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FOR THE COUNCIL MEETING OF JANUARY 20, 2009 

COUNCIL AGENDA REPORT 

January 20, 2009 

TO: City Council 

FROM: City Manager 
Prepared by: Mark van de Kamp, Management Analyst II 

SUBJECT: ORDINANCE TO AMEND CHAPTER 5-2.09 OF THE MUNICIPAL CODE 
(MISUSE AND FALSE ALARMS) AND ADOPT A RESOLUTION 
AUTHORIZING AN AGREEMENT WITH PMAM CORPORATION TO 
ADMINISTER THE CITY'S ALARM SYSTEMS PROGRAM 

RECOMMENDATION: 

That the City Council: 

1) Introduce the first reading of an Ordinance to amend Chapter 5-2.09 (b) and (c) 
of Title 5 of the Municipal Code, related to false alarms; and 

2) Adopt a resolution authorizing the Police Chief to enter into an agreement with 
PMAM Corporation to administer the City's alarm systems program, including an 
educational outreach component, through a revenue sharing partnership. 

SUMMARY: 

The significant number of alarm calls City-wide is increasing at a rapid rate, consuming 
costly and limited Police resources. Support staff has become overwhelmed by the 
cumbersome administrative procedures needed to administer the program. Due to the 
limited staff (one person) available to this program and her other duties, no false alarm 
revenues are being generated. 

The Police Department is prepared to outsource its alarm systems program to a 
professional vendor that specializes in managing municipal alarm tracking and billing 
systems through a revenue sharing partnership. Amending the ordinance, which has 
not been substantially updated since 1993, would establish added incentive to alarm 
holders to address both operational and equipment errors - which would further 
decrease false alarms. 

No increase in the amount of civil penalty for excessive alarm responses made by the 
Police Department is proposed. However, a change to the frequency of levying 
penalties for excessive false alarms is being proposed. It is recommended that a fee of 

• $83.40 be applied to the fourth and every subsequent false alarm in a one-year period. 

3C 



- --------- - -------------------------------------- - - - - -----

BACKGROUND: 

The Police Department responded to more than 4,400 alarm calls in calendar year 
2008, compared to approximately 3,000 alarms in calendar year 2003_ That is a 46 
percent increase over six years, To put this into perspective, Police Department staff 
estimates that about 98 percent of the alarms are false. These are alarms that are 
activated because of user error or mechanical defect. Based on approximately 4,400 
alarm responses in calendar year 2008, that equates to almost $150,000 worth of staff 
time used to respond to alarm calls. 

These numerous non-critical calls for service prevent, hinder or delay the amount of 
time that dispatchers and police officers can spend responding to mission critical duties 
and reduce the amount of staff who can work proactively to prevent crime. This is a 
daily drain on resources. This creates an added burden for Police support staff, who 
must make several calls to attempt to locate a responsible party while the officers are 
standing by at the scene of the alarm. 

There are more than 2,000 alarm holders on file with the Police Department and nearly 
90 alarm companies_ Most of these alarm companies are out-of-town companies that 
do not provide local service or response. They are simply reporting parties to the Police 
Department after an alarm signal is received. They have no vested interest in providing 
critical information such as current names of those responsible for the alarms. 
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One dispatcher and, by policy, two police officers, respond to every alarm call. A review • 
of the alarm calls in October 2008, for example, determined that more than 200 hours of 
sworn police resources were dispatched to those types of calls during that one-month 
period_ 

Currently, there is little incentive for an alarm owner to obtain a permit or repair a faulty 
alarm. Also, there is no established, efficient method for tracking, billing, maintaining 
contact persons to respond to alarms, or the collection of fees. Worse, repeat offenders 
of false alarms are not being billed because the alarm program administration is only 
one employee who has multiple other assignments. Some properties have false alarms 
multiple times in one week, requiring multiple responses from police officers. 

The City of Santa Maria is no different than many other municipalities that also have the 
same experiences and very high rates of false alarms, and have adopted tiered 
penalties for false alarms over specific time frames, or have outsourced their alarm 
programs to professional vendors, or both. 

DISCUSSION: 

To remedy this situation, staff recommends an effective two-step solution to revising 
and updating the City's approach to regulating and responding to alarm systems. One 
component is revising a section of the existing ordinance; the other is outsourcing the • 
program's administration. 
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Staff is recommending that Chapter 5-2.09 (b) and (c) of Title 5 of the Municipal Code 
be revised. The City's existing alarm systems ordinance was last substantially updated 
in 1993, although in July 2002 this particular chapter was updated to address misuse 
and false alarms. 

Staff is recommending that the City Council, by ordinance, amend Chapter 5-2.09 (b) of 
Title 5 of the Municipal Code, and repeal Chapter 5-2.09 (c), to state that the holder of a 
registered alarm permit will receive three (3) waivers for false alarms of any type 
(operational error or equipment malfunction) within a one-year period, and will be 
subject to a civil penalty for the fourth (4th) false alarm and all subsequent false alarms 
thereafter within a one-year period. This proposal is partially based on the Model 
Burglar Alarm Ordinance provided by the National Burglar & Fire Alarm Association and 
the False Alarm Reduction Association. 

The ordinance as currently in effect is limited in scope because the civil penalty 
assessment fee structure for false alarms resets every three months. That means an 
alarm holder can have two false alarms resulting from operational error every three 
months, or eight per year; and have five false alarms resulting from equipment 
malfunction every three months, or 20 per year, and never be assessed a civil penalty. 
This allows up to 28 false alarms per year without any penalty. These cumbersome 
regulations add to the in-house administration burden. Other cities have adopted newer 
ordinances that waive fees for very few false alarms or none at all, and with different 
fees. Attachment 1 depicts the false alarm penalties for some of the major cities in the 
tri-County area along with a couple Northern California cities. 

