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 ISSUE PAPER SUMMARY o R

ArSonfin Oklahoma

i : &

An 1ssue paper prepared by the Statlst1ca1 Ana1y51s :
~Center op-the Oklahoma Crlme Commlss1on dlscusses the crime

of arson.

The paper describes the volume trendS’ rates nature
'and characterlstlcs of persons arrested for arson natlonally,ku
'*aqd in Cklahoma. County-~by- county statistics regardlng arson-
arrests in Oklahoma are also prov1ded for a four year period,

as is data on system process1ng of arson cases for ayrecent

2 year perlod

Included in the paper are brlef dlscu551ons of problems Ca
ilnvolved ‘in descrlblng the crime of arson, and in successful

~investigation and prosecution of arson cases.
In closing, the paper suggests some broad future dlrectlons

;for research/data collection and strategles to help address_
:»the crime of drson’ in the state S ' oy
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?‘_INTRODUCEION

ThlS 1ssue paper 1s the second 1n a series of brlef o

“summarles of ma1or crlme problems in the state of Oklahoma,

_succ1nct format

~planned by ‘the Statlstlcal Analys1s Center of the Oklahoma

QACr .me Commlss1on

The purpose of these papers 1s to gather data relevant

~to a partlcular crime problem from a varlety of sources,

:and dlssemlnate that information to key- audlences in. a

It is not the 1ntent10n of the Statlstlcal Analys1s
Center that these papers be in= depth research documents

kalthough materlals contalned may’ 1ndlcate areas needlng

' further research
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~ARBON,
- DEFINITION
- The willful and ma11c1ous burnlng of another's
. property or the burnlng of one's own property for
some 1mproper purpose ' -
TREND
Number 3 Rate Pér
: - of ' . 100,000
YEAR e  Arrests T Population
1975 . iviins. e L 181 ... TR 6.7 -
1976 ... .o it 225 waii e ies 8.1
% CRANEE v v vusnnnnnns +24.3% ... +20.9%
1977 ----- Ceia e & s ele e d e e . . ‘294 o6 e e s w e b s 0 e 1055
% Change ..........oo0. #30.7% .vunnn e +. 429, 6% ‘
1978 e viwnvins e vee v B3 v i R Unavailable -
"% Change «..v.evenennn -24.2% . oeeennn .+ Unavailable
_ FEATURES , _ —
Most Frequent Month ...... e v e e Unava11ab1e~ b
‘Most Frequent Time of Day B T .« Night =
" Most. Frequent Arrestee: ' ' R
Age Group : ; e ;
Sex ..o el I N e e e
Race ..o euin v SR ; ; i
,;_f i & .é
N 3
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mii i -VOLUME

A descrlpt}on of the volume of arson is extremely dlfflcult
to provide. Fires are generally classified into 5 categories:
Accidental, Natural, Incendlary, Suspicjous, and Unknown Cause.

I+ has been suggested that the amount of arson is best measured
by sthe number of Incendiary and Suspicious fires plus one- ~half"

of the number of fires of Unknown Cause. #1. As Oklahoma apparently
has no central respository of information on fires in the State,

~eveh the above-noted type of ‘estimation on the incidence of arson

is not possible. The closest approximstion, statewide, must,
therefore, be based on the number of arrests made for the crime

- of arson. Needless to say, such a description of voliume will be
. a ‘considerable underestlmatlon of the actual amount’ of this type

of crimé.

During 1978, there were a total of‘223 arson arrests reported

 to the Oklahoma State Bureau of Investigation. Arson arrests
comprised .2% of all arrests made in-the State during 1978.

Thirty-four of Oklahoma's seventy-seven counties (or 44%) account—,

~ed for all the reported arson arrests for the year. Only 6

counties reoorted 10 or more arson arrests durlng 1978 (See Table

I and Map A)

TREND

‘The four year arson arrest trend from 1975-1978, indicates

that such arrests increased by 23.2% overall between 1975 and 1978.

The peak year during this four=year period was 1977, with a total

v of 294 arrests. In 1978, arson arrests were. down by 24.2% from

the 1977 arrest ‘level.

