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1 Executive Summary

1.1 This report reviews the existing arrangements for mobilising an operational response to calls generated by automatic fire alarms and recommends the following protocol regarding the management of unwanted fire signals, which cause a drain on operational resources.

1.2 It recommends a strategy that combines the guidance issued by ODPM, CFOA and HMI, and incorporates the best practices of other fire and rescue services into a cohesive policy for dealing with and reducing the effect of these calls.

1.3 It recommends that calls receive an operational response in accordance with the relative risk by using risk categorisation from the FSEC database.

1.4 To supplement operational response, the service should work with occupiers of premises to implement improved management of fire alarm systems and procedures and the introduction of self-verification of alarm status.

1.5 The report recommends that agreements be made with alarm receiving centres and similar service level agreements be established with large premises to ensure quality standards are applied to fire alarm installations.

1.6 Data requirements for analysis and performance measurement need to be properly defined to enable accurate impact assessment of revised mobilising procedures and occupier actions to be properly measured.

2 Introduction

2.1 The aim of this paper is to recommend a mobilising protocol to calls generated by automatic fire detection equipment within the Cambridgeshire and Peterborough Fire Authority area.

2.2 It will do this by reviewing the existing arrangements with regard to operational response and comparing this against best practise advice and carrying out an analysis of the operational profile for the period 1st April 2001 to 31st March 2004.

2.3 This project has an impact on the following corporate objectives, to: - 

· reduce the incidence of fire and associated losses through prevention activities,

· deploy appropriate resources to fires and other emergency incidents to minimise the threat to life, injury and associated losses,

· secure and maintain safe systems of work based upon best practice within Health and Safety guidance,

· lead, plan, finance, develop and manage a cost effective and efficient Fire and Rescue Service

2.4 The project will also contribute to the aims and objectives of the ODPM, which are to reduce the number of deaths and injuries in accidental dwelling fires, by having the right resources in the right place at the right time .  This will be achieved by ensuring that attendance at automatic fire alarms does not detract from attendance at other emergency incidents and by sending an appropriate response to automatic fire alarms based on the actual risk.

3 Current Mobilising Protocol

3.1 Cambridgeshire Fire and Rescue Service currently mobilise pumping appliances on the basis of the old ‘speed and weight of attack’ mobilising criteria, except that additional appliances may be added to the PDA dependant upon the type of call and type of risk. 

3.2 The effect of this is that 2 pumps are sent to all premises in B risk areas and 1 pump to all premises in C and D risk areas with some enhancement for ‘special’ risks.

3.3 A call challenge procedure
 is used for domestic premises in order to ascertain whether a fire is suspected or not.  If a fire is suspected the normal PDA for domestic fire (2 pumps) is mobilised.  Dependent upon answers from the occupier it may be that no operational response is made.

3.4 In all cases where a call is subsequently received from the premises indicating that the original call is a false alarm, one pump continues at normal road speed for details.

3.5 Cambridgeshire Fire and Rescue Service does not currently have in place any agreements regarding standards or levels of false alarms with alarm receiving centres, although an annual charge for the issue of ex-directory numbers is made.

4 Current guidance

4.1 Local Authority Fire Brigades and Central Government have been trying to reduce the burden on Fire and Rescue Service resources for a number of years, by reducing the number of false alarms caused by such systems, referred to as unwanted fire signals (UFS).  These efforts have, by and large, been unsuccessful in reducing the number of calls.
4.2 The number of UFS has continued to rise.  In 1989 the false alarm calls ‘due to apparatus’ (UFS) recorded for England and Wales totaled 81,100, compared with 219,200 in 1999. It should be noted however, that in 1995 changes in coding procedures means that the figures before 1995 are not directly comparable with the years that followed. This was due to confusion between which categories of false alarm should have been recorded (either ‘due to apparatus’ or good intent). Between 1998 and 1999 false alarms ‘due to apparatus’ (which represent just over half of all false calls) increased by 12,100 (6%).
  By 2002, the total number of false alarms caused by apparatus faults had risen to 281,165 of which 
4,990 occurred in Cambridgeshire and Peterborough.

