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INTRODUCTION

America is burning!  According to FBI statistics, the United States has the highest rate of arson in the world.  Arson is America’s fastest growing crime.  Arson quadrupled during the 1970s and it continues to rise in the 21st century at an alarming rate.

The FBI index reports that juvenile and adult arsons cause an annual average of over 550,000 fires, almost 750 deaths, over 3,600 injuries and about 1.5 billion dollars in property loss.  The crime index also states that 55% of all arson arrests in the United States are children under age 18.  Nearly half of these are age 15 or younger, and around seven percent are under age ten.  The crime of arson has the highest rate of juvenile involvement.
Juvenile fire setting can result from the seemingly innocent acts of naturally curious children playing with matches and lighters or the apparently vicious acts of the emotionally disturbed “pyromaniac.”  Public schools are often the target of delinquent fire setters who usually have histories of school-related problems.  Estimates put the costs related to juvenile arson in America’s schools at about 500 million dollars annually.

For many troubled children, fire setting is a way of releasing anger and frustration and unleashing resentment in an aggressive and often symbolic attack on society.  The motives of juvenile fire setters are varied and complex.  For example, a ten-year-old boy admitted that he set fire to the family home because he was angry with his mother for spanking him.  In another case, a 14-year-old boy stated that he “torched” a vacant building to impress his friends.  In still another case, a 17-year-old boy told how he had set numerous fires over the years so that he could “feel the heat and watch the flames.”

The most common background among juvenile fire setters is a troubled family life.  Problems such as domestic violence, poor family relationships, abuse and neglect cause many children to set fires and commit other delinquent acts.  Their fire setting behavior is often a symbolic expression of inner pain and a cry for help.
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Juvenile fire setting affects us all.  Most of us feel the effects when we pay property taxes or insurance premiums.  Others experience the effects more directly, through injury, the loss of possessions, property or life.  Even the juvenile fire setter is not exempt from the effects of his or her behavior – the problems that cause the fire setting and the consequences of the act may last a lifetime.

We hope that the following information will help parents, professionals and concerned citizens to understand the many aspects of this complex issue.  It also is our hope that the practical application of this information will lead to a reduction in juvenile fire setting, saving lives and property.

                                                                                        Waln K. Brown, Ph.D.

                                                                                        Thomas A. Newnam, B.A.

                                                                                        William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT IS A JUVENILE FIRE SETTER?
A juvenile fire setter is a child who engages in fire-play or the setting of fires without regard for potential consequences such as injury, loss of life or destruction of property.  ARSON is the legal term for fire setting.  The term “arsonist” applies to older youths who set fires willfully and do so with some knowledge of the wrongfulness as well as the possible consequences of setting a fire.
WHY ARE JUVENILES ATTRACTED TO FIRE?
The primitive and mystical appeal of fire fascinates children.  The coloring and flickering of flames is visually stimulating and entertaining, and the crackling sound of fire appeals to the ear and is relaxing.  Experts consider the fascination and experimentation of young children with fire a normal part of growing up that does not usually lead to fire setting behavior.  Parents should not overreact to a child’s fascination with fire.  However, they should make it very clear to young children that any kind of fire-play is unsafe.

WHY DO JUVENILES SET FIRES?

Children set fires for various reasons.  Young children are usually unaware of the dangers of fire-play.  They may start fires because of curiosity or for excitement and adventure.  Older and severely disturbed children generally have more complicated motives such as 1) to gain power, 2) to control their world, 3) to get revenge for a real or imagined injustice, 4) to cover-up another crime, 5) to gain profit or 6) to displace sexual impulses.

WHAT IS THE MOST COMMON REASON FOR JUVENILE FIRE SETTING?

Most fires started by juveniles are the result of young children playing with matches or lighters.  Curious and fascinated by the spark of the match or flint, these children do not have destructive motives.  Unlike the problem fire setter, they get no psychological satisfaction from the fires they start.  They are typically very young and without proper adult supervision.  In many cases, they are old enough to understand the basic rules of fire safety but have not received adequate instruction about the dangers of playing with fire.
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WHAT ARE THE FIRE SETTING PATTERNS OF YOUNG CHILDREN?
Young children usually set fires alone and near home.  They often set fire to their own bed, their mother’s clothing or bed, or to their sister’s hair or possessions.  Experts believe that young children choose symbolic objects to burn.  For example, children who set their own bed on fire may be expressing unhappiness with their home environment, as the bed usually represents security.  The fires that young children set are generally small and revengeful, representing an unconscious cry for help.

