
Verified vs. Enhanced Verified  
Alarm Systems 

 



Verified vs. Enhanced Verified Alarm Systems 
 
 
The Las Cruces Police Department and Mesilla Valley Regional Dispatch 
Authority have been severely impacted by false burglary alarms.  The information 
contained within is intended to inform the reader as to causes, effects, and 
available solutions to this problem that affects public safety in our community. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
I. BURGLAR ALARMS AND CRIME 
 
False burglar alarms are a major issue facing police departments; estimates from agencies 
across the country suggest that between 8-25% of calls for service are for false alarms. It is 
estimated that annually there are 36 million false alarms in the United States costing about $1.8 
billion (Blackstone, Hakim, and Spiegel, 2002). This equates to approximately 35,000 American 
police officers that could be shifted to more productive responsibilities.  An alarm response 
policy should weigh the safety of a jurisdiction’s citizens and the cost incurred by the city or 
county and its police department.  Thus, alarm response policies should be reviewed 
periodically to ensure that the policy is achieving stated objectives and is cost effective.  
 
II. POLICIES USED TO MANAGE FALSE ALARMS 
 
There are five noted strategies for managing false alarms: verified police response, fining alarm 
companies, two call verification of alarms, enhanced management of false alarms, and 
enhanced public education. Research suggests that adopting a policy of law enforcement 
agencies as first responders to locations of concern to homeland security, robbery or panic 
alarms, and alarm calls verified by alarm companies to be legitimate, is an effective way to 
reduce false alarm calls. Fining systems can also be effective if strategies can be adopted to 
enhance the efficiency of repeat false alarm identification, generation of fine notices, and 
collection of fines. Public education is also warranted when using a fining system.   
 
III. SAN BENARDINO COUNTY FALSE ALARM RESPONSE SURVEY: RESULTS AND 
ANALYSIS 
 
Police and Sheriff’s departments located in San Bernardino County were surveyed about their 
false alarm activity during the summer of 2006.  Nine agencies responded. All nine responding 
departments characterize their residential burglary alarm response policy as first responder to 
alarm calls with a fine system for false alarms. 

• In 6/9 jurisdictions registration is required for residential burglary alarms and 5 agencies 
required a fee for residential burglary alarm registration. 

• Fines for false burglary alarms are typically assessed on (N=3) or after (N=5) the 3rd 
false alarm; fines generally increase with subsequent alarms (4/9 jurisdictions). 

• In 2/9 jurisdictions commercial false alarms are fined at a higher rate than residential 
false alarms 

• The generation of fine notices and collection of fines is the responsibility of the city 
government in 3/9 jurisdictions; responsibility is shared by city government and police 
department in 4/9 jurisdictions, police department has sole responsibility in one 
jurisdiction.  

• It is estimated that, on average 74% of false residential burglary alarm fines are 
collected. Typically, City General Funds receive the fines generated by false burglary 
alarms. 

 
Alarm calls account for between 1% and 12% of all calls for service (Mean = 6%) 

• On average, 98.95% of burglary alarms are false. 
• An arrest for burglary was made in only 0.08% of responses to burglar alarm activations. 
• Responding to false burglary alarms (from dispatch to clearing the call) takes between 

4.72 min. to 25.00 min. (Mean=17.06 min.) 
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• Average hours per year consumed responding to false burglary alarms ranges from 146 
hrs. to  4,382 hrs. (Mean= 1,602 hrs). 

• The manpower cost per year for 2-officer response (8/9 jurisdictions) to false burglary 
alarms ranges from $12,025 to $409,949. (Mean= $ 171,845).
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The purpose of this white paper is to examine the issues and 
problems associated with police departments’ policies and 
responses to false burglar alarms, especially in San Bernardino 
County. False alarms have become a major issue for police 
departments in that they consume substantial resources without 
resulting in an equivalent impact on crime or public safety. 
Nationally, approximately eight to 25 percent of police calls for 
service are for false alarms when a department fails to implement 
procedures to reduce false alarms, alarm calls constitute a higher 
percentage of calls for service. This represents a significant drain 
on police resources and results in departments not being able to 
provide adequate attention to those calls that are of a higher 
priority, especially those calls involving crime. 
 
 The issue is particularly cogent for cities and departments 
in San Bernardino County. The overwhelming majority of cities in 
the county are experiencing rapid population growth. San 
Bernardino is one of the fastest growing counties in California. 
This results not only in an increase demand for police services, 
but it also precipitates an ever increasing number of alarms being 
installed especially in residential neighborhoods.  Alarms are 
standard in many new houses in the area. In many instances, 
police response to calls for service has lagged behind as the 
result of population growth and changes in crime rates. In some 
instances, cities have not allocated new positions to keep abreast 
with the expansion, and in other cases, police departments have 
experienced substantial difficulty in attracting and hiring qualified 
police applicants. This results in additional pressures on police 
departments in terms of responding to crime and calls for service 
in a timely and effective manner. 
 
 Nationally, there have been several studies examining the 
problem. Most of the studies have been conducted by police 
departments.  Additionally, the National Institute of Justice 
commissioned a study and at least one alarm company, 
SONITROL, conducted a study. These studies resulted in a 
variety of recommended policies and responses that are 
examined in the body of this report. The number of studies also 
demonstrates the level of concern relative to the problem.  
Departments in San Bernardino County currently have alarm 
response policies. In essence, an alarm response policy should 
weigh the safety of a jurisdiction’s citizens and the cost incurred 
by the city or county and its police department.  Thus, alarm 
response policies should be reviewed periodically to ensure that 
the policy is achieving stated objectives and is cost effective.  Do 
departments have the “best” policy that serves their needs?  

Alarm policies require 
periodic review in rapidly 
changing communities. 

Nationally, false burglar 
alarms are a major issue 
facing police departments; 8-
25% of calls for service are 
for false alarms.

POLICE RESPONSE TO BURGLAR ALARMS STUDY: 
SAN BERNARDINO COUNTY 
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This report uses data collected from cities in San 
Bernardino County. All cities and the Sheriff’s Department were 
sent questionnaires. It should be remembered that this report 
serves as a summary for all cities participating in the study. As 
police chiefs decide on pursuing new strategies, the data 
contained in this report can be edited to include only that agency 
for presentation to city officials. The arguments for a particular 
strategy can be tailored and compared with the data from the city. 
This will lead to a stronger argument for the policy change.  
 
I. BURGLAR ALARMS AND CRIME 
 
 Before discussing the relevant policy issues and problems 
associated with false alarms, it is important to discuss how alarms 
affect crime. Such a discussion provides valuable background 
information that is important in subsequent policy decisions. Their 
operation should frame policy to ensure maximum effectiveness. 
 
The Preventive Aspects of Burglar Alarms 
 
 First, it should be noted that there are two types of alarms 
that are reported to the police: 1) burglar alarms and 2) robbery or 
panic alarms. Burglary alarms are those alarms that are activated 
when an intruder attempts to enter a business or residence 
usually when the occupant is not present. The overwhelming 
majority of alarms received by police departments are burglary 
alarms. Robbery or panic alarms, on the other hand, are those 
alarms that are initiated by citizens as the result of a real or 
perceived intruder. In terms of robbery alarms, many businesses 
including financial institutions and others maintain robbery alarms. 
Residential burglary alarms have panic alarms whereby a resident 
or inhabitant can quickly summons the police in emergency 
situations. This paper focuses on burglary alarms, as opposed to 
robbery or panic alarms. Police departments should continue to 
maintain a rapid response to robbery and panic alarms. Although 
the majority of such alarms are false alarms, they have a greater 
potential to be legitimate as compared to burglary alarms. They 
also alert the police to a possible serious crime in progress. 
 
 Burglary alarms serve two purposes, and it is debatable as 
to which purpose is the primary objective. First, burglar alarms 
serve to deter or prevent burglaries.  There is a body of research 
that indicates that burglars, except for the most inexperienced, 
attempt to identify targets that are not guarded. They do not 
randomly select targets. They investigate the whereabouts of 
inhabitants and the level of difficulty for entry and exit. The mere 
presence of a burglar alarm has somewhat of a deterrent effect, 
and this presence becomes explicit with the posting of a burglar 
alarm sign. Indeed, the posting of a sign likely serves as a strong 
deterrent as having an actual alarm.  

 

Burglary alarms can be 
tripped by intruders or 
accidentally during 
activation/disarmament. 
 
Robbery or panic alarms are 
activated intentionally by 
citizens perceiving a threat 
of immediate danger. 
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There is sparse research examining the impact of burglar 
alarms on the incidence of burglaries. Hakim and Buck found that 
residences with alarms had a 1.4 percent chance of burglary, and 
homes without alarms had a 2.3 chance of burglary. The effect for 
businesses was more profound. Businesses with alarms had a 4.2 
percent chance of victimization, while non-alarm businesses had 
an 18.2 percent chance of being burgled. This research seems to 
indicate that the presence of burglar alarms have a preventive 
effect.  However, it should be noted that most alarms are installed 
in residences and businesses in higher socio-economic areas, 
and the highest burglary victimization generally occurs in lower 
socio-economic areas.  Thus, the findings may be artifacts 
resulting from the research design.  Thus, it is not known from a 
research standpoint how effective alarms are in deterring crime. It 
may be that less costly precautions such as adequate lighting, a 
vehicle in the driveway, presence of a dog, and target hardening 
such as deadbolt locks may be just as effective in deterring 
burglaries as alarms.  
 
 The second purpose of an alarm is to facilitate detection 
and apprehension of burglars and other criminals. Indeed, when 
alarm companies market alarms, one of the benefits often 
mentioned is a police response. However, police responses to 
burglar alarms, especially those in residential areas, may be of the 
lowest priority in terms of dispatch. With few exceptions, there is 
not a rapid police response. Police officers respond to more 
pressing calls for service, especially considering that almost all 
alarm calls are false. The high number of false alarms increases 
the level of danger to police officers, when there actually is a 
crime in progress officers do not take them seriously and often are 
not as attentive as needed. This is not to say that alarms are of no 
utility in assisting the police in apprehending potential burglars.  
The primary benefit of an activated alarm is that it raises the 
awareness of neighbors and passersby to the point that they more 
carefully observe what is transpiring.  In many instances, if they 
observe something suspicious they immediately notify the police, 
and in some cases, they give officers descriptions of suspicious 
persons or activities. This more often leads to an apprehension as 
compared to responding to an alarm.  Thus, police response is not 
as important as the public awareness raised by the alarm. 
 
The Costs Associated with Responding to Alarms 
 
 As noted above, police response to alarms is very costly. 
At first glance, it would appear that alarm calls would not be of 
concern to police managers. Police departments have large 
numbers of sworn and civilian personnel, and patrol officers who 
respond to citizen calls for service and alarms are allocated 
throughout the jurisdiction on a 24 hour basis. However, the 
majority of police departments, if not all, are understaffed as 
discussed above. That is, their workloads are substantial to the 

Alarms have little impact on 
residential burglary. 
 
Non-alarm businesses are 
3.5 times as likely to be 
victimized compared with 
alarmed properties. 

Police response to alarms is 
very costly. 
 
20 alarm calls consume 
about 1 officer for a 10 hour 
shift. 
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point that additional duties or responsibilities often detract from 
other important tasks. Police departments do not have human 
resources to spare, especially considering that each alarm call 
consumes 20 to 40 minutes of an officer’s time (this time figure 
includes response time and time on the scene).  This means that 
20 alarm calls would consume one officer for a ten hour shift.   
  
 Thus, there is a level of costs to departments when 
responding to alarms.  Sampson succinctly summarized the 
problem,  
 

If alarms are highly reliable, the public benefits from police 
catching burglars, taking them out of circulation and 
reducing the risk of burglary for everyone in the 
community. However, if alarms are unreliable, then 
automatic police response becomes a personal service to 
the alarm owner, providing no benefits to the public at 
large. 
 

 There have been several studies examining the number of 
alarms and their effectiveness in terms of leading to the arrest of 
burglars or other criminals. Blackstone, Hakim, and Spiegel note,  
 

… in DeKalb, Georgia, in 2000, only 39 out of over 
144,000 alarm calls were actual or attempted burglaries. 
That same year, 97.5 percent of 30,000 police responses 
to burglar alarms in Seattle were false, and only 40 
burglars were actually apprehended. Chicago police 
annually respond to over 300,000 alarms, 98 percent are 
false. 
 

It should be noted that these statistics include both residential and 
commercial alarms, and it is likely that most of the burglary 
apprehensions were for commercial establishments, which have a 
higher alarm reliability rate. Moreover, it is not known what 
percentages of the burglary apprehensions was the result of a 
rapid police response to the alarms. 

 
 Blackstone, Hakim, and Spiegel estimated that annually 
there are 36 million false alarms in the United States costing about 
$1.8 billion. In other words, if false alarms did not occur, 
approximately 35,000 American police officers could be shifted to 
more productive responsibilities.  In later sections of this report, 
the impact of false alarm calls in cities in San Bernardino County 
is examined.  The following section of the report examines 
measures enacted by departments to better manage false alarms. 
 

Blackstone, Hakim, and 
Spiegel estimated that 
annually there are 36 million 
false alarms in the United 
States costing about $1.8 
billion. In other words, if 
false alarms did not occur, 
approximately 35,000 
American police officers 
could be shifted to more 
productive responsibilities.   



 

 5 

II. POLICIES USED TO MANAGE FALSE ALARMS 
 
 Research indicates that when a department or city has no 
policy governing burglar alarms, burglar alarm calls will constitute 
approximately 8 to 25 percent of a department’s total citizen calls 
for service consuming vast amounts of patrol personnel’s time. 
There are a number of departments that have not instituted any 
policies, but it appears that most if not all departments in San 
Bernardino have such a policy. This section examines the various 
policies that have been implemented and their effectiveness in 
reducing false burglar alarms, impact on crime, and criminal 
apprehension are discussed. 
 
No Restrictive Policy 
 
 There are a number of departments that have not enacted 
alarm policies. When no policy exists, there is no incentive by 
alarm owners or alarm businesses to reduce the number of false 
alarms. False alarms account for upward to 25 percent of 
police calls for service in cities that do not have any type of 
restrictive policies. It has been shown that there are numerous 
policies that can reduce the volume of false alarms.  
 
Verified Police Response 
 
 Verified police response is where burglary alarms are 
verified by a third party before a police response. Cities such as 
Salt Lake City UT, Las Vegas NV, Milwaukee WI, and Fremont 
CA, California have enacted verified police response ordinances 
or policies. In Salt Lake City, the alarm companies have hired 
private security companies to respond to burglar alarms. Verified 
police response requires a visual verification of the alarm’s 
legitimacy and if an alarm is determined to be legitimate, the 
police are summoned. Verified police response in Salt Lake 
City has resulted in a 90 percent reduction in the number of 
alarm calls answered by police officers. It has also resulted in a 
more rapid police response to alarms since in many cases, alarms 
are a low priority. Verified police response is the optimal policy 
since it results in reduced calls, officer safety, and greater citizen 
satisfaction. Alarm companies are adamantly opposed to verified 
police response since it generally results in reduced company 
profits. They often initiate public relations campaigns using scare 
tactics to discourage the adoption of such policies. The issue is 
extremely political and difficult when attempting to secure city 
council approval. 
 
 When verified police response is used for burglar alarms, it 
is recommended that the police respond to all panic alarms and 
robbery alarms. Moreover, agencies can continue to act as first 
responders to “potentially dangerous” targets. For example, the 
Fremont, California Police Department responds to burglar alarms 

POLICIES TO MANAGE 
ALARMS 

 
o Verified Police Response 

o Fining Alarm Companies 

o Two Call Verification of 
Alarms 

o Enhanced Management of 
False Alarms 

o Enhanced Public Education 

Verified Police Response 
 Adopting verified police 
response to alarm calls while 
maintaining rapid response to 
all panic alarms and alarms to 
homeland security targets, can 
significantly reduce the costs 
associated with false alarms 
and improve pubic safety.  
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at potential “homeland security” targets that include gun shops, 
businesses that sell chemicals, and financial institutions.  
Departments can modify a verified police response to meet their 
unique needs.  
 
Fining Alarm Companies 
 
 An unusual program was adopted in Palm Beach County, 
Florida, where alarm companies, rather than alarm owners, were 
fined. Each year alarm companies are assessed a registration or 
business fee. The amount of the fee is determined by the number 
of false alarms from the company’s subscribers. The alarm 
company is also fined based on the number of false alarms. If the 
company does not pay the fine, the department does not respond 
to any locations that are served by the alarm company.  
 
 This policy provides an incentive to alarm companies to 
actively reduce the number of false alarms, although it was 
reported that the policy change had little effect on the number of 
false alarms. The policy should improve public relations with 
citizens since they are not fined. However, citizens do not have 
any incentive to improve their management of their alarm 
systems.  
 
 A form of the fining alarm companies’ strategy was 
attempted in Riverside. Here the department required that alarm 
companies report alarms using a 900 telephone number, which 
resulted in the alarm company incurring a charge for each call. 
The alarm companies sued, and the department was forced to 
abandon the program.  
 
Two Call Verification of Alarms 
 
 Currently, most alarm companies will attempt to make one 
telephone call to the business or residence when an alarm is 
activated. If the alarm company is unable to connect with an 
occupant, the police are called. However, the majority of false 
alarm activations occur when leaving or arriving. For example, a 
large number of false alarms occur when residents leave their 
residence for work. Thus, in many cases, the alarm companies 
are unable to make contact with the alarm owner.  Some 
departments’ alarm policies require departments to maintain work 
and cell phone numbers that are called when the alarm owner is 
not reached on the first telephone call.  This procedure can reduce 
the number of false alarms depending on the amount of effort 
exerted by the alarm company.  
 