4.3 A thematic review
 of unwanted fire signals recommended the introduction of a standard agreement to be used between Fire and Rescue Services and alarm receiving centres (ARC’s).  

4.4 Guidance has recently been issued in the form of IRMP Draft Guidance Note 6
, which sets out to reduce the number of UFS by encouraging occupiers to design, install and maintain fire alarm systems in accordance with recognised standards.
  It also offers the possibility of using draft policy produced by CFOA
 where the number of false alarms generated by exceeds certain threshold levels.  The draft CFOA policy, although aimed primarily at remotely monitored systems could be extended to other premises with ease.

4.5 The draft CFOA policy uses the number of false alarms per detector year to inform whether or not a system is producing an excessive number of false alarms per year.  The number varies from 1 false alarm per 125 detector years for large systems to 1 false alarm per 52 detector years for small systems.  In order to implement the system would require the establishment of a database and associated reporting tool.  

4.6 Each premises would need to be issued with a unique reference number (URN), which would be issued when the premises had shown that it’s fire alarm system had been installed and maintained in compliance with national standards.  Failure to meet the tolerance rates indicated above would result in the withdrawal of the URN and subsequently require confirmation of a fire to be reported via the 999 system.  

4.7 The nature of the draft CFOA policy which advocates an incremental approach to poor performers over three annual stages will mean that serious reductions in the number of UFS may not be achieved in the short term.  It does however provide a robust mechanism and structure for the management of automatic fire detection systems, and puts into place procedures that may be adopted when excessive numbers of UFS are experienced.  It is suggested that the concept of the draft CFOA policy has sufficient beneficial features to form a component part of a reduction strategy.

5 Operational Profile and Review

5.1 During 2002, the method of capturing AFA data changed which has resulted in some minor irregularities.  Additionally, the data has not been collected in a manner that is best suited to this type of analysis and bears some inconsistencies with that reported in SMT reports. The resultant data is however sufficiently reliable to allow scrutiny for the purposes of this review.  It is important that a more robust method of data reporting be introduced to enable a reliable and consistent data led approach to unwanted fire signals to be implemented.

5.2 In the three years spanning 1st April 2001 - 31st March 2004 Cambridgeshire Fire and Rescue Service attended 
14,120 calls that were subsequently proven to be UFS.
 

5.3 [image: image1.png]


The review identifies that calls are received to approximately 2,000 separate premises each year, however, it also identifies that the remaining calls, (approx 50% each year), are being generated by about 50-60 premises.

Fig.1
Distribution of calls to AFA or closed as FAA showing closure details.

5.4 During the review period 
505 fires occurred at premises where the call was generated by automatic fire detection equipment, and the call passed to the fire service by an alarm receiving centre (ARC) or by the ‘999’ system.
  However, on 
392 occasions the fire was out on arrival and did not require fire service intervention, leaving 
113 occasions where fire service action was taken.  This equates to 0.77% of attendances to calls attributable to automatic fire alarms.

[image: image2.wmf]0

1,000

2,000

3,000

4,000

5,000

6,000

Total Calls

FAA/AFA

Total FAA

FAA Defect

FAA Design

FAA Dust

FAA Other

Fires

Calls

01-02

02-03

03-04

Fig.2
Analysis of fires requiring fire service action

5.5 During call year 2003, 
161 fires occurred at premises where the call was generated by AFA.  29 of these fires required fire service action of some sort, however, in 12 cases the AFA was backed up by a ‘999’ call from the premises.  The average time between AFA and ‘999’ call was 3.75 minutes, with the longest delay being 7 minutes.  

