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ABSTRACT 
 

 Arson investigators should be afforded the opportunity to participate in a police 

based field training program.  The basic police academy is the only law enforcement 

training arson investigators receive in some small departments.  Field training programs 

have been in place with police agencies starting in the nineteen sixties and becoming 

more formalized in the early seventies.  This was done because it became apparent that 

the new officers benefitted from the program.  Arson investigators are expected to carry 

out a police function without a field training program in some departments. 

 Police work is very diverse and requires experiences in different types of 

investigations to truly build a strong foundation to work from.  Field training programs 

have proven their worth in American society.  Most careers have some sort of field 

training programs in place for new employees.  Doctors go through an internship, 

teachers go through mentoring programs, and police officers have field training 

programs.   

 The field training program has proven to benefit the officer by providing them with 

skills learned through monitored, on the job training.   Books, articles and journals were 

used to obtain information contained in this paper. These sources pointed out the 

benefit of field training for law enforcement.  The time and money associated with such 

a program is something that police agencies have been forced to overcome.  These 

same requirements should be bestowed upon the fire departments that do not have 

such a program in place for arson investigators.    

 
 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 

                      Page 
 

Abstract 
 
Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1 
 
Position . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2 
  
Counter Position . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9 
 
Recommendation. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11 
 
References  . . . . . . . . .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  14 
 
 



 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 Law enforcement agencies first objective when hiring a new officer is to provide 

the basic knowledge of police work.  This is accomplished by sending the new recruit to 

a police academy.  The police academy is utilized to give the new officer a firm 

foundation to build upon.  When the academy is successfully completed, the new officer 

is brought back to the department and introduced to police work through a field training 

program.  The program familiarizes the officer with departmental procedures and 

provides a hands-on training environment through the use of field training officers.  

Arson investigators are treated in a similar fashion but commonly skip the police based 

field training step when returning to respective agencies The lack of introducing and 

providing experience for the role as a police officer in an arson investigators position, 

leaves the investigator unprepared to do his job.   It is similar to sending a student 

through medical school and allowing them to practice medicine without first requiring an 

internship.   

 Arson investigators are unique to the police profession because their job has a 

defined mission: the investigation of fires.  Because of this limited scope, they are 

commonly disregarded when it comes to the police based field training portion of their 

training.  Police agencies have recognized the need for a field training program and 

have seen positive results since implementation.  Arson investigators would benefit from 

a similar program, providing a hands-on training environment to better familiarize the 

investigators with their new law enforcement role.  
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 The responsibility of arson investigations was not specified and was unclear in 

the past.   Now that most agencies have police certified arson investigators assigned to 

the fire departments, the question of responsibility is no longer a problem.  The new 

issue on the rise is whether or not we are affording the same benefits of police based 

field training to the arson investigators.  Agencies need to understand that arson 

investigators need an introduction to their new roles as police officers in order to 

properly understand what is being asked of them. Once this is completed they can 

mesh their new talents with those they have already obtained as a firefighter and 

become very productive members of the public safety team.  To accomplish this, arson 

investigators should be required to complete a police-based field training program.   

POSITION 

Arson investigators will be more productive in performing their job related duties 

if they are required to participate in a police based field training program concentrating 

on investigations. Police work contains numerous variables and must be practiced in a 

real world setting to truly have a firm grasp on the job.  A competent field training officer 

could help the arson investigator with their knowledge, skills, values, beliefs, and 

attitudes to give the arson investigator a firm foundation to begin working from (Haider, 

1990).  

In most situations, arson investigators are commonly firemen that have attended 

a police academy and wish to pursue the law enforcement objective of the job.  The 

police academy in itself is merely the foundation from which a police officer can use to 

start a firm building block.  Charles (2000) stated that “academies were also expected to 

produce a candidate with sufficient training that would allow him or her, upon return to 
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the department, to be “trainable” by Field Training Officers” (p. 44).  Police academies 

are a great asset to the police function but should not be counted on to produce an 

arson investigator without the additional training offered through a field training program. 

Arson investigators are commonly called upon to conduct fire inspections and 

perform other administrative tasks when they are not involved in an active investigation.  

When an arson investigator is called upon to investigate an arson case, they may find 

themselves at a disadvantage because they have not received field training on the 

police portion of their job.  This is why today’s well managed police organizations spend 

large sums of money to insure that their officers are properly trained (Haider, 1990). 