Enhanced Management of False Alarms 
 
 There has been a reduction in the number of alarms when 
departments have implemented a fine system for false alarms. 

Fining Alarm Companies 
Billing alarm companies 
annually through a sliding 
registration fee based on the 
number of false alarms will help 
to recoup costs associated with 
attending false alarms, but it 
will not reduce the drain on 
officer time.  

Two Call Verification 
There is no empirical evidence 
of material change in the 
number of false alarms; results 
depend on the effort exerted by 
the alarm company.  
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Generally, alarm owners are fined upon a third false alarm within a 
twelve month period. In many cases, these systems are manual or 
only semi-automated. The City of Phoenix developed a 
computerized system to keep track of the number of false alarms, 
which increased better recordkeeping and the number of fines. It 
also resulted in a substantial decrease in the number of false 
alarms. 
 
 Police departments generally do not place a great deal of 
emphasis on these systems, and recordkeeping may be deficient 
or have lapses in efficiency since the money generated from these 
fines generally goes to the jurisdiction’s general fund. However, 
the preventive or deterrent effects of fines should be considered. 
That is, if police departments maintained better records that 
resulted in a larger number of fines, it may have an impact on 
alarm owner behavior, which occurred in Phoenix. The fear of 
receiving a fine for false alarms should be no different than fear of 
receiving a speeding citation. Moreover, the fines for false alarms 
may be too low. These fines generally are around $50.00 for the 
third false alarm, which is significantly lower than any traffic fine.  
 
Enhanced Public Education 
 
 In the vast majority of cases, alarm owners are ignorant of 
the problems and issues surrounding false alarms. Alarm 
companies provide alarm owners with little or no information when 
an alarm is installed. In many cases, the alarm company does not 
have a vested interest in reducing the number of alarms – only in 
maximizing profits. There are several methods by which to 
enhance public education: 
 

1. Develop a false alarm information sheet and require alarm 
companies to provide copies to each new subscriber. 
Alarm installers should be required to cover the material 
with the alarm owner at the time of installation.  

2. Develop brochures or door-hangers that officers can leave 
at the scene of false alarms. 

3. Provide classes for citizens regarding the management of 
their alarms. In some cities such as Phoenix, a class could 
be taken in lieu of the first fine.  

 
The Phoenix Police Department maintains that public education in 
conjunction with a more efficient fine system substantially 
contributed to the reduction in false alarms.  
 
 This section of the report examined the various options 
that have been used by police departments to better manage false 
burglar alarms. Essentially, there are six directions police 
departments can take, and each has its advantages and 
disadvantages. The following section examines the data and 
information provided by the departments participating in this study. 

Enhanced Management of 
False Alarms 
Using a computerized or semi-
automated system to improve 
record keeping may enhance 
the effectiveness of recovering 
costs for false alarms. 
However, if fines are set too 
low (near $50.00) there is little 
impact on alarm owner 
behavior. False alarms are 
unlikely to decline.  

Enhanced Public Education 
Phoenix Police Department 
maintains that public education 
in conjunction with a more 
efficient fine system 
(computerized) led to a 
substantial decline in false 
alarms.  
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Table 1.  Responding Departments 
 

Department Residential Population 
2005a 

N Sworn Officers in Patrol 
05-06 Fiscal Yr. 

Barstow 23,684 21 
Chino 76,547 40 

Fontana 159,769 72 

Montclair 35,479 35 

Ontario 171,186 83 

Redlands 70,145 35 

Rialto 100,321 40 

San Bernardino 199,723 155 

Upland 74,014 65 

a  As reported in UCR 2005  

III. SAN BENARDINO COUNTY FALSE ALARM RESPONSE 
SURVEY: RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 
 

In June 2006, professors from the Center for Criminal 
Justice Research at California State University-San Bernardino 
developed a False Alarm Response Survey Instrument in 
partnership with the Fontana, Ontario and Redlands Police 
Departments.  The survey was designed to gather information 
from law enforcement agencies serving communities in San 
Bernardino County to understand the resource drain placed on 
agencies by alarm response policies.   

 
The survey was disseminated via email to all members of 

the San Bernardino County Police Chiefs and Sheriff’s 
Association.  Ten police departments returned the survey, we 
were able to use the data provided from nine of these 
departments (See Table 1).  

 
The data in Table 1 show that 

there is wide variation in the number 
of patrol officers per 100,000 
residential population in the nine 
cities. The data reveal substantial 
variance in patrol coverage. Rialto has 
the lowest patrol coverage with about 
40 officers per 100,000 and San 
Bernardino has the highest rate of 155 
officers per 100,000 residential 
population.  

 
 

Alarm Response Ordinance/ 

Policies & Registration Information 

All nine departments are 
currently the first responder for 
residential burglary alarms and there 
is a fine system in place for false alarms.  None of the responding 
departments have a verified response policy.   

 
The false alarm ordinances/policies in these jurisdictions 

have been in effect from 1979 to as recently as 2004 (see Table 
2).  In six of the nine jurisdictions, residential alarms systems are 
required to be registered.  Estimates are that between 50 and 95 
percent of residential alarms are in fact registered in these 
jurisdictions (average 66%), with the reported fee for registration 
ranging from $15.00 to $35.00 with the most frequent charge 
being $25.00. 

 

Police in jurisdictions are 
1st responders to alarms 
and use a fine system to 
deal with repeat false 
alarms.  
 
On average, about 66% of 
residential alarms are 
registered.  
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False Alarm Activation Fine Policies 
 In seven of the  nine jurisdictions, fines for responding to 
false residential or commercial  burglary alarm activations are 
assessed on either the third (N= 3) or fourth (N= 4) false alarm in 
a 12 month period or fiscal year (See Table 3).  In six of the nine 
jurisdictions, the fine for false residential and commercial alarms is 
equal.  Two jurisdictions (Ontario, Rialto) assess a higher fine for 
false commercial alarms.   Initial fines range from $40 to $100.    
Five of the nine jurisdictions increase fines for false residential or 
commercial alarms on subsequent false activations.  In four of 
these jurisdictions the fine increases by $25.00 for each 
subsequent false alarm.  In the fourth jurisdiction (Chino), the fine 
roughly doubles for each subsequent false alarm within a fiscal 
year.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 2. Year of Alarm Ordinance/Policy Enactment and Alarm Registration Information 
 

Department 

Year Alarm 
Ordinance/Policy 

Enacted 

Res. Alarm 
Registration 

Required 

 % Res. Alarms 
Registered 

(Est.) 

Res. 
Registration Fee 

$ 
Barstow                 1997 Yes 50 25.00 
Chino                    1990 No - - 
Fontana                 2001 No - - 
Montclair               1982 Yes 60 - 
Ontario                  2004 Yes 75 25.00 
Redlands               2000 No - - 
Rialto                     1986 Yes 95 15.00 
San Bernardino     1982 Yes 50 25.00a 
Upland                  1979 Yes - 35.00 

a  Residential low income registration fee is $10.00 per year 

Table 3. False Alarm Fine Policies 

 Residential Commercial 
Department Fine on False 

Alarm # 
1st Fine 

($) 
2nd Fine 

($) 
3rd Fine 

($) 
Fine on False 

Alarm # 
1st Fine 

($) 
2nd Fine 

($) 
3rd Fine 

($) 
Barstow               3    50.00    75.00   100.00 3  50.00   75.00   100.00 
Chino                  4    40.00    75.00   150.00 4  40.00   75.00   150.00 
Fontana               4    63.00    63.00    63.00 4  63.00   63.00    63.00 
Montclair             4    50.00    50.00    50.00 4  50.00   50.00    50.00 
Ontario                3    50.00    75.00   100.00 3  75.00  100.00   150.00 
Redlands             3   100.00   100.00   100.00 4 - - - 
Rialto                   3    75.00   100.00   125.00 3 100.00  150.00   200.00 
San Bernardino   5    75.00    75.00    75.00 5  75.00   75.00    75.00 
Upland                2    50.00    75.00    100.00 2  50.00   75.00    100.00 

B Upland waives the fine for the first alarm if the alarm is registered but does not distinguish between residential and 
commercial alarms. If the alarm is not registered there is a fine of $25.00 for the first alarm. 

Many jurisdictions have fines 
lower than $75.00; this may 
be too low to act as a 
deterrent.   
 
Fines are not assessed until 
after the 3rd alarm or later. 
Assigning fines upon the 
second false alarm would 
defray the cost of police. 
Resources. 
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False Alarm Fine Collection 

 Three of the nine jurisdictions report the generation of fine 
notices and the collection of funds is the responsibility of the city 
government (See Table 4).  Four jurisdictions report the 
responsibility is shared by the police department and city 
government, while in the remaining two jurisdictions the police 
department is solely responsible.  The percent of residential fines 
collected is estimated to range from 50 to 100 percent (mean=  
72%), while estimated collection of commercial fines ranges from 
68 to 100 percent (mean = 74%).  In eight of the nine jurisdictions, 
the city general fund receives the fines collected.  In one 
department the fines go to the police department budget (Rialto).  
The majority of respondents (N=5) estimate that the fine and 
collection process is costing the police department or the city 
more than it is generating, but three respondents estimate that the 
process is generating a surplus. It should be noted that this 
process is extremely labor intensive with substantial costs. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Effectiveness of Alarm Ordinance in Reducing False Alarms 

Only three of the responding departments (Ontario, 
Fontana, and Rialto) report that enactment of the alarm ordinance 
achieved a desirable reduction in the number of false alarms.  
Ontario’s ordinance was enacted the most recently (2004); they 
report a 15 percent reduction in the number of false alarms.  
Fontana’s ordinance (enacted in 2001), is reported to have 
achieved a 10 percent reduction in the number of false alarms. No 
numbers are available for Rialto (1986).  The remaining 
jurisdictions report that their ordinances have not achieved a 
desirable reduction in the number of false alarms, but all 
ordinances were enacted prior to 2001.  There are no apparent 
differences in response policy, registration requirements or fine 

Table 4. False Alarm Fine Collection 

Department Generation of Notices & 
Collection of Funds 

% Res. Fines 
Collected (Est.) 

% Comm. Fines  
Collected (Est.) 

Fines Received by 

Barstow                       Police Dept. 95 95 City General Funds 
Chino                          City Govt. - - City General Funds 
Fontana                      City Govt. 76 76 City General Funds 
Montclair                     Other 80 75 City General Funds 
Ontario                        City Govt. 100 100 City General Funds 
Redlands                     Other 100 100 City General Funds 
Rialto                           Other 80 80 Police Dept. Budget 
San Bernardino           Police Dept. 50 70 City General Funds 
UplandA Other 68 68 City General Funds 

     
Mean -  72.11  73.78 - 

AUpland’s system does not distinguish between residential and commercial alarms. 

Only 2 jurisdictions estimate 
%100 collection of fines.  
 
o In 4/9 jurisdictions the city 

generates fine notices.  
 
o Most fines are received by 

the city.   
 
Information management 
deficiencies may contribute 
to inefficient collection. 
Collection systems should 
be reviewed.

While some jurisdictions 
show marginal effectiveness 
in alarm reduction with the 
enactment of alarm 
ordinances, most have not 
had satisfactory reductions 
in alarm calls.   
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systems between departments that report a desirable reduction in 
false alarms and those that do not that might be considered to 
account for the reduction (i.e. Both Ontario and Fontana report 
desirable reductions in the number of false alarms, Ontario 
requires alarm registration, Fontana does not, Ontario increases 
fines for repeat false alarms, Fontana does not etc.). 
 
Current Alarm Statistics  

 Tables 5 and 6 display statistics reported by departments 
for the period July 1, 2005 through June 30, 2006.  In Table 5, 
Residential and Commercial alarm activations account for 
between one and 12 percent of all calls for service (mean = 6%).    
Departments were requested to report the number of alarm 
activations (column 4) and the number of burglaries as measured 
by reports (column 5).  The sixth column indicates that between 
97.8 (Barstow & San Bernardino) and 99.7 percent (Fontana) of 
alarm calls are false alarms (mean = 99%). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As a note to Table 5, research indicates that nationally 

about 99 percent of alarm activations are false. It appears that the 
cities in San Bernardino County are consistent with national 
findings. 

 

Table 5. Residential and Commercial Alarm Activations as a Percent of all Calls for 
Service, Number of Alarm Activations and False Alarms, July 1, 2005-June 30, 2006 

 

Department 
City 

Populationa 
Alarm Calls as % of all 

Calls for Service 
# of Alarm 
Activations 

# of Burglary 
Reports 

% Alarms that 
are Falseb 

Barstow 23,684 3.50 1,146 25 97.82 
Chino 76,547 5.20 4,558 42 99.08 
Fontana 159,769 7.50 8,529 22 99.72 
Montclair 35,479 4.40 1,876 24 98.72 
Ontario 171,186 1.00 9,701 86 99.11 
Redlands 70,145 7.00 4,541 36 99.21 
Rialto 100,321 6.52 4,840 38 99.22 
San Bernardino 199,723 12.00 12,216 266 97.82 
Upland 74,014 5.00 3,608 5 99.86 

Sum   51,015 544  
Mean 101,208  5.79  5,668  60  98.95 

      
a  City population as reported in UCR 2005  
b % Alarms that are False = Proportion of alarm activations that did not result in a burglary report. 
  

Most alarms are false. For 
cities in San Bernardino 
County, an average of 99% of 
burglar alarms are false.   
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Table 6 broadens the information contained in Table 5. 
Table 6 reports the number of burglary reports, burglary arrests, 
other reports, and other arrests. Other reports of arrests include 
information for offenses other than burglary. For example, officers 
might encounter a vandalism, assault, or domestic violence 
violation once they respond to a burglar alarm. 

 
There were  544 actual burglaries in the nine cities. This 

led to  60 arrests. Two points can be made. First, alarms resulted 
in arrest in only 7.9 percent of cases where there was an actual 
burglary, and second, there were burglary arrests in only  0.08 
percent of all alarm activations. 

 
The data are striking. For example, Fontana only made 

seven total arrests from 8,529 alarm activations. Ontario made six 
total arrests for 9,701 alarm activations.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 7 presents the time and cost allocated to responding 

to false residential and commercial burglary alarms by 
department.  Only Fontana, Ontario and San Bernardino report 
having previously formally evaluated the impact of the alarm 
ordinance/policy on police resources.  The average time in 
minutes spent responding to a false alarm activation ranges from 
4.72 minutes to 25 minutes (mean=17).   This translates into an 
average of 1,602 hours per year responding to false alarms.  In 
eight of the nine jurisdictions two officers are required to respond 
to an alarm call, thus the cost per year to respond to false burglary 

Table 6. Number of Report and Arrest Dispositions from Residential and Commercial 
Alarm Responses, July 1, 2005-June 30, 2006 

 
 BURGLARY OTHER 
Department Number of 

Reports 
Number of 

Arrests 
Number of 

Reports 
Number of 

Arrests 
Barstow 25 4 2 - 
Chino 42 4 - - 
Fontana 22 1 12 6 
Montclair 24 2 0 3 
Ontario 86 1 7 5 
Redlands 36 3 11 0 
Rialto 38 3 25 3 
San Bernardino 266 25 - - 
Upland 5 - - - 

Sum 544 43 57 17 
Mean  60  5  10 3 

     
 

On average, an arrest is 
made in response to a 
burglary alarm 0.08% of the 
time.

On average, each jurisdiction 
spends $171,845 per year 
dealing with false alarms.  
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alarms ranges from $20,253 (Barstow) to $ 409,949 (San 
Bernardino). 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Table 8 provides a breakdown of the crime rates in the 

various responding cities using the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation’s Uniform Crime Reports. It appears that based on a 
comparison between the 2004 and 2005 data, the rate of property 
crime is declining in all cities except Fontana, Redlands, and 
Upland with Redlands having a significant increase. Most likely, it 
will be difficult for a chief to convince the city to adopt a verified 
alarm response policy if burglaries are on the increase. 

Table 7. Time and Cost Allocated to Responding to False Residential and  
Commercial Burglary Alarms July 1, 2005-June 30, 2006 

 
  
 
 
Department 

N 
False 

Alarms 
Avg. Min/ 

Response a 

Hours/Yr. 
Responding 

to False 
Alarms 

Avg. Hourly 
Cost of Patrol 
Officer b (Est.) 

Cost/Yr. for 
One Officer 
Response to 
False Alarms 

N Officers 
Required to 
Respond to 

Alarms 

Manpower 
Cost/Yr. for 
Response to 
False Alarms 

Barstow               1,121 25.00 467 $44.80 $20,925 1 $20,253 
Chino                   4,516 14.48 1,090 $100.10 $109,055 2 $218,190 
Fontana               8,507 16.77c 2,378 $53.75 $127,802 2 $255,603 
Montclair             1,852 4.72 146 $41.27 $6,013 2 $12,025 
Ontario                9,615 11.40 1,827 $54.39 $99,362 2 $198,725 
Redlands             4,505  24.16 1,725 $63.50 $109,538 2 $219,075 
Rialto                   4,802 15.00 1,200 $46.00 $55,223 2 $110,446 
San Bernardino   11,950 22.00 4,382 $46.78 $204,974 2 $409,949 
Upland 3,603 20.00 1,201 $43.44 $52,171 2 $104,343 

Sum 50,471 153.53 14,416 $494.03 $78,5073  $1,546,609 
Mean  5,608  17.06  1,602 $ 54.89  $87,230 - $ 171,845 

a Time between dispatch and clearing the call 
b Including fringe benefits 
c Mean of average min per residential response and average min per commercial response  
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On the other hand, it appears that violent crime is declining 
in all cities except Barstow, and Redlands. An increase in violent 
crime would provide additional justification for a change to a 
verified alarm response policy, although it is not the sole 
justification for a change in policies.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

San Bernardino County False Alarm Response Survey: Summary of the Results 
 
All nine responding departments characterize their residential burglary alarm response 
policy as first responder to alarm calls with a fine system for false alarms. 
 