The number of counties reportlng arson arrests has fluctuated

ﬁe,between 1975 and 1978, with 1977 showing the most counties report-

ing such arrests (40 or 52%). -In 1978, 34 of the State's 77

"'countles (or about 44%) reported arrests for arson. Eleven count-

ies have consistently shown no arson arrests over the four-year
period. . Eight other counties have shown no such arrests for the
past three years. The State's two most populated counties (Okla-
home and Tulsa) have consistently accounted for over one-third

vh‘of all the State's arson arrests.. (See Table I and Maps A-D).

o ‘RATE

: In 1977, there were' lO 5 arson arrests per lOO 000 inhabi-
tants in Oklahoma, which is an increase of 20.9% over the 1976 rate.

:j,From 1975 = 1977, the arson arrest rate rose by a total of 56.7%..

T'Populatlon estimates for 1978 were not available at this time; how-

“ ~ever, a decrease in the arson arrest rate of perhaps as much’ as’ '
~.20% from 1977 to 1978 is anticipated. (As the only data available.
,”currently in Oklahoma is arrests for arson, the calculatlon ofa
'?;rate per 100 000 1nhab1tants is approprlate. -However, if d?:lti;,la*a~




gwere avallable on the 1n01dence of arson - Or. number of arson-
~type fires - it would appear that the calculatlon of an arson

rate would most appropriately be based on the number of structures
or buildings at risk. Interestlngly, this distinction in the- '
calculation of arson rates is not made in the national literature -
on arson, perhaps due to the dlfflculty in obtaining data on the
number of structures in existence in a glven area)

NATURE

Very llmlttd data is available in Oklahoma on the nature of
arson, due largely to the fact that arson is not currently clas-
sified-.as an Index Crime and is, therefore, not subject to re-
porting requlrements necessary to describe the nature of the crime.

Natlonally publlshed data suggests that arson is ‘a crime
perpetrated at night and against residential structures (p0551bly
largely against multiple dwelling residential structures.) #2.
These studies further indicate that the use of liquid fire accel-
erants (e.g., gasoline) is the most common method of arsonists. #3.

The National Fire ProtectionrAgency estimated that in 1977,
there were 177, OOO 1ncend1ary ‘and/or suspicious fires in struc-
tures in the U.S. resultlng in the loss of 700 civilian (i.e.
‘non-fwreflghters) llves and $1,159,000 worth of property. - #4.
Such losses do not include losses from incendiary motor vehicle
fires nor incendiary wildfires (Incendiary w1ldf1res, alone, re-
sulted in an estimated $60 million worth of loss in 1975). #5.
Losses are also calculated only on direct ‘property loss, and do
not include the additional costs incurred for fire department
- operation, burn injury treatment, insurance company operating
- expenses, or productivity losses. Oklahoma City Fire Department
figures for an ll-month period (8-1-77 to 6-30-78) indicated that

the 290 arsons. 1nvest1gated resulted in $2 596, 740 property loss,/

‘and 7 deaths. #6.

Tables 2 and 3 prov1de addltlonal data on 1ncend1ary/susp1~
cioug building and motor vehicle fires, along with their estimated
property losses, for the U.S., for 1974. ~Such information is out-

dated and non-state specific; however, it points out some startling

perspectives with regard to fires and the eemlngly 1n51gn1flcant
(compared to the major Index Crlmes) #7 -crime of arson. .

o 'PERSONS ARRESTED

Accordlng to arson arrest data in Oklahoma, persons over- 17

, ”“”years of -age (i.e., adults) .account ‘for over half of all arson
~arrests. In 1978, adults comprlsed 64.1% of all arson arrestees

The majority of arson arrestees are also typlcally White (See
‘Table 4). Males comprise most of the arrests,; representlng 91%
of all adult arson arrestees in- 1977, and 92 4% of all juvenlles

4
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arrested for arson. - In 1977, the mostyfrequently'arrested age

‘group for arson was the 25-29 year old category. For juvenile

arson arrestees, the most frequently represented age group was
those .youth 10 years of age or younger. (See Tables 5 and 6).
Oklahoma s arson offender profile is similar to that documented by
an earlier New York study of paroled adult arsonists, for whom

the average age was 27 years; 80% of whom were White, and 98%

of whom were male “#8. : :

