Two million fires — many
of which are preventable —
destroy buildings, valuable
equipment and most tragically,
lives each year. According
to the National Fire Protection
Association, thousands of
fires occur at worship centers
annually, costing
millions of dollars.

Thankfully, even with the
multiple — and seemingly
uncontrollable — causes
of fires, including arson,
lightning and faulty
wiring, there are practical
things you can do to
protect your building,

its contents and your
congregation from this
age-old danger.

Arson

According to the US.
Fire Administration,
573,000 fires resulting
from arson are reported
each year. Arson is the
No. | cause of fires at
worship centers in the
United States. Houses
of worship are easy
targets for arsonists since many
are empty during much of the
week (especially at night) and are
constructed of wood and furnished
with wooden pews, statues and
other highly flammable items.

Fortunately, the risk of arson can
be greatly reduced by making a few
simple precautionary adjustments
to your building and the
surrounding area.
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Prevention — the best way to
keep from getting burned

“In the event that someone does
manage to intentionally start a fire
on your property, the adjustments
you make now can make the
difference between minor damage
and total destruction,” said Paul
Engel, firefighter/paramedic at Fire
Station 72 in Tempe, Ariz.

Visibility is key. The more your
building is visible to passersby and
patrolling officers, the safer your

Another way to reduce fires

being deliberately set is to keep
combustibles out of the reach of
would-be vandals. The Rev. Mark
Adams from the First United
Methodist Church in Edinburg,
Texas, and his congregation learned
this lesson the hard way.

In January 2001, the second floor
of Adams’ building was demolished
when teachers inadvertently left

Fire Prevention: Have a plan and practice it.

building is from arson and other
crimes. Some suggestions for
increasing that visibility include
illuminating the building, keeping
shrubs and trees trimmed, making
sure that signs do not block the
view of the building, installing
security fences and enlisting the
help of others to keep an eye

on your facility.

behind matches after
Sunday school. Though
the arsonist was not
caught, church officials
believe the matches
were used by a troubled
teen to set the building
ablaze.

“Since the fire, we've
requested that no one
use combustibles during
Sunday school,” Adams
said. “We're also making
sure that our new
building is constructed
with 100 percent
noncombustible
materials, such as steel
and cinder blocks. It’s
more expensive but
well worth it”

Lightning

“We heard paint cans
and other things blowing up,” said
Frank Shock, president of the
Windermere Baptist Conference
Center in Roach, Mo., when asked
how he learned about his electrical
storm fire.

Shortly after a thunderstorm, the
maintenance facility at Windermere
burned to the ground.
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background checks
can save lives.

“The ATF has looked
at approximately 1,019
incidents involving

religious institutions
since 1995.”

Mark D. Jones, ATF
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When thinking of crime
prevention, local law
enforcement, statewide
forces and the FBI come
to mind. But which agency
enforces the federal laws
and regulations relating to
alcohol, tobacco products,
firearms, explosives and
arson? The correct answer
is the lesser-known Federal
Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco
and Firearms (ATF).

With the ATF being the
federal government’s
explosion experts, it also

is mandated to investigate
fires at all places of worship
working in partnership with
local and state agencies to
determine the origin. Risk
Reporter talked with Mark
D. Jones, branch chief of
the Arson & Explosives
Intelligence Branch, to
discuss the scope of the
ATF’s efforts.

Risk Reporter: Mark, the ATF is
really misnamed. It should include
something in the title having to do
with explosives and arson.

Mark D. Jones: It would make
explaining what | do a little
bit easier.

RR: What is it that you do?

M. Jones: The unit of the
ATF that | work with is the
explosives and arson unit,
which is charged with
investigating incidents dealing
with explosives and their
involvement with interstate
commerce.

RR: How do religious institutions
fall under your jurisdiction?

M. Jones: In 1995, there was

a rash of incidents at religious
institutions, and the Justice
Department mandated the
formation of the Church Arson
Task Force, which stretched
across a number of federal
agencies. The ATF was asked to
participate, both in collecting

data as well as

in providing

investigatory

expertise. To this date, arsons,
the leading cause of fires at
religious institutions, are a top
priority of the bureau.

RR: How does the ATF
investigate church fires?

M. Jones: We treat all fires at
churches the same, regardless
of geography, religion, etc. If
the loss was greater than

$1 million or there was a loss
of life, the incident garners
increased attention as do
special requests for assistance.
The first thing we look at is
whether or not we need to
send a team. Are there area
personnel qualified in the
identification of fire origin?
Once this is determined, the
ATF springs into action.

RR: What types of resources
does the ATF have at its
disposal?

M. Jones: The ATF

has what are called

Certified Fire

Investigator Special Agents
(CFI-SA), a highly trained

ATF agent who goes through

a very difficult two-year training
program, focusing on fire

science and

behavior as well

as building
construction and electrical
expertise. The goal for these
agents is to be able to walk
into a building that has
experienced a fire and make
an unequivocal determination
as to its cause and origin.

RR: Are CFI-SAs first on site?

M. Jones: Some of the CFI-SAs
are part of four National
Response Teams (NRT). These
teams also include explosive
enforcement officers, fire
protection engineers, forensic
chemists and an auditor.
When deemed necessary, an
NRT team is dispatched to a
site within 24 hours and joined
by one of ATF’s 33 NRT trucks.
The NRT trucks are incredible
pieces of equipment, housing
Global Positioning Equipment
and satellite capabilities as well
as a laboratory outfitted with
highly sophisticated
evidence-testing
equipment.

RR: How many
incidents at houses of worship
has the ATF been involved
in since 19957

M. Jones: Approximately
1,019 incidents, and these don'’t
account for what we call “acts
of God”

RR: How does the ATF work
with other federal agencies?

M. Jones: We are a specialty
bureau that brings with it
2,000 criminal investigators
and another 2,000 regulatory
agents. The ATF is under the
U.S.Treasury Department and
has tax collection authority in
the areas of alcohol, tobacco
and firearms. The FBI, for
example, has 12,000 agents,

a much broader jurisdiction,
but only has four Evidence
Response Trucks nationwide.
The ATF has 33 trucks
because of our focus on
explosives/arson. Their scope
is quite different, and you'll find
that with the other agencies
and programs, whether it be
Federal Marshals or the DO,
we all strike a balance based
on their areas of focus.

RR: Do you have offices in
every state?

M. Jones: Yes, as well as
Bogota, Colombia, Mexico and
Ottawa and Vancouver, Canada.

RR: Federal involvement with
anti-terrorism efforts has been
an issue as of late with
Homeland Security and
potential reorganization has
been discussed. Will this

dffect the ATF?

M. Jones: It’s too early to tell.
We played a role in recovery
efforts last September, and

as an agency, we have the
experience in some of the
chosen tools of terrorists.
Although the FBI is in charge
of anti-terrorist activities in the
states, recent terrorism task
forces are looking for ways

to help federal agencies work
together. | think there are
changes on the horizon. As
far as | am concerned, when
explosives are discussed, we
should be around.

For more information on the
ATF or the Church Arson Task
Force, visit www.atf.treas.gov. ll









