SANTA FE COUNTY FIRE DEPARTMENT

ID NUMBER: PRIVATE 

PRIVATE 
Chief’s Directive:
Fire Cause Investigations

Date: 01-24-01tc  \l 2 "Chief’s Directive\:
____________________________

Date\:  12-16-1998"
PRIVATE 








Page 1 of 8tc  \l 3 "Holiday Pay, Holiday Premium, Sick and Annual Leave

Page 1 of 2"
PRIVATE 
________________________________________________________________________tc  \l 3 "________________________________________________________________________"









[     ]  Policy










[ X ]  Directive










[ X ]  Informational

Purpose: 

 The purpose of this document is to establish guidelines for the safe and systematic investigation or analysis of fire or explosion incidents.  Fire investigation or analysis and the accurate listing and documentation of origin and cause is fundamental to the protection of lives and property from the threat of hostile fire or explosion.

Policy:
This policy is designed to produce a systematic process by which effective fire investigation of origin and cause can be accomplished.  As every fire and explosion is in some way different and unique from any other, this document is not intended to be all inclusive.  However, this framework or model for the investigative process, described herein, is based upon nationally recognized standards and process.

Procedures:

A.  All incidents under the jurisdiction of the Santa Fe County Fire Marshal involving fire either of a suspicious nature or with property damage exceeding $5,000.00 and/or explosions shall be investigated by Fire and/or Sheriff’s Department personnel qualified to do so.

1.  Fire/explosion investigations with the County of Santa Fe are  joint operations between



the Fire (SFCFD) and Sheriff’s Departments (SFSO). Santa Fe Arson Task Force activation may also occur through Santa Fe Dispatch at 438-5144.

2.  Due to the different responsibilities attendant to each agency and specialized abilities and resources, SFCFD and other agencies will assist one another during the investigation process.  The responsibilities listed below are normally assigned at the scene when a fire or explosion is investigated for origin and cause:

a.  Traffic and crowd control, and criminal investigation is the primary responsibility of the Police Department (SFSO).

b.  Fire suppression, rescue activities, scene safety, and EMS are the primary responsibility of the Fire Department (SFCFD).  No person from any agency will be permitted to enter the scene until cleared by Incident Command.

c.  Protection and preservation of the scene and the collection of evidence shall be a cooperative effort between SFCFD and SFSO.  NOTE:  Protection of the scene normally involves the denial of access by unauthorized persons.  Preservation normally involves the documentation and collection of evidence in conjunction with not disturbing the scene unless necessary to carry out firefighting/rescue activities, or ensuring safety.

d.  SFSO has primary responsibility for evidence documentation and collection.  SFCFD will assist us as needed or requested.  (See Attachment A).

e.  Crime scene search shall be a cooperative effort between SFCFD and SFSO.  At least one representative from each Department will be present.

f.  The SFCFD will maintain containers suitable for the collection of evidence.

g.  SFCFD and SFSO will coordinate the release of information to the media, family members, property owners, business owners and insurance agencies by designating a single point of contact.

B.  Training will be a cooperative effort between SFCFD and SFSO.

1. All SFCFD and SFSO fire investigators shall receive training on National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) Standard 921, Guide for Fire and Explosion Investigations.

a.  NFPA 921 shall be utilized to assist SFCFD and SFSO staff charged with the

responsibility of investigating and analyzing fire and explosion incidents, and rendering opinions as to the origin, cause, responsibility or prevention of such incidents.

C.  The Incident Commander on scene shall notify the Fire Marshal or his designee of all responses to fire/explosions.

1.  The Incident Commander on scene shall ensure that a qualified on-duty fire investigator is assigned to assist the fire investigation team.

2.  The Incident Commander on scene shall assign an SFCFD crew to assist the fire investigation team.

3.  The Incident Commander shall ensure air quality monitoring is conducted and environmental conditions are adequate, prior to allowing the fire investigation to commence.


4.  The Incident Commander on scene shall brief the fire investigation team prior to turning the scene over for investigation.  A fire investigation team leader shall be appointed by the Incident Commander, or the Fire Marshal, if on scene.

