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Los Angeles County sheriff's depus
ties responded to a ¢
117,248 alarm calls in 2007, s

Though the department does not
know what percentage of those calls
were false, local officers say most
callsusuallymmoutwbemwci
dental

“A lot of man hours are wasted on
cach #4186 Alarm,” said Deputy Hec-
tor Figueroa of the Los Angeles
County Sheriff's Department. “We
have to take each call seriously, but
we know most of the time they won't
amount to anything."

While alarm companies have
argued that having police follow up
on alarms service is a deterrence for
crime, academics who have studied
the issue have come to a different
conclusion.

“Under current conditions, police
response to false alarms yields no
benefits to the community,” accord-
ing to a 2002 report by Temple Uni-
versity  researchers.  “Instead,
response is an earmarked service to
the alarm owner that slows overall
police response because of the !arge
number of false alarms.”

Concerned by the costs of falae
alarms to fire and police depart-
ments, city officials have come up
with several ways to find funds to
offset the costs.

In Arcadia, officials are ready to
increase fees on homes and busi-
nesses because of the persistent prob-
lems with false alarms.

Last year, about 97 percent of the
2,600 security alarms the Arcadia

Police Department responded to
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turned out to be false alarms,
aceording to staff reports.

Each response to a false
alarm costs the city approxi-
mately $175, adding up to
about $453,000 and 1,600 man
hours.

“There are a lot of city
resources that are being uti-
lized for false alarms,” City
Manager Don Penman said. “It
doesn't really benefit the gen-

eral community. It benefits

thase people who for whatever
reason choose to have an
alarm. The staff position is that
there should be some reim-

bursement for that cost.”

On Tuesday, the Arcadia City
Council will consider an ordi-
nance seeking to cut down
false alarms by reducing the
grace period for repeated false
alarms, increasing fines for
false alarms, and implement-
ing an annual registration fee
for all alarm users.

The council would also
decide on how to configure the
fees. The main proposal would
introduce a $40 annual alarm
permit fee for users. A $100 fee
would be charged for a third
false burglary alarm in a
365-day period; $200 for a
fourth; and $300 for all subse-
quent false alarms. Other
options would lower the
annual fee as far as $25 per
year, but raise false alarm fees.

Currently, the city does not
charge an alarm permit fee,
and allows for three free false
alarms per year. Fourth and
fifth false alarms are charged
$100, and subsequent ones
$200.

Cities that do charge an
alarm permit fee include
Azusa, Claremont, Coyina, El
Monte, Glendora, La Verne,
Los Angeles, Montebello,
Monterey Park, Pasadena,
Pomona, Sierra Madre and
Whittier.

Penman said the city also
looked into a “verified
response program,” such as the
one used in Fontana.

Under Fontana's program,
police will not respond to an
alarm call until it has been veri-
fied as authentic. Methods of
verification  include audio
recording, video surveillance
and on-site verification from a
security officer or evewitness.

We don't recommend #at
approach because we believe

residents

respond,” Penman s: at’s
one of the reasons we're propos-
ing to charge an annual permit
fee. They're really getting a ser-
vice that no one else in town
gets ... the vast majority of peo-
ple in town don't have alarms.”

In West Covina, officials
pushed the idea of charging a
fee for dialing 9-1-1 last month
as a way to bring revenué to
the city.

The West Covina City Coun-
cil did not go for the idea: it
voted against taking any fur-
ther action on the ordinance.

The ordinance was sug-
gested partly to deal with the
cost of a new upgraded emer-
gency radio system. But City
Manager Andrew Pasmant said
the ordinance was also to deal
with the false alarm problems.

“We can charge a -fee for
alarms, or penalize residents
for false alarms, but our police
department snl‘ spends a lot of
time responding to false alarm

«calls,” said Pasmant.

The city responded to 4,113
alarm calls in 2007, a total that
amounts to over 10 a day.

Part of the reason the ordi-
nance may have failed is that it
would have been enacted only
if legal challenges to other cit-
ies' 9-1-1 fees were resolved
favorably.

The city of Ventura insti-
tuted a subscription-based fee
of $1.49 a month earlier this
year. Those that choose not to
sign up would have to pay a
$50 fee for every 9-1-1 call.
Santa Cruz, in northern Califor-
nia, passed a similar ordi-
nance.

The key for West Covina,
said Pasmant, is to see if the
ordinances survive legal chal-
lenges.

“T believe the state- court
ruled in favor of one city, and
against the other,” said Pas-
mant. “There are still appeals
pending, so it is very unclear
whether any ordinance will be
legal or not.”

Ordinances that mandate
fees or call for reductions in
9-1-1 services also can be very
unpopular with city residents.

In 2003, Los Angeles consid-
ered instituting a verified
response policy. The policy was
proposed by Police Chief Will-
iam Bratton, who argued that
the calls were a drain on city
resources.

Angry residents denounced
the policy as a danger to city
residents, and the City Council
did not pass it.
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