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 October and Orange 

Beach, Alabama, go together, 

and the organizers of the 

2010 Alabama Association of 

Arson Investigators annual 

conference were entirely successful producing this 

year’s event.  

 I particularly enjoyed the presentation by 

Sandy Burnett and Bill Watson, who delivered an 

outstanding class concerning intentional cooking 

fires; it was an innovative approach to solving a per-

sistent issue, and the creativity was certainly a breath 

of fresh air.  

 But as usual, I was most  interested in the 

presentation of NFPA 921.  

 In particular, I focused on a few significant 

changes coming in the 2011 edition set to be re-

leased next February. Alabama State Fire Marshal 

Ed Paulk, and his top assistant Scott Pilgreen, deliv-

ered this long awaited announcement regarding the 

921 Technical Review Committee’s decision to re-

move the “Negative Corpus” provision, and the new 

language regarding the proper application of the 

“Process of Elimination.”  

 

Continued... 

The Death of Negative  

Corpus 
Doug Cranford, CFI 
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 Dear Readers,  
 
Thank you for taking a moment to 
explore this reader focused publi-
cation.  
 
The interest shown after the distri-
bution of the first set of volumes 
was highly encouraging. 
 
To  my peers and mentors who 
have supported this endeavor, and 
have chosen to contribute in a posi-
tive way, “Thank you”.  
 
This issue introduces Larry  
Hansen, retired after nearly 33 
years with the Mobile Fire Rescue 
Department. Larry was a pioneer to 
the department, and Fire Prevention 
causes.   
  
Larry shares some of his thoughts 
on the history of 921. 
 
Continued… 
 

From the Publisher 
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As it turns out, the Committee on Fire Investi-

gations elected to completely rewrite Chapter 18, 

Fire Cause Determinations. The stated goal was to 

format Chapter 18 to be better in-line with the 

Origin Determination chapter, and to discuss cause 

determinations following the scientific method; a 

well conceived restructure.  

The concept of making cause determinations 

utilizing the “Process of Elimination”, specifically 

pertaining to identifying an ignition source, has been 

a long-standing and accepted practice in the fire in-

vestigation community.  

However, the history of the term “Negative 

Corpus” is relatively short in terms of its actual ap-

pearance in NFPA 921. It was introduced in the 2001 

edition, and there in no mention of the term in the 

2008 edition. Instead, the language centers once 

again on “The Process of Elimination”, and is de-

scribed relative to acceptable limits when identifying 

an ignition source in the absence of physical evi-

dence, a very common occurrence. 

Simply put, “Negative Corpus” is when there 

is no evidence to support a hypothesis, even when 

the other known possible causes have been identi-

fied, and properly eliminated. It has no place in the 

fire investigative community, and quite frankly, I 

will not shed a tear for its demise. 

 

Continued... 
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From the Publisher 
cont:  The Death of Negative Corpus... 

Also, Sharee Wells, the long time 
Alabama Department of Forensic 
Science Fire Debris Specialists, of-
fers her expertise regarding docu-
mentation, collection, and preser-
vation of evidence.  
 
Finally, I have a few thoughts on 
the revisions of Chapter 18, Cause 
Determination, in the 2011 edition 
of NFPA 921.  
 
I hope you will be encouraged to 
submit your ideas and insights.   
 
Looking Forward,  
 
Doug Cranford, CFI 
H.D. Cranford Consulting, LLC 
hdcranford@gmail.com 
 

Submit your articles, photos, 
comments and ideas to: 
hdcranford@gmail.com 
 
CFI Chronicles is an electronic  publica-
tion serving Fire Investigators and Fire 
Prevention Specialists, across all commu-
nities, for the greater good. 

Editor: Larry Hansen, CFI, Retired 

 

Contributing Editor: Bryan Smith 

 

Special Thanks to the Mobile Claims Association 
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The committee task group felt the discussion 

of negative corpus, and the process of elimination 

were important issues that needed to be clarified.  

Unfortunately, the results are ambiguous. 

Consider these inserted sections, rewritten by 

the task group and accepted as changes. (Emphasis 

has been added.) 

18.6.5 Process of Elimination. The process of 

determining the ignition source for a fire, by elimi-

nating all potential ignition sources and then claim-

ing such methodology is proof of an ignition source 

in which there is no physical evidence of its exist-

ence, violates the Scientific Method. Any hypothesis 

formulated for the causal factors, e.g. first fuel, igni-

tion source and ignition sequence, must be based on 

facts. Those facts are derived from evidence, obser-

vations, calculations, experiments and the laws of 

science. Subjective or speculative information can-

not be included in the analysis. 