WHAT ARE THE FIRE SETTING PATTERNS OF OLDER CHILDREN?

The fire setting patterns of older children generally differ from those of younger children.  Older children often set fires with, or to impress, their friends.  They also tend to set larger fires away from home.  Their motives for setting fires often are quire complex and their fire setting behavior is usually more purposeful and ritualistic.

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN BOY AND GIRL FIRE SETTERS?

Many more boys than girls are juvenile fire setters.  Only about 5% of all juvenile fire setters are girls.  The motives of boy and girl juvenile fire setters are similar, with the exception that girls show more self-destructive tendencies.  Girls usually set fire to their own property, while boys generally attack the property of others.  Girls are more likely to set fires alone, while boys are more prone to set fires with peers.

WHAT IS PYROMANIA?

Pyromania may be diagnosed only if the child experiences recurrent failure to resist impulses to set fires and shows intense fascination with setting fires and watching them burn.  Behaviors that characterize the pyromaniac include 1) making elaborate preparations before starting a fire, 2) being a regular observer at fires, 3) setting false fire alarms and 4) showing an unusual interest in fire-fighting equipment.  Other symptoms can include frequent alcohol intoxication, psychosexual dysfunctions, low intelligence, chronic personal frustrations and resentment of authority figures.
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WHAT IS FIRE SETTING SYNDROME?

Mental health professionals have identified a pattern of behavior common among severely disturbed juvenile arsonists.  Doctors refer to this pattern as “fire setting syndrome,” which includes 1) triggering a fire alarm, 2) waiting for the firefighters to arrive, 3) watching or assisting in putting out the fire, 4) using the fire setting episode as a signal for help and 5) expressing intense sexual excitement and destructive wishes through the fire setting behavior.

WHAT IS FIRE TURF?

Some juvenile fire setters are “recidivist fire setters.”  They pick certain locations in the community, often close to home, as their area for fire setting.  They then return to their “fire turf” and set fires within the same area repeatedly.  Because of their tendency to be stylized and ritualistic, these juveniles often are easier for police to identify than those who randomly select their targets.

WHAT ARE THE MOST COMMON TARGETS OF JUVENILE FIRE SETTERS?

Buildings and other structures are the most common targets of juvenile fire setters.  About 60% of all structural fires involve residential properties, with over 40% of such offenses directed at single-occupancy residences.  Abandoned or uninhabited properties account for nearly 20% of juvenile arson.  Mobile property fires, such as fires in motor homes, trailers, airplanes and boats, account for over 20% of juvenile arson.  Other common targets of juvenile arson include crops, timber, fences and signs.
WHAT ARE THE PERSONALITY TYPES OF JUVENILE FIRE SETTERS?

Many experts believe there are two basic personality types of juvenile fire setters.  One personality type is restless, antisocial and hostile toward other people.  The second personality type is anxious, withdrawn and filled with self-anger.  Both personality types usually come from troubled family backgrounds and have more than one emotional disturbance.  Hyperactivity, poor learning ability and difficulty with peer relationships are personality traits common to both personality types.
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WHAT ARE SOME COMMON PERSONAL PROBLEMS OF JUVENILE FIRE SETTERS?
Juvenile fire setters can have a variety of personal problems, including 1) a history of family problems, 2) a history of physical, sexual or emotional abuse, 3) a history of academic and behavioral problems in school, 4) a history of peer relationship problems, 5) a history of physical or emotional weakness and 6) a history of severe conduct disorders.

WHAT FAMILY STRESSES ARE LINKED TO JUVENILE FIRE SETTING?
Family stress is an underlying factor to nearly all juvenile fire setters.  Children struggling with emotional problems may need only a little additional stress to trigger delinquent behavior.  For young fire setters, stress events such as divorce, a death in the family, the birth of a sibling or the arrival of a new stepparent often precede a fire-setting episode.  For teenagers, fire setting is often the result of anger and resentment directed toward parental authority.  In some cases, this can result from physical, sexual or emotional abuse.  Relationship problems with siblings also can trigger a fire-setting episode.  For most children, fire setting is a symbolic expression of anger and rage stemming from a real or imagined injustice in the family.
WHAT SCHOOL PROBLEMS ARE ASSOCIATED WITH JUVENILE FIRE SETTERS?