There dre several maln motlves whlch are typlcal of arsonists:

profit, revenge, spite, jealousy, crime concealment, intimidation,

’l_vandallsm, excitement, and- pyromanla. According to a 1964 New

~York City Study of persons convicted of arson, revenge was the

main motive for adult arsonists, whereas vandalism was the pri-
mary motive for juvenlle arsonists. #9:  Several other studies
of arsonists 1nd1cate that such offenders may dlso be characterized

by some or all of the ‘following traits: problem drinking, lower
. IQ, less education, ‘and 81ngle4mar1tal status. #10. (See Tables
7 and 8). R ' S

SYSTEM PROCESSING OF ARSONISTS

According to criminal justice system processing data, there.
were a total of 231 filings for arson in-the State for 1977 and
1978 comblned 31.6% of the cases filed were dismissed; 22.5%

were still pendlng in May of 1979; 2.3% were acqultted-'and 43.3%

e ,elther pleaded or were found gtmlty ‘Twenty-six percent of those

found or pleading guilty received a sentence 1nvolv1ng incarcer-

‘atLOn, these 26 cases accounted for 11.3% of the cases filed.
. In other words, in less than half the arson cases filed, a con-

viction is obtained, and about one-tenth of the cases flled result
in an 1ncarcerat1ve sentence.~ (See Flgure 1).

Table 9. prov1des a brief comparison of arrests/flllngs/con—

~victions for the State and the eleven counties with the highest

number of arsor arrests for the two-year perlod 1977-1978. Filings

are considered as a percentage of arrests, and convictions as

-a percentage of filings. (Caution should be exercised, however,

\t;‘ln comparing arrests with other system processing data, as the-

OOSUMMARY OF ARSON PROBLEMS IN OKLAHOMA

statlstlcal sources are dlfferent and frequently not: comparable)

e

: The main problem in deallng w1th arson in Oklahoma at present

,vl”'ls ‘the unavailability of data. There is no central collection
~~’and storage point for 1nformatlon on fires - by the 5 main cate-

gories previously mentloned = to provide statistics on the inci-
dence of arson. Also, 1nformat10n regardlng the nature of arson

- is not collected by 1ocal law enforcement in the1r Unlform Crlme

Reportlng System.-

In addltlon to lack of data for research on arson, there are,

‘ll~three other major categorles of problems 1n deallng w1th the.

i
3
|
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- crime of arson. - both natlonally and on the State level ol o o 3

s The 1nvestlgatlon of arson cases 1is extremely dlfflcult, . L
as there are usually no witnesses and physical evidence at the Lo
. crime scene is easily ‘destroyed by the fire itself, extlngulsh» A0
Tment materials, and the clean—up process follow1ng a fire. s

There are also admlnlstratlve problems regarding the re-
sponsibility for arson investigations. Fire department personnel
typically lack knowledge of criminal investigation procedures/

~ techniques, while law enforcement staff do not usually have ade-
guate: tralnlng with regard to flre/arson investigations. This
problem is magnified in gyural areas where local law enforcement.
may be severely understaffed and fire departments consist solely
.~ of volunteer personnel. ﬂ The decision of which agency - law enforce-
‘ment or fire department = is to handle arson cases 1s, in 1tself -
a problem in many jurlsdlﬁtnons. G kN

The "State-of-~ the-Art" in arson 1nvest1gatlon also is pro-
blemmatic; apparently, much of the equipment utilized in inves-~
tigating arson is inaccurate and/or inappropriate for detecting
certain causes of incendiary fires. Furthermore, at least some
of the more reliable equipment is prohibitively expensive, es=-
pec1a11y for less populous or smaller. jurledlctlons.