Amending the ordinance as proposed would increase the incentive for alarm holders to 
reduce their false alarms to avoid civil penalties, in part by better educating themselves 
and employees to properly set alarms; enhance revenue from fines; and would place 
the ordinance language into conformance with the language for the User Fees that are 
adopted by Council on an annual basis. 

The existing User Fee penalty for a false alarm is $83.40 after three false alarms in one 
year. As presently written, this is not in conformance with the Ordinance that sets a 
penalty for three alarms within a three-month period, so clean-up language is 
necessary. Staff is not seeking an increase in the amount of the civil penalty for 
excessive alarms. In other words, the civil penalty would be applied to the fourth false 
alarm in one year and every false alarm thereafter. 

While staff does not foresee significant revenue being generated by these changes 
(possibly $15,000 annually), the intent of these changes are to reduce the number of 
false alarm calls in the future by making owners of alarms more accountable for the 
operation of their units. 

Many cities and counties which also experienced this problem of excessive false alarms 
have enacted alarm ordinances to help curb false alarms. According to the City of 
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Salinas, the results have been very encouraging - usually a 50 percent to 75 percent 
reduction. 

PMAM Corporation, based in Irvine, Texas, has been selected by the Police 
Department, but the contract has not been executed, pending the City Council's 
decision on this report. 

PMAM Corporation would handle all billing, receiving and collections, and also would be 
responsible for an education program directed at alarm holders and alarm companies. 
This vendor-driven approach is anticipated to result in reducing false alarm incidents, 
also freeing up police resources from alarm administrative duties, and slightly increasing 
City revenue. Revenue would be split 65 percent to the City and 35 percent to the 
vendor. 

According to the PMAM Corporation, its program "is successfully deployed at multiple 
police departments and over the past three years has helped reduce false alarms 
substantially with revenue collections in the 90 plus percentile." 

While the PMAM Corporation's program is primarily utilized by police departments in 
Texas and Florida, in California PMAM's program is utilized by the cities of Rocklin, 
Lincoln and Upland, and by the County of Placer. Staff interviewed police staff at the 
Rocklin and Lincoln departments and at two departments in Texas and was told they 
are pleased with the program because it reduced repeat false alarm calls, freed up 
staffing for other duties, and generated revenue. 

Alternatives 

Do not amend the ordinance and continue to operate under inefficient and somewhat 
burdensome operational issues as they pertain to responding to false alarms. 

Fiscal Considerations 

There is no City start-up cost associated with outsourcing the alarm program to the 
PMAM Corporation. There are no maintenance or equipment fees. It is strictly a 
revenue sharing proposition. All monies for permit fees and fines are split between the 
City and outsourcing company based on an agreed-upon 65-35 percentage in the City's 
favor. 

The program has potential to generate approximately $15,000 +/- of General Fund 
revenue derived from civil penalty assessments. The Police Department presently does 
not generate any revenue from its program. 

Nearly $150,000 per year in Police Department staff time is presently consumed by 
responding to false alarms. This is more than the cost of a fUll-time officer for a one 
year period. 
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Impact to the Community 

The proposal is an effective, proven strategy in other communities to help reduce the 
undue burden on police resources. The proposal provides a solution to a community
wide problem while protecting the interests of alarm users and preserving the Police 
Department's mission to provide prompt and professional police services. The Police 
Department will continue to provide 24-hour response to alarm calls. 

Reducing the growing number of alarms will increase police resources for responding to 
mission critical duties and increase the amount of staff time toward working proactively 
to prevent crime. The outsourcing company would handle all billing, receiving and 
collections, and also would contact repeat offenders and educate them regarding their 
alarms. 

/I/fJt1j;(;;;y/ 
MARK VAN DE KAMP 
Management Analyst II 

Attachment 1: List of Selected Cities' Fines for False Alarms 
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List of Selected Cities' Fines for False Alarms 

City of Santa Maria (CURRENT) 

Operational error First two false alarms within 
three months: Free (waived) 
Third false alarm and thereafter: $83.40 
and 
Equipment malfunction: First five false alarms 
within three months: Free (waived) 
Sixth false alarm and thereafter: $83.40 

City of Santa Maria (PROPOSED) 

First three false alarms within 12 months (from 
operational error or equipment malfunction): 
Free (waived) 
Fourth false alarm and thereafter within 12 
months: $83.40 

The following Cities implement false alarm penalties within a 12-month period 

City of Santa Barbara (since January 2005): 
First two false alarms free (waived) 
Third false alarm: $55 
Fourth false alarm $110 
Fifth false alarm and thereafter $225 

City of Lompoc (since 1984): 
First four false alarms free (waived) 
Fifth alarm and thereafter $61.70 
Once they reach 10 false alarms, Police Department can opt not to respond anymore 

City of Oxnard (since 1998): 
First, second and third false alarm $205 
Fourth false alarm: $230 
Fifth false alarm $280 

City of Monterey (since 2004): 
First false alarm: Free (waived) 
Second false alarm: $30 
Third false alarm: $50 
Fourth false alarm $75 
Fifth false alarm $100 
Sixth false alarm and thereafter $500 

City of Rocklin (since April 2008): 
First false alarm free (waived) 
Second false alarm $50 
Third false alarm and thereafter $100 

City of Salinas (since July 2006): 
Every false alarm: $102 
Plus $25 fee if the responsible party cannot be located to respond within 30 minutes 

City of Ventura (since 2007): 
First four false alarms: free (waived) 
Fifth false alarm and thereafter $79 


