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I. INTRODUCTION
On September 18, 2024, the Committee on Fire and Emergency Management, chaired by Council Member Joann Ariola, will conduct an oversight hearing on the New York City Fire Department’s Search, Rescue, and Fire Investigation Procedures. Those expected to testify include representatives of the New York City Fire Department (“FDNY” or “Department”), unions and other interested members of the public. 


II. BACKGROUND
New York City Fire Department
The FDNY is comprised of approximately 11,000 uniformed firefighters and 6,500 civilian positions, and manages 250 firehouses and EMS stations citywide.[footnoteRef:1] The FDNY’s core competencies include fighting traditional structural fires and providing pre-hospital care. The Department also has a role in responding to all types of emergencies, such as hazardous materials incidents, building collapses, transportation accidents, utility-related emergencies, natural disasters, and acts of terrorism throughout the City.[footnoteRef:2] In particular, the FDNY is responsible for making all tactical and strategic decisions regarding structural evacuation. The FDNY responded to over 300,000 fire and non-fire related emergencies during Fiscal Year 2023.[footnoteRef:3]   Additionally, there were a total of 1,133,831 fire company runs.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  2023 Mayor’s Management Report at https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2023/fdny.pdf ]  [2:  FDNY Vital Statistics 2016 Calendar Year at http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/fdny/downloads/pdf/vital_stats_2016.pdf ]  [3:  2023 Mayor’s Management Report at https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2023/fdny.pdf]  [4:  2023 Mayor’s Management Report at https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2023/fdny.pdf] 


III. BUREAU OF FIRE INVESTIGATIONS
The Bureau of Fire (“BFI”) is part of the FDNY and is responsible for determining the origin and cause of fires and explosions. Emphasis is given to arson and criminal carelessness.[footnoteRef:5]  BFI is separated in two command centers; Citywide North Command and Citywide South Command.[footnoteRef:6]  Citywide North Command is located in Fort Totten and is primarily responsible for investigations in Queens, Bronx, and Manhattan -north of 110th street.[footnoteRef:7] Citywide South Command is located in Brooklyn and is primarily responsible for investigations in Brooklyn, Staten Island, and Manhattan – south of 110th street.[footnoteRef:8]  In addition to both citywide command centers, the Office of the Chief Fire Marshal is located at the FDNY headquarters at 9 MetroTech, Brooklyn.[footnoteRef:9] This office consists of a Chief Fire Marshal, Deputy Chief Fire Marshals, Supervising Fire Marshals, Fire Marshals and Firefighters.[footnoteRef:10] The Chief Fire Marshal is in charge of BFI and personnel assigned to the bureau, and is directly responsible to the Fire Commissioner for the enforcement of all laws, regulations and orders pertaining to this bureau.[footnoteRef:11] The Chief Fire Marshal, Deputy Chief Fire Marshals, Supervising Fire Marshals and Fire Marshals investigate and inquire into the origin, detail and management of fires in the City, particularly of supposed cases of arson, incendiarism, or fires due to criminal carelessness.  Upon arrival at fires or emergencies, they report to the Incident Commander, conduct their investigation, and inform the Officer in Command of results. All requests for personnel and equipment, in connection with searching for and preserving evidence, is directed to the Officer in Command for consideration.[footnoteRef:12] [5:   James S. Griffiths, Fire Department of New York, An Operational Reference, Fourth Edition, 2002 at p. 195.]  [6:  Fire Marshal Statistics at https://statics.teams.cdn.office.net/evergreen-assets/safelinks/1/atp-safelinks.html ]  [7:  Fire Marshal Statistics at https://statics.teams.cdn.office.net/evergreen-assets/safelinks/1/atp-safelinks.html	]  [8:  Fire Marshal Statistics at https://statics.teams.cdn.office.net/evergreen-assets/safelinks/1/atp-safelinks.html]  [9:  Fire Marshal Statistics at https://statics.teams.cdn.office.net/evergreen-assets/safelinks/1/atp-safelinks.html]  [10:  FDNY Regulations, Chapter 8, January 1, 1997 at p. 1.]  [11:  Ibid.]  [12:  Ibid.] 

