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1.0 Introduction 
1.1 When used by responsible adults, matches and lighters are safe products, but in the hands of 

children and juveniles these products can be dangerous and can be used to cause injury and 
damage to property. You will be aware of tragic cases of domestic fire deaths and there is good 
evidence for primary fires, as set out below. Furthermore, anecdotal evidence from fire and 
rescue services has revealed that some juveniles are playing with fire and using matches and 
lighters for anti-social purposes. Of course, a child who is sufficiently determined to obtain a 
source of fire can undoubtedly find matches and lighters in their own homes, but they are also 
legally able to buy them from shops.  

1.2 There is no minimum age for selling matches and lighters to children and juveniles.  This is in 
contrast to age restrictions which apply to aerosols, knives, and of course cigarettes.  

1.3 The Department is therefore considering the case for setting a minimum age for selling matches 
and lighters to minors. To do this we need better data on secondary fires.  

2.0 Levers for reducing deliberate fires set by young people 
2.1 In the light of the recent publication of the Department of Health’s ‘Consultation on the future of 

tobacco control’, we believe it is timely to build a case for including age restrictions on the sale of 
matches and lighters.  This would have the dual effect of both deterring their sale to the under 
18s for the purposes of smoking, and for anti-social behaviour such as fire-setting.  

2.2 The issue of age restrictions for the sale of matches and lighters was absent from the 
consultation document. However, we believe that there is real merit - both in terms of health 
outcomes and fire safety outcomes - in considering this issue in more detail, but we need better 
evidence in order to do so.  

2.3 Separately, we would encourage fire and rescue services to respond to the Department of 
Health’s consultation by 8 September to indicate levels of support for fire safer cigarettes and 
other measures set out in the document. You may also consider including in your response to the 
Consultation that there is currently no age restriction for selling matches and lighters to minors, 
products which are used predominantly for smoking purposes.  The link below refers: 
http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGui
dance/DH_085114. 

3.0 Background: Deliberate primary fires statistics 
3.1 UK fire and rescue service statistics show that the number of deliberate primary fires in the UK 

continues to decline. In 2006, 72,545 fires were reported against 84,626 in 1994. This is a 
decrease of 14% over the twelve year period.  

3.2 Over the same twelve year period, the number of fires set by young people under the age of 18 
has dropped from 28,271 to 17,646. This is a more extensive decrease of 38%. The age of the 
fire-starter is often unknown and unrecorded on the FDR1 forms, so this figure may well show an 
under-representation of the actual situation.  

3.3 Both of these sets of figures show a pleasing downward trend, with the trend for deliberate fires 
set by young people decreasing more steeply than the overall numbers. However, we are 
concerned to see a less marked decrease in the percentage of young people being responsible 
for setting deliberate primary fires. In 1994, 33% of these fires were set by young people under 
the age of 18. Over the same period, this has now only dropped to 24%.  

3.4 We would like to see a steeper decrease in the percentage of overall deliberate primary fires set 
by young people under 18.  

http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_085114
http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_085114
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3.5 Furthermore, we have looked in more detail at the data for the type of fires that are set by young 

people under 18 and have discovered that in 1994 there was a fairly even balance of fires in 
dwellings (21%), other buildings (35%) and vehicle fires (30%); but this diverges over the next 
few years, with a peak in 2001 for vehicle fires of 54% against a low of 14% for dwelling fires. In 
2006 the figures show that dwelling fires have stabilised at around 15% but vehicle fires have 
only gone down a small amount to 47%. Over the twelve year period dwelling fires decreased by 
55%, other building fires decreased by 58% and vehicle fires only decreased by 4%. It is no 
surprise that vehicle fires dominate, but disappointing to note the downward trend only started in 
2001 unlike the other figures.  Factors such as the price of scrap metal, the End of Vehicle Life 
Regulations 2003 and the work of the Arson Control Forum will of course have contributed to this 
decline.  

3.6 We have looked at the evidence of sources of ignition for primary deliberate fires set by young 
people under 18. In 1994, matches were the source of ignition in 60% of deliberate primary fires 
set by young people under the age of 18. Adding lighters in causes the numbers to increase to 
64%. Twelve years later, the overall number of fires where matches and lighters are the source of 
ignition is down to 57%, but the proportion of those fires which were started with a lighter 
increased to 16% against 4% in 1994. Interestingly, the trend for matches to be the source of 
ignition is steeply downwards, with a 56% decrease; whereas the usage of lighters has shot up 
by 155%. This mirrors a similar trend with lighted paper/material as the source of ignition.  

