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By Sasha Kiessling

I n 1993 the Australian Association of Young People In Care
(AAYPIC) was established as the first-ever voice of children and

young people in care. AAYPIC became CREATE Foundation in July
1999, and since that time has gone from strength to strength
establishing offices in every capital city, delivering innovative serv-
ices and programs to children and young people in rural and
regional Australia and effecting changes in the care system as a
whole. 

CREATE Foundation exists to provide opportunities for the 20,000
children and young people in foster and out of home care in Aus-
tralia. CREATE is an organisation with and for children and young
people, and is their voice in the child welfare sector. CREATE works
with all stakeholders in the child and family welfare system – Fed-
eral and all State governments, service providers, foster carers, com-
munity organisations, indigenous groups, church agencies and
others to achieve participation of young people – in their lives and
in their communities. 

CREATE works to build community– to fulfil its purpose:
• to ensure all young people in care are respected, listened to and

as early as possible in their lives actively participating in all deci-
sions which affect their lives

• to provide all young people in care with opportunities to expand
and enhance their life outcomes

• to empower all young people in care through a range of origi-
nal programs and services to be their best and grow and develop
to fulfil their individual talents and potential

• to effect on-going comprehensive changes to State care systems
of Australia for the benefit of all young people in care into the future.

Earlier this year, CREATE delivered mission:be – a powerful per-
sonal development and leadership program in Victoria’s Gippsland
Region. A program with a difference, mission:be was last year
awarded an Australian Drug Foundation award for Excellence in Com-
munity Initiatives. mission:be is a 3 month journey for 14 -18 year
olds in care that allows participants to discover their true potential,
gain new skills in areas they are passionate about, build motivation
and self esteem, and develop lasting relationships within their
lives and their local communities. mission:be achieves this through
focusing on leadership, self advocacy, goal setting, presentation skills
and building a sense of self through taking community action. All
achieved while having an extreme dose of fun and adventure!

“mission:be is about creating a fun and friendly environment in
which young people in care can really shine, a space that reflects
their strengths, a place that inspires, supports and encourages them
to achieve amazing things.”

Sasha 
mission:be facilitator 

CREATE Victoria

positioning of information. Often, those studied are young
people who are in residential care due to severe, and often
multiple forms of behavioural problems, one of which may
be fire-lighting. Unfortunately there is a tendency to gener-
alise about all young fire-lighters from these often small,
unrepresentative samples. 

Size of the problem
It is not known how many young people light fires, as United
States researchers say that not only are the majority of small,
deliberately lit fires usually undetected (Epps and Hollin
2000) but the offender is not known in 80 per cent to 85 per
cent of “suspicious” fires (Stadolnik 2000: 13). However, it is
believed that in the United States, 60 per cent to 75 per cent
of fire-lighters are young people (Dittmar 1991). 

Characteristics of young people who light fires
The literature consistently reports that it is mostly males who
light fires, in the order of nine males to one female (Sakheim
and Osborn 1999). While children may be as young as three
when they light fires (Slavkin 2001), there is controversy about
the intent of these very young fire-lighters. Some research sug-
gests that it may be relatively normal for boys to play with fire
out of curiosity (Federal Emergency Management Agency and
United States Fire Administration 1994, Kafry 1980, reported
by Epps and Hollin 2000). On the other hand, it is also
reported that older children who light fires started doing this
at quite a young age. An Australian study of 134 young 
people who light fires found that the average age for first 
playing with fire was 5.3 years, the age range being one to 14

years (Adler et al. 1994). This study also showed that young
people who light fires often light multiple fires, those stud-
ied lighting an average of 7.1 fires in the 12 months prior to
referral to an intervention service (Adler et al. 1994). 

As noted previously, much of the research on young people
who light fires use a sample of those who have come to the
notice of authorities because of either the severity of their fire-
lighting behaviour or because of other behavioural problems.
Thus, perhaps not surprisingly, a review of these studies
found that young people who light fires commonly had a range
of problems, including mental illness, suicidal intentions,
other criminal histories, a history of sexual disturbance, as well
as a history of upbringing problems (Lowenstein 2001). Young
fire-lighters in an in-patient psychiatric setting were found to
have greater problems than non-fire-lighting in-patients, with
a greater likelihood of having a major mental disorder, as well
as alienation, thought disorder and poor reality testing
(Sakheim and Osborn 1999 reporting Moore et al. 1996). It has
also been shown that some young people who light fires may
also suffer from a Personality Disorder (Raesaenen et al. 1995),
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (Raines and Foy 1994), a Con-
duct Disorder (Sakheim and Osborn 1999), and they may
engage in animal cruelty (Slavkin 2001) and frequently com-
mit other crimes (Raesaenen et al. 1995).

