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Vehicle fires are often difficult to
develop into sustainable cases.
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Car fires typically have no witnesses, very little physical
evidence, and the owner has “no idea” about how their car
ended up like that.
In Alabama, an incendiary fire to a vehicle is Criminal
Mischief and usually receives a low priority by the court
system. The hours an investigator devotes to making a case
often seem wasted as either the DA chooses not to pursue, or
the defendant cops a plea. The insurance pays the loss and
everyone’s insurance rates go up.
I do follow up investigations. The Origin and Cause
Investigator handles the initial scene and then sends the
investigation to me.
I came in on Monday to find a report of a stolen and
burned 2007 Dodge Charger. The owner stated that the vehicle
was last seen parked and secured outside her grandmothers’
residence.
The vehicle had aftermarket 22 inch rims and a
$4500.00 stereo/DVD system. Both the items were missing
when the burning frame was discovered, some 22 miles away.
When asked, the owner stated that the only keys were held by
her and her husband. This led to be her unraveling, and charges
against the owners for Criminal Mischief 1 st, as well as pending
civil action for fraud.
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Public vs. Private Fire Investigators
.
By Doug Cranford, CFI
Public sector investigators are
overworked. They are on the front lines
of Fire Prevention, and their hard work
is indispensable in that regard.
Targeting arsonists is the
primary objective. For them,
Prevention is measured in arrests and
deterrence.
Once arson is eliminated from
the equation, their job is almost
complete. Almost means we still have
an obligation to preserve items of
evidentiary worth so others may
continue the process, if necessary.
Working along side insurance
companies and civil attorneys is an
important aspect of their duties, not
only for the sake of public records and
information disclosure, but to keep the
public investigator abreast of emerging
trends in product liability and legal
trends in the industry.

.

As of 1998, Chrysler Corporation implemented the
Sentry Key Immobilizer System (SKIS) [1] into their
more popular vehicles, including the Dodge Charger and
most Jeeps.
This system comes as standard equipment and ties
the ignition system to a small embedded computer chip
residing in the key. Each vehicle comes with two
preprogrammed keys which send a code via a “halo” ring
inside the steering column. The chip relays a code to the
onboard engine AND body computers which allow the
fuel ignition system to engage and result in starting the
vehicle. No chip – no start!
After three tries, the system locks out for a 60
minute period. Gone are the days of pulling two wires
down and “hotwiring” a vehicle. Unfortunately for this
owner, she was unaware of her vehicle’s standard
equipment.
I contacted my local Dodge dealer and spoke with
the Service Manager. He took the last six numbers of the
Vehicle identification Number (VIN) and produced a print
out of the standard equipment for this car as it was
delivered from the factory.
The print out was specific to this vehicle and
showed the VIN at the top of the pages. I added this to
my case file. I then got the specifics regarding copying
the keys [2]. This is a long process and not something
accomplished at the local hardware store.
Although the basic metal key may be duplicated,
without the preprogrammed chip, all the key will do is
open the doors and trunk. The car won’t start.

“After three tries, the system locks out for a 60 minute period. Gone
are the days of pulling two wires down and “hotwiring” a vehicle. “

Future Topics:
Testing Witness Statements & the Importance of Establishing Motives.
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Public vs. Private Fire
Investigators
Private Fire Investigators
have the benefit of time and
resources.
If further testing is required,
very often the means to conduct the
examination is provided. Thus, the
probability of forming a provable
hypothesis is increase ten fold.
The luxury of being able to
research the subject over prolonged
periods is a God send. However,
without a serviceable effort by the
public investigator, the private C&O
effort may be in vain.
I know of many instances
when both sides rail about the other’s
efforts and qualifications.
I would like to remind everyone,
the scope of performance differs,
and so does the scope of the
investigations.
Nevertheless, Fire
Prevention is everyone’s goal.
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In order to have a fully functional duplicate made, the
registered owner must do the following:
(a) Take BOTH original keys, along with proof of
ownership to either a dealer or a bonded locksmith.
(b) The dealer/locksmith must contact Chrysler and
receive a specific code to program the new key.
(c) The original keys must also be reprogrammed;
otherwise they are automatically deactivated the first time the
new key comes in contact with the vehicle’s ignition system.
This keeps previous owners honest.
Finally, (d) a record is kept of any and all duplicates
made. The cost of a replacement key can exceed $200.00. The
Service Manager verified that no duplicates had been made for
this vehicle.
This information, coupled with some gaps in recent
payment history; a car insurance policy purchased less than 10
days prior to the loss and the fact that the 22 inch rims had been
replaced with the original factory wheels and tires [3], added up
to a case of fraud. The insurer voided the policy and the
finance company is planning civil action.
In October of 2009, I attended the Annual Conference
for the Alabama Association of Arson Investigators (AAAI),
held in Orange Beach, Alabama. One of the many excellent
presenters was Michael Bresnock of Transportation
Technology (www.transportationtechnology.com) from
Marietta, Georgia. His company provides Origin & Cause
investigations for vehicles, and services the entire Southeast.
His presentation focused on automobile ignition
systems. A good portion dealt with the preprogrammed chips
used by most manufacturers.
As an example for the class; he started a late model
Ford Taurus with the factory key. He turned the vehicle off and
then wrapped the top of the same key with aluminum foil,
blocking the signal from the chip to the steering column.

“The original keys must also be reprogrammed; otherwise they are automatically
deactivated the first time the new key comes in contact with the vehicle’s ignition
system.”

Future Topics:
Testing Witness Statements & the Importance of Establishing Motives.
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The vehicle ignition would rotate but the car would not

Most local dealers are happy to work with us and provide
any information available. Take advantage of this valuable and
(usually) free resource the next time you investigate an unusual car
fire.
About the Author:
Captain Eugene “Gene” Bennett, is a 14 year veteran of the
Mobile Fire Rescue Department. He is certified Alabama Peace
officer and is currently assigned as a Follow-up Arson
Investigator. Gene is also an experienced Fire Systems Plan
Reviewer.

Car fires present a unique set of
challenges.

Resources:
[1] SKIS (Sentry Key Immobilizer System): http://www.dodge.com/bodybuilder/2004/docs/wd/anwd/8W39/8W-39-1.pdf
[2] Replacement keys:
http://www.dodge.com/en/2010/charger/safety_security/protection/
[3] Original wheels: The factory steel rims have an embossed Lot # on the outward facing side.
Additionally, the original tires were still on the rims. Verified thru local Dodge Dealer as factory
equipment for the 2007 Dodge Charger SE.
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