• In 6/9 jurisdictions registration is required for residential burglary alarms. 
 

• In 5/9 jurisdictions a fee is required for residential burglary alarm registration. 
 

• Fines for false burglary alarms are assessed on the, 2nd false alarm (N=1), 3rd false 
alarm (N= 3), 4th false alarm (N=3), 5th false alarm (N=1) or 8th false alarm (N=1); 
fines generally increase with subsequent alarms (5/9 jurisdictions). 
 

• In 2/ 9 jurisdictions commercial false alarms are fined at a higher rate than residential 
false alarms. 

Table 8. Changes in Crime Rates in the Study Cities 
 

Department 

City 
Population 

2005a 

Number of 
Burglaries 

2005a 

Burglary 
Rate/100,
000 2005 

% Change in 
Burglary Rate 
2004/2005b 

% Change in 
Property Crime 
Rate 2004/2005 

% Change in 
Violent Crime 

Rate 2004/2005 
Barstow 23,684 305 1,287.79 +0.86 -3.57 +8.25 
Chino 76,547 521 680.63 +7.65 -2.02 -22.03 
Fontana 159,769 782 489.46 +3.73 +0.60 -10.76 
Montclair 35,479 253 713.10 -4.26 -8.33 -9.05 
Ontario 171,186 991 578.90 +0.03 -5.92 -13.47 
Redlands 70,145 553 788.37 +3.47 +18.01 +3.18 
Rialto 100,321 715 712.71 +6.34 -0.81 -20.00 
San Bernardino 199,723 2,525 1,264.25 -1.76 -1.70 -5.75 
Upland 74,014 466 629.61 +4.72 +0.30 -7.80 

a  As reported in UCR 2005  
b  Percent Change in Volume and Rate per 100,000 Inhabitants 2004/2005 
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Summary of the Results Continued 
 
The generation of fine notices and collection of fines is the responsibility of the city 
government in  3/9 jurisdictions; responsibility is shared by city government and police 
department in 4/9 jurisdictions, police department has sole responsibility in  two 
jurisdictions. 
 

• Between 50% to 100% (Mean = 72%) of false residential burglary alarm fines 
are collected. 
 

• Between 68% to 100% (Mean = 74%) of commercial false burglary alarm fines 
are collected. 
 

• Usually the City General Funds receive the fines generated by false burglary 
alarms. 

 
Alarm calls account for between 1% and 12% of all calls for service (Mean = 6%). 
 

• On average, 99% of burglary alarms are false. 
 

•  Only 0.08% of burglary alarm responses result in a burglary arrest. 
 

• Responding to false burglary alarms (from dispatch to clearing the call) takes 
between 4.72 min. to 25.00 min. (Mean = 17.06 min.). 
 

• Average hours per year consumed responding to false burglary alarms ranges 
from  146 hrs. to  4,382 hrs. (Mean = 1,602 hours). 
 

• The manpower cost per year for 2-officer response (8/9 jurisdictions) to false 
burglary alarms ranges from $12,025 to $409,949. (Mean = $171,845). 
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IV. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
 

 
 This study was commissioned by several police 
departments in San Bernardino County with the researchers 
meeting with representatives from the Fontana, Ontario, and 
Redlands Police Departments. The purpose of the study was to 
identify options and supporting data for altering police 
departments’ false alarm policies. It was realized that several of 
the departments are contemplating pursuing a verified alarm 
response policy, but there are also departments that wish to 
examine current policies and possibly adopt changes that may 
reduce the number of false alarms without adopting a verified 
police response, which is wrought with political problems. Thus, it 
is the intent of this report to identify all options and allow 
departments to make informed decisions on the direction to 
pursue. Also, the researchers will work with chiefs and 
departmental staff to fashion a policy for presentation to city 
officials. The researchers will avail themselves to make 
presentations when needed.  
 
 The research to date supports a verified police response to 
alarms as the most efficient method of responding to alarms. A 
verified police response substantially reduces the number of alarm 
calls to police departments without posing a significant level of 
danger to the public. Indeed, it can be argued that a verified 
response does not increase public danger or increase safety 
problems. Cities where a verified response has been adopted 
have not witnessed increases in burglary or other crimes as a 
result of the policy change. However, as noted, alarm companies 
will exert every effort including public fear tactics to ensure that 
this policy is not adopted by a police department.  
 
 Short of a verified police response, there are other 
measures that a department should consider. In essence, it is in a 
department’s best interest to adopt policies that reduce the 
number of false alarms in a jurisdiction. It was found in the current 
study that approximately six percent of all calls for service are 
false alarms, and about 99 percent of such calls are false. As 
discussed above in this report, there are three areas where 
departments can take action that possibly will reduce the number 
of alarms: 1) better recordkeeping for false alarms, 2) levying fines 
on the second false alarm and increasing the amounts of the 
fines, and 3) public education. 
 
 A fourth issue must also be raised. At this junction we do 
not know the percentage of cases where alarm companies are 
actually attempting to contact alarm owners prior to notifying the 
police. There may be a percentage of cases where the alarm 
company notifies the police without attempting to call the alarm 
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owner. Police departments should consider surveying a random 
sample of alarm calls to determine if this is occurring. If so, 
stringent enforcement of alarm company procedures may lead to 
a reduction in calls.  
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V. APPENDIX: SURVEY 
 
 
 

FALSE ALARM RESPONSE SURVEY 
 
 
To Whom It May Concern: 
 
We are requesting your participation in a survey designed to collect information on false alarm 
responses of agencies located in San Bernardino County. This survey is being sent to all 
agencies in this service area.  The impetus for this research is that the San Bernardino 
Association of Chiefs of Police and Sheriff are considering the feasibility of recommending a 
model policy on alarm response.  Prior to discussing this matter, it is important to discover how 
agencies currently respond to false and to what extent they are satisfied with their current 
policies.  
 
The attached survey takes approximately 20 minutes to complete if you have your current false 
alarm statistics available. Data collected from this survey will be used to better understand the 
resource drain placed on agencies. It is also our intent to identify agencies with very effective 
programs that may want to share their experience with other departments. Information that is 
collected will be contained in a report that will be shared with all police departments and the 
Sheriff’s Department in San Bernardino County. 
 
The Institutional Review Board of California State University, San Bernardino, has approved this 
survey. Your participation in this study is voluntary. If you decide to complete the survey, you are 
not obligated to answer any survey questions in the future. The aggregated responses will be 
presented to the San Bernardino County Association of Police Chiefs and Sheriff. Additionally, 
the report may contain tables containing data and information for specific agencies. The resultant 
report will be distributed through the San Bernardino Chiefs of Police and Sheriff’s Association. If 
you have any questions or concerns, you may reach Dr. Larry Gaines at (909) 537-5508 or 
lgaines@csusb.edu.   
 
Thank you. 
 
 
Larry K. Gaines, Ph.D. 
California State University, San Bernardino 
For Research Purposes Only 
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False Alarm Response Survey 

 
Fontana Police Department, Ontario Police Department, and Redlands Police Department,  

in partnership with the Center for Criminal Justice Research 
Department of Criminal Justice, California State University, San Bernardino 

Revised June 2, 2006. 

 
This survey was designed to gather information from law enforcement agencies servicing communities in San Bernardino 
County. The purpose of this project is to better understand the resource drain placed on agencies by alarm response 
policies. It is also our intent to identify response policies that are more effective. The survey will take about 20 minutes to 
complete if you have your false alarm statistics available. You may choose to terminate your involvement with this project 
at any time. Your participation is voluntary. This survey was approved by the Institutional Review Board of California State 
University.  
 
Once you have completed this survey, you can return it to the research team in one of three ways: 

a. fax the completed survey to:  C/O Dr. Larry Gaines at 909-537-7025 
b. email the survey to: lgaines@csusb.edu 
c. mail the completed survey to: 

False Alarm Response Survey 
C/O Larry Gaines, Chair 
Department of Criminal Justice 
California State University, San Bernardino 
5500 University Parkway, San Bernardino, CA 92407 

 
Alarm Response Policy Information 
 
1.  Name of Law Enforcement Agency completing survey __________________ 
 
2.  On average, how many sworn officers were working in the patrol division during this past fiscal year  (July 1, 
2005 to June 30, 2006)? _____ 
 
3.  Please estimate the average hourly cost of a patrol officer including fringe benefits: _______ 
 

4.  How many officers are required to respond to an alarm call?     None   One    Two 
  
5.  On average, how many officers typically respond to alarm calls? _____ 
 
6.   How would you characterize your alarm response policy for residential burglary   
 alarms (excluding panic alarms)? (select one answer): 

 first responder to alarm calls with no fine system 

 first responder to alarm calls with a fine system for false alarms 

 verified response (phone verification by alarm provider) 

 verified response (physical check by alarm provider) 

 other ___________________________________ (please explain) 
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7.   Is your agency currently considering making adjustments to your alarm response policy?   
   Yes   No 
 

If so, why are you considering a change? _____________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
What are you changing? __________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 

 

8.  Does your jurisdiction have a false alarm ordinance/policy in place?   Yes   No 
 If no, please continue to question 24.  
 If yes, please answer the following questions about your ordinance: 
 

9.  Date ordinance/policy was enacted: ______ 
 
10.  Has the alarm ordinance achieved a desirable reduction in the number of false alarms? 

   Yes    If yes, what percent _______% decrease?      No  
 
11.  Has your agency formally evaluated the impact of this ordinance/policy on police resources? 

      Yes   No 
     
12.  Do you require individuals to register their residential alarm systems (permit required)?      

  Yes   No      
 
13.  If registration/permit required, what percent of alarms do you estimate are actually    
 registered? _______________ 
 
14.  If registration/permit required, amount of fee $_________   
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15.  Are individuals fine for false residential burglary alarms?   Yes   No 
 
16.  If yes, fines are assessed on the ______ false residential alarm in a 12 month period. 
           (Insert Number) 

17.  Are businesses fined for false commercial burglary alarms?  Yes           No 
 
18.  If yes, fines are assessed on the ______ false commercial alarm in a 12 month period. 
     (Insert Number) 
 
19.  In some jurisdictions, the amount of fine increases with the number of false alarms within a  
  12 month period. What is the fine for the first and subsequent alarms after the alarm threshold has        

been reached? 
 
a. Amount of first fine during a 12 month period (residential) $ ________  b.(commercial) $ ________ 
  
c. Amount of second fine during a 12 month period (residential) $ ________ d.(commercial) $________ 
 
e. Amount of third fine during a 12 month period (residential) $ ________  f. (commercial) $ ________ 

 
 

20.  How are the fine notices generated and funds collected?  

       Police Department      City Government          Other ____________________ 
 

21.  What percent of fines do you estimate are collected?  (residential) ____% b. (commercial) ____% 
 

22.  What unit of government receives these fines? 

     Police Department budget     City general funds    Other ______________________ 
 
23.  Generally, would you estimate that the fining and collection process is: 

 breaking even in terms of resources expended and funds generated 

 costing the police department or the city more than it is generating 

 generating a surplus 

 other: ________________________________________________________________ 
(please explain) 

 
 
The next series of questions require some detailed information about the number of calls for service that your agency 
received during the July 1, 2005 to June 30, 2006 fiscal year. Answering these items may take some time if the 
information needs to be generated. If only partial information is available, please include what you can.  
 
24.  Police departments generally use a priority system when dispatching calls.  

a.  How many levels does your system use? _____  

b.  With “1” being the highest priority, what priority are unverified burglary alarms? _____ 

c.   Within the priority level where alarms fall, what percent of other calls within this level are  

 dispatched before unverified alarms? _____ % 
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Please examine your CAD calls for the past year—July 1, 2005 to June 30, 2006—and indicate the total 
number of calls for each category.  
 
 a. Residential 

Burglary  
Alarm Activations 

b. Commercial 
Burglary  

Alarm Activations 

c. Panic or 
Robbery  

Alarm Activations 
25. Number of Alarm Activations  
(from the calls for service data system) 

 
 

  

26. Alarm Calls as a % of ALL calls 
for service 

 
 

  

Alarm Call Disposition    
27. Number of False Alarms  

 
  

28. Number of Burglary Reports  
 

   

29. Number of Other Reports  
 

  

30. Number of Burglary arrests  
 

   

31. Number of Other arrests   
 

  

32. Number of addresses with 
repeat alarm calls for service  
(July 1, 2005 - June 30, 2006) 

 
 
 

  

33. Average time (in minutes) 
officers spend responding to false 
alarm calls  
(time between dispatch and clearing the 
call) 

 
 
 
 

  

 
34.  The San Bernardino Association of Chiefs of Police and Sheriff is considering the feasibility of 
 adopting a model policy on alarm response. If such a position was developed, would you be 
 interested in participating in the development process? 

  Yes   No 
 

If you do not want the information from your department contained in the report, please mark the box .     
   

 
Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey. 

 
Results will be presented at an upcoming  

San Bernardino County Police Chiefs Association meeting. 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Evaluation of Alternative Policies to Combat False 
Emergency Calls 

 
Andrew J. Buck, Erwin A. Blackstone, and Simon Hakim 

 
 

January 7, 2004 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

________________________ 
Professors Blackstone, Buck and Hakim are professors of economics and members of the Center for Competitive 
Government at Temple University, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 19122.  Telephone 215-204-5037.  E-mail 
shakim@temple.edu. 

 



 2

Evaluation of Alternative Policies to Combat False Emergency Calls 
 
1. Introduction 
 
An essential function of the police is emergency response.  There are two sources of civilian 
calls for response.  One source is the 911 emergency systems.  The other source is activation of 
burglar alarm systems.  There is considerable overlap between the two sources.  Nationwide, the 
911 system generated 183 million calls in 2002.  During the same period there were more than 
$36 million burglar alarm activations. With this number of calls there is a public policy problem 
to the extent that these emergency response systems generate a high proportion of non-
emergency and false calls.  Illustrative of the problem is the fact that nationwide 94-99 percent of 
all burglar alarm activations turn out to be false.  These calls result in a congestion problem for 
the communications network.  Perhaps more importantly, emergency calls often result in an 
increasing physical response by the police, requiring the use of resources that might be better 
allocated elsewhere. 
 
The false activation issue is the primary focus of the paper.  Nationwide data for emergency 
responses are not available, but are available for individual communities.  In 2000 in 
Philadelphia 96 percent of fire alarms, 97 percent of burglar alarms and 75 percent of medical 
alarms are false or of non-emergency nature (Blackstone, Hakim, and Spiegel, 2002: 16). In 
2000 the cost of responding to false burglar alarms was estimated at $1.8 billion nationwide; in 
the range of $30-95 per alarm activation. (Blackstone and Hakim, 2003).  To add context, 
President Clinton’s anti-crime initiative budgeted an additional 100,000 policemen.  Solving the 
problem of false alarms could increase the effective size of the nation’s police forces by 35,000. 
 
Communities across North America and Great Britain attempt to curb false alarms by instituting 
ordinances and/or special practices by police departments. These ordinances and policies vary 
significantly across communities and are usually intuitively based. In general these efforts have 
been unsuccessful; either the number of false activations did not decrease much over the long run 
or there was a decline in social welfare. The latter occurred because alarm owners discontinued 
use of their alarm systems, causing a reduction in the sense of, and actual, security.  Further, the 
variability of the mandated procedures of these ordinances and policies create difficulties for 
central stations that monitor alarms from many communities.   
 
In this paper we shall describe and evaluate alternative ordinances and policies meant to deal 
with response to false burglar alarms.  We will use economic theory and performance data to 
evaluate and select the preferred alternative.  The preferred alternative should maximize social 
benefits. Such an evaluation framework could be applied to other emergency services. 
 
In section 2 we describe the economic theory and the associated criteria used to evaluate 
alternative ordinances and policies.  Section 3 incorporates the description and evaluation of the 
alternatives, and section 4 presents the theoretically based preferred alternative.  In section 4 we 
present data on performance for the major alternatives to determine whether economic theory 
indeed suits the case of false response to emergency calls. In section 5 we present some issues 
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involved in implementation of the preferred alternative. Section 6 provides the conclusions and 
policy implications. 
 
2. Theoretical Criteria 
 
Economic theory should be applied in the search for an optimal solution to the false alarm 
problem. Efficient provision of response to requests for emergency services, including alarms, 
requires understanding the nature of the service.  Services can be either public goods or private 
goods.  The categorization hinges on whether non-payers can be excluded from consumption 
(excludability) and whether consumption by one person reduces the amount of the service 
available for others (rivalry).  The categorization is a continuum in both the excludability and 
rivalry dimensions, but can be usefully summarized as in Table 1. 
 

