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Several fire trucks race across town with their sirens 
blaring. An old, empty hotel is on fire. Will the firefighters 
arrive in time to put it out?

At the scene, they discover the fire is going strong. 
Flames leap from the hotel’s windows, and soon the roof 
collapses. The firefighters work hard, but the hotel burns 
to the ground. Nobody knows how the fire started. It 
might have been an accident, but some suspect arson.



The next day, the police begin to investigate. They bring 
along Lila, a specially trained dog. Lila sniffs the burned 
debris of the hotel. Suddenly, she sits down next to a pile 
of ashes and stares at her handler. The police officers 
know that Lila has sniffed an accelerant. Now the police 
believe that someone probably started the fire on purpose.
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Fire dogs are highly trained canines that have helped 
firefighters and police officers for more than 25 years. 
They are officially called arson dogs or accelerant 
detection dogs. When there is a suspicious fire, fire 
investigators must decide if the fire was an accident 
or set on purpose. They search for flammable liquids 
called accelerants. Arsonists use these liquids to start 
fires. Common accelerants include gasoline, lighter 
fluid, and paint thinner.

Fire investigators often have a difficult time finding 
accelerants in debris. Many rely on dogs to assist in 
the search. With their sharp sense of smell, arson dogs 
can easily sniff out tiny amounts of accelerants. They 
can even sniff them through water, mud, and snow. The 
dogs cover ground more quickly than humans. They 
can find evidence of a crime much faster than people 
or machines.



The Test Dog

The Bureau of Alcohol, 

Tobacco, and Firearms 

(ATF) started training arson 

dogs in 1984. Their test 

dog was a yellow Lab 

named Nellie. Since then, 

the ATF has certified more 

than 100 arson dogs.
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