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ARSON IN NSW

ACH YEAR in New South Wales the
E Fire Brigade and Police atiend
between 20,000 and 30,000 fires. Of
these, approximately 12,000 fire incidents
are considered to contain some element
of suspicion, with about 4,000 fires being
directly aitributed to arson. A popular
view is that arson, like many other social
crimes such as vandalism and assault, is
on the increase.

This bulletin presents information on the
extent and nature of arson in NGW. [t
provides information on the cost of arson
and the types of property targeted. It
details the times when arsen is more likely
to oceur, and what incendiary (i.e. fire-
lighting) methods are used. Information is
also provided on the characteristics of
alleged offenders.

The material in this bulletin is drawn
from a number of primary sources: from
the NSW Police Department's Crime
Statistics for 1987/88, from the NSW
Board of Fire Commissicners record of
fires for 1987, and from a study of over six
hundred arson incidents that occurred in
the twelve month period from the 1st of
July 1987 to the 30th of June 1988 con-
ducted by the NSW Bureau of Crime
Statistics and Research.

THE DEFINITION OF ARSON

Arson is the intentional or malicious act of
destroying or damaging property by
means of fire. Legally, arson is dealt with
under the general criminal destruction and
damage provisions of the Crimes Act
1900 (Chapter I1). Most arsens involve
the burning of private property with the
deliberate lighting of fires in shops, offices
and dwellings, and the torching of motor
vehicles being commaon. This list of
targets gives some indication that arson
may be carried out for financial reasons.
The act of arson and subsequent fraudu-
lent insurance claims permits the liquida-
tion of unwanted and/or over-valued
assets - “wrecking for reward” as one

writer put it." Nonetheless, arson of
public property represents thirty per cent
of all cases of arson and indicates that
other motives exist beside fraud. Some
of the motives, other than fraud, com-
monly mentioned' are:

@ revenge, spite and vandalism (particu-
larly in relation to the deliberate lighting of
fires in educational, religious, legal or
palitical institutions);

@ the use of fire in an attempt to conceal
other crimes (e.g. theft, murder);

® pyromania {while popularly entertained
as a cause of arson may, realistically, be
invalved in only a very small proportion of
all arson incidents).

THE INCIDENCE
OF ARSON IN NSW

Arson has been labelled “clearly the
fastest growing crime in the western
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world”. 2 Tha situation in Australia may be
taken as a reflection of the magnitude of
this world-wide problem. In NSW, the
rate of reported arson has doubled every
eight years since 1964 ?, and for every
one established arson, there are approxi-
mately six fires that are considered to be
suspicious or likely to have been deliber-
ately lit * (Figure 1).

As with most crimes, the incidence of
arson is best expressed as a rate (i.e. the
number of arsons per 100,000 head of
population) which takes into account any
fluctuations in the size of the population.
The NSW Police Department indicates
that there were 2,169 recorded arson
oifences in 1987/88 representing a rate of
39.5 offences per 100,000 persons.® Over
the fourteen year period from 1975 to
1988, the NSW arson rate increased by
365% on the 1975 rate of 8.5 offences per
100,000. Population, over the same
peried, increased by only 14.3%. ¢ How-
ever, since 1985/86 the arson rate
appears to have dropped by around 31%
{Figure 2).

While the rising trend in arson is
alarming, the general apparent increase
in the NSW arson rate should not be
attributed solely to an ‘epidemic’ increase
in the crime of arson. The figures may
reflect the actual or real level of arson,
however, a number of factors relating to
an increase in investigative activity, may
contribute to the apparent increase in the
level of arson:

1. the apparent increase in the level of
arson may reflect increased law enforce-
ment activity and intensified invelvemnent
in the crime. For example, an Arson
Squad was established in 1981 and its
operational strength was increased from
eight trained arson investigators in 1981
to nineteen in 1983. As of May 1987, the
investigation of arson (and other crimes)
became decentralised, and in each of the
four regionalised Police Crime Units there
are, at prasent, approximately six to ten
detectives assigned full-time to the
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Of the 2,169 reported arsons, one in
every four cases was selected {o produce
a random sample of 500 arson incidents.
Each selected arson incident was then
coded on a range of variables relating io
the characteristics of the incident {i.e. the
alleged facts) and the characteristics of
alleged offenders.