Table 1 
Private versus Public Goods 

Non-rival  
Low High 

High Commons Good 
(Fish in the ocean) 

Public Good 
(National defense) 

Non-excludable 

Low Private Good 
(Wheat) 

Collective Good 
(Pay-per-view TV) 

National defense is regarded as a pure public good because no resident of the country can be 
excluded from its consumption, and the consumption of national defense by one person does not 
reduce the amount of national defense available for others to consume.  Wheat is a pure private 
good since those who do not pay for it can be excluded from its consumption and the amount 
consumed by one person is not available for consumption by another. 
 
It is very costly or even impossible to exclude anyone from consuming a public good, and each 
and every person consumes the full amount of the output. Without government forcing all to 
share the cost, each person would have a strong motive to become a “free rider”, or to pay less 
than the socially optimum amount. Thus, there is essentially no alternative but for government to 
take responsibility for the supply of public goods. However, government does not necessarily 
need to produce the good and could let that be done under competitive market conditions. 
 
The assumptions necessary to classify a good as a pure public good are seldom completely met 
in reality.  For pure public goods the size of the interacting group is the entire society, and the 
entire supply is commonly consumed.  If either or both the requirements of non-exclusion and 
non-rivalry fail to be met then the good falls into the general category of an impure public good. 
These impure public goods incorporate the notion of congestion cost or excludable benefits. 
Unlike pure public goods, a larger number of consumers may cause congestion in the 
consumption of impure public goods.  Examples include swimming pools, tennis clubs, golf 
courses, and highways (Cornes and Sandler, 1986; 4). Congestion is an externality in 
consumption.  A bridge across a river is an impure public good.  If the number of cars on the 
bridge is small then there is no rivalry in consumption, although those who do not pay the toll 
can be excluded from using the bridge.  Everyone that pays the toll can get onto the bridge.  
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However, if one too many cars tries to use the bridge then everyone’s trip across the bridge is 
delayed. 
 
A local public good involves congestion, but does not incorporate excludability for the 
population within the jurisdiction.  Examples include local schools, public libraries, or public 
parks.  Police patrol that provides an “umbrella” of security to the community can also be 
classified as a local pure public good.   
 
Local governments often provide emergency services because of life threatening conditions. In 
case of a major disaster, like an earthquake, emergency services need to be in place in order to 
serve the general population.  Emergency services include fire protection, police response to 
alarms, stray animals, gas odor, and ambulance services. These are all local rather than pure 
public goods since congestion occurs, and residents in other adjacent localities are often 
excluded from enjoying the services.  Government provides these services because of their 
significant externalities and potential life threatening conditions.   
 
The service provided by the police department, community security, has the same general 
characteristics as a public good up to a point. Namely, no resident can be excluded from 
consumption of community security and all households consume the same amount of community 
security being produced by the presence of the police.  The ‘up to a point’ caveat involves the 
depletability of police resources when they must respond to a call for emergency help.  As long 
as the calls for emergency response are few in number there is no congestion problem and the 
cost to society of responding to the next emergency call is essentially zero.  Therefore the correct 
price to the user for efficient allocation of police services is zero, up to the point of congestion.  
Without congestion, police simply serve one particular consumer or area but no other consumer 
is expressly denied police services. 
 
Given the statistics cited in the introduction it would appear that many local jurisdictions are at 
or near the congestion point in the provision of emergency response.  Once the congestion 
externality has been reached the municipal authority must decide on a course of action in order to 
restore the efficient allocation of police services.  The response can be to exclude some residents 
from consumption of police services, thereby moving the service along the private good 
dimension. Or, the response could be to restore non-rivalry in consumption of police services by 
expanding the size of the police department, thereby moving the service back in the direction of 
being a public good. 
 
Exclusion can be achieved by charging a price for the specific service that is causing the 
congestion problem or simply excluding certain consumers by not responding to calls for 
emergency help.  Charging for response and not responding to emergency calls are both in 
practice around the country. 
 
Expanding the size of the department requires additional financial resources.  Additional funding 
for a larger department can be achieved through either a tax imposed on all residents or by 
charging the consumers of the service producing the congestion problem.  An increase in local 
taxes in order to increase the size of the local police department in order to deal with emergency 
response is usually not politically expedient.  There is also an efficiency question since all 
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residents are being asked to fund a service being provided to only a subset of the residents.  A fee 
for emergency response is often used around the country, but the sums involved are never large 
enough to be meaningful for the expansion of a police department. 
 
The public good – private good dichotomy is further clouded by the fact that emergency services 
are distinctly different in one important aspect from other local public goods.  The output of 
emergency response is a priori uncertain with a high probability level. Emergency services have 
a common attribute; it is unclear whether a real emergency exists at the time service is actually 
requested and the emergency crew is dispatched. Only when the service is actually rendered does 
its “emergency” nature become known.  For example, poor people without medical insurance 
often arrive for emergency treatment at expensive hospital emergency rooms where service can 
normally not be denied even when it turns out to be a non-emergency situation. In a hospital 
setting the service is often delivered before its emergency status is known. After all, diagnosis is 
required in order to determine the nature of the illness. Public ambulances are also often 
dispatched for what turns out to be non-emergency events. The case of police response to burglar 
alarms is another example.  When police are dispatched it is a priori unclear whether a real 
break-in has occurred.  Only after the officers actually provide the service is it known whether an 
actual break-in is in progress or has occurred.  Hence, in all these cases of emergency services, 
the probability of a real event is less than one.  In the case of police, ex ante response to false 
alarms will be shown to be a public good at a probability level of at most 6 percent. 

 
In case of a bona fide emergency event, public intervention can be justified.  However, in the 
case of a non-emergency event, public financing or intervention is unwarranted. When a real 
break-in occurs, the public interest requires that police attempt to catch the burglar.  
Apprehending burglars diminishes the pool of burglars and reduces the probability that others 
will become victims of burglary.  Several studies confirm that burglars tend to repeat their 
activities in the same neighborhood unless apprehended (Rengert and Waselchick. 1985).  For 
example, in June 2003, New York City police were looking for a burglar that broke into a dozen 
homes and a school in a three-block area of the upper West Side of Manhattan (Mbugua, 2003).  
Apprehension also has a deterrent effect by raising the expected cost of criminal activity, and 
thereby may even reduce the future supply of burglars.   
 
Response to a valid alarm can lead to the apprehension of suspected burglars.  Seattle police in 
2002 responded to 24,505 alarms, of which 325 were valid alarms, and they arrested 46 suspects. 
(Seattle Police Department, 2003:5). These apprehensions are the public good aspect of alarm 
response. Unfortunately, the overwhelming proportion of false alarms meant that the cost per 
arrested Seattle burglar in 2002 was $31,444. 
 
Noteworthy, not all alarm systems provide the same extent of social benefits.  Audible alarms 
scare off burglars and that enhances private benefits of the alarm owner but at the expense of 
beneficial spillover effects to other residents of the community.  If the burglar escapes as a result 
of the audible alarm, the usual event, beneficial spillovers do not exist, only private benefits 
result.  Nevertheless, police involvement is still justified because of the chance of catching the 
burglar.  In the case of a silent alarm, where the burglar is unaware that a signal has been 
transmitted, the police are more likely to surprise and apprehend the burglar; however the burglar 
may cause greater damage and pose greater danger to the residents.  If the community’s interest 
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is in apprehending burglars then silent alarm installation should be encouraged over audible 
systems. 
    
Police services are an impure local public good.  The presence of the police, like national 
defense, provides an umbrella of security for all of the residents.  No resident can be excluded 
from consumption of the service and a change in the number of households in the jurisdiction 
does not change the amount of service available for consumption.  However, burglar alarms add 
a unique element to the mix.  When a burglar activates an alarm and the police respond and 
apprehend the criminal then their response has both public and private good aspects. It is a 
private good since the household’s property is preserved.  It is a public good since community 
security has increased and a criminal has been taken off the street.  
 
When a false alarm occurs police response is a private good and government intervention is 
unjustified.  No one in the community is positively or negatively affected by police response to 
false alarms. Furthermore, such police response entails a social opportunity cost since police are 
withdrawn from other public services.  When an alarm is falsely activated, no one else in the 
community derives any benefit from the response to the false alarm.  Therefore, the community 
should not bear the cost.  Restoration of the equality between private marginal benefits of an 
alarm system and the marginal social cost of responding to an alarm activation the local 
government should impose a cost on the alarm user, essentially mimicking the provision of a 
public good.  Alternatively, initial burglar alarm response could be handled by the private sector, 
in which case the market place would internalize the social costs of response to those calling for 
the response.   
 
3. Description and Evaluation of Alternatives 
 
Table 2 presents three alternative approaches to the false alarm problem: police response, private 
response, and public-private partnerships.  Within police response there have been eight distinct 
policies regarding response to alarm activation. Compressing the attributes of the eight 
alternatives to five basic categories of policy features makes evaluation feasible.  These 
categories include punitive actions, education of alarm activators, improved verification, 
imposing alarm registration fees, and market oriented solutions.   
 
Punitive action involves fines above cost, escalating fines, and ceasing response.  This solution 
can even make alarm activators criminals while they are just obtaining a service that could be 
priced by markets.  High enough fines can reduce the use of alarms and cause a decline in both 
the level of actual and perceived security with a consequent reduction in social welfare.  Punitive 
actions like raising fines are effective when consumers (violators) are price sensitive.  This 
situation does not seem to exist in the case of false alarms.  In Clearwater Florida the fines were 
increased from $30 to $50 in 2001 but alarm calls only decreased from 7701 in 2001 to 7265 in 
2002.  A fifty percent increase in price caused only a 5.8 percent reduction in false alarms. 
 
There are better ways to resolve the problem of response to false alarms than punitive actions 
undertaken by government.  False alarm activators are often taken to court or response is 
terminated for their persistent actions.  However, response to false alarms can be considered a 
regular commercial transaction.  Let’s assume that a person enjoys intentionally kicking his own 
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refrigerator and breaking its door on a daily basis.  The person calls the service department every 
time and requests a change of the door.  As long as he pays the company’s regular charges it will 
serve him without imposing any unnecessary delays or raising the price.  Similarly, alarm 
activators who innocently cause false alarms should not be treated in a punitive manner.1  
Government should either price the provided service at its cost or just divest itself from 
responding to false alarms and agree to respond to alarms proven to be valid.  In such a case, 
private providers will emerge and markets will generate ways through which only valid alarms 
will reach police dispatchers.  
 
In 1996 Toronto, Ontario began pricing all responses to false alarms at $75 (Canadian), a high 
rate; in 2002 the rate was $83.50 (Canadian) and was assessed on the monitoring station that 
called a special, dedicated number to request police response.  The fee was high enough that 
private response soon developed and within one year the number of police dispatches declined 
from 57,875 to 27,981 (Seattle Police Department, 2003:13). Alarm companies and subscribers 
now had an incentive to employ less expensive private response to verify the occurrence of a 
valid alarm (for which the control station would not have to pay). 
    
Education.  The police with some participation of the alarm industry usually provide education 
of alarm owners.  Ongoing education on the use of a private product is not the proper function of 
government and clearly causes unjustified cross subsidization from non-activating alarm owners 
and non-owners to activators.  Police provide education since they bear the burden of response, 
much of it without adequate reimbursement.  Evidence suggests that the benefits of education in 
reducing false alarms are only temporary; the effects diminish after a concentrated program is 
terminated or reduced.  In any event, one officer assigned to educate false activators must reduce 
1,000 false activations in a year to pay the officer’s $60,000 cost, the average overall cost for an 
officer.  Our review of the evidence did not reveal such a substantial reduction in false responses.  
For example, Fort Lauderdale, Florida initiated an extensive education program through alarm 
dealers to curb the worst offending alarm activators.  The lack of incentive to participate in such 
a program is indicated by the fact that only 23 out of 250 invited dealers actually attended the 
meeting.  The program involved at least one police sergeant who visited activators with 35 or 
more false activations during a nine month period in 1998.  The number of false dispatches fell 
by only 133, or one percent, at a public cost of over $500 per “saved” response (Model States 
Report, 1999: 47-48).     
 
Education of consumers is the sole responsibility and interest of commercial providers. The 
seller of a refrigerator is blamed when the product malfunctions or when additional information 
on its operation is needed. When an alarm malfunctions or falsely activates, the police become 
the target since they traditionally have provided alarm response. The direct relationship between 
the seller and the buyer is weaker in the case of alarms due to the accepted police obligation for 
response.  Hence, the seller’s interest in educating consumers in avoiding false activations is 
attenuated in the case of burglar alarms compared to most other goods and services. Once police 
eliminate their obligation for response, this “natural” sellers’ responsibility and interest in 
educating their consumers will be restored. 
 
                                                 
1 In Phoenix, Arizona unpaid fines can result in misdemeanor criminal offenses. Government considers it a crime 
since the activators unjustifiably use up its resources. 
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Indeed, when the alarm industry initiated its Model Cities and Model States programs, it 
encouraged its members to contact repeat activators and educate them in the proper use of their 
system.  However, such peer pressure from the industry was significantly reduced once the 
program was complete, and the rates of false alarms tended to return to their previous levels.  
Education by the industry or by police does not have a permanent effect unless the program is 
retained. 
 
On the other hand, if police respond only to physically verified activations or when police charge 
their real cost for false activations then the obligation of education shifts completely to the alarm 
companies, and administrative action to maintain the service is not necessary.  This brings the 
case of burglar alarm response closer to the refrigerator example.        
 
Improved verification by central stations includes calling both the premises from which the 
signal comes and if unsuccessful calling someone other than at the alarmed premises.  For 
example, the secondary contact for ADT includes a cellular telephone, a work telephone, or 
anyone else pre-assigned by the alarm owner.  ADT claims that such enhanced verification 
reduces false dispatches by 35 percent for residences and 50 percent for businesses (SDM, Sept. 
2003).       
 
Improved verification is an improvement.  However, non-members of the Central Station Alarm 
Association often do not verify activations.  Further, verification involves immediate cost and 
exposes the central station to litigation when it cancels response to a real activation while the 
benefit to the central station is minimal at best.  Thus, it is not in the interest of central stations to 
verify.  It is the usual conflict of interest between the individual firm and the industry that leads 
to a non-optimal solution to the industry. 
 
The state of Florida and the city of Seattle Washington have mandated verification.  Seattle fines 
the dispatching alarm company $250 for requesting police dispatch without verifying the alarm.  
Assuring compliance with the law involves high cost to the police.  In any event, requiring 
verification is clearly an improvement over current practices and will reduce false alarm 
response somewhat.  However, false alarm response is not a public good that require police 
involvement. 
 
Registration fees are intended to cover the cost of managing alarm administration and response 
to false alarms.  Unfortunately, there is no connection between registration and the use of 
service, causing unjustified cross subsidy from non-activating alarm owners to activators.  Such 
a flat fee produces no incentive to reduce false alarm activations when no additional fines are 
imposed on activations.  In practice registration fees seldom cover alarm response cost.  For 
example, in Los Angeles in 2001 alarm registration fees yielded $4.34 million when as much as 
$11 million was spent responding to false alarms.  Part of the shortfall occurred because only 
140,000 residences paid the required fee when the estimated number of alarmed residences was 
300,000 (Edds, 2003).   
 
Since the activators are well defined, the cost should be directly imposed on false activations.  
Further, there is little benefit to the police of having information on alarm owners.  When police 
respond they need to know only the exact address that is indeed updated by the dealer and 



 9

provided to them by the central station at the time alarm response is requested.  Alarm dealers 
obviously have the addresses of their customers. 
 
It is obvious that ordinances related to response to emergency calls are often based on the 
intuition of public decision makers. The cost that non-emergency responses impose on public 
resources causes public decision makers to search for punitive actions like high and escalating 
fines, ceasing response to repeat activators, or mandatory education sessions. All these solutions 
appear to have been ineffective or just temporary in duration.  The fundamental flaw common to 
all of them is that they do not equate marginal private benefits with long run marginal social 
costs in the context of a public good subject to congestion costs. 
 
An efficient solution might be expected to have a solid theoretical foundation that has been 
shown to apply to a wide range of situations. Economic theory that promotes competitive 
markets and circumscribes the use of public monopolies can be applied to this particular case of 
alarm response.  Using economic theory we can consider false alarm response as a service that 
should be priced at the appropriate measure of cost. 
 
Certain elements should be considered in the selection of the best alternative from among those 
in Table 2. The preferred alternative should allow as much competition as possible in responding 
to alarm activations.  Reducing government monopoly power and allowing private alternatives to 
emerge can accomplish this. The preferred alternative should allow police and private response 
companies to compete in offering response services.  Competition might even occur between 
police departments of adjacent jurisdictions. The greater is the competition among response 
entities, the greater the pressure to lower the cost of the service.  Unfortunately, the current 
practice of police providing free responses prohibits private response providers from entering 
this market. 
 
The preferred alternative should require consumers of false alarm response to pay for the cost of 
the service rendered.  Response to false alarm activation does not entail any of the public goods 
attributes that require public intervention and therefore the clearly identified consumers should 
cover the cost of response. 
 
The selected alternative should be simple in order to reduce transaction costs for central stations 
that monitor alarms from many different jurisdictions.  At present, central stations exploiting 
economies of scale monitor alarms from numerous communities across North America, making 
it very difficult for their personnel to follow diverse, complicated and often changing ordinances. 
Also, complicated ordinances are costly and difficult for both police and the owners of alarms to 
follow, thus reducing any deterrent impact. 
 
It is also important to avoid solutions where concentrated efforts are made for a short period of 
time, causing the reduction in false activations to be only temporary.  
 