; Finally, the prosecutlon of arson cases is extremely dlff1~
3 } cult. As previously noted, witnesses are very rare, .and thus
' physical circumstantial evidence must be used to establish the
case. Such a situation requires more trial preparation and ex~
perience on the part of the prosecutor, and a consmderable amount i
~oof expert 501ent1flc testimony. #ll ' o s B

SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE DIRECTTONS

It is suggested that the current "Arrest Disposition Re-
porting System" (ADRS) maintained by the Statistical Analysis
‘Center of the Oklahoma Crime Commission, be utilized to compile
arson/arsonist data, with the cooperation of the State Fire Mar-
shall's Office, and the Oklahoma State Bureau of Investigation.
Furthermore, there should be established a centralized collection/
repository point for data on all fires - by the 5 main categories.
‘Local law enforcement should report information similar to that
~required on tpe Index Crlmes, to the Oklahoma State Bureau of
Investigation. If ;the F.B. I..forme/lnstructlons to accomplish
this step are not forthcoming in the near future, the Oklahoma ‘ L

, . State Bureau of Investlgatlon should proceed on- 1ts own to 1nst1—vj’
S tute oUCh a practlce. : : : '

The recommendatlon in: the off1c1a1 jOlnt gu1de11nes of the
| International” ‘Association of Chiefs of Police and thé Internatlonal
'~ Association of Fire Chiefs that fire departments handle flre/arson‘t,‘
:investigations and law enforcement agencies handle the criminal
1nvest1gat10ns once arson has been detected, should become practlce
in all Jurlsdlctlons of the State. LT : . : i ~




~likely to encounter such cases. Emphasis should be placed on
- those geographical areas showing the greatest arson problems (as
currently measured by arson arrests).

i g O

. N : ‘. .::' ; . . ; - .; i . S . ‘; ) /
Specialized training in arson detection, criminal investi- g/

‘gation, prosecution, and case law should be prov1ded to all fire,

law enforcement, prosecutorial, and judicial personnel who are

Consiaeration should be given.to creating one or more cen-

tralized arson detection, criminal investigation,; and prosecution
‘units in the State to provide assistance to jurisdictions which

cannot afford spe01allzed personnel and/or eguipment for dealing
with arson. Existing investigative resources (i.e., the State
Fire Marshall's Office) should be given addltlonal manpower, if

' at all posalble.

D



Table 1. Arson Arrests in Oklahoma: 1975 - 1978

Arrests Arrests Arrests Arrests

STATE
Adair ,
Alfalfa
 Atoka
Beaver
‘Beckham
" Blaine
Bryan
Caddo
Canadian
Carter
Cherokeeg
Choctaw
Cimarron
'bleveland
Coal
Comanche
Cotton
- Craig
Creek
Custer
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‘Table 1.

(continued)

- Aren

1975

1976
Arrests Arrests Arrests Arrests,

1977

1978

Greer
Harmon
Ha;per
Haskell
Hughes
Jackson

Jefferson
Johpston

Kay
Kingiishér
Kiowa
Latimer
LeFlore

: Lincoln

Logan
Love =
McClain

" McCurtain

McIntosh

~'Major
Marshall

Mayes -

ﬁ”4Mﬁrray’ :
 Muskogee
Noble
 Nowata
- Okfuskee
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Table 1. (continued)

i
i

Area

1975

1976

T 1977

1978

_ Arrests Arrests Arrests Arrests

Okmulgee -

- Osage ,
" Ottawa _
- Pawnee

‘Payne -

Pittsburg
Pontotoc
Pottawatomie
Pushmataha
Roger Mills
Rogers .
Semipale

’ Seqﬁoyah

Stephéns 
Texas . -

- Tillman
Tulsa

Wagoner :

Washington -

W@shita

- Woods

0

1
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L
Qo

23
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furt

3
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0
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1

B
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 Woodward - L

Sta

. 1381 [39] 1401 [38]

Counties Counties Counties Counties .
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. -Incendiary Building Fire Losses
" by Type of.Occupancy, 1974 *

=P

: }Type .of, -

e Occupancy

Tétal

“of’ Fnres

' A‘\{;,erage'
Loss, All
Fires ($)

% Irbnc'e'ndiary'

Number ) gt ‘
- or Suspicious

" Estimated
Loss from
Arson :
($ millions)

~ Schools é.nd

~ colleges:

Chiirches

Stprage

Offices and

i baz_}ks }

_,..(Réis,taurants

.- Hotels

: Retai‘l stores
“ Apartment '

B buildings

Hospitals
:‘Nu'r/:ﬁn‘g
~homes

Industnal

Mobxlef homes

Family

~ dwellings .

