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Executive Summary

This report provides a comprehensive analysis of the escalating arson incidents in
Springfield, Ohio, contextualizing these local trends against broader statewide
patterns and evaluating the potential presence of a serial arsonist. The objective is to
offer a data-driven assessment that highlights the critical public safety implications of
the observed trends and outlines actionable insights for stakeholders.

Key findings indicate a significant and concerning increase in reported arson incidents
in Springfield, Ohio, directly contrasting with a statewide decline. Specifically, arson
incidents in Springfield rose by 61% from 44 in 2018 to 72 in 2023." This surge has
positioned Springfield as the #1 city per capita for reported arson in 2023 among over
325 cities in Ohio, underscoring the severity and localized nature of the problem.
Concurrently, the State of Ohio experienced a decrease in arson incidents from 1,343
to 1,094 during the 2018-2023 period, representing an approximately 18.5%
reduction.’ This divergence marks Springfield as a significant outlier.

A critical factor exacerbating the situation is the exceptionally low clearance rate for
arson cases by the Springfield Police Department. Over ten years from 2014 to 2023,
only 24 clearances were recorded against a total of 522 reported arsons, resulting in
an approximate clearance rate of 4.6%." This low rate points to substantial
investigative challenges.

While direct evidence from the provided data cannot definitively confirm the presence
of a specific serial arsonist, the confluence of a high volume of incidents, a sustained
upward trend, and a critically low clearance rate creates an environment highly
conducive to the undetected operation of such an individual or individuals. The limited
number of arrests severely restricts the ability to gather the behavioral and forensic
intelligence necessary for definitive profiling and linkage of cases. The current
situation poses substantial risks to public safety, strains emergency response
resources, and can lead to significant economic and social distress within the



community. Addressing this escalating crisis necessitates enhanced investigative
resources, improved inter-agency collaboration, and proactive community
engagement.

Springfield's distinction as the #1 city per capita in Ohio for reported arson in 2023,
out of over 325 cities, immediately establishes the gravity and localized nature of the
problem. This statistic signals that Springfield faces a unique and pressing public
safety challenge, one that demands urgent attention and a thorough understanding of
its underlying dynamics. Arson, by its very nature, is a crime with far-reaching
consequences. Beyond the immediate property damage and potential loss of life, it
erodes community stability, imposes significant economic burdens through property
devaluation and increased insurance costs, and undermines the psychological sense
of security among residents. The urgency of understanding and effectively addressing
this trend cannot be overstated, as it impacts the fabric of the community.

Comparative Arson Trends: Springfield vs. State of Ohio
State of Ohio Arson Trends (2015-2023)

Analysis of statewide arson data reveals a clear and consistent downward trend in
reported incidents across Ohio. From 2015 to 2023, the State of Ohio experienced a
significant decrease in arson incidents, falling from 2,446 to 1,094." This represents a
substantial decline of approximately 55.3% over an eight-year period, indicating a
general improvement in arson prevention and control efforts across the state. While
there was a minor fluctuation in 2020, with incidents rising to 1,632 from 1,253 in 2019,
potentially influenced by the unique circumstances of the global pandemic, this
temporary increase did not alter the overarching downward trajectory of arson activity
within Ohio.’

The observed consistent decrease in arson across the State of Ohio over nearly a
decade suggests that broader state-level factors, such as successful prevention
programs, shifts in economic conditions, or demographic changes, are contributing to
a general reduction in arson incidents. This broader trend provides a crucial backdrop
against which Springfield's local situation must be evaluated.