The preferred solution should avoid cross subsidization among users of response by charging all 
consumers their respective cost.  In addition, business consumers should not be charged higher 
fees than residential or municipal facilities unless the cost of serving them is higher than the 
other uses. Indeed, competition among providers of response will assure competitive prices and 
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thereby avoid cross subsidization which imposes costs on others.  Competition will also avoid 
price discrimination which signals the presence of monopoly, like that of police,                        
is unnecessary and undesirable.   
If the preferred alternative remains in the domain of police then response to false alarms should 
be considered as a profit unit.  Cutting cost will enable the alarm unit to retain the savings. 
 
4. The preferred alternative 
 
The alternative that performs the best is the public-private partnership. Evidence suggests that 
this solution that is based on economic theory is preferred.  It reduces police involvement in the 
response to false alarms, provides for a competitive market for response, eliminates cross 
subsidization while imposing the cost of response on users. Here the police do not respond to an 
activation unless an authorized party physically present at the site verifies the validity of the 
alarm.  In effect, the alarm owners contract private response companies to fulfill the private 
function of responding to false alarms.  In case of a real activation, to fulfill the public 
responsibility of maintaining security and apprehending burglars someone at the scene 
dispatches the police.  This alternative provides for more efficient and timely response.  Since 94 
to 99 percent of all activations are false, most police departments assign a low priority to alarm 
response. Toronto, Ontario police take more than 30 minutes to respond to an unverified alarm, 
but respond in less than 10 minutes to a verified alarm. Private companies, however, respond 
promptly in order to preserve their clientele. Thus, overall, the response time to real activations is 
lower than when police respond to all activations. 
 
In addition to improved response time and lower resource costs, the public-private partnership 
also results in lower administrative costs. In a public-private partnership there is no need for 
police maintenance of the alarm owner database since this becomes the responsibility of the 
private responder.  Therefore there is no justification for the registration fees paid to the police 
department.  Since police only respond to physically verified activations the onus of imposing 
and collecting fines is removed from their operations. 
 
The public private partnership can be evaluated in terms of both the level of activations and the 
direction of change.  The following information is indicative of the success of private response:  
Charlotte NC, Phoenix AZ and Seattle, WA which maintained police response had 656, 482, and 
460 false dispatches per 10,000 residents in 2001, respectively.  Toronto and Salt Lake City had 
only 108, and 49, respectively.   
 
How those differences in activations per 10,000 residents were achieved is impressive as well.  
In Salt Lake City, for example, total police responses to alarms decreased from 9439 in 2000 to 
898 in 2001 after the adoption of the physical verification requirement.  Valid alarms decreased 
from 64 to 5 over the same period.  In 2002 the respective numbers were 803 and 10.  Further, 
citizens are paying as little as five dollars per month for the service of private guard response. 
Verified response saved 8482 officer hours per year, or $508,920 in associated personnel costs.  
Finally, police response to high priority calls now takes two minutes or less because of reduced 
responsibility for false alarm response. 
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Similar experience was obtained for Eugene Oregon where verified response was adopted in 
2002.  In the first six months after the change, the number of police responses was 183 versus 
2642 in the immediate six-months prior to the change.  Valid alarms decreased from 39 to 3 over 
the same period. 
 
Verified response has also contributed to the development and adoption of new technology.  In 
Las Vegas, whose ordinance was implemented in 1991, many residences have installed alarm 
systems with video cameras.  The police accept video transmissions as evidence of a valid alarm, 
obviating the necessity for physical verified response.  Diffusion of video verification is 
uncommon in other communities where private response is not required.  Clearly, pricing 
response at real cost encourages adoption of efficient technology.    
 
The ultimate superiority of the public-private partnership alternative is indicated by the 
satisfaction of police, alarm owners, and the general public with this solution. The only 
dissatisfied party is the alarm industry that now finds its customers having pay for a service that 
previously was subsidized by the police. 
 
5. Evidence from the implementation of the market solution 
 
Verified response, which results in the introduction of private response to false alarms, has been 
implemented in Las Vegas (1991), Salt Lake City, (2000), and in a slightly different way in 
Toronto (1996).  The larger the city, the more alarm systems exist, and the more private response 
companies the market can accommodate.  Larger markets permit greater competition, lower 
prices, better service and more service options.  Thus, in larger cities a market similar to 
monopolistic competition will replace the monopoly police provider.   
 
Initially, when physical verification was required many response companies, mainly private 
guard companies, entered the market. However, as competition increased, exit of less efficient 
companies occurred.  For example, in Salt Lake City (SLC), the number of response companies 
declined from seven to five in the three-year period after physical verification was required, 
indicating that prices were low enough to force exit from the industry.  It may be that in a city 
the size of SLC only a few firms can take advantage of economies of scale and scope.   
 
The process of implementation, after all, showed that response is unlikely to be successful as a 
stand-alone service. It is difficult to obtain sufficient numbers of alarm customers within a small 
enough area to sustain the market mandated twenty minutes response time. Most firms offer 
patrol service; one company has its alarm response units monitor stationary guards and perform 
locking and unlocking services for buildings.  There are evidently economies of scope in the 
provision of alarm response.   Thus, the successful companies all provide alarm response in 
conjunction with other guard-type activities.   
  
Implementing the market solution has led to a wide variety of choices for subscribers. For 
example, in 2003 in Salt Lake City one company offered three responses per year at no 
additional charge for $4 per month and each additional response at $15. Responses were 
guaranteed to occur within 15 minutes.  Another Salt Lake company offered to respond for $20 
to $25 per response with service within 10 to 12 minutes. Companies also offered the choice of 
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armed response.  Indeed, as density within the required market area mandated by the 20 minutes 
response time rises, alarm owners enjoy greater variety and quality at lower prices. On average 
Salt Lake City companies responded within the range of 5 to 20 minutes in 2003 compared to 40 
minutes in 2000 when police still responded.    
 
Most alarm companies’ contract with other companies to obtain response services.  Liability and 
the dangers of adverse publicity from an unfortunate event encourage companies to avoid use of 
their own personnel or vehicles.  The market solution has also yielded some alarm companies 
that provide private response for a fee through a contracted company.  Some consumers contract 
directly with companies to provide that response service. The issue of armed versus unarmed 
responders has also proven to be important.  In Toronto, for example, responders were originally 
armed but liability concerns have led to their being unarmed. 
 
6. Conclusions 
 
Our evaluation of ten alternatives for response to false activations revealed that the public private 
option is preferred both on standard economic criteria and experience. Reducing the government 
monopoly as alarm response provider would result in more competition, would lower cost to 
society, improve quality of service, and reduce the government bureaucracy of managing the 
alarm unit. This solution will entail public provision of the public good aspect of alarm response 
and private provision of the private good aspect of false alarm response.      
 
Response to false alarm activations is a nuisance and a waste of at least ten percent of local 
police budgets.  Police Chiefs have been complaining about the problem of false alarms for many 
years. A variety of alarm industry and public policy intuitive solutions have been tried and 
shown to have been largely unsuccessful.  This paper reveals a comprehensive identification of 
alternatives, their evaluation, and a rational selection of the preferred solution. The paper showed 
that Adam Smith’s assertion in his 1776 book The Wealth of Nations that greater competition 
yields a more efficient solution and greater consumer satisfaction is true in the case of alarm 
response as well.  It further shows that government involvement in the marketplace should be 
kept to the minimum necessary for the public good aspect of the service.   
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Verified Response Works in Our Cities 
 

Introduction 
The police departments of Las Vegas Metro, Nevada; Salt Lake City, Utah; Eugene, 
Oregon; Salem, Oregon; Arvada, Colorado; Broomfield City and County, Colorado; 
Lakewood, Colorado; West Valley City, Utah; Westminster, Colorado; Burien, 
Washington and South Salt Lake City, Utah have joined together to recommend this 
guide to city leaders and police jurisdictions interested in learning from the experience of 
cities who have solved their false alarm dilemma.  
 
In 1998, police in our nation responded to approximately 38 million alarm activations, at 
an estimated annual cost of $1.5 billion.  In the United States alone, “solving the problem 
of false alarms would by itself relieve 35,000 officers from providing an essentially 
private service.” 1  It is important to note that a surge of growth since 1998 increased the 
number of installed systems by at least 50%.  The industry did not fix the false alarm 
problem before the growth; consequently the alarm response workload for the police in 
many cities has increased significantly.   
 
An alarm signal is NOT an indicator of a criminal activity.   A traditional alarm system 
can only detect motion – not criminal intent.  They report human error, system 
malfunctions and abnormal conditions, most of which have little to do with crime.2 
 
Las Vegas Solved Their Problem 
As more and more cities and police departments face limited resources and budget cuts, a 
logical area of reduction is unproductive calls for service; that being alarm responses, 
which are consistently 98 – 99% false.    Las Vegas solved the problem in 1991 by 
creating the practice known as “Verified Response” (VR). They continue to practice it 
today and have experienced 13 years of success.3  Deputy Chief Mike Ault with Las 
Vegas Metropolitan Police Department states that, “First, the alarm company is, by 
default, contracting government services without our approval.  Not only is that rude, but 
it is illegal.”   
 
VR shifts alarm signal verification to alarm companies by requiring an eyewitness such 
as a private guard responder or a video camera (CCTV) with interactive audio to verify 
that a crime has or is occurring before police are dispatched.   Some police departments 
developed slight variations in the plan such as requiring dual zone verification or 
broadcast and file which leaves response determination to officer discretion; based on 
officer knowledge, current circumstances and the false alarm history of the premise.  
Police departments implementing VR continue responding to the human activated alarms, 
such as hold-up, panic and duress.  These types of alarms continue to be 98% - 99% false, 

                                                
1 Sampson, Rana (2002).  “False Burglar Alarms.”  Problem-Oriented Guides for Police Series No. 5.  
Published by the U.S. Department of Justice and the Office of Community Oriented Policing Services 
(COPS).  
2 Jones, Lee. (2004).  “Selective Citizen Privileges.”  Report to Mayor and City Councils. 
3 McLaughlin, Sandra (2004).  “Las Vegas Statement on Alarm Response.”  Spokesperson for Las Vegas 
Metro Police Department. 
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but generally are only 10% of alarm responses.  Moreover, panic and hold-up alarms are 
generally human-activated as opposed to mechanically activated, and assumes (perhaps 
falsely) they are legitimate calls for help. 
 
A report published by the U.S. Department of Justice and written by Rana Sampson 
entitled, “False Burglar Alarms” cited Las Vegas and Salt Lake City as having the “best 
response” by requiring alarm companies to visually verify alarm legitimacy before 
calling the police.4 
 
The Alarm Industry’s History of Attempts at Solving the Alarm Problem 
The alarm industry has long been aware of the false alarm issue.  Shortly after the start of 
mass marketing in the early 1960’s, the false alarm problem had grown so large that law 
enforcement felt compelled to deal with it by introducing the first false alarm ordinances 
in 1972.  These ordinances were largely unsuccessful at curbing the problem and with the 
continued growth of the alarm industry, and under additional pressure from law 
enforcement, the alarm industry made their first attempt at dealing with the problem in 
1984.  In a joint effort with the International Association of Chiefs’ of Police (IACP) an 
Alarm Efficiency Task Force was formed.  Their recommendation called for user 
education, state licensing, dealer training, equipment testing and telephone verification to 
solve the false alarm problem.  With no great success from this program and after 
commission of several false alarm studies, the alarm industry again attempted to deal 
with this issue in 1992 by creating the False Alarm Coalition Effort (CARE).  In 1994, 
the IACP, FBI and police departments joined together to develop the False Alarm 
Resolution.  In 1995, the alarm industry introduced the Model States Plan and now in 
2004 the Security Industry Alarm Coalition (SIAC) was formed.  This group has 
introduced the two-call telephone verification or Enhanced Call Verification (ECV). 5   
 
Attempts have recently been made by the alarm industry to influence state legislators to 
require mandatory police response to alarm signal verification.  State Senator Jeff Plale 
(D-South Milwaukee) said he will introduce a measure in January requiring police 
departments in the state to respond to all burglar alarm calls.6  Members of the North 
Texas Alarm Association appeared before the Texas House of Representatives Law 
Enforcement Committee in August, 2004 to propose “Mandated Police Alarm Response.” 
 
Law Enforcement was told that by following the alarm industry advice, cities would 
recover their cost of enforcement and reduce the number of police responses to false 
alarms.  All of these alarm industry efforts heavily burden the police with the 
responsibility for reduction and enforcement of the false alarm problem.   
To date, none of these programs have had long-term success at either false alarm 
reduction or cost recovery.  

                                                
4 Sampson, Rana. (2002).  “False Burglar Alarms.” Problem-Oriented Guides for Police Series No. 5.  
Published by the U.S. Department of Justice and the COPS Office. 
5 National Burglar and Fire Alarm Association (2004) “Industry and Association History.”  NBFAA 
Website. 
6 Diedrich, John & Borowski, Greg J. “Alarms Sound Over Policy Change.” (Sept. 18, 2004) Milwaukee 
Journal Sentinel. 
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Dr. Simon Hakim, Professor of Economics at Temple University, who is one of the 
leading experts in the country and has studied this issue for the past ten years said, 
“Reducing the government monopoly as alarm response provider would result in more 
competition, would lower cost to society, improve quality of service, and reduce the 
government bureaucracy of managing the alarm unit.  This solution will entail public 
provision of the public good aspect of alarm response and private provision of the private 
good aspect of false alarm response. Response to false alarm activations is a nuisance and 
a waste of at least ten percent of local police budgets.  Police Chiefs have been 
complaining about the problem of false alarms for many years.  A variety of alarm 
industry and public policy initiative solutions have been tried and shown to have been 
largely unsuccessful.”7 
 
Model States Plan - Large Effort, Little Results 

      The group of cities endorsing VR would like to go on record as stating that the Model 
States Plan does not work.  It is better than doing nothing about the false alarm problem, 
but it leaves the city and police department holding the responsibility for; tracking alarms, 
issuing warning letters, billing, collections, false alarm prevention, suspension or no 
response programs (due to a high number of false alarms) and registering alarm users 
with permits.   Issuing permits has NOTHING to do with the false alarm problem. It is 
merely a means to financially support the bureaucracy created to deal with the problem. 
The Salem, Oregon Burglar Alarm Task Force (2003) stated: “The information contained 
in active permits may not be current or may not be available at the time of alarm response 
dispatch, which relegates the alarm permit to simply an administrative function with little 
or no real value in responding to alarm calls.”8  

 
 
The Model States Plan leaves a city with the brunt of  responsibility for fulfilling a 
private civil contract that was agreed upon by two private parties (alarm company & 
alarm owner), with neither the city nor the police department being a participant in that 
contract.  Alarm companies have no control over police priority on alarm response nor 
the backlog of police calls; and yet alarm representatives have been known to promise an 
unrealistic and unattainable police response time to their future customers9.  
 
As author Anne E. Schwarts states:  “Increased fines alone are not the right solution.  
More fines don’t do much to put that cop on the street where he or she belongs.  Sure, 
customers don’t mind footing the bill for their own false alarms because they feel that’s 
part of the protections they pay for.  But private alarm companies don’t have the right to 
use our public safety professionals as an added-value service for their businesses.  Alarm 
companies can make their personnel available by setting up patrols while sworn police 

                                                
7 Buck, Andrew; Blackstone, Erwin & Hakim, Simon.  (2004).  “Evaluation of Alternative Policies to 
Combat False Emergency Calls.” Temple University, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 
8 Salem, Oregon Burglar Alarm Task Force. (2003).  “Report to Mayor and City Council.” 
9 Salt Lake City Police Department. (2002). “Verified Response:  The False Alarm Solution.” Innovations 
in American Government Awards Top 100 Programs. 
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officers, paid for by all the taxpaying public, can engage in the kinds of preventive 
patrols that have been shown to reduce crime.”10 
 
Time and time again it has been proven in cities that the first year or two the Model 
States Plan will result in a 15 – 25% reduction in alarm responses.   Then, the results 
level out as the ordinance enforcement lessens, the number of new alarm systems 
increase and law enforcement priorities change.  On the other hand, cities adopting VR 
have achieved reduction rates ranging from 69 – 90%, holding year-after-year, and 
equally as important, without the administrative burden of “managing” the false alarm 
problem. 
 
Two-Call Verification or Enhanced Call Verification (ECV) 
The most recent proposal from the industry has been to make a second telephone call to a 
location apart from the alarm site.  What the industry fails to mention is that after two 
calls, or 10 calls, when monitoring firms call the police they are still saying that they do 
NOT have any indication of a burglary or other criminal act, but there is some unknown 
trouble with the system.  It is not a “verification” process, but a filtering process.   Bear in 
mind that national spokespersons from the alarm industry have no control over the 
individual monitoring company practices.    A single attempted telephone call has been 
the verification standard for more than 10 years and even now, not all monitoring 
companies practice this concept.  A second phone call is unenforceable from a police 
ordinance standpoint.  The alarm industry can adopt this concept without a mandate from 
Law Enforcement.  While enhanced verification is to be encouraged, ECV alone is not an 
all-encompassing solution to the false alarm problem. 
 
80-20 Claim 

       Another claim by the alarm industry is that 80% of the false alarms are caused by 20% of 
the users.  Salem, Oregon11; Arlington, Texas12; and Seattle, Washington13 found this 
claim to be untrue.  Their statistics have shown that 60 – 80% of the alarm activations 
occurred at premises having one or two false alarms a year.  In the past, the national 
alarm associations had posted on their website the ratio of 1.5 false alarms per premise 
per year which is a more accurate representation of many alarm systems having a few 
false alarms.   