An incendiary fire is a designation given to a fire, in which the Fire Marshal has determined, through physical examination of the fire scene and interviews with witnesses, that the fire was intentionally set by someone. A fire may be suspected of being incendiary if there is evidence of, among other things, the presence of an accelerant or fire-setting device, two or more separate and distinct fires burning at the same time, an eyewitness to the setting of the fire, a confession, or a combustible substance deliberately placed at the point of origin. [footnoteRef:13] [13:  FDNY Training Bulletin, Arson 1, March 15, 1997 at p. 1. ] 

A suspicious fire is a designation given by the Chief Officer in command of a fire operation and is one of the circumstances in which the Fire Marshal is called to the fire scene to investigate and determine the cause, origin and circumstances of the fire. A fire is suspicious if: [footnoteRef:14] [14:  Ibid at p. 2.] 

· There are indications that the fire may have been set and all accidental causes have not been eliminated (when all accidental causes have been eliminated, the fire is incendiary);
· A threat preceded the fire; 
· It is one in a series of fires; 
· Premises normally locked are found unlocked;
· Stock or belongings were removed prior to the fire; 
· Any act or circumstance that cannot be explained and tends to indicate that the fire may have been intentionally set. 
In Fiscal Year 2023, BFI was appropriated $28.3 million and conducted 5,459 investigations resulting in the determination of 1,058 arsons .[footnoteRef:15]  According to the most recent numbers published by BFI, during calendar year 2022 there were 1,144 incendiary fires (19.4% of investigations conducted) and they participated in 235 arrests, 150 of these arrests were related to arson.[footnoteRef:16] In addition to incendiary fire investigations, BFI has also been involved with investigating lithium battery fires related to E-bikes. [15:  2023 Mayor’s Management Report at https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2023/fdny.pdf]  [16:  BFI 2022 Annual Report at https://www.nyc.gov/assets/fdny/downloads/pdf/about/bfi_2022_annual_report.pdfm ] 

Over the past few years the City has experienced a rapid increase in lithium-ion battery related fires, largely associated with e-bikes and e-scooters. It has been reported that four times a week on average, an e-bike or e-scooter battery causes a fire in the City.[footnoteRef:17] The City continues to experience a growing number of e-bike fires, both residential and commercial, that not only destroy property but result in fatalities. Recently, an incident occurred on August 21, 2024 at a Richmond Hill, Queens bike shop where a faulty lithium-ion battery exploded, resulting in a fire that destroyed the business.[footnoteRef:18] It was the second instance of a lithium-ion battery fire at that location in the span of a year.[footnoteRef:19] [17:  NPR – Fires from Exploding E-Bike Batteries Multiply in NYC – Sometimes Fatally at https://www.npr.org/2022/10/30/1130239008/fires-from-exploding-e-bike-batteries-multiply-in-nyc-sometimes-fatally]  [18:  Richmond Hill Queens E-Bike Shop Catches Fire at https://www.cbsnews.com/newyork/news/queens-e-bike-shop-fire-2nd-time-fdny-says/ ]  [19: Richmond Hill Queens E-Bike Shop Catches Fire at https://www.cbsnews.com/newyork/news/queens-e-bike-shop-fire-2nd-time-fdny-says/] 

Special Operations and Command
	In addition to the citywide command units that conduct investigations, BFI also has a Special Operations Command or “SOC”. This command center manages several specialized units including: (i) the Fire Scene Unit, which documents, photographs, and collects evidence at the scene of a fire; (ii) special investigations unit that target high-profile incidents; (iii) a training unit, which is responsible for properly training new promoted fire marshals and individuals that have joined the bureau; (iv) the Auto Fraud Squad, which identifies and investigates suspected incidents of fraud; (v) the Fireworks Enforcement Taskforce, which is a seasonal, multiagency taskforce that aims to eliminate the sale and possession of illegal fireworks; and (vi) the K-9 Unit, which currently has approximately five canines that are “specially trained to identify accelerant and locate survivors of structural collapses.”[footnoteRef:20] [20:  ] 



IV. CONCLUSSION
The Committee seeks to discuss the FDNY’s protocols and procedures administered in search and rescue operations during emergencies. Specifically, the Committee seeks to learn more about the FDNY's K-9 Accelerant Detection and Search and Rescue Unit, which plays a crucial role in the Department's efforts in helping find victims related to structural collapses.  In addition to search and rescue protocols, the Committee will exam the role of fire marshals within BFI and their ability to carry out the bureau’s core mission.  
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