78,700
151,500

15,600

| 661,400

6,300
6,300

8,900

st
35
34

5,400
168, 500
8,100

2,400 -
2,300
4,800
2,000

31
25

25
o

26,800
30,200

3

9,300 13 600

14, 200
2,600
1,200

60,200 9
29,700 - '

1,300

93

17
153
19

2

g

93
61

61

B3

v‘,’Ta,,bl‘e 3. 

S

P

Incendiary Motor Vehicle Fires,

197 4%

e

. Basis -

Tyof All C
~ Vehicle. -
Fires . .

Nu‘mb’ek;rk ,
~of Fires

Loss Value‘f‘-
($‘ millions)

‘ Incendxary and' ;
‘ f“i'susp:lc:ous : ‘

- 'Incend:ary and

- suspicious plus . :
A ./2 nnknlown ,c‘aus?e,f* :

42,000

274,000 42,9

RO
Y

: *Souroe~ Arson ‘and Arson. Investlgatlon,‘Natlonal Instltute of |

Law Enﬁorcement and Cr:mlnal Justlce, 1977
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, Table 4. Oklahoma Adult/Juvenile Arson Arrests: 1975 - 1978%

 Juvenile | Adult
1978 - :'1978 

JuQenile' Adult
1977 | 1977

Juvenile | Adult j
1976 - 1976

"JuVen{ié ‘fﬁdult

Race (%) ll 1975 | 1975 |

white W 829 |ss.6 W 815 85.5 87.6 | 73.5 @ 8.7 | s80.a

Black 11.4 | 108 @ 148 | 103" 10.5 | 206 @ 125 |11.9

Indian 2.3 | 3.6 3.7 | 3.4 1.0 | a8 8.7 | 7.7

| TOTAL 70 | 111 108 - | 117 105 | 189 80 | 143

‘Percent of
Total
- Arson

- 28.7% | 61.37%
Arrest . . '

48.0% | 52.0% 35.7% | 64.3% 35.9% | 64.1%

J*Source Oklahoma Unlform Crlme Reports for 1975 1978
E . Oklahoma State Bureau of Inveatlgatlon

I
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Table 5. Oklahoma Adult Arson Arrests: 1975 - 1977+
‘Demographic ‘ - f?\
Characteristics . = 1975 1976 1977
. Male 92.8% 89.7% 91.0%
. Female, 7.2% 10.3% - 9.0%
18 Yrs. 11.7%  12.8%* 12.7%
19 Yrs. 7.2% §76% 7.4%
20 Yrs. 2.7% 6.0% 7.9%
21 Yrs. 6.3% 7.7% .8.5%
22 Yrs.. 4.5% 4.3% 5.3%
23 Yrs. 4.5% - 6.0% 3.7%
24 Yrs. 7.2% 5.1% _2.1%
 25-29 Yrs. 19.8%% 8.6% //16L4%*,
30-34 Yrs. 10.8% 11.1%  / 11.6%
35-39 Yrs. 9.9% | 9.4% - 6.9%
 40-44 Yrs. 4.5% 8.6% 6.9%
- 45-49 Yrs. 1.8% 5.1% 2.1%
50-54 Yrs. 5.4% 3.4% 4.8%
 55-59 Yrs. 0.0% - 2.6% 2.1%
. 60-64 Yrs. - 2.7% - 0.0% 0.5%
. 65 Yrs. + Over - 0.9% L 0.9% 1.1%
White -  85.6% 85.5% 73.5%
~Black - 10.8%, 10.3% 20.6%
,  Indian  3.6%  3.4% 4.8%
- " ToTAL 111 117 189
’k *SQurce: Cfime~ih‘Oklahoma repdrts fdr'1975—1977,
' . Oklahoma State Bureau of Investigation.