  Arson investigators are unique because they are expected to complete 

challenging police investigations with little hands on training when compared to the 

common police investigator.  Police departments commonly require officers to spend a 

specific amount of time on patrol (two years in most cases) before allowing them to 

specialize into the other facets of the department.  Arson investigators basically skip the 

patrol step in the process and are dropped into a position to conduct investigations.  

This is a problem because no one is “prepared to perform police work on native ability 

alone.  Aside from the individual intelligence, prior education, judgment and emotional 

fitness, an officer must receive extensive vocational training before he can understand 

the police task and learn how to fulfill it”  (as cited in Auten, 1973, p. 3).  

Smaller fire departments may have only one or a few arson investigators. This 

places an even greater burden of responsibility on the position.  Requiring these 

investigators to participate in a police based field training program would provide 

opportunities for the investigator to question and learn from other officers and become 
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more productive when conducting investigations.  The current problem with many 

departments is that once minimum standards of training are accomplished the 

departments are less likely to continue with a stringent training program (Bintliff, 1990).  

An arson investigator needs to have continued education and exposure to criminal 

investigations to remain proficient.  In order to attract talented personnel to law 

enforcement, they must be allowed to develop their needed abilities to the fullest 

(Auten, 1973).  The first step in this process would be an investigative based police field 

training program after the completion of the police academy.  

 If arson investigators had more investigative training, they would prove to be less 

of a strain on the police department’s criminal investigative division.  In some cases, the 

fire department is relying on the police department to conduct the arson investigations. 

In other cases, arson investigators rely upon the police organization to assist with 

investigations due to their level of expertise with interviewing and interrogation.  Larger 

cities have a number of arson investigators and the investigative training can come from 

within.   

 Arson investigation can be a team effort, but it should not require the assistance 

of a police department’s investigative unit on every preliminary arson call.  Some fire 

departments rely heavily on the police department when it comes time to conduct the 

investigation.  This problem exists because it is common to rely on the best resource 

when it comes to investigations.  Pooling resources can be a proactive way of 

accomplishing an investigation but it can also stretch another resource thin.    

 If fire departments had investigators that were just as proficient as the police 

department investigators, it would prove to be more of an even pull from both entities.  
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When the police department is required to put more resources into an arson 

investigation, it takes away from the time needed to perform their duties for the rest of 

the public.  Investigators have attended arson based investigative courses and 

generally do a good job determining the cause of the fire.  With this information and the 

introduction of proper investigative skills, including proper interview or interrogation 

skills, the fire investigation will conclude more successfully.  If a police investigator was 

responsible for conducting the interview without the same arson training, it would not 

prove to be as productive of an interview.   

 The police criminal investigative division deals with a large array of crimes 

throughout the city, to include major crimes such as aggravated assault, murder, and 

sexual assault.  When a major crime is reported, it may take the entire division to work 

the scene.  If during this same time frame an arson occurred and the arson investigator 

was unable to conduct the interviews and interrogations without the help of the police 

investigative division, the division would be forced to pull an investigator from another 

crime scene and therefore create a strain on that investigation.     

 If arson investigators were able to attend a police based field training program 

they would be able to bring more prosecutable cases to the District Attorney’s office for 

consideration.  Sibley (1999) stated that “experience has shown that when an arson 

investigation fails to isolate a suspect, or a case is later lost in court, it is usually 

because investigators failed to take advantage of opportunities for information 

collection” (p. 5).  Arson investigators from smaller agencies do not have regular 

exposure to the prosecution side of the offenses simply because they do not occur on a 

regular basis.  This is where it would prove important to have the regular exposure to 
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investigations through a field training program incorporated within the police 

department.  Arson is one of the most costly crimes and has a very low conviction rate.  

One major reason is inadequate response, field operation, planning and training when it 

comes to these types of investigations (Icove, 1980).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

Most prosecutors have a certain way they want information to be documented 

and relayed to their offices.  Police investigators are forced to remain in contact with the 

prosecutor’s office due to the large number of cases that are filed each year.  Arson 

investigators do not receive the same type of case load because they are commonly 

limited to the crime of arson.  If arson investigators were exposed to the police 

investigative side, they would have the opportunity to experience this first hand through 

their training on numerous types of offenses.   

