
 
 

Item No. 18   
Town of Atherton 

 
 
 
CITY COUNCIL STAFF REPORT – REGULAR AGENDA 
 
TO:   HONORABLE MAYOR AND CITY COUNCIL 
   GEORGE RODERICKS, CITY MANAGER 
 
FROM: STEVEN D. MCCULLEY, CHIEF OF POLICE 
 
DATE: JANUARY 17, 2018 
 
SUBJECT: RESIDENTIAL FALSE ALARM RESPONSES – CONSIDERATION 

OF A SERVICE CHARGE FOR FALSE ALARMS AND AN 
ANNUAL PERMIT RENEWAL FEE  

 
 
RECOMMENDATION 
 
Review and discuss; and, if appropriate, direct staff to incorporate a false alarm service charge 
process and return with amendments to the Town’s Alarm Ordinance to require an annual permit 
renewal fee following an inspection report.  
  
BACKGROUND 
 
In 2003, the U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Community Oriented Police Services, conducted 
an extensive study on false alarm responses by Police Officers across the United States. The study 
found that in 1998, Police Officers in the U.S. responded to approximately 38 million false alarm 
activations at an estimated annual cost of $1.5 billion dollars (adjusted for inflation, $2.25 billion 
dollars in 2018). The study also found the vast majority of alarm calls to police, between 94 and 
98 percent are false. This is a major drain of limited police resources and a source of real officer 
safety concern. For details see the attached link to the full COPS/DOJ study.  
 
As a free service to residents, Atherton Police Department Dispatch Center monitors 
approximately 2,000 residential burglary alarm systems. In 2016, the Dispatch Center received 
and processed 2,439 residential burglary alarms. Of the 2,439 alarms, 1,362 were able to be 
confirmed as false and canceled by dispatch before officers arrived on scene. Officers responded 
to the remaining 1,077 alarms which were all determined to be false. To date in 2017, Dispatch 
has received and processed 2,160 alarms. Of the 2,160 alarms, 1,246 were able to be confirmed as 
false by dispatch and cancelled before officers arrived on scene. Officers responded to the 
remaining 1,030 alarms which were all determined to be false. This high volume of alarm calls is 
very disruptive to dispatch and field operations. 
 
In the last 23 months, Officers responded to 2,107 false residential burglar alarms. False alarm 
responses require at least 2 officers to respond with a minimum of 30 min patrol time for each 
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officer or 1 hour of patrol time for each alarm response. On a low end time estimate, the 2,107 
alarm responses equal 2,107 patrol hours. This is equivalent to approximately 13 months of one 
full time police officer doing nothing but responding to false alarms at an approximate cost of over 
$136,000. In the last 10 years, officers responded to 9 alarms which were true alarms resulting in 
a burglary investigation. The last real alarm we responded to was in July 2015.  
 
As Chief, two significant responsibilities are to ensure the best possible officer safety measures 
and to ensure the most efficient and cost-effective use of limited police resources. The current 
response method to unchecked and unrestricted false alarm calls impacts officer safety and the 
efficient operation of the police department. 
 
How to Prevent False Alarms 
 
There are a number of ways to prevent false alarms. The most common reasons for false alarms 
are: 
 

• User errors, such as entering incorrect key pad codes 
• Leaving a door or window open when activating the alarm 
• Inadequate employee training on alarms 
• Poor installation of motion detectors 
• Poor quality alarms 

 
Below is a table depicting local agency fees for annual alarm permit fees and how many responses 
before fees are generated along with dollar amounts.  
 

AGENCY ALARM PERMIT FEES / 
ANNUAL 

FALSE ALARMS FEES 

BELMONT $50 First and Second Responses $0 
  Third Response $100 
  Fourth Response $200 
    
BURLINGAME $0 First and Second Responses $0 
  Third – Fifth Responses $50 
  Sixth Response $100 
    
FOSTER CITY $0 First Response  $0 
  Second Response $55 
  Third Response $111 
  Fourth Response $111 
  Fifth and after $200 
    
HILLSBOROUGH $60 + $24 per month monitoring fee First and Second Responses $0 
  Third – Fifth Responses $200 
  Sixth or more $300 
    
MENLO PARK $25 First Response & after $175 
  Per Incident $350 
    
PACIFICA $85 / $45 First Response  $0 
  Second through fifth responses $129 
  Six or more $202 
REDWOOD CITY $0 First and Second Responses $0 
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AGENCY ALARM PERMIT FEES / 
ANNUAL 

FALSE ALARMS FEES 

  Third and more $100 
    
SAN BRUNO  $0 First and Second Responses $0 
  Third Response $100 
  Fourth Response $125 
    
SAN CARLOS $0 Second and more $183  
    
SAN MATEO $0 First Response $0 
  Second and more $104 
SOUTH SAN FRANCISCO $25 First and Second Responses $0 
  Third – Fifth Response $50 
  Six – Eight Response $100 

 
 
ANALYSIS 
 
Staff recommends that to mitigate false alarms, an integrated response of community 
outreach/education, revision of the current false alarm ordinance, enforcement, and an enhanced 
residential alarm permitting process. The outreach/education will take place using Town resources, 
local media as appropriate, and community meeting and other resident education opportunities.  
The current Town false alarm ordinance mentions a penalty service charge for more than one false 
alarm in a calendar year.  It does not specify the amount of the service charge; nor is an amount 
specified within the Town’s Fee Resolution. 
 
Currently residents are charged a one-time alarm registration fee of $61. This includes free 
monitoring of their alarm by the police department if the resident chooses this option. Staff 
recommends that an annual registration fee of $50 be set with the requirement that residents have 
their alarm system inspected by a professional alarm system vendor and provide proof of this 
inspection. The revenue received from the false alarm response services fees and annual alarm 
registration fees can be utilized to continually upgrade the Town’s false alarm monitoring and 
response equipment. 
 
The proposed timeline is to perform the community outreach/education during February and 
March 2018 and complete updates to the false alarm ordinance, fee resolution and permitting 
process by March 31, 2018. The enforcement/service charge program would begin on April 1, 
2018.   
 
POLICY FOCUS 
 
The purpose of the Town’s alarm ordinance is to encourage alarm users to maintain the operational 
reliability and proper use of alarm systems and to reduce or eliminate false alarms. False alarms 
require a considerable amount of time, resources, and expenses each year to the Town. They can 
also pose a safety hazard to police officers and the general public. 
 
The ordinance governs systems intended to summon a police response, requires permits, 
establishes fees, provides for penalties for violations of false alarms, and establishes a system of 
administrating the program. 
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FISCAL IMPACT 
 

Number of False Alarms Action Taken Fee 
1 Warning Letter None 
2 Written Notice $200 
3 Written Notice $200 

4 and over Written Notice $200 
 
Staff time to monitor false alarms can easily be accessed through our RIMS database where 
invoices can be generated by the Town’s Finance Department. 
 
PUBLIC NOTICE 
 
Public notification was achieved by posting the agenda, with this agenda item being listed, at least 
72 hours prior to the meeting in print and electronically. Information about the project is also 
disseminated via the Town’s electronic News Flash and Atherton Online. There are approximately 
1,200 subscribers to the Town’s electronic News Flash publications. Subscribers include residents 
as well as stakeholders – to include, but be not limited to, media outlets, school districts, Menlo 
Park Fire District, service provides (water, power, and sewer), and regional elected officials.  
 
ATTACHMENTS 
 
Sample  - False Alarm Warning Letter 
Current Alarm Ordinance 
Alarm Excel Spreadsheet 
Department of Justice False Alarm Report  
 
 
 



 
Date 
 
 
 
Resident Name 
Address 
Atherton, CA  94027 
 
 
Dear Resident: 
 
On DATE our officers responded to a report of a Panic/Residential/Audible alarm at your address.  The 
alarm was determined to be false. This letter serves as notice of the Town’s Alarm Ordinance with specific 
information regarding false alarm responses. A copy of the ordinance is attached for your review and 
education. Should we respond to your address for an additional false alarm in the calendar year, you will 
be invoiced by the Town for a service/response charge of $200 per false alarm response. 
 
False alarm response impacts limited police resources and can impact officer safety. In 2016, our police 
officers responded to 600 false alarms. False alarm responses require at least 2 officers to respond with a 
minimum of 30-minute patrol time for each officer or 1 hour of patrol time for each alarm response. On a 
very low-end time estimate, the 600 false alarm responses equal 600 patrol hours. This is almost 4 months 
of one full time police officer doing nothing but responding to false alarms at an approximate cost of over 
$38,000.  In the last 10 years, our officers responded to 9 alarms which were true alarms resulting in a 
burglary investigation. The last real alarm our officers responded to was in July 2015.  
 