In addition, similar information was
collected for all 1987/88 ‘cleared’ arson
incidents, that is, for those arson offences
which, at time of coding, involved a
suspect becoming known to the police.

It was considered that an examination
of the nature of ‘cleared’ arson incidents
would provide valuable information on
known offenders and the types of arson
more likely to lead to the apprehension of
offenders. Through the examination of a
random sample of all arsons, the general
pattern and nature of arson would, hope-
fully, be indicated.
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Consequently, there is no accurate esti-
maie of the real cost of arson but the
insurance Council of Australia consider
that direct property losses account for
only 25% of the total cost of arson.” If
this view is accepted it means that arson
costs the people of NSW approximately
$260 million annually. Expressed another
way, in NSW the cost of arson is around

investigation of arson.

2. the subsequent increase in the
number of suspicious fires investigated for
arson, and a greater willingness to record
a fire as arson, may contribute to the
apparent rise in arson;

3. the development of new technologies
that aid in the detection of arson has
resulted in a higher proportion of fires

THE NATURE OF ARSON

|
Where do arsons occur?

Arson mostly oceurs in urban areas.
Police records indicate that two-thirds
(66.9%) of the reported arsons for 1987/

being identified as arson rather than
"cause unknown®.

Despite discrepancies in the way that
fires are defined, categorized and
reparted, both Police and Fire Brigade
sources point to about 17% of fires being
directly attribuiable to arson, with a further
30% containing some element of suspi-
cion of arson. 3 That is, almost one in
every two fires in NSW is suspected of
being deliberately lit.

$48 per person each year.

THE ARSON STUDY

|
The-Bureau of Crime Statistics and Re-
search’s arson study involved accessing
the Police records of 1887/88 fire reports.

88 occurred in the Sydney Metropolitan
Area. Furthermore, the rate of arson in
the metropolitan area (42.5 offences per
100,000} is 22% higher than the country
arson rate {34.7 cffences per 100,000). °
The city 'hotspots’ were the suburbs
contained in the Penrith and Liverpool

_ﬁf’g’ureé ‘ o R :
~-NSW Police Districts: arson rates per 100,000 population

Lismoré countiy aversge

Port Mac: i
THE COST OF iy
ARSON IN NSW Baihurst F :

. Goulburn - B B
An estimate of the cost of arson, de- Broken Hill | Country -
; “ i rosen Fl area

scribed as “very consetrvative” by the Wagga Wagga

NSW Standing Committes on Arson, " Queanbeyan
which considers material damage only, is Maittand”
$65 million annually. * Of this total figure, Dubbo -
vehicular arson alone involves losses of - Albuiry
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effect experienced by studenis and staff
following a major school fire.
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Police Districts where 25% of all metro-
politan fires occurred. These districts also
had two of the highest area rates for
arson (59.2 and 67.0 oifences per
100,000, respectively) only eclipsed by
the Sydney (Central Business District,
Darlinghurst, Kings Cross, Redfern)
District which, with 82.8 offences per
100,000 persons, had twice the metropoli-
tan arson rate. The Newcastle and
Wollongong Police Districts contained
41% of all arsons in country NSW, with
arson rates more consistent with city
areas (51.6 and 51.8 offences per
100,000 persons, respactively) (see
Figure 3}.

What propetty is targeted?
Police siatistics reveal annual changes in
the incidence and rate of arson and also
yearly variations in the type of property
affected. In 1987/88 a 14% increase in
arsens on living premises and a 9.6%
decrease in the number of arsons on edu-
cational institutions was noted. ®

In the Bureau's sample by far the most
commeon form of arson involved vehicular
fires. QOver half the incidents {52.2%)
involved the burning or attempted burning
of motor vehicles. The next most
common arson involved the lighting of
fires in residential buildings {15.0%),
foliowed by fires set to rural property
(13.0%), and to educational institutions
(11.4%) (Figure 4}.