Springfield, Ohio Arson Trends (2014-2023)

In stark contrast to the statewide trend, Springfield, Ohio, has experienced a
concerning and significant increase in arson incidents over recent years. A detailed



breakdown of annual arson counts for Springfield reveals the following:

Year Springfield Arson Count
2014 61
2015 0
2016 58
2017 76
2018 44
2019 49
2020 53
2021 63
2022 46
2023 72

Table 1: Annual Arson Counts for Springfield, Ohio (2014-2023) '

A notable anomaly in this dataset is the reported "0" arsons for Springfield in 2015.
Given that the city recorded 61 arsons in 2014 and 58 in 2016, a complete cessation of
arson activity for an entire year is statistically improbable for a municipality of
Springfield's characteristics. This data point is highly indicative of a data reporting or
entry error rather than an actual reflection of arson activity. Its presence underscores
the importance of data verification and quality control in crime statistics. For the
purpose of this report, while the data is presented as provided, this anomaly must be
noted as a potential distortion for any long-term trend analysis, suggesting a need for
deeper scrutiny of historical data collection practices if a full investigation were to be
launched.

Focusing on the period from 2018 to 2023, as highlighted in the chart below,
Springfield's arson incidents show a clear upward trajectory. The number of incidents
rose from 44 in 2018 to 72 in 2023, representing a substantial 61% increase over this
five-year period." While there was a slight dip in 2022, the overall trend for this
timeframe is one of concerning escalation.

Divergence Analysis: 2018-2023 Comparison



The contrast between Springfield's escalating arson problem and Ohio's declining
trend is striking and forms the central statistical finding of this analysis. During the
2018-2023 timeframe, Springfield experienced a 61% increase in arson incidents (from
44 to 72), while the State of Ohio saw an 18.5% decrease (from 1,343 to 1,094
incidents).’

The following table clearly illustrates this divergence:

Year State of Ohio Arson Count Springfield Arson Count
2015 2446 0

2016 2537 58

2017 1464 76

2018 1343 44

2019 1253 49

2020 1632 53

2021 1092 63

2022 1136 46

2023 1094 72

Table 2: Annual Arson Counts: Springfield, Ohio vs. State of Ohio (2015-2023) '

When a local crime trend, such as Springfield's significant arson increase, directly
contradicts a broader regional trend like Ohio's consistent arson decrease, it strongly
indicates the presence of localized criminogenic factors. These factors are specific to
Springfield and are not influenced by the larger forces affecting the state. This
necessitates a focused investigation into Springfield's unique socio-economic
conditions, specific community dynamics, potential changes in local law enforcement
or fire department strategies, or the emergence of specific criminal actors. It shifts
the investigative paradigm from general crime prevention models to targeted
interventions that address the precise conditions fostering arson within the city. This
situation strengthens the hypothesis that a specific, localized cause—such as the
presence of a persistent, unidentified offender or a group of offenders—could be
driving this unique trend, as opposed to general societal shifts.




Springfield Police Department Clearance Rates and Implications

The effectiveness of law enforcement in addressing arson is often reflected in its
clearance rate, which measures the percentage of reported crimes that are solved
through arrest or exceptional means. Based on the provided data, the Springfield
Police Department recorded 24 clearances for arson cases over a ten-year period
(2014-2023) against a total of 522 reported arsons.' This calculates to an approximate
clearance rate of 4.6% (24/522 * 100).

An arson clearance rate of 4.6% is exceptionally low for any serious crime. A low
clearance rate means that the vast majority of perpetrators are not being identified,
arrested, or brought to justice. This creates an environment of perceived impunity for
offenders. If arsonists understand that the likelihood of being caught is extremely low,
it can embolden existing offenders to continue their destructive activities and
potentially encourage new individuals to engage in arson. This directly contributes to
the sustained high rate of arson in Springfield.

Furthermore, a consistently low clearance rate can indicate that the perpetrator(s) are
highly adept at avoiding detection. This might be achieved by employing methods that
leave minimal forensic evidence, strategically choosing targets, or operating in areas
with limited surveillance or witness presence.” The lack of arrests also means a severe
deficit in intelligence gathering regarding the perpetrator's profile, motives, and
methods, significantly hindering the ability of law enforcement to link cases or develop
effective investigative strategies. This critically low clearance rate is arguably the most
compelling indirect indicator that a persistent, unidentified arsonist (or group) is
operating unchecked, as it demonstrates a systemic challenge in identifying and
apprehending those responsible.