  
 
Crime Rates 
Opponents claim that burglaries are on the rise in cities which have adopted VR. Verified 
Response is designed to reduce police response to excessive false alarms.  It was never 
designed, nor is it intended to deal with property crimes.  
 

                                                
10 Schwarts, Anne E. (2004) “Reason for alarm:  False alarms take cops from real crimes.”  On 
Milwaukee.com. 
11 Salem Oregon Burglar Alarm Taskforce (2003). “Report to Salem Mayor and City Council.” 
12 White, Jennifer. (2002). “False Alarm Paper to Arlington Mayor and City Council.” 
13 Garnica, Detective. (2004). “Percentage of alarms on first and second alarm signals.” 
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Based on the FBI Uniform Crime Report, the first full year (2001) of VR in Salt Lake 
City realized a minimal 1.8% burglary increase.  In 2002, there was a 12% increase in 
burglaries.  For 2003, Salt Lake City burglaries decreased by 6.4%.  A long-range view 
of Salt Lake City burglaries shows that they have decreased by 32% from 1991-2003. 14   
 
Burglaries in other VR cities have appeared to be typical of crime statistics, which are 
generally very cyclical in nature.  Opponents of VR tend to exclaim very loudly about 
any burglary increase is due to police implementation of a VR style ordinance.  While the 
burglary rates in 2003 increased by only 12% in Arvada, Colorado (a VR city), Seattle 
(not a VR city) experienced a 20% increase in residential burglaries15.  In any study of 
this issue, notice the failure of alarms to produce any significant number of arrests.  
Seattle police in 2002 responded to 24,505 alarms, of which 325 were valid alarms, and 
they arrested 46 suspects.  The overwhelming proportion of false alarms meant that the 
cost per arrested Seattle burglar was $31,444.16  Police response to alarm signals has not 
proven to be an effective crime-fighting tool.   
 
LA Story 
Give your taxpayers the right to expect their police officers to respond to real calls for 
help.  Allow officers to be proactive in your city in preventing crime, rather than chasing 
a ghost signal.  As LAPD Chief Bratton said, "The 15% of the patrol resources we now 
spend chasing false alarms ... that 15% of officer activity could be focused in the parks, in 
the schoolyards, on the streets -- prioritized, focused patrols in areas where we know we 
have problems." 17  Chief Bratton was convinced that VR was the correct solution for LA.  
Due to political pressure on the city council from the alarm industry and the lobbyists 
they hired, VR was not implemented.  Instead, a different alarm ordinance was passed.  
Now alarm owners are allowed two false alarms in one year and, then, placed on no 
response.  They will be fined $115 on the first alarm with a 45-minute to 3-hour response.  
LAPD is burdened with tracking false alarms, no response premises, permits, warning 
letters, billing and the collection process.  A private guard response in LA could provide 
quicker response.  In the rare instance that an actual crime is detected, the combined 
response between private guard and police would be faster than police response alone, 
due to the reduced priority given alarm calls by police.  Recent news articles state that 
this program has not been able to be implemented due to the inability of the current 
computer tracking system and the new computer system is not expected to be online for 
another 18 months.18 
 
Scare Tactics 
The alarm industry when confronted with VR will send letters to alarm users in your 
community using emotional scare tactics and inflammatory statements.  This has been the 

                                                
14 FBI Uniform Crime Report (1981, 2001, 2002, 2003). 
15 Heckman, Candace & Castro, Hector. (2004).  “Residential burglaries are up 20% in Seattle.” Seattle PI. 
16 Buck, A., Blackstone, E., Hakim, S. (2004) “Evaluation of Alternative Policies to Combat False 
Emergency Calls.” Center for Competitive Government at Temple University, PA. 
17 McGreevy, Patrick. (Jan. 29, 2003).  “Chief Wins Key Test on Alarm Plan.”  Los Angeles Times. 
18 Los Angles Daily News (April 10, 2004).  Editorial. 



    7 
 

alarm industry modus operandi throughout the nation.  Outlandish statements such as 
these will attempt to enrage your citizens: 
 
*Your tax dollars are not at work!19  
*Shouldn’t we as citizens and taxpayers, have the right of our highly trained police 
officers responding first to our homes and businesses?17 
*Your city and police department should agree to accept the help offered from the alarm 
association, a strong, knowledgeable, local group of alarm dealers.17 
*The Model Alarm Ordinance maintains police response, recoups police department 
costs in responding to alarms, and reduces false alarms through a system of permits and 
false alarm fee.20 
*If you feel that the police department policy is not fair to the citizens and taxpayers of 
Eugene, please contact your Mayor and your City Council Member.  A listing of the 
elected officials in your city is attached for reference. 21  
*Your alarm company feels that the police department’s action is unacceptable and we 
sincerely believe that your elected city officials should take a further look at this before it 
becomes accepted policy.22 
*Murder, rape, assault, and arson often accompany burglaries.  Women and children are 
most often the victims.23 
 
The letters from alarm companies will (as a courtesy) list the mayor and city leaders’ 
phone number and email addresses and the date of the next council meeting.  Eugene, 
Oregon’s police department proactively sent educational letters to all alarm users in their 
city before the inflammatory letters arrived from the alarm industry and also hired a 
public relations firm.  Educating citizens who have only been exposed to a very one-sided 
view will prove beneficial to all.  One thing to keep in mind – a very small, but loud 
minority, will appear at your city council meeting and a special interest group will have 
created their hostile feelings.  In Salt Lake City, one month after implementation of the 
VR ordinance, the complaining phone calls abruptly ceased and neither the mayor’s 
office or the city council now receive complaints about the VR ordinance.  
 
 
VR Works!  
Bottom line on this issue is that alarm calls are consistently 98 – 99% false.  Eighty 
percent of your taxpayers are subsidizing less than 20% of the citizens who have alarm 
systems. An industry is using “free” public safety resources for private security matters.  
 
Albert Einstein once said, “The definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and 
over again and expecting different results.”  Continuing the Model States approach and 
copying other cities failures over the past 30 years will bring the same results – heavy 
administrative/police burden and light on false alarm reduction.   

                                                
19 North Texas Alarm Association (2002).  Arlington, Texas 
20 Brinks Security (2004). Milwaukee, Wisconsin letter to alarm users. 
21 ADT Security (2002).  Eugene, Oregon letter to alarm users. 
22 Brinks Security (2000).  Salt Lake City, Utah letter to alarm users. 
23 Deseret Newspaper (2000) Full-page ad paid for by the Utah Alarm Association. Garren Echols. 
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Verified Response has worked well in our cities we believe it will work well in your city.    
 
 
 
 
 
Contact any of the cities endorsing this paper for further information or: 
 
 
Las Vegas Metropolitan   Lakewood Police Department  
Police Department    Division Chief John Camper 
Deputy Chief Mike Ault   Support Services Division 
Professional Standards Division  303-987-7302 
702-229-3425 
       
Captain Mark Peck    Eugene Police Department 
Salt Lake City Police Department  Public Information Officer Pam Olshanski 
801-799-3201     541-682-5124 
Mark.peck@slcgov.com 
 
Arvada Police Department   Salem Police Department 
Commander Gary Creager   Sgt. Steve Bellshaw 
720-898-6814     503-588-6259 
 
__________________________________________________ 
 
Cities who have adopted Verified Response to date are: 
 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin Las Vegas, Nevada  Salt Lake City, Utah 
Eugene, Oregon  Salem, Oregon  Bellingham, Washington 
Lane County, Oregon  Arvada, Colorado  West Valley City, Utah 
Taylorsville, Utah  Henderson, Nevada  Victoria, British Columbia 
Murray, Utah   Winnipeg, Canada  Yakima, Washington 
Westminster, Colorado Breckenridge, Colorado Summit County, Colorado 
Broomfield, Colorado  Lakewood, Colorado  South Salt Lake City, Utah 
Burien, Washington  Aurora, Colorado 
 
 
Contributors to this paper are: Deputy Chief Mike Ault, Las Vegas 
Metropolitan PD; Division Chief John Camper, Lakewood, Colorado; Sgt. 
Steve Bellshaw, Salem, Oregon PD;  Shanna Werner, Alarm Administrator; 
Salt Lake City PD; and Lee Jones, Support Services Group. 
 
11/2004 -  (Revision from the 9/2004 paper)      
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iAbout the Problem-Specific Guides Series

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 
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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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1The Problem of False Burglar Alarms

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.§§  

8 False Burglar Alarms, 2nd Edition

§ 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.

10 False Burglar Alarms, 2nd Edition

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 

21Responses to the Problem of False Burglar Alarms

§ 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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Recommended Readings

• A Police Guide to Surveying Citizens and Their 
Environments, Bureau of  Justice Assistance, 1993. This 
guide offers a practical introduction for police practitioners 
to two types of  surveys that police find useful: surveying 
public opinion and surveying the physical environment. It 
provides guidance on whether and how to conduct cost-
effective surveys.

• Assessing Responses to Problems: An 
Introductory Guide for Police Problem-Solvers, 
by John E. Eck (U.S. Department of  Justice, Office of  
Community Oriented Policing Services, 2001). This guide 
is a companion to the Problem-Oriented Guides for Police series. 
It provides basic guidance to measuring and assessing 
problem-oriented policing efforts.

• Conducting Community Surveys, by Deborah Weisel 
(Bureau of  Justice Statistics and Office of  Community 
Oriented Policing Services, 1999). This guide, along with 
accompanying computer software, provides practical, basic 
pointers for police in conducting community surveys. The 
document is also available at www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs.

• Crime Prevention Studies, edited by Ronald V. Clarke 
(Criminal Justice Press, 1993, et seq.). This is a series of  
volumes of  applied and theoretical research on reducing 
opportunities for crime. Many chapters are evaluations of  
initiatives to reduce specific crime and disorder problems.
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• Excellence in Problem-Oriented Policing: The 
1999 Herman Goldstein Award Winners. This 
document produced by the National Institute of  Justice 
in collaboration with the Office of  Community Oriented 
Policing Services and the Police Executive Research Forum 
provides detailed reports of  the best submissions to the 
annual award program that recognizes exemplary problem-
oriented responses to various community problems. A 
similar publication is available for the award winners from 
subsequent years. The documents are also available at 

 www.ojp.usdoj.gov/nij.

• Not Rocket Science? Problem-Solving and Crime 
Reduction, by Tim Read and Nick Tilley  (Home Office 
Crime Reduction Research Series, 2000). Identifies and 
describes the factors that make problem-solving effective 
or ineffective as it is being practiced in police forces in 
England and Wales.

• Opportunity Makes the Thief: Practical Theory 
for Crime Prevention, by Marcus Felson and Ronald V. 
Clarke (Home Office Police Research Series, Paper No. 98, 
1998). Explains how crime theories such as routine activity 
theory, rational choice theory and crime pattern theory 
have practical implications for the police in their efforts to 
prevent crime.

• Problem Analysis in Policing, by Rachel Boba (Police 
Foundation, 2003). Introduces and defines problem 
analysis and provides guidance on how problem analysis 
can be integrated and institutionalized into modern 
policing practices.
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• Problem-Oriented Policing, by Herman Goldstein 
(McGraw-Hill, 1990, and Temple University Press, 1990). 
Explains the principles and methods of  problem-oriented 
policing, provides examples of  it in practice, and discusses 
how a police agency can implement the concept.

• Problem-Oriented Policing and Crime Prevention, 
by Anthony A. Braga (Criminal Justice Press, 2003). 
Provides a thorough review of  significant policing research 
about problem places, high-activity offenders, and repeat 
victims, with a focus on the applicability of  those findings 
to problem-oriented policing. Explains how police 
departments can facilitate problem-oriented policing by 
improving crime analysis, measuring performance, and 
securing productive partnerships.

 
• Problem-Oriented Policing: Reflections on the 

First 20 Years, by Michael S. Scott  (U.S. Department of  
Justice, Office of  Community Oriented Policing Services, 
2000).  Describes how the most critical elements of  
Herman Goldstein's problem-oriented policing model have 
developed in practice over its 20-year history, and proposes 
future directions for problem-oriented policing. The report 
is also available at www.cops.usdoj.gov.

• Problem-Solving: Problem-Oriented Policing in 
Newport News, by John E. Eck and William Spelman 
(Police Executive Research Forum, 1987). Explains the 
rationale behind problem-oriented policing and the 
problem-solving process, and provides examples of  
effective problem-solving in one agency.
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• Problem-Solving Tips: A Guide to Reducing 
Crime and Disorder Through Problem-Solving 
Partnerships by Karin Schmerler, Matt Perkins, Scott 
Phillips, Tammy Rinehart and Meg Townsend. (U.S. 
Department of  Justice, Office of  Community Oriented 
Policing Services, 1998) (also available at www.cops.usdoj.
gov). Provides a brief  introduction to problem-solving, 
basic information on the SARA model and detailed 
suggestions about the problem-solving process.

• Situational Crime Prevention: Successful Case 
Studies, Second Edition, edited by Ronald V. Clarke 
(Harrow and Heston, 1997). Explains the principles and 
methods of  situational crime prevention, and presents over 
20 case studies of  effective crime prevention initiatives.

• Tackling Crime and Other Public-Safety Problems: 
Case Studies in Problem-Solving, by Rana Sampson 
and Michael S. Scott (U.S. Department of  Justice, Office of  
Community Oriented Policing Services, 2000) (also available 
at www.cops.usdoj.gov). Presents case studies of  effective 
police problem-solving on 18 types of  crime and disorder 
problems.

• Using Analysis for Problem-Solving: A Guidebook 
for Law Enforcement, by Timothy S. Bynum  (U.S. 
Department of  Justice, Office of  Community Oriented 
Policing Services, 2001).  Provides an introduction for 
police to analyzing problems within the context of  
problem-oriented policing.

• Using Research: A Primer for Law Enforcement 
Managers, Second Edition, by John E. Eck and Nancy G. 
LaVigne (Police Executive Research Forum, 1994). Explains 
many of  the basics of  research as it applies to police 
management and problem-solving.
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Other Problem-Oriented Guides for Police

Problem-Specific Guides series:

1.  Assaults in and Around Bars, 2nd Edition. Michael S. Scott. 
2001. ISBN: 1-932582-00-2

2.  Street Prostitution, 2nd Edition. Michael S. Scott. 2001.   
ISBN: 1-932582-01-0

3.  Speeding in Residential Areas. Michael S. Scott. 2001.
 ISBN: 1-932582-02-9
4.  Drug Dealing in Privately Owned Apartment Complexes. 

Rana Sampson. 2001. ISBN: 1-932582-03-7
5.  False Burglar Alarms, 2nd Edition. Rana Sampson. 2001. 

ISBN: 1-932582-04-5
6.  Disorderly Youth in Public Places. Michael S. Scott. 2001.
 ISBN: 1-932582-05-3
7. Loud Car Stereos. Michael S. Scott. 2001. ISBN: 1-932582-06-1
8. Robbery at Automated Teller Machines. Michael S. Scott. 2001.
 ISBN: 1-932582-07-X
9.  Graffiti. Deborah Lamm Weisel. 2002. ISBN: 1-932582-08-8
10. Thefts of  and From Cars in Parking Facilities. Ronald V. 

Clarke. 2002. ISBN: 1-932582-09-6
11. Shoplifting. Ronald V. Clarke. 2002. ISBN: 1-932582-10-X
12.  Bullying in Schools. Rana Sampson. 2002. ISBN: 1-932582-11-8
13.  Panhandling. Michael S. Scott. 2002. ISBN: 1-932582-12-6
14.  Rave Parties. Michael S. Scott. 2002. ISBN: 1-932582-13-4
15.  Burglary of  Retail Establishments. Ronald V. Clarke. 2002. 
 ISBN: 1-932582-14-2
16.  Clandestine Methamphetamine Labs, 2nd Edition. Michael S. 

Scott. 2002. ISBN: 1-932582-15-0
17.  Acquaintance Rape of  College Students. Rana Sampson. 2002.
 ISBN: 1-932582-16-9
18.  Burglary of  Single-Family Houses. Deborah Lamm Weisel. 

2002. ISBN: 1-932582-17-7
19.  Misuse and Abuse of  911. Rana Sampson. 2002.
 ISBN: 1-932582-18-5
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20.  Financial Crimes Against the Elderly. 
 Kelly Dedel Johnson. 2003. ISBN: 1-932582-22-3
21. Check and Card Fraud. Graeme R. Newman. 2003. 
 ISBN: 1-932582-27-4
22. Stalking. The National Center for Victims of  Crime. 2004.
 ISBN: 1-932582-30-4
23.  Gun Violence Among Serious Young Offenders. Anthony A. 

Braga. 2004. ISBN: 1-932582-31-2
24. Prescription Fraud. Julie Wartell and Nancy G. La Vigne. 2004.
 ISBN: 1-932582-33-9 
25. Identity Theft. Graeme R. Newman. 2004. ISBN: 1-932582-35-3
26. Crimes Against Tourists. Ronald W. Glensor and Kenneth J. Peak. 

2004. ISBN: 1-932582-36-3
27. Underage Drinking. Kelly Dedel Johnson. 2004. ISBN: 1-932582-39-8
28. Street Racing. Kenneth J. Peak and Ronald W. Glensor. 2004.  

ISBN: 1-932582-42-8
29. Cruising. Kenneth J. Peak and Ronald W. Glensor. 2004. 

