
 
 

Item No.  15 
Town of Atherton 

 
 
 
CITY COUNCIL STAFF REPORT – REGULAR AGENDA 
 
TO:   HONORABLE MAYOR AND CITY COUNCIL 
   GEORGE RODERICKS, CITY MANAGER 
 
FROM: STEVE McCULLEY, CHIEF OF POLICE 
 
DATE: DECEMBER 18, 2019 
 
SUBJECT: RESIDENTIAL ALARM ORDINANCE REVIEW 
 
RECOMMENDATION 
 
Maintain the current initial alarm set up fee, annual alarm system service fee, and false alarm fee 
service charge schedule; or provide direction to staff for changes. 
  
BACKGROUND 
 
As a service for our residents, the Atherton Department of Police Dispatch Center currently 
directly monitors approximately 1,300 residential burglary alarm systems.  During a 23 month 
period, in 2016 and 2017, dispatch received and processed 4,599 residential burglary alarms.  Of 
the 4,599 burglar alarms, dispatch was able to confirm 2,492 of the alarms were false and cancel 
our police response.  Officers responded to the remaining 2,107 alarms and determined all were 
false alarms after arriving at the residence.  None of the total 4,599 residential burglary alarms 
were actual real alarms.   
 
The continued response to this high volume of false residential burglary alarms (200 per month) 
is disruptive to dispatch/patrol operations and creates real officer safety concerns.   
 
In January 2018, at the request of the Police Department, the Council was asked to review 
information and documentation of an ongoing residential burglary false alarm response problem 
in Town.  The Council was asked to consider adding a service charge for false alarms and an alarm 
initial permit fee and annual renewal fee to the current Alarm ordinance.   
 
In July 2018, a public hearing was conducted and Ordinance 635, an Ordinance of the Town of 
Atherton related to false alarm systems was introduced for 1st reading.  The ordinance amended 
chapter 8.04, Alarm Systems, of the Town of Atherton Municipal Code, by adding language to 
include fees for initial residential alarm permits, and fees for annual renewal of the alarm permit.  
Language was also added to include false alarm fee service charges for false alarm response by 
the Department of Police.  
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On September 19, 2018, the Council passed and adopted Ordinance 635.  Related to Ordinance 
635, the Council also passed and adopted Resolution 18-23. Resolution 18-23, amended the 
Town’s master fee schedule to add alarm permit fees and other fees associated with police false 
alarm responses. 
 
ANALYSIS 
 
In October 2019, the Finance Department mailed out over 1,200 letters to residents who currently 
had their residential alarm system directly monitored by the Department of Police Dispatch Center.  
As part of the adoption of Ordinance 635 and Resolution 18-23, the intent of the letter was to 
advise these residents of the changes to the alarm ordinance, indicate they were grandfathered into 
the initial alarm permit process, and were now required to pay an annual $50 alarm permit renewal 
fee. 
 
Unfortunately, the letter that was mailed was actually intended for residents who did not have their 
alarm system currently registered or monitored by the Department of Police as it also required a 
$100 registration fee.  This miscommunication created confusion for residents, caused residents to 
call Councilmembers, the City Manager, and the Department of Police with questions and 
complaints.  To correct this problem, a revised letter will be mailed to the initial 1,200 residents 
apologizing for the confusion created by the first letter, clearly communicate that they are 
considered to currently have an alarm permit registered with the Town, and that they are required 
to pay the $50 annual alarm permit renewal fee. 
 
The reason and justification for the initial alarm permit fee process and the annual alarm permit 
renewal fee is as a mechanism to require residents to provide alarm company contact information 
and resident/responsible party contact information to dispatch, and to require an annual update for 
the same information. 
 
This permit process helps ensure that the dispatch center has the most accurate and up to date 
contact information when receiving notice of an alarm to assist with determining if the alarm is 
real or false.  This process and information also supports good officer safety during their response 
to residential burglar alarms. 
 
As adopted, the current ordinance requires that all alarms, whether monitored by the Police 
Department or privately, are required to pay a $50 annual fee. All new alarm systems coming 
online are required to pay the $100 registration fee and then each year thereafter, the $50 annual 
fee. Alarm systems currently monitored by the Police Department are not required to pay the $100 
registration fee.  
 
The annual fee for all alarm systems is consistent with what is done in other communities.  
 
POLICY FOCUS 
 
The purpose of the Town’s residential alarm ordinance is to encourage alarm users to maintain the 
alarm system operational reliability, encourage the proper use of alarm systems, to reduce or 
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eliminate false alarms, and to ensure the Police Department has the most up to date contact 
information for the resident and for the alarm monitoring company.   
 
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. 
 
FISCAL IMPACT 
 
None. 
 
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 this item 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. 
 
COMMISSION/COMMITTEE FEEDBACK/REFERRAL 
 
This item ____ has or __X___ has not been before a Town Committee or Commission.  
 
____ Audit/Finance Committee (meets every other month) 
____ Bicycle/Pedestrian Committee (meets as needed) 
____ Civic Center Advisory Committee (meets as needed) 
____ Environmental Programs Committee (meets every other month) 
____ Park and Recreation Committee (meets each month) 
____ Planning Commission (meets each month) 
____ Rail Committee (meets every other month) 
____ Transportation Committee (meets every other month) 
 
ATTACHMENTS 
 
1. January 17, 2018 False Alarm Staff Report 
2. July 18, 2018 False Alarm Systems Staff Report 
3. Ordinance 635 
4. Resolution 18-23 
5. Municipal Code Chapter 8.04 Alarm Systems 
6. Town of Atherton Alarm Fee Letter  
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