D.
The Fire Investigation team leader shall ensure that the following items are addressed to maximize 
investigative efforts and comply with nationally recognized standards:

1.  Fire Investigator Safety

a.  Respiratory hazards

b.  Structural hazards (i.e., flooring, overhead, etc.)

c.  Presence of hazardous substances

d.  Personal protective equipment (PPE), (i.e., gloves, hard hat, footwear, respiratory protection when needed, hearing protection when needed, eye protection).

e.  Adequate scene security.

2.  Fire Scene Examination

a.  Backwards theory investigation shall be conducted from the exterior to the interior, and from the least damaged to the most heavily damaged areas.  Examine the entire occupancy, even rooms or areas where no fire damage occurred.  NOTE:  The direction of heat flow, lowest point of burning, ceiling damage, fire patterns, glass char, line of demarcation, signs of forced entry, etc.

b.  Utilize systematic approach relating the investigations to the following scientific methods:

1.  Recognize the need.  In this case a fire or explosion has occurred and the cause must be determined and listed so that future, similar incidents can be prevented.

2.  Define the problem.  Having determined that a problem exists, the investigator(s) must define in what manner the problem can be solved.  In this case, a proper origin and cause investigation must be conducted.

3.  Collect data.  Facts about the incident are now collected.  This is done by observation, experiment, or other direct data gathering means.  This is called empirical data because it is based on observation or experience. 

4.  Analyze the Data (Inductive Reasoning).  All of the collected and observed information is analyzed by inductive reasoning.  This is the process in which the total body of empirical data collected is carefully examined in the light of the investigator’s knowledge, training, and experience.  Subjective or speculative information cannot be included in the analysis, only facts that can be clearly proven by observation or experiment.

5.  Develop a Hypothesis.  Based on the data analysis, the investigator must now produce a hypothesis to explain the origin and cause of the fire or explosion incident.  This hypothesis must be based solely on the empirical data collected.

6.  Test the Hypothesis (Deductive Reasoning).  All other reasonable origins and causes must be eliminated.  The investigator does not have a provable hypothesis unless it can stand the test of careful and serious challenge.  This is done by the principal of deductive reasoning, in which the investigator compares his/her hypothesis to all known facts.  If the hypothesis cannot withstand an examination by deductive reasoning, it must be discarded as not provable.

3.  Documentation/Recording

a.  Document all pertinent information related to the investigation in the form of field notes, (i.e., facts, observations, questions and answers, incident information, scene information, suppression information, etc.)

b.  Sketching is yet another step in the documentation of evidence, and involves preparing diagrams/sketches of measurements for the location of evidence.  The rough sketch is made at the scene of the investigation after the preliminary search of the scene, but before movement or removal of any evidence.  The legend is an explanation of the signs, symbols, or characters used in the sketch and must be consistent with the ones appearing in the legend, examples:  (See Attachment B and C).


N = North

S  = South

E = East

W = West

A = Access




c.  Photography is used as a visual representation of the fire scene, and can be made by using either film or video photography.  SFCFD shall utilize both whenever possible and as soon as practical.

1.  All photography shall be logged utilizing SFCFD photo log Evidence Report, see Attachment A, and surrendered to SFSO in order to maintain the chain-of-custody.

d.  SFCFD Investigative Reports shall provide a description of the time, date, incident number, address, manner of dispatch, investigative personnel dispatched, occupancy type and construction, incident commander, weather conditions, and fire suppression companies on scene.  Include observations of the scene, physical evidence, indicators, point of origin and cause determination.  Refer to, and attach statements of those interviewed, information on insurance and policy data, if known, statements by firefighters and police officers, and attach all photography work of the incident.

1.  Reports shall be written in the third person, referring to one that is neither the speaker or writer, nor the one to whom the report is addressed. Report format shall follow standard SFCFD report (attached).

2.  Never make a statement without telling the reader the source of the information.  NOTE: You may be the source, a witness, telephone,  reporter, victim, or another investigator/officer may be also the source.  Attribution will preserve your objectivity and credibility.




3.
Use direct quotations; the subject’s own words are often the best information.





Avoid jargon; the codes, abbreviations and verbal shortcuts we use in our field 




notes do not translate well to investigative reports.

4.  Avoid jargon; the codes, abbreviations and verbal shortcuts we use in our field notes do not translate well to investigative reports.


5.
Detailed writing is the essence of report writing.  The more specific a report is, the more accurate it will be.  NOTE:  Precision makes the event, items and conclusions described real to the reader.
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