5.6 Nevertheless, it must be recognised that the primary objective of the service is to prevent injury and death as a result of fires, and there therefore exists a risk that non-attendance at AFA’s could result in realisation of such injury, albeit the risk is very low. If any decision regarding non-attendance is made, there would need to be a form of awareness programme undertaken to support that action, to ensure that ‘999’ calls were made in the event of a fire occurring.

5.7 In 2003-04, 6207 separate mobilisations were made to AFA’s, of which 1286 (20.72%) were made by retained stations at a cost of £12,860 assuming average of £100 for each turnout.  Any reduction in the number of operational responses to AFA’s will therefore have a positive financial benefit.

6 Risk Analysis

6.1 Given that there is some success with the call challenge procedure referred to above, there is scope to extend this to include all premises.  However, in larger premises it may not be possible to provide a rapid assessment of the situation at the time of call.  

6.2 The Fire Service Emergency Cover (FSEC) toolkit provides a method of assessing the life and property risk factors against a number of occupancy types.  Although primarily designed to establish resource allocation for response to fires and other emergencies, outputs from a number of test scenarios have indicated that the toolkit is also suitable for assessing risk in relation to operational response to AFA’s.  By applying professional judgement to the concept, it is possible to determine differing levels of attendance dependent upon occupancy type and time of day.  Discussions with CFRS ICT developers confirms that it is possible to combine the results of this exercise to automatically update the mobilising database, therefore utilising a single risk management database to inform on all operational mobilising.

6.3 During test scenarios, it appears that the application of a high, medium or low risk rating to premises is more dependent upon the size of the premises, the occupancy type and standard of fire safety management than anything else.  Only small premises in low risk factor occupancy types with good fire safety management, including evacuation procedures, achieved a low risk rating.  This factor tends to offset any increased risk to occupants of non-attendance to fire alarm calls.

6.4 The advantage of using FSEC as a raw data source is that the inputs are consistent and take into account a set number of nationally approved risk factors, which can be used without the need to justify the rationale.

7 Peer Comparison

7.1 Suffolk Fire and Rescue Service have implemented a blanket policy of sending one pump to all calls received by automatic fire detection equipment.

7.2 Prior to doing so they wrote to all known premises that calls had previously been received from advising them of the revision to mobilising policy.  The effect of this action has reduced the number of calls received, although it is too early to provide statistical information to confirm this.

7.3 Oxfordshire Fire and Rescue Service have a policy of non-attendance except in certain circumstances, which has resulted in a 64% reduction in calls from 2002 to 2003.

7.4 Bedfordshire and Luton Fire and Rescue Service have a draft policy in place that provides three levels of response to AFA’s depending upon the risk level assigned to the property.  Those levels are: -

· Low – No attendance but a 20 minute ring back facility is instigated

· Medium – 1 pump attendance

· High – 2 pumps or normal PDA dependant upon local risk knowledge

7.5 The relative risk levels provided by the FSEC model detailed above can be applied to the Bedfordshire model of risk based response to provide a robust and dynamic risk based mobilising procedure for all AFA’s.

8 Legal Implications

8.1 The ODPM is currently withdrawing the speed and weight of attack protocols relating to fire service attendance times.  The consequence of this is that there is no guidance available to Fire Authorities on attendance at calls generated by automatic fire alarms.

8.2 Legal guidance has been sought by Oxfordshire Fire and Rescue Service that confirms that there is no duty placed upon a Fire Authority to attend calls due to AFA’s.  Hertfordshire Fire and Rescue Service who are considering a similar policy have made similar enquiries and also confirm this opinion.

9 Proactive responses

9.1 Whilst the terms of reference for this project aim to determine the level of response to calls resulting from automatic fire detection equipment, it is recognised that this merely deals with the effect rather than eliminating the cause of the problem.  There are three main methods of eliminating the cause of unwanted fire signals:-

a) Improving system reliability

b) Improving occupier responsibility

c) Improving alarm receiving centre standards

9.2 Ideally, any form of selective response to automatic fire alarms should be augmented by a programme of targeted activity aimed at building on the areas outlined above.

