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U nwanted fire alarms pose a significant
problem for the fire service. In 2009,

U.S. fire departments responded to an estimat-
ed total of 2,177,000 false alarms. Of those,
77% were due to unintentional activations or
system malfunctions.1 These responses have
real costs to fire departments and the commu-
nity in terms of resource availability, mainte-
nance, lost productivity and risk exposure. In
the last category, it is estimated that 29 fire-
fighter fatalities resulted from false calls for
the last 10 years, ending in 2009.2

While unwanted alarms place a significant
burden on fire department service delivery, it
appears that few automatic alarms are the
result of actual fires. The limited data sources
indicate that less than 1% of automatic fire
alarm responses are caused by an actual fire
condition.3 4 This divergent cost/benefit rela-
tionship has called into question how the fire
service should attempt to mitigate this service
demand.

Realizing the significance of this problem,
the U.S. Fire Administration, National Fire
Protection Association and International
Association of Fire Chiefs co-sponsored a
national summit to initiate a dialogue on this
issue in May of 2011. Unfortunately, a lack of
common definitions, data sources and quality
studies on the issue of unwanted alarms great-
ly hindered the development of evidence
based recommendations to address the prob-
lem of unwanted alarms. 

Due to this lack of evidence based studies,
the jurisdictions in Seminole County5 decided

to test two hypotheses that could potentially
result in a reduced number of automatic
alarms.

Hypothesis #1: Earlier intervention by fire
prevention bureaus and earlier notification of
business owners will result in reduced auto-
matic alarm responses due to timely mainte-
nance follow-up.

The collective thoughts of the Seminole
County Fire Marshals were that if the tenant
could be notified of a need to perform main-
tenance follow-up with a licensed fire alarm
contractor at the time of the unwanted alarm,
the chance of a subsequent response for the
same condition would be reduced. 

In addition, if earlier notification was pro-
vided to the fire prevention bureaus of
unwanted alarms, timely follow-up could occur
by bureau personnel to perform enforcement
actions intended to address the cause of the
unwanted alarms. This type of notification
would attempt to address the common occur-
rence of the bureau receiving a call from oper-
ations staff saying something along the lines of
“We have been out to the address five times in
the last 72 hours. Can you have an inspector
stop-by and try to address the concern?” 

From January 1, 2013 through December
31st, 2013, operations crews were directed to
complete a standardized “Fire Alarm Report”
and provide a copy to the owner and fire pre-
vention bureau of the applicable jurisdiction.
The form documented the condition of the
alarm and contributing factors as found by the
responding crew and it informed the

owner/tenant of their obligation to correct
the conditions or be subject to a fine. The
form was also forwarded to the applicable pre-
vention bureau for follow up. 

In order to determine if the program had
any impact on the number of responses made
to automatic alarms, the number of calls
resulting from automatic alarms were tracked
for the 12 months prior and after program
implementation.  The results are as follows:
12 Months Prior to Program Implementation:

226 Automatic Fire Alarm Calls 
Per Month Average

12 Month Post Program Implementation:
230 Automatic Fire Alarm Calls 
Per Month Average

Based on these results, the program showed
no improvement in reducing the number of
automatic fire alarm calls. While the program
may have resulted in a reduced number of
repeat responses to the same locations, this
impact was not measurable in the total num-
ber of automatic alarm responses during the
measured period.

Hypothesis #2: The implementation of a fee
for responses to nuisance alarms will encour-
age greater levels of inspection, testing and
maintenance, therefore, reducing the number
of automatic alarm responses.

In June of 2013, Seminole County Fire
Department implemented a fee for response
approach for nuisance alarms in the City of
Altamonte Springs, City of Winter Springs and
Unincorporated Seminole County. The intent
of the fee for response program was to reduce

May 2015 FFS.QXD  4/20/15  10:11 AM  Page 14



Visit Your Association On The World Wide Web . . . Go To WWW.FFCA.ORG 15

multiple nuisance alarm responses to the same
property. The fee schedule (based on a 365
day period) is as follows:

First response:  . . . . . . . . .No fee
Second response:  . . . . . . .No fee
Third response:  . . . . . . .$100.00
Fourth response:  . . . . . .$200.00
Fifth response:  . . . . . . . .$300.00
Sixth and above response: $500.00

In addition, the fee schedule included pro-
visions requiring notification of the owner and
requiring maintenance to occur on a system
once a nuisance alarm response occurred. 

The fee schedule and owner notification sys-
tem was implemented in the three jurisdic-
tions on January 1st of 2014. This presented a
unique opportunity to compare before and
after response numbers to automatic fire
alarms in order to determine if the total num-
ber of automatic alarm responses were
reduced after program implementation. 

In order to determine if the program had
any impact on the number of responses made
to automatic alarms, the number of calls
resulting from automatic alarms were tracked
for the 12 months prior and after program
implementation for these three jurisdictions.
The results are as follows:
12 Months Prior to Program Implementation:

140 Automatic Fire Alarm Calls 
Per Month Average

12 Month Post Program Implementation:
146 Automatic Fire Alarm Calls 
Per Month Average

Based on these results, the program showed
no improvement in reducing the total number
of automatic fire alarm calls. While the pro-
gram may have resulted in a reduced number
of repeat responses to the same locations, this
impact was not measurable in the total num-
ber of automatic alarm responses during the
measured period.

The question of if a fee for response pro-
grams can reduce the number of repeat
unwanted alarm responses to particular prop-
erties is still being analyzed. Response data
continues to be collected on this issue and we
intend to report results regarding this ques-
tion at a later date once a larger data set of
repeat responses has been collected. 

In conclusion, neither of these two methods
demonstrated effectiveness in reducing the
total number of automatic alarm responses.
Although we failed to achieve a measurable
reduction in the total number of alarm
responses, as we had initially hoped, we did
feel it was important to publish the results of
these experiments in order to allow other

jurisdictions to build upon our experiences.
Hopefully, this data will encourage other juris-
dictions to develop alternative approaches that
are successful in reducing nuisance alarms.  
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