Why young people light fires
Given the lack of clear understanding in the literature of the
characteristics of young children who light fires, it is not
hard to understand why the literature is not clear why 
particular young people light fires. A range of broad 



mission:be is a 7-module strengths-based program that has been
delivered in rural and urban communities right across Australia over
the past 3 years. The program includes a series of weekend camps,
one day workshops and a period where participants work with 
the support of mentors to achieve a personal goal or project. A 
celebration and evaluation signify the end of mission:be but not 
their journey!

“ Not everyday normal stuff – they were different experiences to keep
you cool”

Natalie
mission:be participant

Gippsland, Victoria

A strong sense of community ownership is important to the suc-
cess of mission:be and contributes to the long term sustainabil-
ity of the program’s outcomes – to empower young people in care
to make decisions and create opportunities in their own lives. 

“Stronger networks and relationships with community and agen-
cies, and most importantly the young people – the feedback from
young people was most valuable”.

Cindy 
mission:be Community Action Team

Gippsland, Victoria

This is achieved through CREATE facilitating community stake-
holders to resource, promote, develop and deliver the program. The
training and participation of local volunteers and youth workers in
delivering mission:be also serves to strengthen relationships and
promote positive representation of young people in care within the
local community.

“She has changed so much in the past month, a lot more positive,
confident, open to hugs and showing affection, and more aware of
others” 

Jenna 
Youth Worker

Gippsland, Victoria

CREATE works with and for children and young people in care in
all states and territories, building pathways for the future through
offering opportunities both within CREATE and the wider commu-
nity. CREATE’s Young Consultants program is an opportunity for
young people in or ex care to share their experiences and help
improve the care system from the inside out. All services and 
programs delivered by CREATE (including mission:be) are devel-
oped and delivered by Young Consultants with the support of
CREATE staff. 

mission:be and the range of services and programs offered by 
CREATE Foundation successfully connect, empower and create
change in the lives of children and young people in care – arguably
the most vulnerable and disempowered young people in our 
society. CREATE works with optimism, vision, creativity and fun
alongside all stakeholders to ensure that children and young 
people in state care are afforded the same life opportunities as all
young Australians. 

CREATE is a highly participatory, strengths-based learning organ-
isation. For more information call your local CREATE Centre on 1800
655 105 or check us out in cyberspace www.create.org.au !!
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motivations are suggested. These include the need to 
express intense personal feelings, particularly anger and
hatred (Epps and Hollin 2000, referring to Regehr and Glancy
1991). There also may be a need 
to attract adult attention to feelings
of loneliness, distress and unhap-
piness, a general cry for help,
and/or a need to be seen as impor-
tant or a hero by discovering the
fire, or assisting in putting the fire
out (Epps and Hollin 2000, Sakheim and Osborn 1999).

Child maltreatment and fire-lighting
The problems described above would appear to be very sim-
ilar to problems experienced by many young people who
come from a severely child abusive background. These are sum-
marised as, “developmental delay, low self-esteem, learning
problems, behavioural problems and psychiatric symptoms”
(Jones et al. 1987, reported by Goddard, 1996: 62). These sim-
ilarities have been noted in the fire-lighting literature. Epps and
Hollin (2000: 45) say that children who suffer from abuse and
neglect, and those who light fires, may come from a similar
background of “high levels of parental absence, family break-
down and disorganisation, parental psychopathology, erratic
styles of parental monitoring and discipline, and low levels of
parental involvement with their children”. 

Early studies found a higher incidence of physical abuse in
children who light fires than in children who don’t light fires
(Jayaprakash, Jung and Panitch 1984; Gruber, Heck and
Mintzer 1981). A later study found young people who light

fires to have been both physically abused and emotionally neg-
lected (Raines and Foy 1994). A few studies make a link with
child sexual abuse and fire-lighting, particularly in relation

to female fire-lighters. A small study of children in residen-
tial care found that 14 per cent of males, and 50 per cent of
females, who light fires, showed “undisputed evidence of sex-
ual abuse” (Epps, Swaffer and Hollin 1996: 46). Examination
of adult female fire-lighters found that 44 per cent had a his-
tory of sexual abuse (Puri et al. 1995). 

Looking at this issue from the perspective of child abuse
and neglect researchers, there is very little said about fire-light-
ing as an outcome of child maltreatment. This is not surpris-
ing because, again, the literature is small, beset with
definitional confusions and ideological complications, and
findings are often based on small, unrepresented samples.
However, the connection between fire-lighting and child
sexual abuse is directly made in writing based on clinical work
on child sexual abuse in the 1980s (Giarretto 1989), and
another author describes lighting fires as one of nine indica-
tors of male child sexual abuse (Sebold 1987). 

The child abuse literature reveals that there may be associated
characteristics between the outcomes of child maltreatment and

It would appear that these New South Wales 
bushfires proved to be very expensive; that many 
were deliberately lit, often by young people.


