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8. Introduction to Part II1

This is the second Part of an article that explores the important 
decision to remove Chapter 20, "Classification of Fire Cause" 
from the upcoming 2021 edition of NFPA 921. To better 
appreciate the material that follows, you are encouraged 
to first read Part I. We began by summarizing the steps in 
the NFPA Standards Development Process that NFPA 921 
has completed for this revision cycle. The 2021 edition will 
be issued in late 2020. Part I lists the type of information 
that is available concerning the content of the 2021 edition. 
This information is available for free access in the NFPA 921 
Document Information Page, Next Edition tab.2

Part I also describes the four-category system for classifying 
fire causes (accidental, natural, incendiary, or undetermined),3 
as well as some problems with this system. It explains the 
important distinction between incident reporting (which involves 
fire cause classification) and investigation reports (which result 
from applying the scientific method to determine fire cause). 
This distinction is reflected in a 2017 edition revision to NFPA 
921's "scope."4 The earlier change in NFPA 921's scope 
became a significant factor in the ultimate decision to remove 
Chapter 20 from NFPA 921 in the 2021 edition.

Part II of this article provides further background leading up to 
the decision by the Technical Committee responsible for NFPA 
921 (NFPA 921 TC) to remove fire cause classifications from 
NFPA 921. Part II begins with the position of the Organization 
of Scientific Area Committees for Forensic Science (OSAC) on 
this issue. The actions of the NFPA 921 TC in revising Chapter 
20 in the First Draft of the 2021 edition are then summarized, 
together with the TC's reasons.

Next, the article looks at steps leading up to the NFPA 921 
TC's action in deleting Chapter 20 in the Second Draft, and 
includes comments by those voting negative on the ballot for 
this action. Finally, we cite revisions in other chapters in the 
2021 edition related to the deletion of Chapter 20, and suggest 
some implications of this change.

9. OSAC's Public Input

In considering the value of Chapter 20 to NFPA 921, of 
particular interest was the Public Input submitted on behalf of 
OSAC.5 It is noteworthy that this is the first revision cycle of 
NFPA 921 that OSAC has provided input. To evaluate any input, 
it is appropriate for the NFPA 921 TC to consider the identity of 
the submitter and the entity that he or she represents. We have 
introduced OSAC in previous articles. Below we reiterate some 

salient points relevant to OSAC's stake in the development of 
NFPA 921.

The OSAC Subcommittee on Fire and Explosion Investigations 
focuses on standards and guidelines related to the 
investigation, analyses and interpretation of crime scenes 
where arson or use of explosives is suspected.

One of the Subcommittee’s early priorities was to identify 
standards and guidelines that should be included in the 
OSAC Registry. The Registry "serves as a trusted repository 
of high-quality, technically sound standards and guidelines 
for the practice of forensic science."6 As a result of the 
Subcommittee's recommendations, NFPA 921 and NFPA 1033 
were among the first to be approved by OSAC and added to 
the OSAC Registry.

Another of the Subcommittee's activities is preparing proposals 
for future editions of NFPA 921 and NFPA 1033. The OSAC 
subcommittee submitted four Public Inputs for 2021 edition of 
NFPA 921, and Public Input 282 is one of these four. It calls for 
the TC to delete Chapter 20 in its entirety.

In considering removing the classification system in Chapter 
20, the substantiation of Greg Gorbett Ph.D. on behalf of OSAC 
in support of this Public Input is instructive:

The Classification of Fire Cause chapter attempts to 
assist the fire investigator with regard to the assignment 
of responsibility and with regard to reporting/compilation 
of statistics. These are quite disparate activities that are 
not well served by a single system. Further, modern 
reporting and compilation of fire statistics does not 
use a simple four category classification system as 
is advocated by NFPA 921. For instance, the NFIRS 
system uses a 16 category cause classification system. 
The four class system simply provides inadequate 
discrimination of causes to be useful to the fire 
prevention community. Given the inadequacy of the 921 
categories and the inconsistency of 921 with modern fire 
reporting and classification systems, there is no point in 
providing the simplified method reported in chapter 20. 
Further, 921 has divorced itself from NFIRS explicitly. It 
would be contradictory and confusing to address NFIRS 
in Chapter 20 after having divorced 921 from NFIRS. 
In this regard it is wise to put cause classification for 
statistics outside the scope of 921.

With regard to the assignment of responsibility for 
the starting of a fire, the salient question is that of 
intent. Chapter 20 as currently configured provides 
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Introduction

Proposed changes to NFPA 921 will remove Chapter 20 - Classification 

of Fire Cause, and almost all references to the word "classification" from 

the next edition. Although the Technical Committee's stated rationale for 

the proposed change is to "remove confusion," the Technical Committee's 

actions may have the opposite effect and worse, may have the unintended 

consequence of giving attorneys a new potential challenge to your expert 

opinions. This article will examine the history of fire cause classification 

in NFPA 921 and explain the proposed changes to the next edition. The 

article will conclude with the potential unintended ramifications of the 

proposed change and provide strategies for responding to new attacks on 

expert opinions offered in legal proceedings.

Abstract

This article will examine the history of fire cause classification in NFPA 921 and explain the proposed 
changes to the next edition.  The article will conclude with the potential unintended ramifications of the 
proposed change and provide strategies for responding to new attacks on your expert opinions.

By Thomas Ost-Prisco, Deputy District Attorney, Chester County, PA
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I believe I have reached a new height in “Geek Chic,” but 

my lovely wife thinks I may have reached a new low; I will 

let you be the judge.