 The prosecution of an arson case is a serious matter.  The state of Texas has 

listed arson as a second degree felony if it is a habitation.  If bodily injury occurs as a 

result of the fire the offense is upgraded to a first degree felony punishable by a term of 

not more than ninety nine years or less than five years, and in some case a life 

sentence in the penitentiary.  This is important to remember when you are assigning 

personnel to conduct the investigation.  The major problem with arson investigators in 

smaller communities is that their role in investigations is a very low percentage 

compared to the other duties they are assigned (Allen, 1990). 

 If arson investigators were able to attend a police based field training program 

they would prove to be less of a strain on police department’s criminal investigative 

divisions.  Police department investigative divisions have become overburdened with 

large case loads, rapidly growing cities or counties, and much larger demands for police 
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services which all have to be accomplished on minimal budgets (Allen, 1990).  Fire 

departments were on the right track when they realized the need for arson investigators 

and the need for personnel with police authority.  Prior to this determination it was 

always a question of how the fire was going to be investigated.  Now that the position 

has been developed the same steps need to be taken to insure that these investigators 

realize their police authority and take the necessary steps to train in a way that has 

been proven to be effective with police organizations.  

Determining who was responsible for arson investigations has been a problem 

since the nineteen-seventies.  The fire departments saw it as a crime that required a 

police investigation and the police saw it as a problem for the fire departments (Sibley, 

1999).  The fact that arson investigators took the initiative in becoming police officers 

through the state of Texas was a step in the right direction.  It gave them police 

authority and put them in a position to conduct investigations from a criminal standpoint.   

The problem lies in where arson investigators see themselves when it comes to 

an investigation.   Arson investigators are part firemen and part police officer, many 

have full police powers in most jurisdictions (Mentzer, 1997). In smaller departments the 

title arson investigator occasionally is seen as a fireman with a gun.  This is the fault of 

both the police agency and the fire department.  The police view the investigator as a 

fireman and the firemen see the investigator as a fireman with a gun.  The problem 

exists because the true potential of the position is not truly taken into perspective.   

Having a police officer that has been certified through a fire academy but has 

never undergone the field training program through the fire department is a good 

comparison.  If that same officer were to be required to fight a fire they would be at a 
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disadvantage.  This is a valid point and is commonly overlooked by the police agency, 

the fire agency, or both.  This is a very simple example but proves the same point.   

In today’s society, police officers would never be expected to graduate the police 

academy, draw a line assignment and be placed on the road without an extensive field 

training program designed around their duties.  

 The police based field training program would prove to create a better link 

between the police department and fire department.  If an arson investigator 

participated in a field training program that revolved around their new police duties they 

would have more exposure to the officers in their jurisdiction.  The training program 

would introduce them to various responsibilities associated with a police position.  

Understanding another side of public safety would be educational and help to create a 

better relationship with the police department.  People inherently criticize things 

because they do not understand them or simply do not have enough information to form 

a proper opinion.     

 It is critical for police agencies and fire departments to combine their resources 

(Sibley, 1999). In order for this to be accomplished there is a need to have personnel 

that are in a liaison position.  The link could easily be filled by someone that has already 

conducted training with the police department and has a good working understanding of 

their duties.  An arson investigator that has completed a police based field training 

program would have all of the tools necessary to make this happen.  Their participation 

in the program would draw a respect from the police officers and investigators.    They 

would also be likely to have formed a bond with the police officers they trained with.  

This type of relationship between the two departments would be invaluable.   



 9 

COUNTER POSITION 
 

A common argument from police and fire departments is that they lack the 

manpower to conduct specialized training.  This point cannot be used as an excuse not 

to properly train.  Some law enforcement agencies believe that they lack the resources 

to become actively involved in training (Auten, 1973). Field training has become a 

common practice by most law enforcement agencies throughout the United States.  It 

would not pose a significant change to law enforcement to extend this training to arson 

investigators.  The field training program has become paramount in the law enforcement 

community and should be extended to arson investigators.  A questionnaire survey of 

leading investigators showed that the major priority was additional training for arson 

investigation (Boudreau, 1977).   

Police Departments initially had a hard time finding resources to conduct in 

house training programs on their own.  When policing took on the professional persona 

departments were forced to implement training programs.  In order to advance, all 

police departments, regardless of resources, became involved in training (Auten, 1973).  

If this concept held true with police departments, arson investigators should be held to 

the same standard and be trained in the same or similar manner as the common police 

officer after his/her completion of the basic police academy. Arson investigators should 

not be deprived of the same opportunities as standard police officers, their role as a 

police officer should be held in the same regard. 