Studies show that juvenile fire setters usually have more attendance, learning and behavioral problems in school than do other children.  They also often have histories of poor academic performance, including severe scholastic retardation and grade failure.  In many cases, adolescent fire setters vent their frustrations on the school.  The common pattern is to break into an empty classroom and start a fire in order to send an angry message to school officials.  About 30% of all juvenile arson involves school property.
WHAT OTHER BEHAVIORAL PROBLEMS DO JUVENILE FIRE SETTERS COMMONLY DISPLAY?

Juvenile fire setters usually share the following behavioral problems: stealing, truancy, excessive fantasizing, aggression, destructiveness, hyperactivity, sleep disturbances, poor impulse control, running away from home and a generalized behavior disturbance.  Constitutional difficulties, including physical abnormalities, a history of bed-wetting and sexual dysfunction, are unusually common to this group of disturbed children.
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WHAT ARE THE STAGES OF DELINQUENCY COMMON TO JUVENILE FIRE SETTERS?
Experts have identified a general pattern of delinquency common to juvenile fire setters.  The following stages are listed by the general sequence of their development: 1) feelings of isolation, 2) inability to “fit in,” 3) lying, cheating and stealing, 4) disobeying parents, teachers and other authority figures, 5) withdrawal from family and friends and 6) fire setting.  It is important to note, however, that many juvenile delinquents who follow this general pattern do not resort to fire setting.

HOW DOES JUVENILE FIRE SETTING DIFFER FROM OTHER DELINQUENT BEHAVIORS?

Fire setting is a severe form of delinquent behavior.  It differs from other delinquent behaviors because of who tends to start fires and the complicated motives of the juvenile arsonist.  Poor minority males most often commit the most frequent juvenile crimes, such as theft, burglar and rape, while juvenile arsonists usually are middle-income white males.  Another major difference is that juvenile fire setting is usually associated with mental health problems, such as extreme need for power, which goes beyond the typical delinquent’s antisocial attempts to gain attention, status or recognition.

WHEN DO JUVENILE FIRE SETTERS GO TO COURT?

Although the laws may vary from one state to the next, most often in order for a juvenile fire setter to come under Juvenile Court jurisdiction, the offender must be younger than age 18 at the time of the offense.  If the child was less than 14, there must be clear proof that, at the time of the offense, the offender knew the offense was wrong.  The law states that the juvenile fire setter “must appreciate the intrinsic and moral wrongfulness of the act itself, not just knowledge that there might be consequences.”  Whether young fire setters become involved with the juvenile court or not, they usually receive mental health counseling and follow-up services.

WHAT TREATMENT PROGRAMS ARE AVAILABLE FOR JUVENILE FIRE SETTERS?

There are many treatment programs available for both the younger, less serious fire offender and the older, more serious juvenile fire setter.  Some programs require residential treatment, while others are community-based.  Structured community programs usually emphasize education and treatment, rather than punishment, and may include group counseling, educational activities such as films about fire safety and the role of the firefighter, and field trips to fire departments or the burn ward of a children’s hospital.  Treating juvenile fire setters can be very difficult and usually requires the expertise of mental health professionals.  Parents who suspect their child may be prone to fire setting should enlist the help of a mental health professional.
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CATEGORIES OF JUVENBILE FIRE SETTERS
The following chart depicts four primary categories of juvenile fire setters.  Common motives for setting fires are listed within each category, as well as information about emotional disturbances and category percentages.  Further explanation also is provided below the chart.  Younger children are more likely to be in the “curious” or “troubled” categories, while older children are usually “delinquent” or “pathological.”  The most significant common factor among all four categories of juvenile fire setters is that these children nearly always come from troubled family backgrounds.