18.6.5.2* Rendering an opinion in the absence 

of any evidence of fire cause, or if there is only am-

biguous evidence to support it, is known as 

“negative corpus” and does not follow the scientific 

method. The process of eliminating all other fire 

causes and thereby determining that the fire cause 

classification must be incendiary, accidental, or natu-

ral does not conform to the scientific method, is in-

appropriate and should not be done. In such a case, 

the only appropriate fire cause classification is unde-

termined.     Continued... 

 Our law firm recently reached a 

confidential settlement in the Spencer v 

Kidde case in Mobile, Alabama against 

a major smoke alarm manufacturer.  

 In that case, a single mother, age 

32, and her two minor children, ages 11 

and 14, died when their ionization 

smoke alarm did not sound during a 

slow smoldering fire.  

 The Spencer family and our law 

firm established a foundation called the 

Smoke Alarm Awareness Foundation, 

or SAAF (www.SAAF.com).  

 The purpose of the foundation is 

to make the public aware of the defects 

in ionization smoke alarms and to intro-

duce a law in the Alabama Legislature 

similar to the laws in Massachusetts, 

Vermont and Iowa.  

 It appears that the only way to 

get ionization smoke detectors off the 

market is to have legislation passed or 

for juries to hold the manufacturers ac-

countable.  

 Hopefully, you can help by in-

troducing legislation in your State or by 

asking a jury to hold the manufacturers 

accountable.  

 

For more info, contact Penny Sanders at 

1-800-256-7728. 
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Negative Corpus... 

 If one were to read the previous sections with-

out further study, the inference could quite possibly 

be that without physical evidence of an ignition 

source, a cause determination cannot be made. That 

would be an entirely incorrect perspective.  

 This assessment is supported, at first approach,  

due to the descriptive “physical” being absent in all 

other references to the requirements of identifying a 

fire cause. Furthermore, the references to physical 

evidence of an ignition source directly contradict 

other reference in Chapter 18.  

 There are multiple examples within the revi-

sion allowing “other” types of evidence to be consid-

ered when determining a fire cause, and specifically 

ignition sources:  

 
THIS MODEL PINPOINTS THE CONFLICT 
BETWEEN 18.6.5 AND THE OTHER REFER-
ENCES CITED. 
 

18.1.1 Fire Cause Factors. The 

function of the investigator is to 

identify those factors that con-

tributed to the fire.  
 

18.2.1 Consideration of Data 
The investigator should use all 

available resources to develop 

fire cause hypotheses and to de-

termine which hypotheses fit all 

of the credible data available. 

Continued opposite column: 

Consider Figure 18.2 from the revised 

Chapter  

 
Example of Applying the Scientific Method 
to Cause Determination 
 
Recognize the Need 
A fire has occurred 
The cause is unknown 
 
Define the Problem 
The origin has been determined 
Determine the cause 
 
Collect Data 
Identify fuels in area of origin 
Identify potential ignition sources 
Identify oxidizing agent 
Identify circumstances 
 
Analyze Data 
Analyze fuel (ignition temperature, quantity) 
Analyze ignition source (temperature, energy, time) 
Analyze oxidizer, especially if other than air 
Analyze potential ignition sequences 
 
Develop Cause Hypotheses 
Separate hypothesis for each potential ignition source 

Consider absent ignition sources 
Propose a first fuel for each ignition source 
Consider alternate hypotheses 
 
Test the Hypotheses 
Is (or was) the hypothesized ignition source located at 
the origin? 
Can the hypothesized ignition source ignite the first 
fuel? 
Did the hypothesized ignition source have sufficient 
time? 
Is the hypothesized cause consistent with all known 
facts? 
Are contradictions resolved? 
Does another cause hypothesis explain the data 
equally well? 
Select Final Hypothesis 
Cause of the fire 
List of potential causes 
Insufficient information to determine the  
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In the absence of physical evidence, “...an Ignition se-
quence can Logically be Inferred using other data.” 

It was specifically noted, in the lone decent 

from the affirmative committee vote, that the new 

language would cause confusion on the issue since 

the text addressed the improper use of the process of 

elimination and negative corpus throughout.  

Comments for the affirmative vote also sup-

port the proper application of the process of elimina-

tion as a cornerstone of the Scientific Method.  

Another opinion was that the “…revised 

Chapter 18 is an improvement in many respects, but 

in others it is not.”  

 

PHOTO CONTEST: 
 
SUBMIT SCENE PHOTOS YOU BELIEVE 
BEST CAPTURE THE MOMENT. SUB-
MIT THEM ANYTIME TO: 
HDCRANFORD@GMAIL.COM 
SUBJECT: PHOTO 

 

18.3.3 Identify Items and Ac-

tivities in Area of Origin. Given 

the lack of a physical device, 

other evidence is needed to es-

tablish the presence or absence 

of an ignition source. 