The next hurdle with most police and fire departments is being able to budget the 

funds necessary to accomplish the field training program.  In most departments the first 

cut in the budget comes from training line item (Rutledge, 2009). This cannot be 
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accepted as a valid reason not to properly train.  Numerous ways exist to accomplish a 

field training program with limited funds.  The cost adjustment would be minimal for the 

police department to make by simply adding the arson investigator into a program with 

other police cadets that have just completed the police academy.  This would amount to 

having nothing more than another student to teach.  The police department is already 

absorbing the costs of training the police cadets.   

The other point that needs to be addressed is whether or not it would prove to be 

a civil liability if arson investigators were not properly trained.  One thing that police and 

fire departments need to keep in mind is a “Canton Claim” (Rutledge, 2009). This type 

of claim could arise if the plaintiff showed that something unjust happened because of a 

department’s failure to train.  The additional cost associated with training the arson 

investigator would prove to be worth it in a situation such as this.  Police departments 

across the United States became aware of a need for training to avoid these situations 

and Fire Departments need to keep this thought in mind as well.   

Law enforcement has been finding new and better ways to train for less cost over 

the past few years.  They have combined resources with other agencies, conducted in 

house training, and found new technologies that allow them to train in more realistic 

scenarios for less money (Nowicki, 2008).  If this can be accomplished under current 

budgets, then it should also be possible to implement a field training program for arson 

investigators.   

RECOMMENDATION 
 

Arson investigators should be required to participate in a police based field 

training program.  Field training has proven to be an essential part of the training 



 11 

process for police departments for several years. The field training program has proven 

to benefit the officer by providing them with skills learned through monitored, on the job 

training.   Departments have also benefited by acquiring better trained more prepared 

police officers.   

The Copperas Cove Police Department recently implemented a field training 

program for the arson investigator assigned to the Copperas Cove Fire Department.  

The investigator attended the police academy and upon his successful completion was 

assigned to complete the first phase of the police field training program.  This phase 

consisted of standard forms, report writing, basic investigations, narcotics, driving, 

building clearing and many more core functions.  The problem detected was that this 

was where the training ended.  The other recruits continued on to the other phases of 

the field training program where they were assigned to a field training officer “FTO” and 

took on patrol responsibilities under the direction of the FTO.  This is where they were 

required to speak with the public, interview citizens and interrogate suspects among 

numerous other training opportunities.  Many officers believe that this is where they 

learned to be a police officer (J. Stoddard, personal communication, January 18, 2011).   

It was later determined that the training received was beneficial but not sufficient 

for the arson investigator to productively conduct investigations.  The police and fire 

departments reviewed the investigators duties and determined that a three month 

training program centered on criminal investigations would fill the gap that was missing 

in the investigators abilities.  The investigator actively participates in the investigation of 

various types of criminal violations.  He is learning to conduct interviews, collect 

evidence, conduct interrogations and supplement reports first hand under the 
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supervision of a FTO.  Upon the completion of the program his progress will be 

assessed and documented. 

A police based field training program will prove to produce a better more 

productive arson investigator.  Field training has been an essential part of police training 

and has proven to benefit officers and departments time and again.  Field training would 

help the investigator gain confidence in their abilities by actually doing the job under the 

supervision of an experienced investigator.  The confidence they gained would make 

them more apt to handle preliminary investigations on their own and in turn reduce the 

burden on the police investigative division.   

The field training program would provide more exposure to the state prosecutors 

and the court system.  This would be accomplished by inserting them into an 

investigative role dealing with numerous types of criminal offenses creating an 

opportunity to investigate crimes from beginning to the end. The arson investigator 

would become more aware of what information needs to be relayed and what would 

make the case easier to prosecute in turn coming up with a better finished product. 

Manpower has been an issue for police and fire departments for a long time.  At 

one point it was used to justify the lack of training in police departments but has since 

been proved to be a circumstance that must be overcome.  Law enforcement learned 

that there is a large liability in failure to train personnel.  The idea that a police based 

field training program for arson investigators may add some cost to the training budget 

should not deter the department from implementing it.   

Field training programs have proven their worth in American society.  Most 

careers have some sort of field training programs in place for new employees.  Doctors 
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go through an internship, teachers go through mentoring programs, and police officers 

have field training programs.  Regardless of what it is called it is an essential element in 

the development of a new employee.   
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