When do arsons occur?

Arson is committed when the risk of being
discovered is at its smallest. Not surpris-
ingly then, 84% of the sampled arson
incidents occurred outside normal working
hours, with 64% of fires occurring after 8
p.m. and hefore 4 a.m. Weekends (from
4 p.m. Friday to midnight Sunday) appear
to provide the most opportunity for arson
with 46% occurring during that period.
Across the weekday period of Monday to
Thursday it was found that arson was
evenly distributed and at a lower rate than
for weekends.

The incendiary method
Identifying the cause of a fire is often a
difficult process requiring great expertise.
Not only does fire tend to destroy evi-
dence but firefighters in the course of
combating a fire may unintentionally
disturb or ruin evidence. In addition,
some attending officers, inexperienced in
fire investigation techniques, may not be
able to hazard a guess as to the cause of
a fire.

The incendiary method was ideniified in

CRIME

63% of arsons sampled in this study. Half
of these involved the use of accelerants,
such as petrol or kerosene, alihough
whether the flammable substances had
been brought to the location by the
arsonist or were found to be available on
site was, generally, noi known. Around
41% of arsons involved the arsonist
igniting materials found to be available on
site {e.g. setling alight curtains, papers,
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which indicate a 7.5% clear-up rate for the
last few years. 8

The small proportion of offences
cleared indicates the insidious nature of
arson. Arson may well be “the easiest
crime to commit” and “the most difficult
crime” to prove. According to the Execu-
tive Secretary of the International Asso-
ciation of Arson “to detect and apprehend
arsonisis takes more technical expertise

Figure 4
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books or furniture), with a further 8% of
incidents involving the lighting of un-
clearad rubbish or debris.

Number of persons injured

In only 1% of the sampled arsons was
physical injury or death an aspact of the
incident. Two arsons involved setting on
fire a body in attempts to conceal homi-
cide. Only one arson incident actually
resulted in a death, and this was a case of
suicide by burning. Of the twelve persons
injured, six were the arsonisis them-
selves, with three of the six attempting
suicide by burning or asphyxiation. These
data would appear 1o support the claim
that “arson is not a major source of
deaths or injury in either relative or
absolute terms”. 2

What proportion of

arson offences are cleared?

An offence is considered 1o be cleared if a
suspect hecomes known to the police. Of
the 500 incidents only 7% were cleared
(at time of coding) with only 5% of
offences resulting in an arrest. These
figures are consistent with Police siatistics

than a homicide™. !

Only a proportion of all arsons wili
arouse suspicion, and only some of these
for practical, legal and ecenomic reasons
will be investigated. Of those investigated
only a fraction of cases will lead to
successful prosecution, as to secure a
conviction for the crime of maliciously
destroying or damaging property by
means of fire requires proof beyond
reasonable doubi, and in many instances
the fire has destroyed much of the
evidence. In addition, for a small number
of relatively "minor” arson incidents
typically involving juveniles, legat action
may nof be taken, or a caution may be
issued. Maliciously destroying or damag-
ing property by means of fire, and
attempts to do so, are considered serious
offences under the Crimes Act 1900. For
acluiis, sentences range from ten years it
convicted of a charge of maliciously
destraying or damaging property by
means of fire (Section 195), to a maxi-
mum of life imprisonment if convicted of a
charge of maliciously destroying or
damaging property by means of fire in the
intention of endangering life (Section
198}. A person convicted of a charge of
maliciously destroying or damaging
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propeity by means of fire with a view to
making a gain {for that perscn or another)
may receive a sentence of up te fourteen
years {Section 197). It should be noted
that offences involving fire are considered
a particularly serious form of criminal
damage or destruction. The maximum
penalty for damage or destruction by fire
is, generally, double that for other forms
of damage or destruction.