4.0 Collecting data on secondary fires 
4.1 In contrast to the data for primary deliberate fires, which we hold centrally, sourced from FDR1 

forms, we have very little data about deliberate secondary fires. We collect aggregate figures for 
secondary fires in derelict buildings, grassland, heathland etc., and refuse and derelict vehicles 
(and the catch-all ‘other’ category) but we do not collect data on the age of the fire-setter.  

4.2 For the purposes of this work, we would like to collect, as a one-off exercise, the same level of 
data for deliberate secondary fires as we hold centrally for deliberate primary fires.  

4.3 We don’t expect to get a complete picture, but would like to ask fire and rescue services to 
provide us with as much data as possible on deliberate secondary fires set by young people 
under 18. In particular we are looking for data on numbers of:  

• Deliberate secondary fires set by young people under 18 
• Deliberate secondary fires set by young people aged 0 – 9 
• Deliberate secondary fires set by young people aged 10 - 17 
• Deliberate secondary fires set by young people under 18 by location 
• Deliberate secondary fires set by young people under 18 by source of ignition 

 
4.4 We are not providing a pro forma on this occasion as we are unsure how your data is held. We 

would be grateful for data in whatever format you have. We would also welcome any evidence 
you may have that people under 18 have purchased matches and lighters and then used the 
products to set secondary fires. Annex A provides, for information, centrally held data for primary 
fires set by age group. 
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5.0 Data returns 
5.1 Please send your data to me by 22 August. This will give us time to analyse the data and use it 

to inform our response to the Department of Health’s consultation in time for their deadline for 
responses of 8 September. We will provide an update in due course to keep you informed about 
progress on this important matter.  

 

Mike Larking 

Fire and Rescue Service Development Division 



Deliberate fires by age group of firestarter and country, UK, 1994-2006

Age group                        1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

UK Total                                                                                                                                                              
  Total                          84,626 84,911 88,385 82,613 86,208 103,006 111,174 123,268 117,764 113,621 91,231 79,653 72,545
  Child (0-9 years)              6,366 5,688 5,149 4,883 4,368 4,322 4,009 3,644 2,741 2,533 1,798 1,330 1,192
  Youth (10-17 years)            21,905 23,366 24,480 23,816 23,547 28,330 30,303 36,490 32,074 30,043 23,202 19,286 16,454
  Adult (18 years and over)      53,876 37,174 41,406 36,524 39,664 48,373 52,117 58,623 59,948 58,798 48,579 42,733 38,930
  Other (not person or animal)   33 147 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
  Unknown                        2,446 18,535 17,349 17,390 18,629 21,981 24,744 24,511 23,000 22,248 17,652 16,304 15,969
England                                                                                                                                                            
  Total                          70,801 70,732 72,872 67,682 70,341 84,146 91,217 102,536 98,504 95,216 76,311 66,456 59,598
  Child (0-9 years)              5,654 4,939 4,307 4,130 3,762 3,660 3,358 3,092 2,283 2,145 1,518 1,141 991
  Youth (10-17 years)            17,779 18,999 19,593 18,865 18,375 22,243 23,991 29,813 26,323 24,486 18,914 15,771 13,070
  Adult (18 years and over)      45,210 30,184 33,375 29,284 31,614 38,179 41,019 47,316 49,501 48,427 39,509 34,538 30,776
  Other (not person or animal)   33 130 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
  Unknown                        2,125 16,480 15,598 15,402 16,590 20,064 22,848 22,315 20,397 20,158 16,370 15,006 14,761
Wales                                                                                                                                                              
  Total                          4,522 4,608 5,085 5,250 5,766 6,926 6,838 7,417 6,921 7,179 5,595 4,605 4,397
  Child (0-9 years)              197 232 322 270 243 238 194 191 173 158 88 63 76
  Youth (10-17 years)            1,506 1,567 1,784 2,161 2,262 2,516 2,212 2,526 2,315 2,339 1,781 1,356 1,245
  Adult (18 years and over)      2,613 1,909 2,209 1,934 2,473 3,526 3,670 4,079 3,730 4,024 3,186 2,602 2,521
  Other (not person or animal)   0 7 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
  Unknown                        206 894 770 885 788 646 763 621 703 658 540 584 556
Scotland                                                                                                                                                           
  Total                          7,197 7,107 7,126 6,655 6,932 8,536 8,813 8,798 8,491 7,794 6,532 5,847 5,774
  Child (0-9 years)              439 417 450 380 302 372 373 315 245 184 181 107 111
  Youth (10-17 years)            2,100 2,089 2,057 1,935 1,997 2,381 2,500 2,496 2,191 1,949 1,527 1,217 1,215
  Adult (18 years and over)      4,567 3,846 3,980 3,674 3,884 4,939 4,995 4,721 4,419 4,374 4,227 3,939 3,951
  Other (not person or animal)   0 10 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
  Unknown                        90 745 639 666 750 844 946 1,266 1,637 1,286 597 584 498
Northern Ireland                                                                                                                                                   
  Total                          2,106 2,463 3,302 3,026 3,169 3,398 4,306 4,517 3,848 3,432 2,793 2,745 2,776
  Child (0-9 years)              76 100 70 103 62 52 84 47 41 45 11 19 15
  Youth (10-17 years)            519 712 1,047 855 913 1,190 1,600 1,655 1,245 1,268 980 942 925
  Adult (18 years and over)      1,486 1,235 1,842 1,632 1,693 1,729 2,434 2,507 2,299 1,974 1,657 1,654 1,682
  Unknown                        25 416 343 436 501 427 188 308 263 145 145 130 154