Your help and cooperation are needed to assist our officers by mitigating false alarms. Please ensure you, 
your family members, and staff/employees are very familiar with the operation of your alarm system.  
Should your alarm be accidentally activated, it is important for you to call our dispatch center immediately 
at 650-688-6500 in order to report the activation and stop a police response to your residence. Enclosed are 
stickers to place on or near your alarm keypad with our dispatch phone number. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
Steven D McCulley 
Chief of Police 









DATEX Time INCNUM TEXT CASE
09-Nov-07 22:58:55 200711090028 Incident type changed from ALARM to 664/459 07-698
04-Feb-08 15:46:31 200802040014 Incident type changed from ALARM to 459 PC 8-61

15-May-08 11:44:33 200805150010 Incident type changed from ALARM to 459 PC 8-290

19-May-08 06:42:45 200805190001 Incident type changed from ALARM to 1066

03-Jul-08 21:07:11 200807030037 Incident type changed from ALARM to 459 PC 08-417
28-Apr-10 15:57:10 201004280023 Incident type changed from ALARM to 459 PC 10-220

12-May-10 08:15:20 201005120005 Incident type changed from ALARM to WELCHK
10-249

01-Sep-10 17:32:23 201009010039 Incident type changed from ALARM to 664/459 10-461
04-Jun-11 19:37:36 201106040013 Incident type changed from ALARM to SUSCIRC 11-347
23-Aug-11 23:44:12 201108230039 Incident type changed from ALARM to 664/459 11-510
14-Sep-11 03:49:11 201109140005 Incident type changed from ALARM to 459 PC 11-555
18-Mar-12 00:45:37 201203170022 Incident type changed from ALARM to 459 PC 12-166
19-Mar-13 18:07:15 201303190056 Incident type changed from ALARM to MEDICAL
24-May-13 16:01:34 201305190021 Incident type changed from ALARM to 459 PC 13-329

27-Jul-13 21:06:02 201307270061 Incident type changed from ALARM to WRNT ARR

02-Aug-13 22:19:41 201308020048 Incident type changed from ALARM to DUI

13-494

11-Jul-14 17:51:33 201407110067 Incident type changed from ALARM to 166 PC
14-323

05-Oct-14 21:22:45 201410050094 Incident type changed from ALARM to 602 PC 14-480
28-Nov-14 07:50:10 201411280053 Incident type changed from ALARM to SUSCIRC 14-601
10-Jan-15 19:39:36 201501100072 Incident type changed from ALARM to 459 PC 15-9

22-May-15 00:30:25 201505210087 Incident type changed from ALARM to MEDICAL

25-Jul-15 01:35:42 201507240104 Incident type changed from ALARM to 459 PC 15-404
08-Aug-15 20:06:20 201508080114 Incident type changed from ALARM to MEDICAL

11-Nov-16 18:18:47 201611110060 Incident type changed from ALARM to MEDICAL

10-Jun-17 15:18:03 201706100070 Incident type changed from ALARM to MEDICAL



DESC

subject was in the parked car on the passenger side of the vehicle in the 
RPs driveway.  He yelled at the person and the subject looked like he 
walked across the street to the job site.  BMA 35 black top and black 
pants. Call came in as a 1033 at first then RP called.

general burglary alarm/ ph 322-8040/ Disoriented elderly x// Left in 
care of caretaker//SA

life line alert /fire handled.

S/Schlimmer, Erick dob/09271977 o/o Millbrae was cited/released for 
an outstanding San Mateo County Sheriff's Office for 23152(b) VC in the 
amount of $5,000.
PANIC  alarm / contact made with tenants, code 4.  Upon alarm 
activation, contact made with driver of vehicle.  Subj: Silva-Zavala, Jose 
dob 08/19/87 o/o Mountain View arrested and taken to CJ for 23152(a) 
VC.   Vehicle left at the scene.
Recieved alarm activation from Dewalt Alarm at this location. Subj: 
Kristofferson, James dob 8/12/57 out of Atherton, arrested and taken 
to CJ for 166 PC.

Officers responded on a burglary alarm, poa: FAMILYROOM 
DOOR/BDRM HALL DOOR. Spoke w/ homeowner who is out of town, 
son should be home but unable to reach him. Upon making contact w/ 
sister in back cottage, she escorted officers into main house. Son was 
located in his locked bedroom. Medics were requested, code 3 
response, possible overdose. Son was xported to San Mateo Co 
General.

78 YO X, lift assist
Fire/Medics enroute for a medical call. Burgl alarm also set off in error 
by family member.

Zones: 062 - Panic Alarm (122) 911 rec/x fall victim/breathing/conscious
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About the Problem-Specific Guides Series

The Problem-Specific Guides summarize knowledge about 
how police can reduce the harm caused by specific crime 
and disorder problems. They are guides to prevention 
and to improving the overall response to incidents, not to 
investigating offenses or handling specific incidents. Neither 
do they cover all of  the technical details about how to 
implement specific responses. The guides are written for 
police—of  whatever rank or assignment—who must address 
the specific problem the guides cover. The guides will be 
most useful to officers who:

•	 Understand basic problem-oriented policing principles 
and methods. The guides are not primers in problem-
oriented policing. They deal only briefly with the initial 
decision to focus on a particular problem, methods to analyze 
the problem, and means to assess the results of  a problem-
oriented policing project. They are designed to help police 
decide how best to analyze and address a problem they have 
already identified. (A companion series of  Problem-Solving Tools 
guides has been produced to aid in various aspects of  problem 
analysis and assessment.)

•	 Can look at a problem in depth. Depending on the 
complexity of  the problem, you should be prepared to spend 
perhaps weeks, or even months, analyzing and responding to 
it. Carefully studying a problem before responding helps you 
design the right strategy, one that is most likely to work in your 
community. You should not blindly adopt the responses others 
have used; you must decide whether they are appropriate to 
your local situation. What is true in one place may not be true 
elsewhere; what works in one place may not work everywhere.

•	 Are willing to consider new ways of  doing police 
business. The guides describe responses that other police 
departments have used or that researchers have tested. While 
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not all of  these responses will be appropriate to your 
particular problem, they should help give a broader view 
of  the kinds of  things you could do. You may think 
you cannot implement some of  these responses in your 
jurisdiction, but perhaps you can. In many places, when 
police have discovered a more effective response, they have 
succeeded in having laws and policies changed, improving 
the response to the problem. (A companion series of  
Response Guides has been produced to help you understand 
how commonly-used police responses work on a variety of  
problems.) 

•	 Understand the value and the limits of  research 
knowledge. For some types of  problems, a lot of  useful 
research is available to the police; for other problems, 
little is available. Accordingly, some guides in this series 
summarize existing research whereas other guides illustrate 
the need for more research on that particular problem. 
Regardless, research has not provided definitive answers to 
all the questions you might have about the problem. The 
research may help get you started in designing your own 
responses, but it cannot tell you exactly what to do. This 
will depend greatly on the particular nature of  your local 
problem. In the interest of  keeping the guides readable, 
not every piece of  relevant research has been cited, nor has 
every point been attributed to its sources. To have done so 
would have overwhelmed and distracted the reader. The 
references listed at the end of  each guide are those drawn 
on most heavily; they are not a complete bibliography of  
research on the subject. 

•	 Are willing to work with others to find effective 
solutions to the problem. The police alone cannot 
implement many of  the responses discussed in the guides. 
They must frequently implement them in partnership with 
other responsible private and public bodies including other 



iiiAbout the Problem-Specific Guides Series

government agencies, non-governmental organizations, 
private businesses, public utilities, community groups, 
and individual citizens. An effective problem-solver must 
know how to forge genuine partnerships with others 
and be prepared to invest considerable effort in making 
these partnerships work. Each guide identifies particular 
individuals or groups in the community with whom 
police might work to improve the overall response to that 
problem. Thorough analysis of  problems often reveals 
that individuals and groups other than the police are in 
a stronger position to address problems and that police 
ought to shift some greater responsibility to them to do 
so. Response Guide No. 3, Shifting and Sharing Responsibility 
for Public Safety Problems, provides further discussion of  this 
topic.