What types of arsons are cleared?
One would expect certain types of arson
to have a smaller chance of being cleared
than other types. Vehicles are often
reported stolen in the context of an arson,
and are typically found torched in remote
or concealed areas; school arson aimost
invariably occurs outside normal school
hours, often at weekends, and at night;
rural arsons oceur in sparsely populated
areas. Such factors make these types of
arson potentially more difficult to clear.
This appears to be the case. While
vehicular arson represents over 50% of all
arsons, only 20% of all cleared arson
incidents were of this type. The most
frequently cleared type of arson involved
residential property: 37% of all cleared
cases were residential arsons, despite
this type representing only 15% of all
arsons. In addition, 18% of all cleared
arsons were rural arsons and around 12%
were school arsons.

Characteristics of

alleged offenders

The 1987/88 cleared offences also yield
valuable information on 168 alleged
offenders. |t should be ncted, however,
that because the clear-up rate is low it

Figure 5
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may not be possible to generalise from
the small number of apprehended alleged
offenders to all arsecnists, since those
apprehended may not be a representative
sample of all offenders.

A disproportionately high number (85%)
of alleged offenders were male. In
addition, females were completely
unrepresented in vehicle arson. The
majority (73%) of the twenty-six female
arsonisis engaged in residential and rural
properiy arson. Aside from vehicle arson,
mates were heavily involved in commer-
cial and residential arson.

Juveniles figured prominently in those
apprehended for arson and represented
46% of all alleged offenders. The fifteen-
to nineteen-year old age group contained
over 33% of the total number of alleged
offenders. Around 10% were aged ten to
fourteen years. Interestingly, two alleged
offenders were under the age of five at
the time of the offence. Of al! alleged
school arsonists, 88% were below the age
of nineteen. Also, half of all apprehanded
vehicle arsonists were juveniles. The
twenty- to thirty-year old age group had
the second highest representation with
30% of all alieged offenders.

Approximately 75% of the fifteen- to
nineteen-year old alieged offenders were
unemployed at the time of the offence. In
addition, one-third of the adult offenders
weare unemployed. Overall, around 50%
of all alleged offenders were unemployed
while 23% were blue collar workers and
17% were students or children.

Racial appearance is possibly an unre-
liably recorded characteristic as it is
based on the reporting officer’s perception

Alleged offender's relationship to targeted property (cleared offences)

%  Resigential Commerciat Rural
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Educational

no apparent non-related
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&5%
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of the appearance of the alleged offender.
Furthermore, as mentioned earlier, the
characteristics of those apprehended for
arson may not be representative of all
arsonists. Mowever, it was recorded that
74% of alleged arsonists were white and
16% were classified as aborigine. The
high proportion of offenders of aboriginal
appearance in this crime appears to be an
over-representation in relation to the small
number of aborigines (1.5%) in the
general population &, but is consistent with
the findings of other NSW crime studies 5-°
Both persons of white and aboriginal
appearance were implicated in all types of
arson. The only other group figuring at a
substaniial level (6.5%) was those of
mediterranean appearance, with the small
number of alleged offenders in this group
mainly suspected of commercial and resi-
dential arson.

One regularly debated issue concerns
the arsonist’s relationship to the targeted
property. s arson committed by strang-
ers - irrgsponsible vandals performing
wanton and senseless destruction? Or is
arson performed by “the victim®, or family
or friends of the victim, possibly for
reward or profii? It should be noted that
the alleged offender’s relationship fo the
targeted property is not always ascer-
tained by the reporting officer, and
consequently there may be an cverstating
of the apparent role played by "strangers”
in arson. Nonetheaiess, the cleared
offences provide interesiing information
on this aspect of the crime of arson.

Residential arson appears generally to
be performed by owners (31%}, or
friends, family or tenants/residents of the
owner {31%). In addition, neighbours
accounted for 8% of residential arsons.
"Strangers” were respensible for just over
20% of this type of arson with "locals”
making up the remainder.

Commercial arson appears 1o be per-
formed by owners (21%), friends or family
{21%), or a tenant/resident (21%). The
alleged offender was considered a
stranger in 36% of commercial arsons.