Source: DCLG Ref: 2008069(1994-2006).sas 18APR08



Fatal casualties in deliberate fires by age group of firestarter and country, UK, 1994-2006

Age group                        1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

Total                                                                                                                                                              
  Total                          111 139 132 117 111 114 109 91 106 114 89 111 118
  Child (0-9 years)              8 12 6 10 9 9 6 4 13 0 0 3 2
  Youth (10-17 years)            2 3 4 1 3 5 0 1 2 5 2 3 3
  Adult (18 years and over)      93 111 114 96 81 83 91 75 81 101 83 96 109
  Other (not person or animal)   0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
  Unknown                        8 11 8 10 18 17 12 11 10 8 4 9 4
England                                                                                                                                                            
  Total                          101 119 116 98 84 92 91 67 90 98 78 93 97
  Child (0-9 years)              8 5 5 10 5 8 2 2 7 0 0 3 2
  Youth (10-17 years)            1 3 3 1 1 3 0 1 2 3 2 3 3
  Adult (18 years and over)      88 99 101 78 66 68 77 53 71 88 72 78 88
  Other (not person or animal)   0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
  Unknown                        4 10 7 9 12 13 12 11 10 7 4 9 4
Wales                                                                                                                                                              
  Total                          0 13 4 9 5 4 6 5 4 2 5 6 6
  Child (0-9 years)              0 7 1 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0
  Youth (10-17 years)            0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
  Adult (18 years and over)      0 6 3 9 4 4 6 3 4 2 5 6 6
  Other (not person or animal)   0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
  Unknown                        0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Scotland                                                                                                                                                           
  Total                          7 6 12 8 14 11 11 15 12 10 4 11 13
  Child (0-9 years)              0 0 0 0 4 1 3 0 6 0 0 0 0
  Youth (10-17 years)            1 0 1 0 2 1 0 0 0 2 0 0 0
  Adult (18 years and over)      3 5 10 7 6 9 8 15 6 7 4 11 13
  Other (not person or animal)   0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
  Unknown                        3 1 1 1 2 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0
Northern Ireland                                                                                                                                                   
  Total                          3 1 0 2 8 7 1 4 0 4 2 1 2
  Child (0-9 years)              0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0
  Youth (10-17 years)            0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
  Adult (18 years and over)      2 1 0 2 5 2 0 4 0 4 2 1 2
  Unknown                        1 0 0 0 3 4 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Source: DCLG Ref: 2008069(1994-2006).sas 18APR08



Deliberate Primary Fires by age, UK

1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006
% Change 
since 1994

UK fires 84,626 84,911 88,385 82,613 86,208 103,006 111,174 123,268 117,764 113,621 91,231 79,653 72,545 -14.3%
0 to 9 6,366 5,688 5,149 4,883 4,368 4,322 4,009 3,644 2,741 2,533 1,798 1,330 1,192 -81.3%
10 to 17 21,905 23,366 24,480 23,816 23,547 28,330 30,303 36,490 32,074 30,043 23,202 19,286 16,454 -24.9%
All under 18s 28,271 29,054 29,629 28,699 27,915 32,652 34,312 40,134 34,815 32,576 25,000 20,616 17,646 -37.6%
% of fires set by under 18s 33.4 34.2 33.5 34.7 32.4 31.7 30.9 32.6 29.6 28.7 27.4 25.9 24.3 -27.2%