Assessing the Possibility of a Serial Arsonist
Defining Serial Arson

To assess the possibility of a serial arsonist in Springfield, it is essential to establish a
clear, expert-backed definition. Serial arson involves "an offender who sets three or
more fires with a cooling-off period between the fires".” The FBI's definition further
clarifies this as "three or more fire setting episodes, with a characteristic emotional
cooling-off period between fires," distinguishing it from “spree arsonists" who set two
fires or are arrested after two fires.

The definition of serial arson is not merely quantitative (three or more fires); it crucially
includes a qualitative element: the "cooling-off period." This implies a deliberate, often
ritualistic or psychologically driven, pattern of behavior rather than purely impulsive or



opportunistic acts. To identify a serial arsonist, investigators must go beyond simply
counting incidents. They need to connect individual fires not only by location, target
type, or method but also by observing a consistent modus operandi and the presence
of these cooling-off periods between events. The sheer volume of arsons in
Springfield (72 in 2023) far exceeds the "three or more" threshold ', making the
identification of these underlying

patterns the primary investigative challenge. The low clearance rate severely hampers
the ability to identify such critical patterns.

Common Characteristics and Behavioral Patterns of Serial Arsonists

Profiling the typical serial arsonist can provide a framework for understanding
potential perpetrators, even if direct identification is currently impossible. Serial
arsonists are often young, white (82%), and male (94%).> They frequently exhibit
below-average intelligence, poor academic performance, severe scholastic
impairments, and significant grade failures, which may stem from disruptive,
frustrating, harsh, broken, or unstable home environments.” Many also demonstrate
poor social skills, difficulty with social relationships, poor marital adjustment, and poor
employment histories.” A history of trauma is also commonly observed.’

Psychologically and behaviorally, many serial arsonists have underlying mental health
issues, including Pyromania, Bipolar Disorder, Schizophrenia Spectrum Disorders,
Intellectual Disabilities, and Anti-Social Personality Disorder/Psychopathy.® Their
motivations can be complex, often involving impulsivity, a desire for power and control,
sexual disturbances (where fire setting functions as a "sexual substitute"), aggression,
hostility, revenge, attention-seeking, a need to embellish deflated self-worth, or a
desire for excitement or sensual/sexual satisfaction.” They may also engage in other
destructive or deceitful behaviors, such as bullying, physical cruelty to people or
animals, theft, breaking and entering, or serious rule violations.”> Operationally, older
serial arsonists tend to become more frequent offenders, and many are known to walk
to the scene of the fires they set.’

While these profiles offer a comprehensive understanding of typical serial arsonists,
this information is primarily actionable after an arrest has been made or when
significant behavioral patterns are observed and linked across multiple incidents
during an active investigation. Without any arrests or detailed behavioral and forensic
evidence from the Springfield cases—a direct consequence of the low clearance
rate—it is currently impossible to definitively match the local perpetrator(s) to these
established profiles. However, these profiles serve as a critical framework for
investigators. Should a suspect be apprehended, or if consistent patterns emerge



from scene analysis and witness statements, these characteristics can guide
psychological assessments, interrogation strategies, and further investigative
avenues. The sheer volume of fires in Springfield, coupled with the lack of arrests,
strongly suggests that someone fitting one of these profiles is likely operating, even if
their identity and specific characteristics remain unknown. This underscores the
urgent need for enhanced investigative capabilities to gather the necessary data.

Forensic Indicators of Serial Arson Activity

Forensic indicators are crucial for identifying arson and, more specifically, for linking
multiple incidents to a potential serial arsonist. These indicators involve physical
evidence and investigative considerations at the fire scene. Key signs include multiple
points of origin, the presence of accelerants (such as gasoline or kerosene), and
unusual burn patterns (e.g., pour patterns, crazed glass, melted metal thresholds,
burn marks under doorways, chipping of concrete, alligatoring or blistering of burned
wood, or an unidentifiable point of origin where the most damage occurs).? Evidence
of specific ignition devices, ranging from simple matches or lighters to more complex
timed or remote-controlled devices, is also critical, especially if found in unusual
locations.’

