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March 2003 

Red Flag or Natural Occurrence 
by Thomas D. McAdam, C.F.E.I. 
 
In its chapter 19, NFPA 921 offers an extensive list of indicators of 
incendiary fires, along with a caution that the existence of a single 
indicator or a combination of indicators is not conclusive proof of 
an arson fire.  Many of the indicators found during an investigation 
can be the result of something other than an intentionally set fire, 
and only a thorough investigation can identify what actually hap-
pened. 
 
Multiple fires 
The first indicator given in chapter 19 is multiple fires.  The finding 
of multiple, unconnected fires is often the basis of a finding of ar-
son, but a variety of circumstances can produce apparent multiple 
points of origin.   The natural convection currents from a fire in a 
room take the hot gases to the ceiling, where they spread horizon-
tally to the walls and start banking downward.  The tops of window 
coverings are usually within inches of the ceiling and are easily 
ignited.  The burning at the top causes them to become detached 
from their hangers and they fall to the floor and continue to burn.  
Since this takes place early in the fire, the patterns they produce 
often look like points of origin.  A careful examination of the re-
mains of the window coverings may show whether they burned 
from the bottom up or the top down.  Similarly, macrame or wicker 
plant hangers ignite early and drop to the floor.  A look at the ceil-
ing above a suspected point of origin may find a hook used to sus-
pend a plant hanger. 
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Based in Denver, Colorado, Phoenix  
Investigations, Inc., conducts investigations 
throughout the western United States and 

Rocky Mountain region.  We are licensed as 
required. 

 
For additional information regarding this news-
letter or to request a CV/Resume of any of our 

investigators or engineers,  
contact us at: 

 
1-800-580-7047/303-762-8487 

 
303-762-8510 (fax) 

 
e-mail:  www.phoenixi@ix.netcom.com   

 
PO Box 27297 

Denver, CO  80227 
 

Check our web site at: 

 
www.phoenix-investigations.com 

Flying brands from lightweight combustibles can also give the appearance of multiple sets.  If the origi-
nal fire involves paper, light cloth items, or other similar materials, convection currents can send flam-
ing brands throughout a room or compartment.  Overloaded electrical wiring can heat up along its 
length, but may only cause ignition where the wiring comes in contact with combustibles that are more 
easily ignited.  If these are far enough apart, it may appear there were unconnected points of origin. 
 
Chapter 19 lists several other situations that can produce the appearance of multiple fires.  If examina-
tion of the scene finds there are what appear to be more than one point of origin, each must be scruti-
nized to determine what happened there.  If there are truly multiple points of origin, that is a strong in-
dication of an incendiary act. 
 
There are numerous other indicators or “red flags.”  Even though several may be present in a loss, 
each has to be evaluated independently as part of the investigation.  The determination that a fire is 
arson just because red flags are present is an invitation to a bad faith claim.  Arson is not determined 
by red flags but by finding the origin and cause and eliminating accidental causes. 



Phoenix Investigations, Inc. 
Phoenix Laboratory & Engineering Services 
PO Box 27297 
Denver CO  80227 
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Phoenix Investigations and Engineering Services has  f i v e 
full-time origin and cause investigators, a crew of part- t i m e 
investigators, an electrical engineer, mechanical engineer, 
and an accident reconstruction specialist.  Depending on 
the location, Phoenix can have an experienced investigator 
at your loss site within 24 hours of assignment.  Responses 
in the area encompassed by Fort Collins, Colorado Springs,  
Limon, and Vail are often accomplished the same day. 
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No report leaves the Phoenix 
Investigations office until it has 
been reviewed for content, 
grammar, and punctuation.  
Each investigator’s work is 
read and critiqued by one or 
more other investigators to 
make sure the methodology 
and findings make sense.  If 
the tough questions are asked 
and answered before the re-
port goes out, there is less op-
portunity for the “other side” to 
find fault and jeopardize your 
handling of the claim. 

We do fire origin and cause examinations in the following states: 
 

Idaho   Colorado    Kansas    Montana    Nebraska    Nevada 
North and South Dakota     Utah   Wyoming  

 