Table 6. Oklahoma Juvenile Arson Arrests: 1975 - 1977+

Demogréphic,’_l‘ R , - o , : | o
Characteristics . 1975 . ‘ 1976 - ;' et e

Male . e2,9%  98.2%  92.4%
~ Female - 7.1% - 1.8% o 7.6%

10 Yrs. +jﬁnderf; 28.6%*  25.0%*% e 24.8%*
11-12 Yrs. 15.7% = -19.4% 16.2%
13-14 Yrs. - 28.6%*  23.1% = 19.0%
15 Yrs. . 15.7% 3.7%  14.3%
16 ¥rs.  2.9%  10.2%  13.3%
17 Yrs. | 8.6% o 18.5% - 12.4%

White . 82.9%  B81.5%  87.6%
Black . C11.4% 0 14.8% 10.5%
Indian - 4.3% - 8.7% . 0.9%

TOTAL : 70 108 105

*Source: Crime in Oklahoma reports for 1975-1977,
" - Oklahoma State Bureau of Investigation.
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~ Table 7. Motives of Convicted Arsonists, New York City, 1964+

e

Motive . Adults (%)  Juveniles (%)

lRevenge S ;‘, | '”k 47 o c
foT n~?yr9;nania_‘ l B 7‘:‘1 30 . ,‘ | 14

‘ Ldaliéious rﬁiSChief VQénaalian) R 0 : <8
o Crhné conteahnent“., bik . ; 9’ ' ; 2

. Insurance fraud i 4 : 0

~ Table 8. Motives of Paroled Adult Arsonists*

© ° Motive . . _%of  Average Average _ Problem
D M ’v‘e ) ', Subjects Age - IQ - Drinkers (%)

Re&éngé"’ . .58 i | 28‘J, C B4 o 64
fb,’,"‘nyyc‘item’é;ﬁ 18 :23 96 91
| _cfyi‘mg.'c'dn‘cieaylrheﬁt S o222 12 40
|  Fraud e g 29 .y,‘,.'u_o 2

| Transfer (seetext) 7 19 <10 0
"‘.véhdal'is‘fn R TEE TE T

| Averagev“fif G 27‘  ’  ‘590 . 55

‘*f,*Smnxs.‘Arson and Arson Invest;gatlon, National Instltute of
: : Law Enforcement and Crlmlnal Justlce, 1977 :
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SR ~ FIGURE 1.
1 Cases: 1977 and 1078*

System Prbcéssing of Arson Cases

Incarcerated

26
(11.3%)

Dismissed :
‘ “ Pled/Found
Guilty. .

i3 ey
-.é

bl

73 |

(31.6%)

— | 100 |
(43.3%) |

N . \1/

Acgultted

Filed

Pending

-~ s2 :
(22.5%) (2.6%)

T

Arrest D1sp051t10n Reportlng System data for
1977-1978; Statistical Analysis Center, :

*Source:
' Oklahoma Crlme Comm1551on
S
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vg“Geoéraphic 11377&1978 1977&1973; - — 1977&1978
’ Area Arrests- Filings ~ Convictions
 state 517 231 (44.7% arrests) | 100 (43.3% filings)
,.Canadian:Co, V;14 1 (7;2% arrests) 0 (0% filingé)@
"cieyeland Co. 28 : {32.2% arrests) 6 (66.7% filings)
 vComancHe‘Co}k | 13v, »6‘(46.2% arrests) 4 (66}7% filings)
| LeFiore Co. 12 13 (108.3% arrests) 7 (53.9% filings)
(Muskegee.Co; 19 12 (63.2% arrests) | 2 (16.7% filihgsy'
~ Oklahoma Co. 174 59 (33.9% arrests) | 31 (52.6% filings)
okmulgee Co. 9 i‘(11;1%‘axrests)~ 0 (0% £ilings)
1ePott‘7C§ | 14 ,0,(0% arrests)r‘ | 0 (no filings)
| Stephens:Co; " 12 “3 (25 0% arrests) -3 (lOO%Vfilings)’
a*,'Taisa'Co.~  92 1’33 (35 9% arrests)”“‘l2'(36 4% flllngs)f
hFWaShingtén CO; 1 15 l‘5 (33.3% arrests)e: | 3&(60 O% flllngs) ;
A
,:a%SQu;eeeﬁ,‘Arfesﬁ data freﬁ Oklahoma State Bureau of Investlgatloa
... Uniform Crime Report System; Filing and Conviction data
o from Arrest DlSpOSltlon Reporting System;. Statlstlcal
fAnaly51s Center, Oklahoma Crlme Comm1551on

‘Table 9

Loeon

ARSON ARRESTS/FILINGS/CONVICTIONS FOR

1977 & 1978*

~STATE AND SELECTED AREAS:

1

a
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