 

18.4.4.3 There are times when 

there is no physical evidence of 

the ignition source found at the 

origin, but where an ignition se-

quence can logically be inferred 

using other data. 
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“Identify the Ignition Sequence, using credible  
data, when physical items are absent.” 

The acquisition, interpretation, and use of 

“other types” of evidence has been, and should re-

main essential in establishing ignition sources, se-

quences, failure modes, and therefore, fire causes 

when justified.   

The consideration of other types of evidence, 

when evaluated objectively and under the processes 

of the scientific method, in its totality, is the most 

likely method of conducting a successful, and prova-

ble cause determination. It is completely acceptable 

to determine an “ignition sequence" in the likely 

event no physical evidence is found.  

The weight of the data is then totaled, and the 

results either lead to a probable cause determination, 

or an undetermined classification. 

There is no doubt the 2011 edition of NFPA 

921 will again be the source of heated debate 

But the progress being made within the docu-

ment is an important component of the evolution of 

our discipline, and one that I applaud the committee 

members for undertaking. 

 

Continued ... 

From the Editor:  
 
 I looked through some of 
the revisions that have been 
proposed for the 2011 edition of 
NFPA 921 and saw many famil-
iar names. Most of the commit-
tee members come from private 
engineering firms, law firms, 
and insurance companies. 
  
 Sadly, very few of the 
committee are from the fire-
service community.  
  
 When the first edition of 
NFPA 921 was published, I was 
excited because I thought that 
there was finally a guideline that 
would possibly get everyone on 
the same page.  
  
 One of the long time com-
mittee members, whom is a pro-
fessional engineer, once told me 
that if they couldn't replicate a 
fire in their lab, then it couldn't 
happen. 

 
 
About the Author: Doug Cranford is a 14 year veteran 
of the Mobile Fire-Rescue Department, and served as 
the Supervisor of Investigations. He is currently Presi-
dent of H.D. Cranford Consulting, LLC, servicing Ala-
bama, Mississippi and Florida. 
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Collection of Fire Debris Evidence,  
By Sharee Wells, F -ABC  

 Arson must be regarded as a possible cause of every fire 

that is investigated. The value of physical evidence depends upon 

the proper documentation, collection, and preservation of the evi-

dence from the time of its initial discovery and collection to its 

subsequent examination and analyses.  Fire Debris evidence 

should be collected in either a metal paint can (quart, gallon) or 

nylon fire debris bags. The purpose of the evidence collection 

container is to trap the ignitable liquid vapors inside the contain-

er for analyses. Evidence should be placed in a proper container 

immediately upon its collection, at the fire scene. Due to possible 

evaporation and contamination of ignitable liquids, it is vital that 

fire debris evidence not be pre-packaged into paper or plastic 

bags. 

 It is also important that evidence be submitted to the la-

boratory promptly. Studies have shown, that ignitable liquids 

over a period of time will degrade and even decompose beyond 

the laboratory’s ability to identify its components. One particular 

substrate, soil samples, has been shown to degrade ignitable liq-

uids over the period of several weeks. When collecting soil sam-

ples, it is the recommendation of the laboratory to freeze the 

sample, which slows down the micobacteria's degradation of the 

ignitable liquid, until the sample can be submitted to the labora-

tory. 

 Each laboratory will have its own preference for the evi-

dence submissions and evidence containers.  It is important to 

contact your local laboratory to determine the proper procedure 

for submission. Please feel free to contact, Sharee Wells at Fo-

rensic and Scientific Testing, for any questions relating to Fire 

Debris Analysis. 

From the Editor, cont. 
 
 He felt that a fire could on-
ly be properly processed by 
someone  from the scientific 
community, and that the aver-
age fire investigator uses junk 
science to process and investi-
gate a fire.  
 My question is, if NFPA 
921 is the bible of fire investiga-
tion, then why post a disclaimer 
in the front of the book that 
reads……… “The NFPA dis-
claims liability for any per-
sonal injury, property or other 
damages of any nature what-
soever, whether special, indi-
rect, consequential or com-
pensatory, directly or indirect-
ly resulting from the publica-
tion, use of, or reliance on 
this document. The NFPA also 
makes no guaranty or warran-
ty as to the accuracy or com-
pleteness of any information 
published 
herein.”   
 

 

About the Author:  

Sharee Wells is currently working for Forensic and Scientific Testing in 

Thorsby, Alabama. She worked for the Alabama Department of Forensic Sci-

ences for 10 years, where she served as the only reporting fire debris analyst 

for the state. Please visit the company’s website for more information 

www.fast-lab.com, or to contact Sharee directly at 205-646-0071. 
 
 

 
FORENSIC 

AND 
SCIENTIFIC 

TESTING, INC. 
 

Larry Hansen, CFI,  
Retired 

 

CASE STUDIES, FORENSIC EVIDENCE,  

& 

INTELLIGENCE 