The COPS Office defines community policing as 
“a policing philosophy that promotes and supports 
organizational strategies to address the causes and reduce 
the fear of  crime and social disorder through problem-
solving tactics and police-community partnerships.” These 
guides emphasize problem-solving and police-community 
partnerships in the context of  addressing specific public 
safety problems. For the most part, the organizational 
strategies that can facilitate problem-solving and police-
community partnerships vary considerably and discussion of  
them is beyond the scope of  these guides.
 
These guides have drawn on research findings and police 
practices in the United States, the United Kingdom, 
Canada, Australia, New Zealand, the Netherlands, and 
Scandinavia. Even though laws, customs and police 
practices vary from country to country, it is apparent that 
the police everywhere experience common problems. In 
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a world that is becoming increasingly interconnected, it is 
important that police be aware of  research and successful 
practices beyond the borders of  their own countries.

Each guide is informed by a thorough review of  the 
research literature and reported police practice and is 
anonymously peer-reviewed by line police officers, police 
executives and researchers prior to publication. 

The COPS Office and the authors encourage you to 
provide feedback on this guide and to report on your 
own agency’s experiences dealing with a similar problem. 
Your agency may have effectively addressed a problem 
using responses not considered in these guides and your 
experiences and knowledge could benefit others. This 
information will be used to update the guides. If  you wish 
to provide feedback and share your experiences it should 
be sent via e-mail to cops_pubs@usdoj.gov.

For more information about problem-oriented policing, 
visit the Center for Problem-Oriented Policing online at 
www.popcenter.org. This website offers free online access 
to:

•	 the Problem-Specific Guides series
•	 the companion Response Guides and Problem-Solving Tools series 
•	 instructional information about problem-oriented policing 

and related topics
•	 an interactive problem-oriented policing training exercise
•	 an interactive Problem Analysis Module 
•	 a manual for crime analysts
•	 online access to important police research and practices
•	 information about problem-oriented policing conferences 

and award programs. 
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The Problem of False Burglar Alarms

What This Guide Does and Does Not Cover

This guide deals with the problem of  false burglar alarms. 
It begins by reviewing factors that increase the risks of  
false burglar alarms. It then identifies a series of  questions 
that might help you analyze your local problem. Finally, it 
reviews responses to the problem and what is known about 
them from evaluative research and police practice.

False burglar alarms is but one aspect of  the larger set of  
problems related to alarms and misuse of  police resources. 
This guide is limited to addressing the particular harms 
created by false burglar alarms. Related problems not 
directly addressed in this guide, each of  which require 
separate analysis, include:
 

misuse and abuse of  911
false fire alarms
false vehicle alarms
false robbery alarms
noise complaints about audible alarms. 

Some of  these related problems are covered in other 
guides in this series, all of  which are listed at the end of  
this guide. For the most up-to-date listing of  current and 
future guides, see www.popcenter.org.

•
•
•
•
•
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General Description of the Problem

In the United States in 2002, police responded to 
approximately 36 million alarm activations, at an estimated 
annual cost of  $1.8 billion.1 Most of  these activations 
were burglar alarms.§ This guide examines current police 
responses and presents alternative strategies to address 
the false alarm dilemma. Purchasers of  an alarm system 
are told to expect a police response to an alarm activation, 
even though they bought the system from a private alarm 
company with no link to a police department. The vast 
majority of  alarm calls—between 94 and 98 percent 
(higher in some jurisdictions)—are false.§§ In other words, 
alarms’ reliability, which can be measured by these rates 
of  false activations, is generally between 2 and 6 percent. 
Nationwide, false alarms account for somewhere between 
10 and 25 percent of  all calls to police.2 For many U.S. 
police agencies, false burglar alarms constitute the highest-
volume type of  call for service. In the United States 
alone, “solving the problem of  false alarms would, by 
itself, relieve 35,000 officers from providing an essentially 
private service.”3  

During the 1990s, consolidation within the alarm industry 
changed the way alarm companies delivered services. 
Larger companies purchased smaller ones, and a number 
of  alarm monitoring companies moved, sometimes out 
of  state, to achieve economies of  scale. For example, a 
company in Texas might monitor the alarms of  tens of  
thousands of  customers in Utah or other distant states.§§§  
When an alarm goes off, the monitoring company calls the 
owner. If  no one answers or the person who answers gives 
the wrong prearranged code, the monitoring company 
calls the police, expecting them to respond.§§§§  

§ In some cities, police also respond 
to fire alarms. It is typical for 
burglar alarm calls to substantially 
outnumber fire alarm calls to police 
departments. 

§§ For example, in Dallas, Texas, 
of  the 62,000 alarm calls in 2004, 
only 2.8 percent were valid (Security 
Sales and Integration 2005). In Salt 
Lake City, Utah, of  the thousands 
of  alarm calls responded to in 1999, 
only 0.3 percent resulted from crime 
(Salt Lake Tribune 2000). In Eugene, 
Oregon, from the 5,944 alarm calls 
in 2001, police made only 10 arrests 
(Salem Police Department, Burglar 
Alarm Task Force 2004). 

§§§ The mergers also mean that 
alarm systems originally installed 
and serviced by one company may 
now be serviced by another. Many 
politicians, fearful of  alienating their 
local security industry, often initially 
support police response to all alarms. 
However, the monitoring companies 
they are supporting may not be local 
at all. 

§§§§ A few alarm companies still 
respond as part of  their contract 
with customers, but this is rare.
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An estimated 32 million security alarm systems have 
been installed in the United States,4 and most of  these 
are monitored. The industry adds roughly 3 million 
new systems each year.§ Sixty percent of  those are in 
residences, the rest in commercial and institutional 
properties.5 Alarm industry statistics indicate that the 
average security system costs between $100 and $1,200, 
depending on its complexity, and monitoring fees average 
about $35 per month. Some security companies offer 
free alarm systems because the monthly monitoring fee 
alone produces strong profits for the industry. At least 
one of  every seven U.S. businesses and one of  every five 
U.S. residences have alarms.6 The recent trend of  wiring 
new residential construction with alarm capacity has the 
potential to significantly increase the number of  alarm 
calls in the coming decade. Consequently, even those 
police agencies with recently enacted false alarm policies 
and ordinances should revisit their approach; otherwise, 
their workload may be further consumed with false alarm 
calls.§§  

Alarm associations suggest that false burglar alarms are 
not evenly distributed: some alarm systems experience 
no false alarms, and others, many. In some jurisdictions, 
the pattern of  false alarms is much more widely 
distributed.§§§ Whether concentrated across locations or 
not, the aggregate number of  false alarm calls among all 
alarmed premises places a high demand on limited police 
resources. 

§ Estimates of  the number of  new 
alarms installed differ (see Hakim 
and Blackstone 1997; Spivey and 
Cobb 1997; Blackstone, Hakim, and 
Spiegel 2000; and National Burglar & 
Fire Alarm Association 2005). 

§§ In Arlington, Texas, between 
1985 and 2001, the number of  
police responses to residential alarm 
calls increased 494 percent, and 
commercial alarm calls increased 
186 percent, with 99 percent proving 
false. In 2001, alarm calls accounted 
for 19 percent of  all dispatched calls 
for service (White 2002).

§§§ While false alarm calls may 
be clustered among a relatively 
small number of  premises in some 
jurisdictions, other jurisdictions 
have found a much broader 
distribution. For example, one 
study of  a Midwestern capital city 
showed that 70 percent of  all alarm 
permit holders had one or two false 
alarm calls (Gilbertson 2005).The 
Salem (Oregon) Police Department 
also found that a large number of  
locations accounted for the volume 
of  alarm calls: 2,643 separate 
locations accounted for 5,688 alarm 
calls (Salem Police Department, 
Burglar Alarm Task Force 2004).
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The Causes of False Burglar Alarms

Research suggests that false burglar alarms result from 
three main causes: 

user errors, such as using incorrect keypad codes, 
leaving a door or window open when activating 
the alarm, roaming pets or helium balloons, and 
errors arising from inadequate employee training, 
such as entering and exiting alarmed premises 
incorrectly7,§  
faulty or inappropriately selected equipment
poor installation, including failing to install motion 
detectors in sensible areas or at appropriate 
heights.§§ 

	
These are not the sole causes. Bad weather, alarm 
monitoring-center mistakes, and alarm line errors also 
falsely signal a burglar’s presence.8 

Commercial properties tend to have even higher false 
alarm rates than residential properties because more 
people tend to share responsibility for activating and 
deactivating the alarm systems, and the systems tend to be 
more complex. The rate of  false alarms for commercial 
alarm users may be as much as three times higher than 
the rate of  false alarms among residential alarm users.9 
Chronic false alarm activations are often due to inadequate 
employee training or inferior systems that have not been 
upgraded. 