ISBN: 1-932582-43-6
30. Disorder at Budget Motels. Karin Schmerler. 2005. 
 ISBN: 1-932582-41-X
31.  Drug Dealing in Open-Air Markets. Alex Harocopos and Mike 

Hough. 2005. ISBN: 1-932582-45-2
32.  Bomb Threats in Schools. Graeme R. Newman. 2005. 
 ISBN: 1-932582-46-0
33.  Illicit Sexual Activity in Public Places. Kelly Dedel Johnson. 2005. 
 ISBN: 1-932582-47-9
34. Robbery of  Taxi Drivers. Martha J. Smith. 2005. ISBN: 1-932582-50-9
35. School Vandalism and Break-Ins. Kelly Dedel Johnson. 2005. 
 ISBN: 1-9325802-51-7
36. Drunk Driving. Michael S. Scott, Nina J. Emerson, Louis B. 

Antonacci, and Joel B. Plant. 2005. ISBN: 1-932582-57-6
37.  Juvenile Runaways. Kelly Dedel. 2006. ISBN: 1932582-56-8
38. The Exploitation of  Trafficked Women. Graeme R. Newman. 

2006. ISBN: 1-932582-59-2
39. Student Party Riots. Tamara D. Madensen and John E. Eck. 

2006. ISBN: 1-932582-60-6
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40. People with Mental Illness. Gary Cordner. 2006.                 
ISBN: 1-932582-63-0

41. Child Pornography on the Internet. Richard Wortley 
and Stephen Smallbone. 2006. ISBN: 1-932582-65-7

42. Witness Intimidation. Kelly Dedel. 2006.          
ISBN: 1-932582-67-3

43. Burglary at Single-Family House Construction 
Sites. Rachel Boba and Roberto Santos. 2006.     
ISBN: 1-932582-00-2

44. Disorder at Day Laborer Sites. Rob Guerette. 2007.          
ISBN: 1-932582-72-X

45. Domestic Violence. Rana Sampson. 2007.          
ISBN: 1-932582-74-6

46. Thefts of  and from Cars on Residential Streets 
and Driveways. Todd Keister. 2007. ISBN: 1-932582-
76-2

47. Drive-By Shootings. Kelly Dedel. 2007.            
ISBN: 1-932582-77-0

Response Guides series:

•  The Benefits and Consequences of  Police 
Crackdowns. Michael S. Scott. 2003. ISBN: 1-932582-24-X

•  Closing Streets and Alleys to Reduce Crime: Should 
You Go Down This Road?  Ronald V. Clarke. 2004. 
ISBN: 1-932582-41-X

•  Crime Prevention Publicity Campaigns.
 Emmanuel Barthe. 2006 ISBN: 1-932582-66-5
•  Shifting and Sharing Responsibility for Public Safety 

Problems.  Michael S. Scott and Herman Goldstein. 
2005. ISBN: 1-932582-55-X

•  Video Surveillance of  Public Places. Jerry Ratcliffe. 
2006 ISBN: 1-932582-58-4

51Other Problem-Oriented Guides for Police



Problem-Solving Tools series: 

•  Assessing Responses to Problems: An Introductory 
Guide for Police Problem-Solvers. John E. Eck. 2002. 
ISBN: 1-932582-19-3

• Researching a Problem. Ronald V. Clarke and Phyllis A. 
Schultz. 2005. ISBN: 1-932582-48-7

• Using Offender Interviews to Inform Police Problem 
Solving. Scott H. Decker. 2005. ISBN: 1-932582-49-5

• Analyzing Repeat Victimization. Deborah Lamm 
Weisel. 2005. ISBN: 1-932582-54-1
Understanding Risky Facilities. Ronald V. Clarke 
and John E. Eck. 2007. ISBN: 1-932582-75-4

Upcoming Problem-Oriented Guides for Police 

Problem-Specific Guides
Abandoned Vehicles
Bank Robbery
Bicycle Theft
Crowd Control at Stadiums and Other Entertainment Venues
Child Abuse
Crime and Disorder in  Parks
Pedestrian Injuries and Fatalities
Robbery of  Convenience Stores
Traffic Congestion Around Schools
Transient Encampments

•
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Problem-Solving Tools
Designing a Problem Analysis System
Displacement
Implementing Responses to Problems
Using Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design in 

Problem Solving
Partnering with Community Developers to Address Public 

Safety Problems

Response Guides
Enhancing Lighting
Sting Operations

For more information about the Problem-Oriented Guides for 
Police series and other COPS Office publications, please call 
the COPS Office Response Center at 800.421.6770 or visit 
COPS Online at www.cops.usdoj.gov. 
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LAS CRUCES POLICE DEPARTMENT

FALSE ALARM SOLUTIONS

LT. SEAN KEARNEY



THE PROBLEM (updated as of year-end)
• In 2011 LCPD received 12,970 burglary alarm calls

‐Single most common call for service at ~8% of total (source‐TIBURON CAD data 2011)

• Only 50 of these calls were actual crimes or incidents requiring a 
report; 5 arrests made (2 for burglary)

• MVRDA  is  hugely  impacted  as  well  whether  the  calls  are 
dispatched,  cancelled,  or  otherwise  disposed  of‐they must  be 
monitored start to finish

• A  false alarm  is defined as an alarm call  for service  that results 
from  a  non‐public  safety‐related  cause  (example:    wrong 
passcode, pet in residence, weather, etc.)

• This equals 99.6%  false burglary alarms overall, which  is  typical 
of the national average
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CAUSES OF FALSE ALARMS

• User error

• Faulty equipment

• Faulty installation

• Weather/ phone/ electrical issues

• None of these are a public safety 
responsibility…



THE COSTS…
At 1 man hour and $40 for each response (LCPD, dispatch, and vehicle 
costs, conservatively estimated):

• $518,800  in manpower  and  equipment  costs  (2.6%  of  entire  LCPD  FY2012 
budget) per year

• $103,760  expended  for  each  arrest made on burglary  alarm  responses  for 
2011

• At $45,000 salary, this equates to over 11.5 patrol officers’ labor cost for the 
entire year which has had no value to the public at large but yet has already 
been paid for with the existing budget

• 11 officers  is 12.5% of LCPD’s patrol force which could be utilized  for other 
tasks

• In  terms  of  time,  this  equates  to  over  6  officers  handling  burglary  alarms 
FULL TIME (2,080 hours per year)



GOVERNMENT RESEARCH
• According to a 2007 United States Department of Justice study by Rana 

Sampson (False Burglar Alarms, 2nd Edition) on this international problem:  

– In the United States  in 2002, police responded to approximately 36 million alarm 
activations, at an estimated annual cost of $1.8 billion.   Most of these activations 
were burglar alarms.

– 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.   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.

http://www.popcenter.org/problems/false_alarms/



GOVERNMENT RESEARCH
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. 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.    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.

• 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.   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. 

• 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.  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.  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. 
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USDOJ RECOMMENDED SOLUTIONS

Response Not Recommended 

• 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.

– LCPD and MVRDA currently classify all alarms as “priority one” calls

http://www.popcenter.org/problems/false_alarms/summary



USDOJ RECOMMENDED SOLUTIONS
Responses With Limited Effectiveness 

• 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 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. 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. 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.    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.    In  2004,  the  city  of  Dallas,  Texas,  spent  upwards  of  $650,000  administering  its  false  alarm‐reduction  program  involving  fines  and 
collections.

• 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.  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. 

• 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 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. 

• 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. However, it is important to recognize that this response only manages, but will not solve, the problem. 
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USDOJ RECOMMENDED SOLUTIONS
Responses With Limited Effectiveness (CONTINUED)

• Requiring alarm monitoring companies to make two calls to owners of activated systems before calling police, 
commonly known as Enhanced Call Verification (ECV). 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.  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 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. 

• 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. 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.    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.

• 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.  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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USDOJ RECOMMENDED SOLUTIONS
Responses With Limited Effectiveness (CONTINUED)

• 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.  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    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 .

• 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. 

• 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, 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. 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.   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.  Further, it is debatable whether police 
should bear the responsibility for alarm education efforts required for using a private consumer product.  The False Alarm Reduction Association 
and National Burglar & Fire Alarm Association created guidelines for establishing an alarm users’ awareness school .

• 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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EFFECTIVE responses include:

VERIFIED RESPONSE

‐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.
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VERIFIED RESPONSE  RESULTS
courtesy Salt Lake City Police Department



VERIFIED RESPONSE
• Officers  will  respond  if  there  is  audio,  video,  or  personal  verification  of 
criminal activity 

• Alarm and/ or private  security  companies would be encouraged  to perform 
this task for a reasonable cost 

‐Enhanced business opportunities/ jobs

• Human‐activated alarms  (panic, duress, robbery, and medical) as well as  fire 
alarms  would  continue  to  be  serviced  as  normal,  although  ~99%  of these 
continue to be false as well

Effectiveness‐ >90% immediately and indefinitely

Response times for priority and non‐priority calls will improve

Cost=ZERO  TO US:  Cost  is  shifted  back  to  the  private  security 
industry and alarm companies 



CITIES USING VERIFIED RESPONSE, courtesy Salt Lake City Police Department

CITY        YEAR POPULATION

Las Vegas, NV 1991 1 million
Lane County, OR 1999 300,000
Arvada, CO 2000 95,000
West Valley City, UT 2000 100,330
Salt Lake City, UT 2000                                                             184,000
Henderson, NV 2001                                                             145,000
Eugene, OR 2002 117,155
Victoria, BC, Canada 2003 78,000
Murray, UT 2003 65,000
Thurston County, WA 2003 252,264
Loveland, CO 2004 60,000
Salem, OR 2004 118,355
Winnipeg, MN, Canada 2004 633,451
Yakima, WA 2004 60,850
Westminster, CO 2004 90,000
Breckenridge, CO 2004 4,540
Broomfield, CO 2004 34,756
Lakewood, CO 2004 135,000
Burien, WA 2004 30,000
Milwaukee, WI 2004 629,296
Aurora, CO 2004 222,103
Bellingham, WA 2005 62,000
Fremont, CA 2005 200,000
Turlock, CA 2006 68,549
Modesto, CA 2006 201,165
Madison, WI 2007 233,209
Fontana, CA 2007 196,069
Ruidoso, NM 2008 8,029
Indio, CA 2010 76,036
Cathedral City, CA 2010 51,200
Wheatridge, CO 2010 31,242
Stockton, CA 2011 291,707
Detroit, MI 2011                                                             713,777
San Jose, CA 2011 945,942



ISSUES FOR CONSIDERATION
• ALL of  these alarm  responses have been  the  result of  a public entity 

servicing a private contract‐are there anti‐donation issues?  Blackstone 
and Hakim at Temple University have studied this issue extensively over 
the past 10 years.

• An estimated 13.9 percent of the Las Cruces population (residential and 
business)  has  been  tasking  100  percent  of  the  taxpayers  to  service 
these contracts with near ZERO benefit to the public at large (source‐local 
alarm  industry estimate of alarmed premises, NM Taxation and Revenue Department, and 2010 
U.S. Census data)

• Is this a reasonable use of our limited resources?



POSSIBLE COURSES OF ACTION

• Do  nothing  and  allow  the  problem  to  continue  impacting 
public safety and the community

• Tracking and/ or penalizing  false alarm abusers by  the City  in 
conjunction  with  ECV  and  other  “limited  effectiveness”
strategies 

‐Example:  False  Alarm  Unit;  with  or  without  outsourcing  of       
software and services
‐Funding issues?

• Verified Response for Burglary Alarms
‐Mandatory Private Security response in ordinance?
‐Some  sections  of  CLC  alarm  ordinance  (chapter  4)  would 
require modification or repeal



QUESTIONS??
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Salt Lake City Police Department 

 
Verified Response:  The False Alarm Solution 

Verified Response (definition): requiring an eye-witness verification of an alarm activation before 
police are dispatched.   
 
Verified Response is designed to reduce police response to alarm signals that traditionally have 
proven to be 98 - 99% false throughout this nation.  It is not designed, nor is it intended, to deal 
with property crimes.     A traditional alarm system can only detect motion – not criminal intent.   
 
Graph 1 indicates the dramatic reduction of police response to alarm signals without 
compromising public safety. 
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The Verified Response ordinance became effective on December 1, 2000.  Our department 
immediately experienced an unprecedented 90% reduction in alarm responses.  Past efforts to 
reduce the volume of false alarms through permits, warnings, fines and suspensions had only a 
modest effect.  Police response to alarms was most effective and efficient when it was first 
verified that alarm activation was indicative of suspicious activity.  Private security guards are 
ideally suited to make this initial verification.  Police continue to respond to human-activated 
alarms such as robbery, panic and duress which continue to be 99% false. 
 
In the first year, Verified Response freed 8,482 officer hours which could then be redirected to 
other police priorities and also saved $508,920 in associated personnel costs.  
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This program has received recognition from the Herman Goldstein Problem Oriented Policing 
Award, Innovations in American Government and the IACP Webber Seavey Award. 
 
Verified Response has been a win-win for our citizens and our department.  Due to the low 
priority of alarm signals, private guard response time to alarm activations has been much quicker 
than police response.  Police have been able to reduce the response time to high priority 
emergency calls, including panic, robbery and duress alarms, by nearly one minute.  Most 
citizens will pay as little as an additional $5 per month on their monitoring account for guard 
response, rather than the former $100 false alarm fines.  Most importantly, our officers were able 
to redirect time spent on answering false alarm signals to other public safety concerns.    
 
 (Graph 2. Source: FBI  Uniform Crime Report) 
 

 
  

 
 

 

Salt Lake City Burglaries
Source: FBI  Uniform Crime Report 
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LAS CRUCES POLICE DEPARTMENT

FALSE ALARM SOLUTIONS

LT. SEAN KEARNEY



THE PROBLEM (updated as of year-end)
• In 2011 LCPD received 12,970 burglary alarm calls

‐Single most common call for service at ~8% of total (source‐TIBURON CAD data 2011)

• Only 50 of these calls were actual crimes or incidents requiring a 
report; 5 arrests made (2 for burglary)

• MVRDA  is  hugely  impacted  as  well  whether  the  calls  are 
dispatched,  cancelled,  or  otherwise  disposed  of‐they must  be 
monitored start to finish

• A  false alarm  is defined as an alarm call  for service  that results 
from  a  non‐public  safety‐related  cause  (example:    wrong 
passcode, pet in residence, weather, etc.)

• This equals 99.6%  false burglary alarms overall, which  is  typical 
of the national average



THE PROBLEM
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CAUSES OF FALSE ALARMS

• User error

• Faulty equipment

• Faulty installation

• Weather/ phone/ electrical issues

• None of these are a public safety 
responsibility…



THE COSTS…
At 1 man hour and $40 for each response (LCPD, dispatch, and vehicle 
costs, conservatively estimated):

• $518,800  in manpower  and  equipment  costs  (2.6%  of  entire  LCPD  FY2012 
budget) per year

• $103,760  expended  for  each  arrest made on burglary  alarm  responses  for 
2011

• At $45,000 salary, this equates to over 11.5 patrol officers’ labor cost for the 
entire year which has had no value to the public at large but yet has already 
been paid for with the existing budget

• 11 officers  is 12.5% of LCPD’s patrol force which could be utilized  for other 
tasks

• In  terms  of  time,  this  equates  to  over  6  officers  handling  burglary  alarms 
FULL TIME (2,080 hours per year)



GOVERNMENT RESEARCH
• According to a 2007 United States Department of Justice study by Rana

Sampson (False Burglar Alarms, 2nd Edition) on this international problem:  

– In the United States  in 2002, police responded to approximately 36 million alarm 
activations, at an estimated annual cost of $1.8 billion.   Most of these activations 
were burglar alarms.

– 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.   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.

http://www.popcenter.org/problems/false_alarms/



GOVERNMENT RESEARCH
The Effectiveness of Burglar Alarms 

• Reliability and Efficiency of Burglar Alarms 

• Studies from both the United States and the United Kingdom 

• Do burglar alarms account for burglary declines in the United States? 

• Are alarms an efficient and effective way to catch burglars? 

• Does available research provide support for alarms’ value in catching 
burglars?

http://www.popcenter.org/problems/false_alarms/



USDOJ RECOMMENDED SOLUTIONS

Response Not Recommended 

• 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.

– LCPD and MVRDA currently classify all alarms as “priority one”
calls

http://www.popcenter.org/problems/false_alarms/summary



USDOJ RECOMMENDED SOLUTIONS
Responses With Limited Effectiveness

• 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. 

• Outsourcing the administration of permits, fines, and fees.

http://www.popcenter.org/problems/false_alarms/summary



USDOJ RECOMMENDED SOLUTIONS
Responses With Limited Effectiveness (CONTINUED)

• Requiring alarm monitoring companies to make two 
calls to owners of activated systems before calling 
police, commonly known as Enhanced Call Verification 
(ECV). 

• Accepting dispatch cancellations. 

• Alerting alarm companies about false‐alarm abusers.

http://www.popcenter.org/problems/false_alarms/summary



USDOJ RECOMMENDED SOLUTIONS
Responses With Limited Effectiveness (CONTINUED)

• Setting criteria for temporarily suspending police 
response. 

• Publishing alarm companies’ false alarm rates on 
websites or elsewhere. 

• Conducting alarm users’ education classes. 