Rural property arson was generally
reported as being committed by strangers
(69%), although 4% of the cleared
incidents were started by an owner, 15%
by a tenant/resident of the property, and
8% by an employee.

Schaool arson was predominantly com-
mitted by a student (23%) or local juvenile
(65%).

Vehicle arson appears to be commitled
largely by strangers (79%). However,
around one-fiith of cases of vehicle arson
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implicated owners, or their families, REFERENCES
friends or neighbours.

Figure 5 sumimarizes arson by the 1. Clifford, W. “Terror, conlutsion and gain: the modern

s . . significance of arson”, Paper presentad al the First
a”eged offender’s apparent relathnShlp to National Conference on Arson, Australian Institvie of
the targeted property. Criminology, 1983.
2. Andersaon, A.. “Automobile arson and its

CONCLUSION consequences”. Paper presented at the First
L3 National Conference ¢n Arson, Australian Institute of

. . Criminelogy, 1983.
Arson is a crime that may be performed

for financial gain or revenge, or some
cther complex motive. The orthodox view
that arson is a senseless crime, another
manifestation of wanton destruction or
“wreckreation” performed by “faceless”
vandals, is not accurate. Much arson is,

3. NSW Standing Commiltes on Arson. Study of the
Fattern and Cosis of Arson in NSW, 1586.

4, NSW Beard of Fire Commissioners, Annual Reporl,
1987.

5. NSW Police Bepartment. NSW Crime Statistics for
1he 1987/8 Financial Year, 1988.

in fact, arson-fraud performed by the 8. Ausiralian Burzau of Statislics. Census, 1987.
"victim", or by persons known to the 7. Evans, J.8. "Arson in Australia: dimensions of the
“victim”, in order to quuidate unwanted probr.em ancf resgurees fo cope”. Paper presented at
. the First Natioral Conference on Arsan,
and/or over-valued assets (typically, Australian institute of Griminolagy, 1983,
prlvate motor VGhICIES', l’eSId@l"ltlB.' 8. Wallace, A. Homicide: The Social Realily. NSW
property, or commercial premises) by de- Bureau of Crime Stalistics and Research, 1986,
fraudlng insurance com‘panles. Many 9. Cunneen, C. & Robb, T. Criminal Juslice in North-
cther arsons are commiited by disgruntled West New South Wales. NSW Bureau of Crime
employees, tenants or neighbours, or Statistics and Research, 1967.
even family, relatives and "friends” of the 10.  Goldbeck, P.F. "The burning question - will the
owner, in order to exact revenge or insurer pay ¥ Paper presenlec.i at lhevFJrst National
. . . . X : LConference on Arson, Australian [nstfute of
retribution. Likewise, the high profile of Criminolagy, 1983.
SCh?Ol Stufjents and SChOOl_ag_ed Olffend_ 1. Resolutions of the National Standing Commiltee on
ers in relation to school arson implies that Arson. First National Conference on Arsan,
revenge, Spite and alienation may be Australian Institute of Criminology, 1983.
similarly involved in many such incidents. 2. NSW Palice Dapartment. NSW Crime Statistics for

Whils the high number of established the 19B8/89 Financial Year, 1989.

arsons and the possibly higher number of
undetected arsons each year is concern-
ing, it is encouraging to note that there
appears to have been a downward trend
in the incidence of reported arson in
recent years in NSW. This apparent
decling is probably the result of increased
and intensified law enforcement activiiy in
the area and a commitment from insur-
ance companies to query and investigate
suspicious insurance claims. 31011

Posiscript

Recently released NSW Police Statistics
indicate that the rate of reported arsons
for 1988/89 was 32.1 offences per
100,000 persons, a reduction of 17% on
the 1987/88 arson rate. Thus, since
1985/86 there has been a steady decling
in the number of reported arsons (which is
at its lowest level since 1983/84), al-
though the clear-up rate for arson of-
fences remained relatively unchanged at
below 8%.
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