Deliberate Primary Fires by Location, UK

1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006
% change 
since 1994

Total number of fires by under 18s 28,272 29,054 29,630 28,700 27,915 32,652 34,312 40,134 34,816 32,575 25,000 20,616 17,646 -37.6%
Dwelling fires 5,996 5,837 5,838 5,773 5,352 5,223 5,364 5,776 4,728 4,555 3,627 2,885 2,681 -55.3%
% of total fires 21 20 20 20 19 16 16 14 14 14 15 14 15
other building fires 9,787 9,182 8,861 8,292 7,592 7,411 7,655 8,354 6,768 6,943 5,762 4,821 4,137 -57.7%
% of total fires 35 32 30 29 27 23 22 21 19 21 23 23 23
road vehicles 8,570 10,110 11,090 10,870 11,657 16,237 17,409 21,573 19,509 17,128 12,416 10,194 8,248 -3.8%
% of total fires 30 35 37 38 42 50 51 54 56 53 50 49 47
other 3,919 3,925 3,840 3,765 3,313 3,781 3,884 4,431 3,810 3,949 3,195 2,716 2,580 -34.2%
% of total fires 14 14 13 13 12 12 11 11 11 12 13 13 15

Deliberate Primary Fires by Location, UK

1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006
% change 
since 1994

Total number of fires by under 18s 28,272 29,054 29,630 28,700 27,915 32,652 34,312 40,134 34,816 32,575 25,000 20,616 17,646 -37.6%
Dwelling fires 5,996 5,837 5,838 5,773 5,352 5,223 5,364 5,776 4,728 4,555 3,627 2,885 2,681 -55.3%
other building fires 9,787 9,182 8,861 8,292 7,592 7,411 7,655 8,354 6,768 6,943 5,762 4,821 4,137 -57.7%
road vehicles 8,570 10,110 11,090 10,870 11,657 16,237 17,409 21,573 19,509 17,128 12,416 10,194 8,248 -3.8%
other 3,919 3,925 3,840 3,765 3,313 3,781 3,884 4,431 3,810 3,949 3,195 2,716 2,580 -34.2%
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Deliberate Primary Fires by source of ignition

1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006
% change 
since 1994

Total number of fires by under 18s 28,272 29,054 29,630 28,700 27,915 32,652 34,312 40,134 34,816 32,575 25,000 20,616 17,646 -37.6%
Matches 16864 17,988 17,668 16,815 16,030 18,454 18,505 20,623 16,723 15,440 11,612 9,088 7,363 -56.3%
% of total fires 59.6 61.9 59.6 58.6 57.4 56.5 53.9 51.4 48.0 47.4 46.4 44.1 41.7
Cigarette lighters 1,075 1,043 1,292 1,429 1,764 2,163 2,494 3,024 3,845 3,915 3,318 2,905 2,739 154.8%
% of total fires 3.8 3.6 4.4 5.0 6.3 6.6 7.3 7.5 11.0 12.0 13.3 14.1 15.5
Lighted paper/material 734 1,137 1,094 1,215 1,396 2,228 2,621 3,321 3,288 3,327 2,655 2,114 1,935 163.6%

2.6 3.9 3.7 4.2 5.0 6.8 7.6 8.3 9.4 10.2 10.6 10.3 11.0
% fires started by matches and lighters 63.5 65.5 64.0 63.6 63.7 63.1 61.2 58.9 59.1 59.4 59.7 58.2 57.2 -9.8%

Deliberate Primary Fires by source of ignition

1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006
% change 
since 1994

Total number of fires by under 18s 28,272 29,054 29,630 28,700 27,915 32,652 34,312 40,134 34,816 32,575 25,000 20,616 17,646 -37.6%
Matches 16864 17,988 17,668 16,815 16,030 18,454 18,505 20,623 16,723 15,440 11,612 9,088 7,363 -56.3%
Cigarette lighters 1,075 1,043 1,292 1,429 1,764 2,163 2,494 3,024 3,845 3,915 3,318 2,905 2,739 154.8%
Lighted paper/material 734 1,137 1,094 1,215 1,396 2,228 2,621 3,321 3,288 3,327 2,655 2,114 1,935 163.6%
Matches and lighters 17939 19031 18960 18244 17794 20617 20999 23647 20568 19355 14930 11993 10102 -43.7%
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