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Explosives and Fire Investigation

Explosives:
Explosives are substances or devices that can rapidly release energy in the form of heat, light, sound, and
pressure. They are classified based on their sensitivity, composition, and intended use. Explosives can be
broadly categorized into two main groups: high explosives and low explosives. High explosives detonate
with a supersonic shock wave, while low explosives deflagrate with subsonic combustion.

Fire Investigation:
Fire investigation is the process of determining the origin, cause, and circumstances of a fire. It involves
collecting and analyzing physical evidence, conducting interviews, and reconstructing the events leading up
to the fire. Fire investigators use a combination of scientific methods and investigative techniques to
determine whether a fire was accidental, incendiary, or natural in origin.

Accelerant:
An accelerant is a substance that is used to speed up the ignition and spread of a fire. Common accelerants
include gasoline, kerosene, and lighter fluid. Fire investigators look for traces of accelerants at fire scenes to
determine if arson was involved.

Arson:
Arson is the criminal act of intentionally setting fire to property. It is a serious offense that can result in
severe penalties. Fire investigators play a crucial role in identifying and prosecuting arsonists by gathering
evidence and establishing the cause of the fire.

Backdraft:
A backdraft is a sudden explosion that can occur when a fire is deprived of oxygen and then reintroduced to
a fresh air source. It can happen when a door or window is opened in a confined space, causing a rapid
increase in oxygen levels and a violent burst of flames. Fire investigators must be aware of the potential for
backdrafts when entering fire scenes.

Burn Pattern:
A burn pattern is a visible mark left on surfaces by flames, heat, or smoke during a fire. Different types of
burn patterns, such as V-patterns, U-patterns, and irregular patterns, can provide clues about the direction
of fire spread and the point of origin. Fire investigators use burn patterns to reconstruct the sequence of
events during a fire.
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Combustion:
Combustion is the chemical process of burning, which involves the rapid oxidation of a fuel in the presence
of oxygen. Combustion releases heat, light, and gases such as carbon dioxide and water vapor.
Understanding the principles of combustion is essential for fire investigators to determine how fires start
and spread.

Debris Analysis:
Debris analysis is the examination of materials recovered from a fire scene to identify potential evidence
related to the cause of the fire. Fire investigators analyze debris for traces of accelerants, ignition sources,
and other factors that may have contributed to the fire. Debris analysis plays a crucial role in determining
whether a fire was accidental or incendiary.

Explosion:
An explosion is a sudden release of energy that produces a shock wave, heat, and pressure. Explosions can
occur as a result of chemical reactions, mechanical failures, or intentional acts. Fire investigators must
distinguish between explosions caused by natural events and those caused by criminal activity to determine
the cause of a fire.

Flashover:
Flashover is a rapid and intense stage of fire development in which all exposed combustible materials in a
room or enclosed space reach their ignition temperature simultaneously. Flashover results in a sudden
increase in heat and the ignition of gases released by burning materials. Fire investigators must be aware of
the signs of flashover to understand how fires progress.

Gas Chromatography:
Gas chromatography is a laboratory technique used to separate and analyze the components of a gas
mixture. It is commonly used in fire investigation to detect and identify traces of accelerants, such as
gasoline and kerosene, in debris samples. Gas chromatography helps fire investigators determine the
presence of accelerants at fire scenes.

Heat Transfer:
Heat transfer is the process by which thermal energy is exchanged between objects of different
temperatures. Heat can be transferred through conduction, convection, or radiation. Understanding heat
transfer mechanisms is essential for fire investigators to analyze how fires spread and identify potential
sources of ignition.

Incendiary Device:
An incendiary device is a device designed to start fires or cause explosions. Incendiary devices can be
homemade or commercially manufactured and are often used in arson attacks. Fire investigators examine
the remnants of incendiary devices to determine their composition and mode of operation.
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Jet Reaction:
Jet reaction is a phenomenon that occurs when a rapidly expanding gas jet produced by an explosion
causes a secondary explosion or fireball. Jet reaction can propel burning materials across a room or space,
leading to rapid fire spread. Fire investigators must consider jet reaction effects when analyzing explosions.

Kaowool:
Kaowool is a type of insulating material made from ceramic fibers that is commonly used in industrial
applications. Kaowool can be found in kilns, furnaces, and other high-temperature environments. Fire
investigators may encounter kaowool residues at fire scenes and use them as indicators of high-
temperature exposure.

Le Chatelier's Principle:
Le Chatelier's Principle is a fundamental concept in chemistry that states that a system at equilibrium will
shift to counteract any changes imposed on it. In the context of fire investigation, Le Chatelier's Principle
can help explain how changes in temperature, pressure, or concentration affect the behavior of fires and
explosions.