•

•
•

§ One U.K. study found that user 
error caused about 50 percent of  
alarm activations  (Gill and Hemming 
2003).

§§ The alarm industry suggests user 
error accounts for the largest portion 
of  false calls, poor installation is on 
the decline, and faulty equipment 
is less of  a problem given recent 
technological advances [International 
Association of  Chiefs of  Police 
n.d.(a)]. 
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The Effectiveness of Burglar Alarms

Burglar alarms are intended to prevent burglary and to 
help police apprehend burglars, which, if  done reliably and 
efficiently, benefits the public at large. If, however, burglar 
alarms are unreliable or inefficient, the drain on police 
resources from responding to them may outweigh their 
benefits. Here we review the evidence of  burglar alarms’ 
contribution to these two worthwhile objectives.

Studies from both the United States and the United 
Kingdom have shown burglar alarms to be among the 
most effective burglary-deterrence measures.10 However, 
a number of  other measures that do not impose a 
substantial burden on police are also effective at 
preventing burglary. Occupancy, or signs of  occupancy, is 
the biggest deterrent. In addition, closed-circuit television, 
window bars, barking dogs, nosy neighbors, and motion-
activated lights have also been shown to be effective.§ For 
the most part, burglars avoid alarmed premises because 
easier choices are usually available.11 Given the availability 
of  non-alarmed premises and similarly unprotected targets 
(such as houses with open garage doors or windows), 
burglars may be deterred by the mere presence of  an 
alarm company’s window sticker or yard sign.12  

Do burglar alarms account for burglary declines in the 
United States? The U.S. burglary rate has declined steadily 
and substantially since the early 1980s.13 During the same 
time, the number of  premises with alarms rose, but there 
is no evidence of  a link between the two. During the 
1990s through 2004, when alarm ownership experienced a 
steep rise, other types of  crime declined just as sharply as 
burglary, suggesting that factors other than an increase in 
the number of  alarm systems fueled the burglary decline. 

§ See the POP guides titled Burglary 
of Single-Family Houses and Burglary of  
Retail Establishments for more complete 
coverage of  burglary prevention 
measures.
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Are alarms an efficient and effective way to catch 
burglars? Although burglary remains one of  the most 
frequently reported crimes, the clearance rate for U.S. 
burglaries has remained below 15 percent for many 
years.14 Clearly, whatever contribution burglar alarms are 
making to solving burglary cases is modest, at best. 

The available research does not provide much support for 
alarms’ value in catching burglars. One study found that 
police were more likely to catch burglars in the act on 
premises without alarms than those with alarm systems.15  
Police responses to burglary calls at locations without 
alarms are typically the result of  an eyewitness, such as a 
neighbor, which is more reliable than an alarm. 

Proper installation of alarm systems is essential to 
prevent false alarms.

Bob Morris
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§ Lost-opportunity costs might 
include time that police could have 
spent conducting problem-solving 
efforts to reduce documented crime 
and disorder, reducing repeat calls 
at crime hot spots, and engaging 
the community in public safety 
initiatives. These all compete with 
time spent on chronic false-alarm 
response.

The Costs of False Burglar Alarms 

Each false alarm requires approximately 20 minutes of  
police time, usually for two officers. This costs the public 
hundreds of  millions of  dollars. In the vast majority 
of  jurisdictions, the cost of  responding to false alarms 
is not recouped through fines. Jurisdictions trying to 
recoup costs generally omit the lost-opportunity costs, a 
potentially significant part of  the equation.§ Typical costs 
include 

personnel costs of  police call-takers and 
dispatchers
personnel, equipment, and costs related to backup 
personnel
personnel costs associated with analyzing false 
alarms
software, hardware, office space, and equipment 
costs for false alarm management
administrative and staff  costs of  notifications, 
permitting, billing, and education programs
costs of  developing, printing, and distributing 
publications to educate the public and alarm 
companies about false alarms
lost-opportunity costs, when police are unavailable 
to work on actual crime problems
costs associated with call displacement, because 
the response to other 911 calls takes longer. 

In addition, in some jurisdictions, officers have sustained 
injuries or their vehicles have been damaged as the result 
of  traffic accidents while responding to false alarm calls.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•



As an inducement to buy an alarm system, a number of  
companies offer “free monitoring services” for the first 
few months. Many insurance companies offer discounts 
on insurance premiums to customers with operable alarm 
systems. These discounts may be as much as 20 percent 
for commercial customers, and slightly less for residential 
owners.16 In addition, many police departments offer 
several “free” false alarms before imposing any fine, even 
though the cost to respond is significant right from the 
start. The offers of  free monitoring services by alarm 
companies and discounts from insurers call into question 
the appropriateness of  the current trend in U.S. policing 
of  allowing three or four free false alarms per calendar 
year, because they provide no up-front incentives to 
encourage owners to prevent false alarms.

Certain burglary prevention measures have costs only to 
the owner. Lights, locks, and bars installed by a property 
owner (if  within the fire code) are cost-free to the rest of  
the community. The individual purchaser bears these costs. 
On the other hand, alarm systems are not cost-free to the 
community, especially if  up to 98 percent of  alarms are 
false but still require the time and resources of  a police 
response.§  

Another social cost of  burglar alarms is the noise 
neighbors endure when audible alarms sound, fueling 
noise complaint calls to the police. Some callers seek 
to alert the police that a neighboring alarm has been 
activated. Others merely want the police to stop the 
noise. In many jurisdictions, legislators have passed time 
restrictions for audible alarms, limiting them to 15 or 20 
minutes and prohibiting extra sounding cycles.§§  
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§ In 2004, 86 percent of  Dallas, 
Texas, households and businesses 
(representing the percent of  
unalarmed premises in the City ) 
subsidized the police alarm response 
to the 14 percent of  households and 
businesses that have alarms (Dallas 
City Council 2005).

§§ In New South Wales, Australia, 
the Environmental Protection 
Authority prohibits the sale of  
building-intruder alarms produced 
after September 1997 that sound for 
more than five minutes or that can 
automatically reset and sound again, 
since police and insurance groups 
have reported that most burglaries 
are over within five minutes. See 
www.environment.nsw.gov.au/noise/
alarms.htm.
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§ In 2004, the burglary rate for 
urban areas was higher than rural 
or suburban areas: 41.9 burglaries 
per 1,000 urban households; 27.8 
per 1,000 rural households; and 23.2 
per suburban households (Catalano 
2005).

One of  the hidden costs of  false burglar alarms is that 
they can distort the proper geographic distribution of  
police. False burglar alarms do not necessarily concentrate 
in the same places where crime in general, or burglary in 
particular, concentrates. Burglary rates are typically much 
higher in urban areas than in either suburban or rural 
areas,§ and residential burglaries tend to concentrate in 
and around low-income areas. Yet more affluent areas 
tend to have burglar alarms.17 In 2004, those at highest 
risk for burglary had household incomes below $25,000. 
Those with incomes below $7,500 were at the greatest 
risk, having twice the risk of  households with incomes of  
$75,000 or more.18 In the United Kingdom, the risk of  
burglary among those with household income less than 
£5,000 was twice the national average.19 To the extent 
that calls-for-service data (which can be heavily skewed 
by alarm calls) are used to allocate police personnel to 
different areas, more officers might be assigned where 
there are a lot of  false burglar alarms rather than where 
there is a lot of  crime. No matter where they are assigned, 
officers spending time responding to false burglar alarms 
have less time available to attend to other crime problems. 



So, while alarm systems may have some benefit for 
alarm owners as part of  an overall security package, 
the question remains whether non-alarm owners in the 
community should shoulder a share of  the cost. If  alarm 
use resulted in enhanced public safety—that is, alarms 
led to much higher burglar apprehension rates or, ideally, 
fewer burglaries across an entire jurisdiction—its public 
value would be more evident. However, the fact that 
alarm calls are overwhelmingly false and do not contribute 
substantially to police ability to apprehend burglars makes 
the underwriting of  alarm response by police and entire 
communities (all taxpayers subsidize police response to 
alarmed properties) an expensive and inefficient approach 
to burglary reduction across an entire jurisdiction.
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User errors account for a high percentage of false 
burglar alarms.

