












Claims are sometimes made that a significant fraction of fire s 
assigned to electrical causes has been mis- investigated61

• But, despite 
the recent efforts in NFPA 921 to make hi gh quality information avai l
able to the investigator, this is very hard to do in the absence of ad
equate publi shed research studies. 

It is surprising how little systematic research has been done to 
elucidate and quantify the mechanisms whereby electric wiring faults 
lead to structure ignitions. Almost all of the experimenta l papers that 
cou ld be found studied problems only of a very narrow scope. In ad
dition , a number of them (mostly not reviewed here) have approached 
the topic by attempting to prove that certain modes of ignition "can
not happen. " This, of course, is hardly good sc ientific methodology, 
but is an easy trap to fall into, when it is rea li zed that failures of highly 
reli able devices are involved. 

Not a single paper from a U.S. university was found on the topic, 
nor is there any agency or research institute in the US that has carried 
on long-term research on these problems. It might be noted that in 
Japan, elucidating the nature of electrical ignitions has been consid
ered to be a problem of national priority, and several institutes and 
universities have done considerable long-term research, but these stud-

ies are generally availab le only in Japanese. 

Without adequate laboratory studies documenting and quantify
ing electric-wiring-related fire ignition scenarios, little progress can 
be expected either in improving fire invest igations or in reducing fire 
losses of thi s origin. 

In the U.S. , the safety of wiring and wiring devices is genera lly 
assessed according to UL standards, but there exists almost no pub
lished material from UL that would document the ir studies of ignition 
mechani sms, nor to provide a basis for judging whether their test pro
cedures have a traceable connection to fie ld fai lure modes. 

Aging of plastic material s can lead to increased failures. This has 
been studied in other electrotechnical areas (e.g., aircraft wiring), but 
no studies exist for building wiring. 
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