Molotov Cocktail:
A Molotov cocktail is a makeshift incendiary device consisting of a glass bottle filled with a flammable
liquid, such as gasoline or alcohol, and a rag or fuse soaked in the liquid. Molotov cocktails are often used
in arson attacks to start fires. Fire investigators analyze the remnants of Molotov cocktails to identify the
type of accelerant used.

NFPA 921:
NFPA 921 is the National Fire Protection Association's guide for fire and explosion investigations. It provides
guidelines and best practices for conducting thorough and systematic fire investigations. Fire investigators
use NFPA 921 as a reference to ensure that their investigations meet industry standards and legal
requirements.

Oxidizer:
An oxidizer is a substance that can facilitate combustion by providing oxygen or other oxidizing agents.
Oxidizers can enhance the flammability of fuels and accelerate the spread of fires. Fire investigators look for
traces of oxidizers at fire scenes to determine if specific chemicals or materials contributed to the fire's
intensity.

Pyrolysis:
Pyrolysis is the chemical decomposition of organic materials in the absence of oxygen. During pyrolysis,
heat breaks down the molecular structure of materials, releasing volatile gases, liquids, and solids. Pyrolysis
plays a significant role in the ignition and combustion of fuels and can influence the behavior of fires.

Quadricycles:
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Quadricycles are small four-wheeled vehicles, often used for recreational purposes or short-distance
transportation. Quadricycles can pose unique challenges for fire investigators due to their compact size,
limited safety features, and potential for mechanical failures. Understanding the design and operation of
quadricycles is essential for analyzing fires involving these vehicles.

Rapid Decompression:
Rapid decompression is a sudden drop in pressure that can occur during explosions, structural failures, or
other catastrophic events. Rapid decompression can create powerful shock waves and displace materials,
leading to secondary explosions and fires. Fire investigators must consider the effects of rapid
decompression when analyzing blast scenes.

Spalling:
Spalling is the breaking or chipping of concrete, masonry, or other materials exposed to high temperatures
during a fire. Spalling occurs when trapped moisture inside the material vaporizes and causes internal
pressure, leading to surface fractures. Fire investigators use spalling patterns to assess the intensity and
duration of heat exposure during fires.

Thermal Imaging:
Thermal imaging is a technology that allows firefighters and fire investigators to visualize heat patterns and
temperature variations in real time. Thermal imaging cameras detect infrared radiation emitted by objects
and convert it into visible images. Thermal imaging helps fire investigators locate hot spots, assess fire
spread, and identify potential sources of ignition.

Unburned Hydrocarbons:
Unburned hydrocarbons are compounds that remain in the air or on surfaces after incomplete combustion
of fuels. Unburned hydrocarbons can be indicators of specific fuels or accelerants used in fires. Fire
investigators analyze samples for unburned hydrocarbons to identify the type of fuel involved and
determine the cause of the fire.

Ventilation:
Ventilation is the process of supplying fresh air to a fire or removing smoke and hot gases from a structure.
Proper ventilation can help control fire growth, improve visibility for firefighters, and prevent flashovers. Fire
investigators evaluate ventilation patterns at fire scenes to understand how airflow influenced fire behavior.

Wick Effect:
The wick effect is a phenomenon in which melted fats or oils from burning materials are drawn into porous
materials, such as wood or fabric, and continue to burn slowly. The wick effect can cause fires to spread
horizontally or vertically through building materials, creating hidden fire pockets. Fire investigators must be
aware of the wick effect when examining fire damage.

X-Ray Diffraction:

Read online: https://shortcourses.lsibonline.com/glossaries/3175568/
explosives-and-fire-investigation

London School of International Business · 20 Jun 2026



G LO S S A RY

X-ray diffraction is a technique used to analyze the crystal structure of materials by exposing them to X-rays
and measuring the diffraction patterns. X-ray diffraction can help identify the composition of residues,
minerals, and other substances found at fire scenes. Fire investigators use X-ray diffraction to determine the
presence of specific compounds and trace evidence.

Yield Point:
The yield point is the stress level at which a material undergoes permanent deformation or begins to flow
like a fluid. Understanding the yield point of materials is essential for fire investigators to assess structural
integrity, predict failure points, and analyze the effects of heat exposure. The yield point can indicate how
materials behave under fire conditions.

Zinc Whiskers:
Zinc whiskers are tiny metallic filaments that can grow on zinc-coated surfaces, such as steel structures or
electronic components. Zinc whiskers can become airborne and accumulate in ventilation systems, posing a
fire hazard. Fire investigators examine zinc whiskers for evidence of electrical faults, arcing, and potential
ignition sources in fire investigations.
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