                                                                        DEGREE OF               PERCENTAGE

                                    COMMON               EMOTIONAL              OF JUVENILE

CATEGORY             MOTIVES              DISTURBANCE            FIRE SETTERS
CURIOUS                  - playing with fire               low                                  15%
FIRE SETTERS        - start fire by accident
                                     - innocent motivation,

                                       with no thought of

                                       consequences

TROUBLED              - a cry for help                    high                                   40%                

FIRE SETTERS        - displaced aggression

                                    - resolve inner-tension

DELINQUENT         - to impress peers               very high                            35%  

FIRE SETTERS       - to cover-up break-in

                                    - to strike-out at

                                      authority
PATHOLOGICAL   - psychotic ritual             extremely high                       10%
FIRE SETTERS       - symbolic power
                                      enhancement
                                    - displaced sexual
                                      gratification
CURIOUS FIRE SETTERS – Children in this category can be merely curious about fire or have an accident when “playing with matches.”  They may light a cigarette or candle to imitate parents or other adults.  The fires these children set usually are close to home and not started deliberately.  Young children who innocently play with matches or lighters are at great risk of injury or death.  Parents need to teach fire safety to all children, regardless of age.
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TROUBLED FIRE SETTER – Children in this category suffer from serious emotional problems.  They tend to set fires as a way of resolving inner-stress and as an unconscious cry for help.  The fires these children set are usually deliberate and may be trigger by anger, jealousy, feelings of neglect, the need to feel like a hero or the need to control their environment.
DELINQUENT FIRE SETTER – Children in this category often set fires as acts of vandalism, a cover for other crimes, a way of striking out at authority, to impress peers or a way of creating excitement and adventure.  These children are most likely to “torch” objects and structures that appear safe to burn without being caught or anyone being hurt.  Delinquent fire setters usually do not think about the potential damage such fires may cause.

PATHOLOGICAL FIRE SETTER – Children in this category are severely disturbed.  They usually come from families where they have suffered extreme abuse or neglect.  Their fire setting behavior is often highly symbolic and part of a bizarre thinking pattern.  Pathological fire setters are often “loners” who have other character disorders.  They tend to associate fire setting with power enhancement, and their fire setting behaviors are a means of displacing sexual gratification.
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BEHAVIORAL AND EMOTIONAL PROBLEMS COMMONLY

ASSOCIATED WITH PRE-TEEN FIRE SETTERS

The following is a list of behavioral and emotional problems commonly associated with juvenile fire setters between the ages of four and twelve.  It is important to note that children can have several of the problems listed below and NOT become either juvenile delinquents or fire setters.  As a means of safeguarding the health of these children and protecting other persons and property, however, professional help should be considered for pre-teens who chronically experience one of the following problems or who have a history of several such problems.
· Accident proneness

· Aggression

· Anxiety

· Bedwetting

· Cruelty to animals or other children

· Daydreaming or talking about fire

· Depression

· Destruction of own possessions

· Disobedience

· Easily influenced by peers

· Excessive and uncontrollable anger

· Extremely moody

· Fighting with peers

· Hyperactivity

· Impatience

· Insecurity

· Learning disability or learning problems

· Lying

· Out of touch with reality

· Playing alone

· Playing with fire

· Running away

· Self-inflicted abuse or mutilation

· Sleep disturbances

· Speaking in bizarre, illogical or irrational manner

· Staring at fires for long periods

· Stealing

· Stress-related head or stomach aches

· Stuttering

· Teasing

· Violence
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BEHAVIORAL AND EMOTIONAL PROBLEMS COMMONLY

ASSOCIATED WITH TEENAGE FIRE SETTERS

The following is a list of behavioral and emotional problems commonly associated with juvenile fire setters between the ages of 13 and 18.  The thorough reader will note that many of the behavioral and emotional problems listed under pre-teens also are herein included.  This is because there is overlap between the two age groups.  It is, once again, important to note that children can have several of the problems listed below and NOT become either juvenile delinquents or fire setters.  As a means of safeguarding the health of these children and protecting other persons and property, however, professional help should be considered for teenagers who chronically experience one of the following problems or who have a history of several such problems.

· Accident proneness
· Anxiety

· Chronic stomachaches

· Cruelty to animals or younger children

· Depression

· Disobedience

· Excessive and uncontrollable anger

· Fears or phobias

· Fighting with peers or siblings

· Impatience

· Impulsiveness

· Insecurity

· Obvious attempts to gain affection

· Out of touch with reality

· Poor eye contact

· Poor loser

· Running away

· Self-imposed dieting

· Sexual misconduct

· Shyness

· Sleep disturbance

· Staring at fires for long periods

· Stress-related aches, pains, constipation or vomiting
· Temper tantrums

· Trouble with police

· Truancy

· Unusual fantasies

· Unusual movements such as tics and twitches

· Violence

· Withdrawal from family or friends
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TIPS FOR TEACHING CHILDREN ABOUT FIRE
ALL children should learn to respect fire.  They also should know what to do in case of fire.  Their safety and the safety of other people and property may depend upon what they know about fire safety.  The following list contains some of the important information children should know about fire.  Contact the local fire department for additional information.