Environmental and circumstantial clues further aid investigations. These can include
the presence of fire trailers (physical trails of fuel), unusual fuel distribution (e.g., piles
of newspapers or furniture pushed together), damaged sprinkler or alarm systems,
signs of forced entry, missing valuable items, propped windows, suspicious vehicles
leaving the scene, or unusual bystander activity.? The investigation process itself
emphasizes a systematic approach to origin and cause determination, the importance
of fire debris analysis, strict evidence collection protocols (including maintaining a
chain of custody), and recognizing the challenges posed by fire suppression activities,
which can inadvertently destroy crucial evidence.?

Are There Signs of a Serial Arsonist?

Based solely on the provided aggregate data (arson counts and clearance rates), it is
not possible to definitively confirm the presence of a specific serial arsonist. The data
does not include granular forensic details, specific incident reports, or suspect
profiles that would allow for such a direct determination.

However, the statistical environment in Springfield is highly suggestive and creates a
strong circumstantial case for the likelihood of a persistent, unidentified arsonist (or
multiple such individuals), which could very well include a serial arsonist:

e High Volume of Incidents: With 72 arsons reported in 2023 alone ', the sheer



number of incidents provides ample opportunity for a single individual or a small
group to be responsible for multiple fires, easily meeting the "three or more fires"
definition of serial arson.”

e Sustained Increase: The consistent upward trend, particularly the 61% increase
from 2018-2023 ', suggests a persistent, unresolved problem rather than random,
isolated acts. This pattern indicates an ongoing threat from an active
perpetrator(s).

e Extremely Low Clearance Rate: The 4.6% clearance rate ' is the most
compelling indirect indicator. It signifies that very few arsonists are being
identified or apprehended. This allows a potential serial arsonist to continue
operating without interruption, making it exceedingly difficult for investigators to
link cases, identify patterns, or develop a profile. The lack of arrests means a
critical absence of intelligence necessary to apply the forensic indicators and
behavioral profiles outlined above.

The critically low clearance rate for arson cases in Springfield is not merely a
statistical figure; it serves as a powerful indicator of the current investigative
environment and its inherent challenges. If cases are rarely cleared, it implies that
crucial forensic evidence is not being effectively collected, analyzed, or linked across
incidents, or that leads are not being adequately developed and pursued. In the
context of serial arson, where identifying patterns of behavior, consistent motives, and
recurring forensic signatures are paramount to linking and solving cases, a low
clearance rate severely cripples the ability to connect seemingly disparate fires. This
investigative vacuum makes it significantly easier for a serial arsonist to operate
undetected, allowing their activities to continue and potentially escalate without
intervention. Therefore, the low clearance rate, combined with the high volume of
arsons, serves as a strong indirect indicator that a serial arsonist could be present and
is currently not being identified due to systemic investigative challenges. It highlights
a significant gap in intelligence gathering and perpetrator identification that must be
addressed to mitigate the ongoing threat.

Conclusion and Initial Insights

The analysis reveals a unique and alarming public safety challenge in Springfield,
Ohio. The city's significant and sustained increase in arson incidents, culminating in its
#1 per capita ranking in Ohio for 2023, stands in stark contrast to a declining
statewide trend. This divergence strongly suggests the presence of localized factors
driving the arson problem. Compounding this issue is the critically low arson
clearance rate in Springfield, indicating substantial investigative hurdles and a high



degree of impunity for offenders.

Regarding the possibility of a serial arsonist, while direct evidence for a specific
individual is not available within the provided aggregate data, the statistical
environment in Springfield creates a highly permissive and conducive setting for such
an individual to operate undetected. The high volume of incidents, the consistent
upward trend, and the extremely low clearance rate collectively point to a persistent,
unidentified threat. The lack of arrests is a critical barrier to collecting the necessary
behavioral and forensic data required for definitive profiling and apprehension. The
current situation demands urgent attention and a significant shift in investigative
strategy to address this escalating crisis.
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