Jay Leno collects cars, Imelda Marcos collected shoes; I 

tend to collect apps and lights. I collect apps and lights, not 

because I have such an affinity for these items, but I am 

always searching for little improvements. Searching for what 

is the next best thing and what will ultimately improve our 

service and product to our clients.

There can be no debate that lighting at fire scenes is 

essential in so many ways, from improving your safety to 

being able to document the scene with photography and 

video adequately. But alas, there are moments in most 

investigations where the light fails to reach the dark recesses 

of your scene. Shadows created by the debris in the room 

or the physical location within a structure does not allow 

adequate illumination. Sometimes proper lighting can’t be 

achieved because casting light on an area with a flashlight 

prevents you from operating your camera, carrying a tool, or 

using necessary test equipment (think multi-meter).

I have seen many variations, and imaginative uses, for 

portable lights, flashlights, headlamps, etc. However, often 

they require additional attention, placement, time, and effort 

to get a “better than nothing” light onto your area of interest in 

a fire scene. If only you had super-powers to cast light from 

your fingertips.

Super-powers are not sold on e-bay, and dramatic body 

modifications, though possible, could be costly and painful.  

At the press of a button, I have found a unique set of lights 

that can be at your fingertips, or slightly behind your fingertip 

and thumb.

The LED glove from MNJ Gadgets  

(https://mnjgadgets.com/) Is a one-size-fits-all  

LED glove made of Spandex and Cotton. The 

glove is easy to put on with a Velcro® strap. 

Each glove has two strategically placed, bright, 

waterproof LEDs to light up your work area  

without the need for a flashlight or droplight.  

I tested this gadget by shutting off the lights in my office, 

crawling under my desk, and plugging in a set of speakers 

into the back of my computer without the need for additional 

lighting and only using the light from my gloves. The gloves 

will fit over the latex gloves you wear and are also very handy 

(pun intended) for lab exams and looking closely at fine detail 

that may not be lit up by conventional means without casting 

annoying shadows.

In my experience with the gloves, the LED lights are 

surprisingly bright, and the battery (a single button battery) 

is replaceable. You can order a pair of these gloves or just a 

single glove (left or right hand) on the company’s website. My 

pair cost me USD 30.00.

And on a brighter note (pun intended again), my wife, after 

further review, has found a useful purpose for the gloves as 

well. Apparently, they work exceptionally well when she sews 

and does her intricate needlepoint while crafting. However, 

until they come out with fashionable tie-dyed designs and 

optional bling, she will probably not be borrowing mine.

As always, I encourage you who have ideas or techniques 

that have worked to share them with the membership. I have 

received a few and hope to highlight them in the future. You 

do not have to write an entire article, but drop me an email 

with the idea or technique to irisfire.robert@gmail.com. So 

that my email program does not immediately toss you in the 

“junk mailbox” because it does not recognize

your name, please place “Seen on Scene” in the Subject line 

of your email. After reviewing the email and your idea, I will 

contact you if I need additional information for the article.

“Hand”y 
Lights

These are “Hand”y Lights
By Robert K. Toth, IAAI-CFI®

Figure 1: These gloves,  

from MNJ Gadgets, put bright lights  

at your fingertips.

A Methodology for the Identification and  Interpretation of Damage on Electrical WiringIn order to identify damage to electrical wiring, investigators must look for the characteristics 

of arc melting, melting by fire, and alloying that are presented in NFPA 921: Guide for Fire 

and Explosion Investigations (NFPA 921). The importance of correctly identifying damage to 

electrical wiring cannot be overstated. If an investigator cannot correctly identify this damage, 

the data collected may be of little use to the investigation.
This paper will present a methodology for the identification and 

interpretation of damage to electrical wiring using the characteristics 

detailed in NFPA 921, building on the methodology for the examination  

of the electrical system from a previous article.

INTRODUCTION
An arc, as defined by NFPA 921: Guide for Fire and Explosion 
Investigations (NFPA 921), is “a high-temperature luminous electric 
discharge across a gap or through a medium such as charred insulation” 

[1]. Arcs can easily produce temperatures in excess of 1649 (3000), which 

readily melt copper and steel. As fire impinges on electrical wiring, the insulation 

can degrade, allowing an arc to occur by conducting electricity through the charred 

insulation, by contact between the conductors or by contact between a conductor and 

an adjacent surface. Arcing can also occur from insulation breakdown independent of fire 

impingement. These arcing events result in characteristic damage that can often be easily observed 

after a fire. This damage may be helpful in defining an area of origin, determining the direction of fire spread, determining a sequence of events, or all three. The process of using the evidence of arcing in this manner has been called arc mapping, arc fault mapping, or an arc survey.
Fire-induced melting of materials also produces damage that is unique 

in comparison to melting by electrical activity. Fire-induced alloying, also called eutectic melting, is 

created when two different metals mix during the fire. Damage from these two fire-induced events 

leaves characteristic evidence that can be observed and interpreted post-fire, but can also destroy 

evidence of arc melting. Mechanical impact from collapse or fire suppression activities may also 

damage wiring, and should be considered as well.This paper will present a proposed methodology for the identification of damage to electrical wiring. 

It is the goal that this methodology will aid the investigator with the interpretation of damage to 

electrical conductors, which, if not done correctly, may limit the utility of the information derived from 

the electrical system. Examples of arc melting, fire melting, and alloying will be used to highlight 

the various characteristics presented in NFPA 921. This methodology has been proven for copper 

conductors, but some aspects may hold true for steel, aluminum, and other metals.

By Cameron Novak, PE, AFT
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