Bob Morris
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Understanding Your Local Problem

Stakeholders

The following groups have an interest in the false burglar 
alarms problem and ought to be considered for the 
contribution they might make to gathering information 
about the problem and responding to it:

community members who do not own alarms
alarm owners
private security companies
local government finance officials
public building managers
private alarm companies.

Asking the Right Questions

The information provided above is only a generalized 
description of  false alarms. The first step to address 
your community’s false alarm problem is to analyze it. 
You must combine the basic facts with a more specific 
understanding of  your community’s problem. Careful 
analysis will help you design a more effective response 
strategy.§ This analysis should, at a minimum, answer the 
following questions: 

What proportion of  your department’s call-for-
service workload involves responding to alarms?
What proportion of  the department’s alarm calls 
is false?
What proportion of  the department’s alarm calls 
are burglar alarms, and what proportion of  those 
are false?
What proportion of  the department’s noise calls 
relate to alarms,§§ and what are the call-taking 
costs for these?

•
•
•
•
•
•

•

•

•

•

§ For an example of  how one city 
analyzed and responded to its false 
burglar-alarm problem, see Salt 
Lake City Police Department (2001), 
at www.popcenter.org/Library/
Goldstein/2001/01-55(F).pdf.

§§ Do not include vehicle alarms, as 
they are a different alarm problem 
requiring separate analysis.
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What is the department’s true cost of  responding 
to alarms (police departments should locally 
determine the average time spent responding 
to alarm calls; see “The Costs of  False Burglar 
Alarms,” above)?
How many residential and commercial alarm 
systems are operable in your jurisdiction, and 
what is the anticipated growth rate for alarm 
installation?
At what rate do police catch burglars at alarm 
calls? 
What are the numbers of  false alarm calls from 
businesses, residences, and governmental, public, 
or semipublic premises (such as schools, city labs, 
museums, and city storage yards)?
Are there any identifiable patterns for commercial 
alarm calls, such as at opening and closing times 
or during the holidays? (This indicates that alarm 
companies must educate specific groups of  alarm 
owners.) 
Are there any identifiable patterns for residential 
alarm calls, such as the frequency of  alarm 
calls that are cancelled by the owner (or alarm 
company) within 15 minutes of  the initial 
activation? (This indicates the alarm company’s 
responsibility for educating owners about proper 
alarm operation.) 
Do some alarm companies have higher false alarm 
rates than others?
What does a review of  websites for alarm 
companies in your area suggest about the 
accuracy of  their claims when trying to gain new 
customers?
What does a review of  alarm company policies 
and contracts suggest about alarm companies’ 
obligations to alarm owners?

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•



Has your department identified jurisdictions that 
have successfully reduced their total number of  
false alarms, not just their rates per system (see 
“Responses to the Problem of  False Burglar 
Alarms,” below, for examples)?
Has the department interviewed alarm company 
personnel to determine their perspectives on 
the false alarm problem, and their openness to 
new solutions? Has the alarm industry done an 
analysis to determine the most failure-prone parts 
of  the systems installed in the area, or why so 
many alarm users make mistakes in activating and 
deactivating their alarms? 
Has the department interviewed groups of  
property owners (with and without alarms) to 
determine their perspectives on the false alarm 
problem, and their openness to new solutions?
Has the department met with police union or 
police association leaders to determine their 
perspectives on the false alarm problem, their 
openness to new solutions, and their willingness to 
support a new approach?

Measuring Your Effectiveness

You should take measures of  the false alarm problem 
before implementing responses, to determine how serious 
the problem is, and after implementing them, to determine 
whether the responses have been effective. Measurement 
allows you to determine to what degree your efforts have 
succeeded, and suggests how you might modify your 
responses if  they are not producing the desired results. 
For more detailed guidance on measuring effectiveness, 

•

•

•

•
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see the companion guide to this series, Assessing Responses 
to Problems: An Introductory Guide for Police Problem-Solvers. 
The following are potentially useful measures of  the 
effectiveness of  responses to false alarms:

reduced number of  alarm calls
reduced false alarm numbers for various types 
of  premises—commercial, residential, and 
governmental (such as schools, city labs, museums, 
and city storage yards)
reduced number of  false alarm calls at high-risk 
times, such as at business opening and closing 
times, during stormy weather, or during the 
holiday seasons
reduced number of  personnel hours devoted to 
handling false alarm calls
reduced percentage of  the police department’s call 
load devoted to false alarms
increased percentage of  uncommitted time for 
officers to engage in problem-solving concerning 
actual crime and disorder problems
reduced costs of  handling false alarm calls
reduced false alarm rates of  individual alarm 
companies
increased rate at which police catch burglars 
at alarm calls (if  false calls are minimized and 
response times are improved, burglar apprehension 
rates should rise). 

 

•
•

•

•

•

•

•
•

•
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Responses to the Problem of False 
Burglar Alarms

Your analysis of  your local problem should give you 
a better understanding of  the factors contributing to 
it. Once you have analyzed your local problem and 
established a baseline for measuring effectiveness, 
you should consider possible responses to address the 
problem. 

The following response strategies provide a foundation 
of  ideas for addressing your particular problem. These 
strategies are drawn from a variety of  research studies, 
police reports, and news articles. Several of  these 
strategies may apply to your community’s problem. It is 
critical that you tailor responses to local circumstances, 
and that you can justify each response based on reliable 
analysis. In most cases, an effective strategy will 
involve implementing several different responses. Law 
enforcement responses alone are seldom effective in 
reducing or solving the problem. Do not limit yourself  
to considering what police can do: carefully consider 
who else in your community shares responsibility for the 
problem and can help police better respond to it. The 
responsibility of  responding, in some cases, may need 
to be shifted toward those who have the capacity to 
implement more effective responses. (For more detailed 
information on shifting and sharing responsibility, see 
Response Guide No. 3, Shifting and Sharing Responsibility for 
Public Safety Problems).



This guide assumes that the alarm industry has the 
responsibility to improve the quality of  its equipment, 
install devices more accurately, improve its advice to 
consumers about the suitability of  different types of  
systems for different types of  homes and businesses, and 
increase user knowledge of  its products. The responses 
described below have some potential to reduce false alarm 
calls. Police policies that stimulate the alarm industry 
to improve its products’ overall reliability are strongly 
preferred so as to minimize the burden on police in the 
effort to reduce the incidence of  false burglar alarms. 

Specific Responses to Reduce False Burglar 
Alarms

1.   Requiring alarm companies to verify alarm 
legitimacy before calling the police (commonly 
called “verified response”). Under this approach, alarm 
monitoring companies must verify the legitimacy of  
alarms (except holdup, duress, and panic alarms) before 
calling the police. Verified response typically involves visual 
on-scene verification of  a break-in. Verification may also 
be established by remote video surveillance. Audio intrusion 
detection technology is also available.§ However, it is not 
nearly as effective as visual on-scene or video verification 
at this point.§§ As for in-person verification, it is usually 
conducted by private security personnel who travel to the 
location, assess the situation, and if  necessary, contact 
police.§§§ By requiring alarm monitoring companies to 
screen alarm activations, police response is reserved for 
true break-ins, actual attempts and holdup, duress, and 
panic alarms. Under this approach, only holdup, duress, 
and panic alarms require permits, whereas burglar alarms 
do not, reducing the administrative costs associated with a 
police-staffed false alarm program.20  

§ Audio intrusion detection technology 
relies on sensors that, when activated, 
transmit a signal to the alarm company 
whereby an operator listens to live 
audio from the location and decides 
whether to notify the police.

§§ London’s Metropolitan Police 
Service (2006) found that audio 
verification false alarm rates were 
80 percent. Several cities in the 
United States, including Fremont 
(California), Salt Lake City, and Burien 
(Washington), have also examined 
audio verification versus visual/video 
verification and found significant false 
alarm rates for audio monitoring. The 
Fremont Police Department (2006) 
found a 96 percent false rate with 
audio monitoring in an analysis of  one 
year’s worth of  audio alarms. The Salt 
Lake City Police Department (2006) 
found an 82 percent false rate on audio 
monitoring over several years, although 
the number of  audio alarms calls was 
modest. The Burien Police Department 
(2006) found a 92 percent false rate 
on audio alarms in its review of  nearly 
seven years of  audio calls that were 
made from the unincorporated areas 
of  King County ,Washington, and 13 
contract cities in King County.

