may 

enhance the probability of success for future investigations.
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RESEARCH METHODS 

The target cases for this survey were those in 

which a serial arsonist - defined for the purposes of 

this research as a fire setter who has started three 

or more fires with a significant cooling off period 

between fires (Douglas/Burgess et al. 1992) - was 

identified and captured. The data analyzed from 

these cases was collected primarily through the 

use of a questionnaire distributed to Certified Fire 

Investigator (CFI) Special Agents of the Bureau 

of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives 

(ATF) with a request for further distribution to any 

investigators that had been personally involved 

with an investigation in which a serial arsonist 

was positively identified. In addition, the author 

completed a questionnaire based on a case from 

personal experience and another based on data 

from a presentation by the lead investigators 

for the Thomas Sweatt (Washington, D.C. serial 

arsonist) investigation. 

The questionnaire discussed above consisted 

of 46 questions organized in four subsections. 

In addition to limited biographical information 

and case status, the principal sections involved 

the modus operandi (MO) and signature of the 

arsonist, and the method(s) by which the arsonist 

was identified and arrested. 

RESEARCH LIMITATIONS 

The data collected and analyzed for this project is 

based on both objective and subjective information 

provided by investigators with first-hand knowledge 

of the surveyed investigations (most were lead 

investigators). A statistical sample was not used for 

the cases selected and therefore the data will not 

represent a statistical average for serial arsonists 

or any sub-group. The surveys relied on voluntary 

participation of the investigators who received the 

request and comprise only the cases chosen by 

the respondents. 

SUBJECT BACKGROUNDS AND METHODS 

The 16 serial arsonists identified in the 

questionnaires were predominantly male (13 of 

16) and white (13 of 16). The other ethnicities 

represented were 2 African-Americans and a 

Native-American. The average number of fires 

attributed to these serial arsonists was 13.4 (not 

including Thomas Sweatt who is believed to have 

set more than 300 fires – a number that skewed 

the results when considering that the next highest 

total was 32 fires). Slightly more than half of the 

subjects (7 of 15) had significant criminal histories 

prior to their arrests in these cases. Two subjects 

had only minor criminal histories and 6 had no 

known criminal histories prior to their capture. 

Criminal history data was incomplete on one of 

the questionnaires. None of the 16 subjects were 

reported to have been a member of the fire or 

police services. 

Case status 

Each of the 16 offenders studied for this project 

were arrested and charged with arson related 

offenses. While criminal proceedings were still 

pending for two of the subjects, all of the remaining 

14 offenders were convicted under arson statutes. 

Nine (9) were convicted in state court, 1 was 

convicted exclusively in federal court, and 3 were 

convicted of offenses in both court systems. One 

of the serial arsonists was actively serving in the 

military and was convicted in military court. Most 

of the subjects were charged with multiple counts 

of arson but the number of charges, as expected, 

was a fraction of the total number of fires attributed 

to the arsonists by the investigators involved. 

The questionnaire included an item regarding 

the results of any psychological evaluation of the 

arsonists but the resulting data was incomplete 

due to frequent unavailability of results to the 

participating investigators. 

MODUS OPERANDI (MO) AND SIGNATURE 

This subsection of the questionnaire sought 

data related to the methods used to accomplish 

the crimes (MO) and rituals or acts important to 

the arsonist but not necessarily important to the 

success of the fire setting (signature). These items 

were included in the data collection in an attempt 

to analyze whether offenders were being identified 

and/or caught through recognition or prediction of 

unusual behaviors or because of or in spite of their 

chosen fire setting methods. 

Daylight vs Cover of Darkness 

All of the arsonists surveyed set fires during 

nighttime hours under the cover of darkness. 

Seven (7) offenders also set some of their fires 

in daylight, but all but one of these set only a few 

fires without the cover of darkness. Of the daylight 

fires set, 5 of the 7 subjects were hidden from view 

by other means with only two notable exceptions 

- Christopher Mock and Thomas Sweatt - who set 

fires in daring fashion both in daylight and public 

areas. Christopher Mock set a number of fires 

in broad daylight in stairwells and doorways of 

occupied buildings and Sweatt admitted to setting 

several fires to taunt police while they investigated 

the scenes of other fires he had set. With the 

continued on page 12
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