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The exception died of cancer shortly before
the investigation ended. Reportedly, however,
he continued to arrange for fires by telephone
from his hospital bed.

The dying man’s dedication to his “trade’ is
matched by the determination of law enforce-
ment agencies trying to stamp out arson. The
effort begins at the federal level at the FBI
and the Justice Department, and extends to
states and cities. As recently as 1978, the FBI
identified arson as a Part II offense in its
Uniform Crime Reports. That put the crime
in the same category as such relatively minor
offenses as disorderly conduct and public
drunkenness. Since then, arson has been
assigned the status of a Part I offense, the
same as rape or murder.

The Justice Department, in a report released

last summer, listed insurance fraud, including
arson for profit, as a national priority for in-

vestigation and prosecution. The report said,

“The widespread nature of this type of white
collar crime, its significant costs, the physical
danger and harm often associated with it . . .

all argue that this should be listed as a national
priority . ..”

The Justice Department announced priorities
in seven major categories of white collar crime.
Establishing priorities was intended to assist
federal, state and local law enforcement a-
gencies in combatting these crimes.

Arson is drawing tougher penalties in several
states. In Illinois, where arson has been an
ever-increasing problem, new state laws have
made aggravated arson a Class X crime. As
such, it carries a mandatory minimum sentence
of six years imprisonment. The Connecticut
legislature has passed a law mandating life
imprisonment without parole for anyone
convicted of an arson-related death.

Recent arson trials illustrate the trend toward
stiffer sentences. In Buffalo, New York, a
man convicted of setting fire to a furniture
store received a seven-year sentence. A Los
Angeles man convicted of arson-related insur-
ance fraud not only was sentenced to a year
in jail, but also was ordered to pay nearly
$400,000 in damages to the defrauded insur-
ance companies and to the city’s fire
department.

Cities are actively fighting back against arson
by involving citizens. An anti-arson program
in Dallas, now in its third year, brought dra-
matic results almost immediately. During the
program’s first year, arson-related fires de-
creased by 17 percent while the number of
adults charged with arson increased by 65
percent. The total number of incendiary fires
cleared by arrests rose 55 percent.

The media campaign that publicized the arson
problem apparently also increased public a-
wareness of fire hazards in general — the total
number of structural fires dropped 14 percent
that year. As in many cities, decreases in
arson, or any other type of fires, were unpre-
cedented in Dallas. City officials attribute
much of the program’s success to strong media
coverage and say they hope to maintain the
momentum.

Although there is no “perfect’ solution to the com-
plex problems of arson, programs such as these prove
that the problem can be dealt with. Arson exacts a
high cost, not only from its direct victims, but from
society as a whole. Businessmen face double jeopardy
from arson — not only are their homes and businesses
vulnerable but, as taxpayers, they bear the brunt of
arson’s other costs. Executives should be familiar
with the extent of the arson problem and efforts to
combat it in their area. They should encourage local
government to implement anti-arson programs and
should actively participate in such programs whenever
possible. Arson’s toll in lives and dollars is too high
to ignore.
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Utility Losses

Drug Abuse, Employee Thefts Are Costly Problems

Drug abuse on the job can be more than a
costly problem in its own right. It is often a
symptom of a larger problem — lax controls
that facilitate employee dishonesty. This was
the situation at a major metropolitan utility
where employees not only sold and used drugs
but also stole as much as $1 million worth of
property over several years. The extent of
these problems and the involvement of long-
term employees was uncovered during an
exhaustive year-long investigation.

Investigators posing as employees quickly
discovered rampant abuse and sale of illegal
drugs at each of the utility’s three facilities.
Marijuana was the most popular drug and
employees frequently stored it at work where
it would be readily accessible. The extent of
drug abuse was demonstrated during the
questioning of employees that concluded the
investigation. Several employees were so ob-
viously under the influence of drugs that they
could not respond coherently to simple
questions.

Drug abuse was only a superficial problem,
compared to the enormous losses stemming
from employee theft. Many of the thefts in-
volved copper, brass and other metals used in
tubing or wiring. Employees assigned to lay
new pipes or wiring would dig the old mater-
ials out of the ground, transport them to
accomplices’ homes (on company trucks) and
sell them. Because the utility did not maintain
tight controls over its scrap materials, the
thefts were not detected.

New materials and equipment also were vul-
nerable to dishonest employees. Employees
sometimes stole new copper tubing and other
materials from the utility’s warehouse and
from job sites. Some of these were given to
contractors in return for special favors or cash.
Employees were so confident that they would
not be caught that they stole costly, conspic-

uous items, such as utility poles, as well as less
noticeable materials.

When the investigation uncovered the extent
of thefts and other illegal activity, the utility
fired 18 employees and suspended about 20
others. Many of those implicated in the thefts
were long-term employees, like one worker
who had been with the company for 24 years
and admitted to stealing about $100 worth of
material per week.

As a result of the investigation, the utility
tightened its inventory controls and security
procedures. [ts enlightened management also
implemented a drug rehabilitation program
designed to help employees and their families.
Anyone who had been selling drugs was fired,
but users were offered the opportunity to
keep their jobs if they participated in the re-
habilitation program. The utility had tried to
start a drug rehabilitation program before the
investigation but had been unsuccessful in
identifying employees with drug problems.

The level of security at this utility obviously had
deteriorated drastically before the investigation un-
covered the extent of losses. Even companies with
tighter security procedures are vulnerable to such
losses if management becomes complacent and is un-
aware of what employees are doing. Drug abuse and
employee theft are not problems that happen to ‘‘the
other guy’’ — they can affect any company at any
time. Companies must protect themselves by having
their security procedures analyzed periodically and
by taking necessary steps to strengthen controls.
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