§§§ Private security forces in the 
United States outnumber sworn police 
officers by about four to one (Betten 
and Mervosh 2005). The Private Sector 
Liaison Committee of  the International 
Association of  Chiefs of  Police, 
collaborating with alarm industry 
organizations, published guidelines for 
private security response but noted, 
“the alarm industry does not support 
response by other than sworn police 
officers, except as a final step in an 
escalating series of  sanctions for alarm 
system abusers or as a supplement 
to response service provided by local 
police.” [International Association of  
Chiefs of  Police n.d.(c)].
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Cities adopting verified response have found enormous 
decreases in the number of  alarm calls, typically around 
90 percent, which improves police response times to other 
types of  calls. In 2000, Salt Lake City, Utah, adopted 
verified response using visual verification. By significantly 
reducing the number of  calls to which officers needed 
to respond, the Salt Lake City Police Department gained 
an equivalent of  five full-time officers, decreased the 
workload of  call-takers and dispatchers, and decreased 
the response time to other calls for service. Area alarm 
industry representatives cited increased revenues (as a 
result of  the service charge applied for verification) and 
similar sales levels to those before the verified response 
policy.21 

This approach may be most feasible in more populous 
areas: jurisdictions with few alarm customers scattered 
over a large area may have difficulty securing a private 
resource that can deliver satisfactory and cost-effective 
response times.22 However, in all likelihood, police in 
those jurisdictions have long response times to these 
alarm calls. In cities adopting verified response, insurance 
companies continue to provide discounts to alarm owners, 
as it is the monitoring itself, not whether it is done by 
police or private security, that appears to matter.23 Over 
the past few years, between 20 and 25 U.S. cities have 
adopted this approach, and several police agencies in 
Canada have done so as well. 

The International Association of  Chiefs of  Police 
(supported by the National Burglar & Fire Alarm 
Association and the Central Station Alarm Association) 
recommends an approach to reducing false alarms 
that includes, among other things, telephone (or 
other electronic) verification by alarm companies and 
notification to alarm owners every time their alarm 
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activates.24 The difference between this approach and 
verified response is that the latter requires the alarm 
company to make visual or video verification, eliminating 
the police response to almost all false alarms. Common 
arguments against using alarm company personnel 
to verify alarms are that the public expects a police 
response and police are better trained than private 
security to respond to such situations.25 In addition, some 
mass media reports of  verified response policies are 
characterized in a light unfavorable to police, creating the 
impression that police are providing less effective service. 

The majority of  police agencies that adopted verified 
response had to withstand significant resistance from 
the alarm industry. The alarm industry has defeated 
verified response proposals in many other cities. Adopting 
a verified response policy requires an investment in 
educating political leaders, the public, and interested 
parties (alarm companies, police unions, and the media) 
about the costs and benefits of  a modified response. 
It also requires alarm companies’ availability for initial 
response to alarms. 

2.   Charging a fee for service for all false holdup, 
duress, and panic alarms. When an alarm is personally 
activated (as in a holdup, duress, or panic alarm), gaining 
additional verification before dispatching a police officer is 
unrealistic. Even though these calls would seem the most 
likely to be true, many will also be false. As a result, a fee 
for service is charged for false holdup, duress, and panic 
alarm calls both so that police do not have to absorb the 
costs of  false calls and to encourage responsible handling 
of  these alarms. Salt Lake City, Utah, has adopted a fining 
approach to reduce the number of  false holdup, duress, 
and panic alarms. In the United Kingdom, a combined 
approach of  fines, eventual loss of  police service, and 
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§ Those panic devices police provide 
to victims of  ongoing crimes, such 
as stalking, may be exempted.

§§ False duress calls from cell 
phones are similar to the problem 
of  false mobile personal-alarm calls. 
With the advent of  E911 Phase 
2, which reveals the location of  
cell phone users calling 911, police 
agencies will face the dilemma of  
whether to respond to cell phone 
hang-up calls to 911. Most of  
these hang-ups are the result of  
unintentionally dialing 911. The 
911 operator hears no caller and 
has to decide whether to dispatch 
an officer. In essence, these are the 
equivalent of  false burglar alarms. 
For more information about this 
particular problem, see the POP 
guide titled Misuse and Abuse of  911.

§§§ The National Burglar & Fire 
Alarm Association and the False 
Alarm Reduction Association offer 
guidance for jurisdictions wishing to 
draft an ordinance providing sample 
language, including definitions; 
registration requirements; duties 
of  users, installers, and monitors; 
fines; notifications; suspensions; 
appeals; and reinstatement. Further, 
the guidance includes checklists for 
installers and users, and guidelines 
for setting fines and fees (National 
Burglar & Fire Alarm Association 
and the False Alarm Reduction 
Association 2001). 

device reengineering is used to reduce technology-related 
false alarms.26 Each department should conduct a separate 
analysis of  holdup, duress, and panic alarms to identify 
the size and scope of  the local problem.

3.   Responding to holdup, duress, and panic alarms 
only if  they come from a building. This approach is 
intended to stem the burgeoning use of  mobile personal 
alarms and should be used in addition to the strategies 
discussed above.§ New technology has prompted 
entrepreneurs to market mobile alarms: some handheld, 
some worn on clothing, others in automobiles. If  police 
response is promised as part of  these advances, the 
volume of  false alarm calls could increase dramatically. To 
combat this potential problem, police agencies can adopt 
policies providing for police response only when an alarm 
originates from a building. Salt Lake City’s ordinance 
includes a section to address this problem, but again, a 
separate analysis of  this problem is recommended.§§ 

Responses With Limited Effectiveness 

4.   Establishing an ordinance requiring owners to 
obtain alarm permits and to pay escalating fines 
for false alarms. Many police agencies rely on a local 
alarm ordinance to guide policy and establish false 
alarm fines.§§§ Some ordinances provide for fixed fines, 
others include escalating fines against repeat abusers, 
and a few apply a cost-recovery system. Typically, 
fines are allocated to the general fund and not to the 
police budget. Invariably, alarm owners are not fined 
until they have several false alarms (usually three or 
four). Many ordinances also require alarm owners to 
obtain a permit. In theory, alarm permits help police 
departments to track and fine alarm abusers and to 
notify the most chronic abusers of  the suspension 
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of  police response. However, some jurisdictions have 
found that some alarm companies do not make their 
customers aware of  the permit requirement, and many 
alarm owners do not apply for required permits, which 
severely compromises this response’s effectiveness.27 This 
approach is administratively costly and requires continued 
officer dispatch (except in the most chronic cases).§ 
Some residents resent police fines for services, as they 
mistakenly believe their taxes cover them. As a result, it 
may be difficult to collect fines; collection rates can be as 
low as 60 percent without significant follow-up.28 Finally, 
some jurisdictions have experienced initial reductions in 
the number of  false alarms after an ordinance has been 
passed, but in general, these initial decreases do not 
endure over the long term.29 

5.   Setting a cost recovery-based fee for all false 
alarm calls. A fee for service would cover all costs 
associated with responding to false alarms. These include 
lost-opportunity costs for officers responding to false 
alarms rather than proactively working on reducing crime 
and disorder problems.§§ A fee for service differs from a 
fine in that it is not punitive; it is meant only to recover 
costs. It is unclear whether a fee for service reduces false 
alarms, though it does reimburse the city for providing a 
police response to calls that are almost always false. Any 
cost-recovery policy would need to incorporate follow-up 
action against nonpayers.

6.   Charging permit fees and fines directly to alarm 
companies. To lessen the administrative burden inherent 
in strategies requiring alarm users to obtain permits and to 
pay fines in the event of  a false alarm, some jurisdictions 
charge these fees directly to the alarm installation or 
monitoring company. Not only does this practice ensure 
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§ In 2004, the city of  Dallas, 
Texas, spent upwards of  $650,000 
administering its false alarm-
reduction program involving fines 
and collections (Dallas City Council 
2005).

§§ Calculating lost-opportunity 
costs might be less difficult for 
departments engaged in problem-
oriented policing. Line officers 
in these departments proactively 
address specific crime and disorder 
problems.



that all new alarms are registered with police, but it 
also greatly reduces the number of  contacts that police 
alarm administrators must make. Rather than contacting 
thousands of  alarm owners, alarm administrators make 
contact with a much smaller number of  installers and 
monitoring companies. 