10 Improving System Reliability

10.1 During the review period 
2,573 unwanted fire signals were due to design problems, being where the system has not been designed in accordance with the processes that are carried on in the premises or where the processes that are carried on have changed since the system was installed.

10.2 In both cases, simple modifications to the system can be undertaken to remove incompatibility between system and process.  District staff should make visits to all premises where design faults are recorded as the reason for an unwanted fire signal and work with building managers to progress modifications to systems to eradicate design errors.

10.3 Likewise defective systems account for 
4,473 unwanted fire signals. District staff should make visits to all premises where system defects are recorded as the reason for an unwanted fire signal and work with building managers to ensure that a competent service engineer remedies any such defects.

10.4 British Standard 5839: Part 1: 2002 outlines a design criterion that includes consultation with the local authority fire brigade.  Such a consultation would have the effect of allowing professional judgement of Fire Officers to be applied to the design process and would assist in reducing the number of design incompatibilities that currently exist.

10.5 Where the Fire and Rescue Service make written recommendations in respect of fire alarm installations, the current practice recommends to occupiers that installers accredited by the Loss Prevention Council carry out those installations.  Whilst there is no statutory basis to this recommendation, it may go someway to ensuring system reliability when undertaking contractual agreements with alarm receiving centres.

11 Improving Occupier Responsibility

11.1 Many occupiers have a ‘custom and practice’ of calling the Fire and Rescue Service immediately upon the actuation of the fire alarm.  In a good many cases the cause of the alarm is unknown.

11.2 There is great potential for reduction in the number of calls that are transferred to the fire and Rescue Service by introducing a system of occupier investigation.

11.3 British Standard 5839: Part 1: 2002, provides for a delay mechanism of up to five minutes to be applied to automatic call fire alarms whilst the cause of the actuation is investigated.  Although this delay actually a delay in the transmission of the call to an alarm receiving centre, there is no reason why such a mechanism could not be applied to the management of fire signals per se.  

11.4 There are inherent dangers regarding the local investigation of fire alarm actuations and the relative competence of persons nominated to do this work.  However, if we take the approach that we might normally adopt in the home, where the fire detector operates and an immediate investigation takes place to ascertain the cause of the alarm, it should be possible to undertake this activity with a level of tolerable risk.  It is essential that any evacuation is not delayed pending the result of verification.

12 Improving Alarm Receiving Centre Standards

12.1 The thematic review of unwanted fire signals, recommended that alarm receiving centres.  This work was further built on in the CFOA draft guidance document.  

12.2 The concept applicable to both schemes utilises the issue of a unique reference number (URN) to individually protected premises.  A URN is only issued when it can be confirmed that the protected premises is provided with fire alarm system that meets certain quality requirements, those being, that the fire alarm system has been designed, installed, commissioned and maintained by companies that are accredited to either:-

·  BAFE adopted LPS 1014 or, 

· BAFE adopted SP 203.

12.3 There is also a requirement that alarm receiving centres are certificated to or meet the standards prescribed in either: -

· LPS 1020 or,

· BS 5979: 2000

12.4 Additionally there is a need for the requirements of BS 5839: Part1: 2002 relating to false alarms to be met.

12.5 Failure to maintain the terms of registration will result in the loss of the URN, which in turn results in protected premises having to summon the fire and rescue service by ‘999’.

13 Data Collection and Performance Measurement

13.1 Performance is measured nationally against the national BVPI 149, which measures the number of unwanted fire signals per 1,000 non-domestic premises.

13.2 It is possible to suggest that anything up to 10% of the unwanted fire signals arise from calls to domestic premises, and it should therefore be considered that performance comparison has some inherent flaws.

