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MEMORANDUM IN SUPPORT

TITLE:
A LOCAL LAW in relation to the removal or deactivation of fire department alarm boxes. 

SUMMARY OF PROVISIONS:
Section 1 would authorize the removal or deactivation of Fire Department alarm boxes, or the rendering of such boxes otherwise inactive, at the discretion of the Mayor, notwithstanding the provisions of any previously enacted legislation imposing restrictions upon such removal, deactivation or rendering inactive of Fire Department alarm boxes.  Such previously enacted restrictions on removal would include provisions that are contained in Local Law No. 73 for the year 1995 and Local Law No. 35 for the year 1996.

REASONS FOR SUPPORT:
The City has determined that the removal of alarm boxes will provide a necessary cost savings to the Fire Department, particularly in light of the significant budgetary and related operational cutbacks that the Department has already experienced.  Moreover, the provision of police, fire, and pre-hospital services based on elimination of the alarm box network will not be significantly adversely affected by the removal of fire alarm boxes. In fact, removal will facilitate efficient use of available resources and thereby improve overall delivery of such services. 

Since the mid-1990s, changes in technologies and protocols have enhanced how emergency calls are made and processed.  These include technologies that identify a caller’s telephone number, the ability of 911 and Fire dispatch personnel to utilize Teletypewriter (TTY) technologies, and the use of Universal Call Taker protocols.  With the Fire Department’s adoption of the Vesta Communications System, Fire dispatch personnel can, where appropriate, participate in conference communications with 911 dispatch personnel as well as emergency callers.  The Vesta Communications System has also incorporated Automatic Call Distribution (ACD) capabilities, whereby calls normally designated to a specific dispatch position will be re-routed within seconds to another dispatch position, if they remain unanswered, and where emergency callers will not receive a busy signal.  Significantly, during this same time period, the use of mobile phones has proliferated, and concurrently, the NYC Police Department has reported that mobile phones have been increasingly used to report emergencies.   

During the mid-1990s, the Fire Department removed over 3,000 boxes as part of a pilot program.  The City is unaware of any adverse effects related to this removal. The absence of reduction in the delivery of fire protection services is most notably due to the availability of other means of reporting structural fires and other emergencies.  

The City believes that the removal of alarm boxes will generate a cost savings of approximately $6,000,000, representing yearly expenses for the continued maintenance, repair, and replacement of both alarm boxes and the underground cable system that supports them, and fees for leasing telephone lines for each Emergency Reporting System (ERS) box. 

Importantly, alarm boxes continue to be used to transmit false alarms.  During calendar year 2009 alone, alarm boxes were used to transmit 10,997 such false alarms, diverting emergency response personnel and resources from other duties. In fact, the vast majority of incidents, over 85%, reported via alarm box in 2009 were false alarms.  During the same calendar year, of the more than 26,500 structural fires reported, less than one half of one percent were initially reported by fire alarm boxes. 

Accordingly, the Mayor urges the earliest possible favorable consideration of this legislation.

Respectfully submitted,

Patrick Wehle
Director, Mayor's Office of City Legislative Affairs
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