· Teach children that fire is NOT a toy to play with.

· Explain to children the potentially dangerous aspects of fire – to them, other people and property.

· Keep matches, lighters and other flammable objects where children cannot reach them.

· Instruct children to give matches and lighters to adults.

· Teach children to STOP, DROP and ROLL if their clothing catches fire.  Explain that it is also important to cover the face while rolling.

· Teach children to crawl low in smoke.  In a burning or smoky room, the cleanest air is near the floor.

· Teach children to immediately leave a burning building and NOT go back into it.

· Practice fire drills and use an escape plan that everyone understands.  Show children how to exit from every room in the building.  Establish a place to meet outside the building.

· Train children safe ways to extinguish a fire, as well as how to use fire safety equipment such as extinguishers and alarms.

· Teach children the use of emergency telephone numbers to get help in the event of a fire.  Be certain that children understand that the first thing to do is GET OUT QUICKLY.

· Contact your local fire department for additional materials and fire safety tips for children.  Pamphlets using cartoon characters such as Smokey the Bear are generally available through local fire departments.
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TIPS FOR REDUCING THE RISK OF JUVENILE ARSON
IN THE HOME AND COMMUNITY

Juvenile arson can occur at any time and in any place.  No home or community is completely safe from the juvenile fire setter.  There are, however, ways of reducing the risk of juvenile arson in the home and the community.  The following tips are general guidelines about how citizens can protect themselves and their neighbors as well as help police and firefighters prevent juvenile arson.

· Protect your property by clearing the home or business of fire hazards such as leaf piles, newspapers, trash and other flammable materials.

· Secure all doors and windows to eliminate easy access and to discourage a potential arsonist.

· Alert the police and firefighters of vacant buildings that may pose potential fire hazards.

· Organize fire watch teams and work with neighbors to monitor the neighborhood.

· Be familiar with daily neighborhood routines, and report questionable activities to police immediately.

· Use outdoor lighting to deter trespassing.

· Protect the property by having available safety equipment such as smoke alarms, fire extinguishers, flashlights and folding ladders for window escapes.

· Organize community activities for children.  Encourage their participation in programs such as scouting, organized sports, extracurricular school activities, religious youth groups, the YMCA, YWCA or Boys’ and Girls’ Club.

· Teach your children and other neighborhood children about the serious consequences of fire.

· Teach children what to do if they suspect an arson attempt.

· Cooperate fully with police, firefighters or insurance representatives investigating a fire in your neighborhood.  Provide them with any details you may have seen or heard concerning a fire.  Such information could help in the identification and prosecution of the arsonist.

· Support fundraising and other activities of your community fire department.
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SOURCES OF HELP AND INFORMATION ABOUT

JUVENILE FIRE SETTERS
Juvenile fire setting is a complicated psychological issue that may require specialize help.  The following is a list of agencies and professionals to contact for help with juvenile fire setters.  Refer to the telephone book for names and numbers.

FIRE DEPARTMENT – The fire chief and other members of the fire department welcome the opportunity to talk with concerned citizens and community groups about juvenile fire setters.  They also are aware of specialized programs and community professionals to contact for direct services.

Telephone #

POLICE DEPARTMENT – Most police departments have at least one juvenile officer.  Children who set fires pose a potential danger to themselves and others.  They may benefit from police intervention BEFORE they harm themselves or someone else.  They also may stop their fire setting behavior if they know the police are aware of their actions.

Telephone #

JUVENILE PROBATION DEPARTMENT – Most counties have at least one judge and one probation officer responsible for juvenile and family court matters.  Their job is to know the legal and behavioral aspects of delinquent acts, including juvenile fire setting, as well as the community services available to children experiencing behavioral problems.

Telephone #

MENTAL HEALTH CENTER – Most communities have a counseling center where trained professionals are available to help people with emotional or behavioral problems.  A staff psychiatrist, psychologist or counselor can administer and interpret psychological tests and provide counseling.
Telephone #
CHILDREN AND YOUTH SERVICES – Most communities have a local agency that specializes in matters related to children.  These professionals deliver services to children having social, emotional or behavioral problems.  They also can make referrals to other agencies and professionals.
Telephone #
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