• Lowering the call priority of alarms.
http://www.popcenter.org/problems/false_alarms/summary



USDOJ RECOMMENDED SOLUTIONS

EFFECTIVE responses include:

VERIFIED RESPONSE

‐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.

http://www.popcenter.org/problems/false_alarms/summary



VERIFIED RESPONSE  RESULTS
courtesy Salt Lake City Police Department



VERIFIED RESPONSE
• Officers  will  respond  if  there  is  audio,  video,  or  personal  verification  of 
criminal activity 

• Alarm and/ or private  security  companies would be encouraged  to perform 
this task for a reasonable cost 

‐Enhanced business opportunities/ jobs

• Human‐activated alarms  (panic, duress, robbery, and medical) as well as  fire 
alarms  would  continue  to  be  serviced  as  normal,  although  ~99%  of these 
continue to be false as well

Effectiveness‐ >90% immediately and indefinitely

Response times for priority and non‐priority calls will improve

Cost=ZERO  TO US:  Cost  is  shifted  back  to  the  private  security 
industry and alarm companies 



CITIES USING VERIFIED RESPONSE, courtesy Salt Lake City Police Department

CITY        YEAR POPULATION

Las Vegas, NV 1991 1 million
Lane County, OR 1999 300,000
Arvada, CO 2000 95,000
West Valley City, UT 2000 100,330
Salt Lake City, UT 2000                                                             184,000
Henderson, NV 2001                                                             145,000
Eugene, OR 2002 117,155
Victoria, BC, Canada 2003 78,000
Murray, UT 2003 65,000
Thurston County, WA 2003 252,264
Loveland, CO 2004 60,000
Salem, OR 2004 118,355
Winnipeg, MN, Canada 2004 633,451
Yakima, WA 2004 60,850
Westminster, CO 2004 90,000
Breckenridge, CO 2004 4,540
Broomfield, CO 2004 34,756
Lakewood, CO 2004 135,000
Burien, WA 2004 30,000
Milwaukee, WI 2004 629,296
Aurora, CO 2004 222,103
Bellingham, WA 2005 62,000
Fremont, CA 2005 200,000
Turlock, CA 2006 68,549
Modesto, CA 2006 201,165
Madison, WI 2007 233,209
Fontana, CA 2007 196,069
Ruidoso, NM 2008 8,029
Indio, CA 2010 76,036
Cathedral City, CA 2010 51,200
Wheatridge, CO 2010 31,242
Stockton, CA 2011 291,707
Detroit, MI 2011                                                             713,777
San Jose, CA 2011 945,942



ISSUES FOR CONSIDERATION
• ALL of  these alarm  responses have been  the  result of  a public entity 

servicing a private contract‐are there anti‐donation issues?  Blackstone 
and Hakim at Temple University have studied this issue extensively over 
the past 10 years.

• An estimated 13.9 percent of the Las Cruces population (residential and 
business)  has  been  tasking  100  percent  of  the  taxpayers  to  service 
these contracts with near ZERO benefit to the public at large (source‐local 
alarm  industry estimate of alarmed premises, NM Taxation and Revenue Department, and 2010 
U.S. Census data)

• Is this a reasonable use of our limited resources?



POSSIBLE COURSES OF ACTION

• Do  nothing  and  allow  the  problem  to  continue  impacting 
public safety and the community

• Tracking and/ or penalizing  false alarm abusers by  the City  in 
conjunction  with  ECV  and  other  “limited  effectiveness”
strategies 

‐Example:  False  Alarm  Unit;  with  or  without  outsourcing  of       
software and services
‐Funding issues?

• Verified Response for Burglary Alarms
‐Mandatory Private Security response in ordinance?
‐Some  sections  of  CLC  alarm  ordinance  (chapter  4)  would 
require modification or repeal



QUESTIONS??
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How does MVRDA handle Alarm Calls?

Alarm Processing Times & Frequency

False Alarm Concerns



1. Silent or audible alarm at resident 
or business is activated by intruder, 
occupant, or event.



2. Alarm is sent via telephone, internet, 
or radio waves to a 
Commercial Alarm Monitoring Company 



3. Alarm Company calls MVRDA to 
report alarm. MVRDA gathers dispatch 
information. 

AMCE Alarms Inc. MVRDA 9-1-1



4. MVRDA dispatches Public Safety 
Responders to the Alarm.

MVRDA 9-1-1



5. Meanwhile… Alarm Company 
attempts to validate alarm by calling 
property owner or responsible party

AMCE Alarms Inc.



6. MVRDA may receive update from 
Alarm Company and updates 
Responders.



From Initial Call to Dispatch

◦ Alarm call takes approximately 1 minute to process
◦ May take up to 5 minutes if information not readily 

available from Alarm Company
◦ One call taker dedicated to the telephone call

From Dispatching to Clear

◦ Alarm call may tie up field units for an hour



*Includes Hatch, Mesilla & Sunland Park



Alarm Companies notify MVRDA before an 
alarm is verified

◦ Responders automatically dispatched

◦ Call back information not always available from 
alarm company

◦ MVRDA staff spends time on call backs or trying to 
locate responsible party



Unverified Alarms Tie Up Resources

◦ Responders responding to Alarms are not available 
for other calls

◦ MVRDA staff often involved in call backs to 
residence or business (Alarm Companies do not 
always call MVRDA back)

◦ MVRDA staff on phone with unverified alarm calls 
cannot answer other 9-1-1 calls



Cost in Man Hours

◦ Approximately 286 Phone-Hours dealing with 
Alarm calls in 2011 

◦ Additional hours added when call backs taken into 
consideration

◦ 9-1-1 Call volume continues to increase annually. 
Increase in unverified alarm calls impact ability to 
answer 9-1-1 calls.



Hugo Costa Jr., ENP
Director



Verified vs. Enhanced Verified  
Alarm Systems – B 

 
 



Las Cruces            
False Alarm 
Reduction               

Best Practices Plan 
and Presentation



New Law Video
Alarm Management Solutions(approx. 12 min)

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3kCTAaOiOcM

www.siacinc.org



Model Ordinance

•Permit/Registration
•ECV
•Enforce Fines



“Informed Responses to Common 
Criticisms”

#1- Alarm systems are designed to deter an event from 
happening. 

#2- When alarm systems fail to deter an event they are 
designed to warn the occupants that an event is occurring. 

#3- If the attack continues the system is designed to 
minimize the risk to lives and property. 

#4- The final design function is to summon assistance, 
in preference a well trained, sworn law enforcement 
official.

A. Alarm calls are 98% false.



B. A small and elite percentage of the community is 
receiving a disproportionate level of service.

C. By restricting response we will be able to save “X”
man hours which we will be able to redirect to other missions.

D. Responding to alarm calls takes officers away from 
other more important calls.

E. A first response by a third party will not have a 
negative impact on the public.

F. Requests for alarm response represent over 20% of the 
total call load.

G. Alarm calls rarely result in an apprehension.



Hand Outs

•EVC
•Video monitoring and alarm 
dispatch reduction
•Rutgers Study
•Salt Lake City Study



Success in Reduction of False 
Alarms

•Oakland, CA
•Kirkland, WA
•Marietta, GA
•Lakewood, CO
•Spokane, WA
•Olympia, WA



Key Points to Reducing Dispatches
•Enhanced call verification (2-call)
•No “freebies” – all false alarms are 
charged
•Consumer education - online school
•Outsource alarm administration
•Provided citizens the ability to pay 
alarm invoices on-line

History
In 2009, The City of Oakland Police Department examined its calls-for-service workload to 
determine whether calls could be handled more efficiently. The data indicated that the department 
was responding to a large number of false alarms. In addition, due to some long term staff 
retirements and transfer of some duties the city’s old false alarm program was no longer working 
effectively. A decision was made to improve the alarm program by working with the industry to 
obtain current alarm customer records, insure all had valid alarm permits and outsource the city’s 
alarm management function to a 3rd party company. The ordinance was revised and became 
effective on July 28th, 2009 with an additional amendment in 2010 relating to alarm permit 
renewal fees being collected by their outsource company in 2010.

Oakland Alarm Ordinance
In 2009, there were 13,000 identified alarm users in our database. 
This year, staff identified over 19,000 additional alarm users that 
were not participating in the alarm program bringing the current
number of identified alarm users in 2011 to over 32,000 (+246%).
After three invalid alarm dispatches in a twelve-month period the 
police department will not respond without eyewitness, video or 
audio confirmation of criminal activity.

City of Oakland
Security Alarm Program



Successful Results
The City of Oakland reduced alarm dispatches 22.8% from 2009 to 2010 (see graph below).
In addition, City collected $1,034,230 alarm-related fees in FY 2009-10.  With the help of third 
party administration and good enforcement of the ordinance the city expects to end the fiscal year 
with substantially less alarm dispatches and increased revenue.

For more information contact:
Antoné Hicks
False Alarm Reduction Unit Coordinator
Oakland Police Department
Phone: 510.238.4768
Fax: 510.238.7490
Email: AHicks@oaklandnet.com

City of Oakland
Security Alarm Program



Key Points to Reducing Dispatches
•Enhanced call verification (2-call)
•Annual alarm Site Registration
•City Administered – ECV enforced
•One Free Response with escalating 
false alarm fines
•Registration suspension after six alarms

History
In 2006, The City of Kirkland Police Department began exploring ways to improve their alarm 
program.  Their false alarm management employee joined FARA and became active in local 
alarm association.  Drawing from other successful ordinances in Washington and the knowledge 
gained from FARA and ESA, the department crafted an ordinance based on the recommended 
Best Practices.  

Alarm Ordinance
The Kirkland program requires registration of alarm 
businesses, annual registration of alarm sites, and Enhanced 
Call Verification.  It provides one free response and fines that
start at $50 with the 2nd false alarm, then $100, $150, & $200.  
Police Response is Suspended with the 6th false alarm.  The 
program is well managed by an on-staff person and ECV is 
enforced by the 911 center. 

City of Kirkland
Security Alarm Program



Successful Results
By the end of the first full year under the program Marietta experienced a 46% reduction in 
unnecessary police dispatches. (See the chart)  By the end of 2009 the reductions had improved to 
65%.  The projected result for 2011, based on results through the first 5 months, shows an overall 
reduction of 70% from 2007 levels.  

For more information contact:  
Chief Dan Flynn
Marietta Police Department
240 Lemon Street
Marietta, Georgia 30060 

770/794-5333
dflynn@mariettaga.gov

City of Marietta
Security Alarm Program



Successful Results
Kirkland has reduced false alarms by 66% from its pre-ordinance level in 2005 (see graph 

below). The police responded to an average of 215 alarms per month in 2005.  In 2010 that 
number had dropped to 73 per month.  Their new ordinance went into effect July 1, 2006.  

For more information  contact:
Patricia Ball
Kirkland Police Dept
Kirkland, Washington
(425) 587-3142
pball@kirklandwa.gov

City of Kirkland
Security Alarm Program



Key Points to Reducing Dispatches
•Enhanced call verification (2-call)
•Annual alarm registration
•Consumer and alarm company 
cooperation

City of Marietta
Security Alarm Program

History
In 2007, the Marietta Police Department did a thorough examination of its calls-for-service.  
Analysis from that study indicated that approximately 10% of total calls for service were for 
alarm calls.  Since officer-safety protocols require dispatching two officers to all alarm calls, this 
was an important category of call where reductions would have a significant impact on reducing 
officer time and overall calls for service.  A new alarm ordinance was passed in July 2007 and 
made effective January 1, 2008 to address this problem.  Advance notice of the ordinance had a 
positive pro-active response from our citizens and local alarm companies.  As a result, the effects 
of the new ordinance were almost immediate.  Marietta has a population of approximately 
70,000.

Marietta Alarm Ordinances
The new alarm ordinance includes alarm registration, 
Enhanced Call Verification (ECV), and progressive fines 
beginning with the 3rd false alarm each year.     The ECV 
requirement and the act of cancelling alarm dispatches by 
the monitoring company when it is determined that a dispatch 
is no longer necessary have been very important contributors to 
the overall success of the program.



Key Points to Reducing Dispatches
•Enhanced call verification (2-call)
•Installation of modern equipment 
(ANSI SIA CP-01)
•3rd Party Administration
•No Free Responses – all false alarms 
are charged
•Registration suspension after four 
alarms

History
Drawing on the success of two neighboring jurisdictions, in 2009 the Lakewood, Washington 
Police Department adopted a new ordinance aimed at reducing false alarms and providing cost 
recovery.  They ultimately modeled their ordinance after those of Olympia and Pierce County, 
Washington.   Lakewood has a population of about 60,000. The ordinance went into effect on 
May 15, 2009.

Lakewood Alarm Ordinances
The ordinance includes all of the Best Practices -annual 
registration, mandatory call verification prior to dispatch (ECV), 
modern control equipment, no free responses, suspended 
response after four false alarms, and 3rd Party Administration.  
In addition to the Best Practices, the ordinance also requires 
receipt of sequential alarms. 

City of Lakewood
Security Alarm Program



For more information contact:  
Svea Pitts
Senior Office Asst.
Lakewood Police Department
Lakewood, Washington
(253) 830-5022
spitts@cityoflakewood.us

Successful Results

In the first half year under the new ordinance Lakewood realized immediate reductions of 58%
in unnecessary police dispatches (see graph below). By the end of 2010, the first full year under 
the ordinance, dispatches were down by 76% compared to 2008 levels.  Use of a 3rd party 
administrator has relieved the department of a large part of the program’s administrative burden, 
including the billing and collection of fines and fees.

City of Lakewood
Security Alarm Program



Key Points to Reducing Dispatches
•Enhanced call verification (2-call)
•No Free Responses – all false alarms 
are charged
•Enforcement of ECV & Registration
•Suspended Response with 4th False 
Alarm
•Outsource alarm administration

History
In 2005 and 2006, The City of Spokane Police Department began looking for ways to update and 
improve their alarm ordinance with the goal of reducing the number of unnecessary police 
dispatches and improving their collection rate of fines and fees.  The Department met with 
members of the local alarm industry to develop a cooperative approach to false alarm reduction.  
Alarm professionals recommended adoption of the industry developed Best Practices and pointed 
to the City of Olympia’s promising results from their 2005 ordinance.   In January 2006, an 
ordinance mirroring that of Olympia, Washington was adopted and made effective May 2006.  
By the end of 2007, the first full year under the new rules, responses were down by 65%.  In 2009 
Spokane began enforcing Enhanced Call Verification and Registration at the point of dispatch.  If 
the monitoring company had not performed their two-call verification (ECV) the police would 
not respond.  This change in enforcement netted another 41% reduction in unnecessary police 
responses from 2008 levels.  By 2009, the new ordinance had the overall result of reducing police 
responses from over 600/month pre-ordinance to just over 100/month.  

City of Spokane
Security Alarm Program



Alarm Ordinance
Spokane has a population of 210,000.  For 2011, there are 17,373 registered accounts – 70% of 
which are residential.  (Before adoption of the ordinance the city estimated that they had 6,000 
systems).  Spokane requires annual registration & the fee is reduced for anyone who did not have 
a false alarm the prior year.  Enhanced Call Verification is enforced.   Police will not respond 
unless the verification calls have been made.          
Spokane has reduced alarm dispatches 81.5% from 2005 to 2010 (see graph below). By 
Utilizing 3rd Party Administrator for the program, their collection of fines and fees has been 
over 93% -with 75% of the funds coming back to the city.  

For more information contact:
Jody Goldman
False Alarm Reduction Unit 
Spokane Police Department
Phone: 509-625-4456
jgoldman@spokanepolice.org

City of Spokane
Security Alarm Program



Key Points to Reducing Dispatches
OMC 5.55:
•Enhanced call verification (2-call)
•Installation of modern equipment 
(ANSI SIA CP-01)
•Consumer education
OMC 16.46
•No “freebies” – all false alarms are 
charged
•Registration suspension after four 
alarms

City of Olympia
Security Alarm Program

History

In 2003, The City of Olympia Police Department began examining its calls-for-service workload 
to determine whether calls could be handled more efficiently.  The data indicated that the 
department was responding to a large number of false alarms – calls that did not increase public 
safety and that detracted from valuable police service in other areas.  The Department asked the 
alarm industry and interested citizens to partner with the police to develop new ordinances aimed 
at reducing false alarms.  After working for a year and a half, two ordinances were drafted and 
signed into law.  The new ordinances went into effect on January 1, 2005 and the program was 
fully operational in June 2005.

Olympia Security Alarm Ordinances

The ordinances, OMC 5.55 and 16.46, address both the alarm 
industry and alarm users.  Key to the new ordinances is the 
relationship between security alarm businesses and their 
customers.  The companies and their customers must work 
together to ensure that proper call verification procedures are 
followed, that equipment is in good working order, and that 
customers are trained to use their equipment correctly.



For more information contact:
Marianne Wieland
Administrative Secretary
Olympia Police Department
360.753.8147
mwieland@ci.olympia.wa.us

Successful Results

The City of Olympia has reduced false alarms by over 89.5% from its initial 2003 levels (see 
graph below). In addition, since 2008 the City collected an average of 95.1% of the alarm-
related fees.  The police officers enjoy responding less often to these non-events and the public 
has responded favorably.  By contracting with a third party vendor for the tracking and billing of 
false alarms, the City was able implement the program quickly while providing alarm response 
and great service to our citizens. These accomplishments have allowed the Olympia Police 
Department to be both more effective and efficient.

City of Olympia
Security Alarm Program



Albuquerque, Santa Fe, and hundreds of other cities have the same 
problem and have found the most measurable reduction in false 
alarms and costs by using SIAC and the information presented here 
today.
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