7.   Outsourcing the administration of  permits, fines, 
and fees. Administering permits, fines, and fees can 
be cumbersome and, if  not implemented properly, the 
deterrent value of  an ordinance is lost. Automation is 
essential to reduce the alarm administrator’s workload.§ 
These administrative duties can be outsourced to a private 
firm in exchange for a portion of  the fees.§§ Even with 
outsourcing, collection rates may be only about 60 or 70 
percent.30 However, it is important to recognize that this 
response only manages, but will not solve, the problem.

8.   Requiring alarm monitoring companies to 
make two calls to owners of  activated systems 
before calling police. Most jurisdictions require alarm 
monitoring companies to make a single contact with the 
owner of  an activated alarm system to learn whether 
the alarm was inadvertently set off  during routine 
operations (e.g., arming or disarming the system). A 
practice labeled “enhanced call verification” requires 
monitoring companies to attempt contact using two or 
more phone numbers (for example, an owner’s home 
phone and cell phone) before calling police. Jurisdictions 
adopting this strategy have noted modest reductions 
(around 25 to 40 percent) in the number of  false alarm 
calls to police.31 Customer satisfaction may increase 
because fines for police response to false alarms are 
avoided. However, because alarm monitoring companies 
generally handle customers from many jurisdictions, they 
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§ The Central Station Alarm 
Association developed a software 
package, False Alarm Analysis 
Program, to assist jurisdictions 
with the cumbersome task of  
administration. The software creates 
invoices and bills, tracks payment 
delinquency, and provides reports 
that analyze individual alarm users’ 
false alarm rates and those of  
customers of  individual monitoring 
companies. The software package 
also has online training. See www.
csaaul.org/faap.htm. However, “off  
the shelf ” software packages may 
not suit every jurisdiction’s needs 
(Kanable 2001). 

§§ The Charlotte-Mecklenburg 
(North Carolina) Police Department 
outsourced the administration and 
tracking of  ordinance enforcement 
to a private company (Mowrey n.d.). 
The company launched a media 
campaign to encourage users to 
register alarms and also set up a toll-
free telephone number to answer 
questions about the local ordinance 
(Kanable 2001).



may have difficulty applying multiple policies correctly. 
Furthermore, not all alarm companies comply with these 
directives, fearing liability if  police are not called to the 
scene when a crime is in fact occurring. It is important 
to note that these efforts to contact the alarm owner are 
not the equivalent of  verification. The person called may 
be out of  town or away from the location and would have 
no idea if  their premise was being burgled. Finally, police 
cannot verify or enforce the “enhanced call verification” 
approach. 

9.   Accepting dispatch cancellations. Some police 
agencies will cancel a dispatch upon request by an alarm 
company. The alarm company cancellation is usually based 
on telephone, not visual, verification. This approach can 
lead to decreases in the number of  alarm calls, but it also 
inadvertently increases the number of  incoming calls to 
dispatchers, because cancellation calls must be fielded and 
dispatched.§ 

10.   Alerting alarm companies about false-alarm 
abusers. Some police agencies contact alarm companies 
with the names of  customers who are false-alarm abusers. 
This practice can reduce false alarms if  alarm companies 
work with alarm owners to remedy the abuse.32 This 
approach depends on the alarm company’s willingness 
to follow up with its customers, and its capacity to 
bring abusers into line. It works best if  both the alarm 
companies and the abusers are charged for costs. 
Alerting alarm companies requires police administrative 
staffing and police response to all alarm calls, and it may 
necessitate additional police resources as the number of  
alarm systems rises. In addition, some alarm companies 
may not be willing to share customer lists with police. 
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§ An evaluation of  Memphis, 
Tennessee’s, Alarm Office found 
that, while some alarm companies 
did indeed cancel alarm calls 
before dispatch, the practice did 
not have a measurable impact on 
the overall number of  false alarms 
to which police were required 
to respond (Forde and Hellman 
2004). Similarly, since Montgomery 
County, Maryland, enacted its alarm 
ordinance in 1995, alarm monitoring 
companies cancelled 24 percent of  
all requests for dispatch. While this 
reduced the number of  false alarms 
to which police responded, it also 
increased dispatchers’ workload 
(Montgomery County Police 
Department 2004). 



11.   Setting criteria for temporarily suspending police 
response. After a predetermined number of  false alarms, 
some jurisdictions withhold police response to subsequent 
alarm activations.§ Other jurisdictions will not dispatch police 
to locations that do not have a valid alarm permit on file. 
Proper implementation requires quick access to the number 
of  prior false alarms and the permit status of  the location, 
adding responsibilities to police call dispatchers. This 
response can be combined with a modified verified response 
policy so that either the police or a private security company 
respond to all alarms. Alarm owners should be warned of  
the intent to suspend police response and should receive 
official notification of  the suspension of  services. Many 
jurisdictions allow owners to appeal the suspension decision 
and to “earn back” police response after some time. This 
approach can involve significant financial costs for the police 
in accommodating the administrative and appeal work this 
approach requires.

12.   Publishing alarm companies’ false alarm rates on 
websites or elsewhere. Police can calculate and publish 
the false alarm rates of  individual alarm companies to help 
potential buyers make informed decisions. This could prompt 
companies with higher false alarm rates to improve their 
practices, but requires significant police administrative work. 

13.   Conducting alarm users’ education classes. Some 
police agencies hold false-alarm classes for abusers, 
usually with some success. These classes typically offer 
information on the scope of  the false alarm problem in the 
local area and the basic functions of  alarm systems, along 
with maintenance procedures and other practices that can 
help to reduce false alarm activations.§§ Many jurisdictions 
waive the fine incurred for a false alarm if  the alarm owner 
attends the class. While some jurisdictions such as Phoenix, 
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§ In 2004, the Los Angeles 
(California) Police Department 
restructured its response to burglar 
alarms by 1) increasing fines, 2) 
suspending service after two false 
alarms in a rolling 12-month period, 
and 3) requiring alarm verification 
for all calls after suspension. In 2005, 
these changes reduced the number 
of  alarm calls by about half, led to 
approximately the same cancellation 
rate, and required approximately half  
the number of  alarm dispatches (Los 
Angeles Police Department 2005). 
The approach requires a significant 
amount of  administrative work, 
including alarm permitting, false 
alarm classes, appeals processes, and 
use of  a collection agency for past-
due accounts [Los Angeles Police 
Commission, Alarms Section, Board 
of  Police Commissioners (n.d.)].

§§ The False Alarm Reduction 
Association and National Burglar 
& Fire Alarm Association created 
guidelines for establishing an alarm 
users’ awareness school (False Alarm 
Reduction Association and National 
Burglar & Fire Alarm Association 
2000). 



Arizona, and Bellevue, Washington, claim that as few as 
10 percent of  attendees have a subsequent false alarm, 
other jurisdictions such as Memphis, Tennessee, and Fort 
Lauderdale, Florida, have not experienced the same success 
level of  success.33 The most effective alarm education 
efforts are done by alarm monitoring and installation 
companies providing on-premises instruction so that users 
receive hand-on training with their own equipment.34 Most 
often, however, police teach the alarm reduction classes 
offered. Representatives from alarm companies, arguably 
the group most knowledgeable about reducing false alarm 
calls, sometimes choose not to even attend. In general, 
alarm users’ classes must lead to a dramatic reduction in the 
total number of  false alarms in a given jurisdiction to pay 
for the personnel and administrative costs of  operating the 
program.35 Further, it is debatable whether police should 
bear the responsibility for alarm education efforts required 
for using a private consumer product.36 

14.   Lowering the call priority of  alarms. Avoiding 
the political issues involved in disagreeing with the alarm 
industry or in battling with city or county legislators, some 
police agencies have simply lowered the call priority for 
alarms (other than holdup, duress, and panic alarms). Other 
jurisdictions simply issue a general alert, allowing officers 
on patrol to respond at their discretion. This does not 
reduce the number of  false alarms, nor does it reduce the 
number of  alarm calls coming into a police dispatch center. 
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Response Not Recommended

15.   Providing an emergency police response to 
unverified burglar alarm calls. A number of  police 
agencies still respond to alarm calls with their highest 
priority, often referred to as “priority one,” authorizing 
the swiftest response to the call. The research does not 
support this level of  response due to the high rate of  false 
alarms. In addition, this approach does nothing to address 
the underlying causes of  false alarms. 