13.3 The current BVPI is subject to review and there is currently a consultation exercise being conducted by ODPM
 that remains open for comment until 26th October 2004.  There is currently a proposal to extend the indicator to measure the number of premises that have more than one unwanted fire signal per financial year and the percentage of calls that those properties account for.  

13.4 In light of the impact of domestic premises on the overall level of unwanted fire signals, it is suggested that unwanted fire signals attributable to domestic premises be either excluded from the data or a separate indicator established to measure the impact of them. Additionally, it is acknowledged that a number of calls (3%) from automatic fire alarms turn out to be fires.  This data is valuable in terms of associating risk and this data should also be captured for analysis. It is suggested that this forms the basis of the CFRS response to the consultation paper on this particular suite of indicators.

13.5 In order to deliver performance data in a format that meets the above criteria, it will be necessary to refine the data collection procedures and ensure that data is consistent and reliable.  It is suggested that the specification for data collection for unwanted fire signal reporting be defined taking into account the wider issues addressed above.

13.6 Whilst conducting the review it was noted that there were a number of data entry errors, which whilst not being significant enough to skew the results of the review, accurate analysis of the data is virtually impossible.  Many of the errors are the result of miscoding by Fire Control staff, which is further compounded by the lack of robust data validation routines.  This area needs to be addressed in any action plan issued as a result of this review.

14 Conclusions

14.1 Cambridgeshire Fire and Rescue Service’s current mobilising strategy to calls generated by automatic fire alarms is not based upon actual risk, but upon outdated risk categorisation.

14.2 There are no agreements in place regarding standards in alarm receiving centres.

14.3 Existing strategies for dealing with unwanted fire signals have been largely unsuccessful.

14.4 New initiatives published by CFOA and ODPM provide a basis for reduction.

14.5 Most calls (99.23%) generated by automatic fire alarms do not require the intervention of the fire service.

14.6 British Standard 5839: part 1: 2002 provides a ‘filtering’ of fire alarm calls by the premises, which allows a search to be conducted for confirmation, prior to calling the fire service.

14.7 Other Fire Authorities have introduced selective response options that vary the level of operational response dependant upon the actual risk.  There have been no legal challenges to this arrangement and those fire Authorities have legal opinion that supports the approach.

14.8 FSEC provides a method of measuring risk that could be applied to operational response to AFA’s.

14.9 Additional proactive responses aimed at improving system reliability, occupier responsibility and alarm receiving centre standards may have a positive effect on unwanted fire signal reduction.

14.10 Current data collection techniques are unreliable and would benefit from automation and validation at source.  Current BVPI 149 is subject to review and therefore offers the opportunity to become more robust.

15 Recommendations

15.1 This report recommends that: -

a) All premises from which calls are currently received are subjected to a risk assessment in accordance with the FSEC model in order to classify risk status.

b) No operational response should be made to those premises identified as being of low risk when assessed against the FSEC database.

c) Operational response of one appliance should be made to those premises identified as being of normal risk and two appliances to those premises identified as being of high risk when assessed against the FSEC database.

d) Risk results from the FSEC database are used to inform the mobilising database and necessary programming time be allocated to fulfil this functionality.

e) Fire Safety Officers routinely recommend analogue addressable alarms and installation by LPC accredited firms.

f) Occupiers are made more accountable for confirmation of fires and that delay mechanisms to allow such confirmation to take place are introduced in partnership with those occupiers.

g) District managers adopt a proactive approach to unwanted fire signals by liaising with occupier of ‘problem premises’ to achieve higher standards of reliability.

h) Agreements should be made with alarm receiving centres and service level agreements made with other large sites. Where unsatisfactory performance is achieved by premises, attendance should cease in accordance with the agreement with the alarm-receiving centre (ARC) or service level agreement, with the exception of calls to confirmed fires.
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� CFOA Policy on Fire and Rescue Service Response to Remotely Monitored Fire Alarm Systems, Draft for Consultation, CFOA, February 2004
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� Changes to recording procedures make analysis difficult after this period
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