 





Appendix: Summary of Responses to 
False Burglar Alarms

The table below summarizes the responses to false burglar 
alarms, the mechanism by which they are intended to 
work, the conditions under which they ought to work 
best, and some factors you should consider before 
implementing a particular response. It is critical that you 
tailor responses to local circumstances, and that you can 
justify each response based on reliable analysis. In most 
cases, an effective strategy will involve implementing 
several different responses. Law enforcement responses 
alone are seldom effective in reducing or solving the 
problem.

1.

2.

16

18

Requiring alarm 
companies to 
verify alarm 
legitimacy before 
calling the police 
(commonly 
called “verified 
response”)

Charging a fee 
for service for 
all false holdup, 
duress, and panic 
alarms

The alarm 
company 
responds to 
the scene of  
an alarm and 
calls the police 
only if  a crime 
has occurred or 
been attempted. 
If  the alarm 
company is in 
visual contact 
with the alarm 
site, such as 
through CCTV, 
and can verify 
a crime or an 
attempt, police 
will respond

Used in 
combination 
with response 1, 
keeps these types 
of  alarm calls 
from becoming 
unmanageable

…holdup, panic, 
and duress alarms 
are exempted; 
alarm companies 
are prohibited 
from classifying 
an alarm call 
as duress when 
it isn’t; and 
combined with 
responses 2 and 3 
below

…the alarm 
industry is 
prohibited 
from classifying 
ordinary burglar 
alarms as “duress” 
alarms, and 
combined with 
responses 1 and 3

Requires educating 
the public, police 
union, and media 
to enable police 
leaders to establish 
departmental policy, 
or to encourage 
local (and sometimes 
state) legislators to 
enact ordinances 

Requires permits 
for holdup, duress, 
and panic alarms, 
as well as false 
alarm-reduction 
management to 
monitor trends in 
such calls 

Response 
No.

Page No. Response How It Works Works Best If… Considerations

Effective Responses
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3.

4.

5.

6.

19

19

20

20

Responding to 
holdup, duress, 
and panic alarms 
only if  they 
come from a 
building 
	

Establishing 
an ordinance 
requiring owners 
to obtain alarm 
permits and to 
pay escalating 
fines for false 
alarms

Setting a cost 
recovery-based 
fee for all false- 
alarm calls
	

Charging permit 
fees and fines 
directly to alarm 
companies
	

For an example, 
see the Salt Lake 
City ordinance 
at www.slcgov.
com/police. 
Police may make 
exceptions for 
panic alarms 
given to high-
risk domestic 
violence and 
stalking victims

Requires permits 
for alarm owners 
and escalating 
fines for false 
alarms 

The city 
calculates the 
true cost of  
false-alarm 
response, 
including the 
lost-opportunity 
costs for police 

Reduces the 
number of  
contacts police 
must make to 
recover costs, 
and ensures 
all new alarm 
system owners 
obtain permits

Requires outreach 
to mobile-alarm 
manufacturers

Involves 
significant 
administrative 
resources; 
collection rates 
may be low; may 
involve taking 
legal action 
against nonpayers

Involves billing 
and follow-up 
with customers 
who fail to pay; 
may involve 
taking legal action 
against nonpayers

Requires 
cooperation from 
alarm companies

Response 
No.

Page No. Response How It Works Works Best If… Considerations

…publicized so 
that mobile-alarm 
manufacturers 
know the police 
will not respond

…all alarmed 
premises obtain 
required permits, 
the community 
has an extremely 
low number of  
false alarms, and 
officers have 
sufficient free 
time so that 
responding to 
false alarm calls 
does not impede 
their ability to 
work on actual 
crime problems

…the political 
climate is more 
supportive of  
fees for service 
than “verified 
response”

...alarm 
companies 
recognize the 
value of  reduced 
administrative 
workload for 
police
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Responses With Limited Effectiveness



7.

8.

9.

10.

21

21

22

22

Outsourcing the 
administration 
of  permits, 
fines, and fees
	

Requiring alarm 
monitoring 
companies 
to make two 
calls to owners 
of  activated 
systems before 
calling police

	
Accepting 
dispatch 
cancellations
	

Alerting alarm 
companies 
about false-
alarm abusers
	

Private 
companies are 
contracted to 
manage the 
administrative 
burden of  
permitting,  
tracking down, 
and collecting 
fines and fees 
from nonpayers

Provides an 
additional 
opportunity to 
verify the validity 
of  an alarm 
by contacting 
owners who 
are not on 
the alarmed 
premises when 
alarm activates

The alarm 
company verifies 
(usually by 
telephone) that 
the alarm was 
false, and then 
calls police, 
who cancel their 
response

Police sort 
records of  false-
alarm abusers 
by company, 
and notify the 
companies

Manages, but does 
not solve, the false 
alarm problem

Monitoring 
companies 
serving multiple 
jurisdictions may 
have difficulty 
applying multiple 
policies correctly; 
some alarm 
companies fear 
liability if  police 
are not called 
immediately

Increases the 
number of  
incoming calls 
dispatchers must 
handle

Requires police 
staff  time to 
sort records, and 
alarm company 
cooperation in 
dealing with alarm 
owners

…permitting, 
fine, and fee 
transactions are 
automated

…alarm 
monitoring 
companies 
are diligent in 
applying policy, 
and alarm 
owners have 
multiple contact 
numbers

…established by 
ordinance, and 
alarm companies 
follow through

…accompanied 
by sanctions for 
noncompliance; 
or alarm 
companies, along 
with individual 
alarm owners, 
are charged for 
costs

Response 
No.

Page No. Response How It Works Works Best If… Considerations
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11. 

12.

13.

23

23

23

Setting criteria 
for temporarily 
suspending 
police response
	

Publishing 
alarm 
companies’ 
false alarm rates 
on websites or 
elsewhere
	

Conducting 
alarm users’ 
education 
classes
	

Police response 
is withheld for 
properties with 
chronic false 
alarms or for 
those premises 
without a valid 
alarm permit, and  
can be combined 
with a modified 
“verified 
response” policy

Police post alarm 
companies’ false 
alarm rates on 
department 
websites or 
elsewhere

Police hold 
classes for alarm 
abusers to reduce 
the number of  
errors made 
activating and 
deactivating the 
system

Requires 
significant 
administrative 
effort to maintain 
current records of  
prior false alarms 
and permit status

Requires accurate 
and regular 
updating, perhaps 
quarterly. In the 
United Kingdom, 
an inspectorate 
monitors 
companies’ false 
alarm rates. For 
those companies 
unwilling to 
reduce high rates, 
the police do not 
respond to alarms 
without evidence 
of  a crime in 
progress37  

If  police lead 
classes, they must 
develop expertise 
in typical alarm 
systems and 
their false-trigger 
patterns; must 
lead to a dramatic 
reduction in the 
number of  false 
alarms to be cost-
effective; unclear 
what responsibility 
police should 
have for educating 
users of  a private 
consumer product

…police have 
quick access 
to database 
containing the 
number of  prior 
false alarms and 
permit status, 
and alarm 
owners are 
notified of  the 
intent to suspend 
police response

…police alert 
alarm companies 
that they are 
going to do so, 
and give them 
time to reduce 
their false alarm 
rates before 
publication

…classes are 
taught by the 
alarm installation 
and monitoring 
companies, 
and provide 
on-premises 
instruction so 
users receive 
hands-on 
training

Response 
No.

Page No. Response How It Works Works Best If… Considerations
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14. 

15.

24

25

Lowering the 
call priority of  
alarms 
	

Providing a 
high priority 
emergency 
police response 
to unverified 
burglar alarm 
calls

Police code 
alarm calls as 
“low priority” 
for dispatch 
purposes 

Police treat 
alarm calls 
as actual 
emergencies, 
despite extensive 
research findings 
to the contrary

Does not address 
the underlying 
causes of  false 
alarms; does not 
reduce the number 
of  incoming 
calls to police 
dispatchers

Assumes police 
desire full 
responsibility for 
false alarms, or 
the community 
and legislature are 
unwilling to accept 
extensive research 
concerning the 
percentage of  false 
alarms

…police have 
sufficient 
resources to 
respond to 
alarm calls, and 
local legislators 
are unwilling 
to address the 
problem in any 
other way

…the community 
has few crime 
problems, and 
police have 
sufficient 
resources to 
do so 

Response 
No.

Page No. Response How It Works Works Best If… Considerations
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Response Not Recommended
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