
 

CITY COUNCIL AGENDA

CITY COUNCIL CHAMBERS   .   11465 WEST CIVIC CENTER DRIVE   .   AVONDALE, AZ 85323

 
WORK SESSION 
February 2, 2009 

6:00 PM 

  CALL TO ORDER BY MAYOR ROGERS  

   

1 ROLL CALL BY THE CITY CLERK

2 ADMINISTRATIVE CHANGES IN THE POLICE DEPARTMENT IN ORDER TO IMPROVE 
OVERALL OPERATIONAL EFFICIENCY

 

Staff will discuss two proposed administrative changes in the police department in order to improve overall 
operational efficiency.   First, staff will discuss amending the existing Avondale City Code relating to Alarm 
Systems (Chapter 20-30), eliminating non-verified responses to alarm activations by police officers within our 
City. Second, staff will discuss a proposed modification of the existing photo enforcement program based on 
a review of the program.  

3 LANDSCAPE ORDINANCE TEXT AMENDMENT PROPOSAL

 
City Council will receive an update on proposed amendments to the Landscape Ordinance.  For information, 
discussion and direction. 

4 ADJOURNMENT  

 Respectfully submitted,   

 

 

  
 
Carmen Martinez 
City Clerk

 

 
Individuals with special accessibility needs, including sight or hearing impaired, large print, 
or interpreter, should contact the City Clerk at 623-333-1200 or TDD 623-333-0010 at least 
two business days prior to the Council Meeting.

 

 



CITY COUNCIL REPORT

SUBJECT: 
Administrative Changes in the Police Department in 

Order to Improve Overall Operational Efficiency 

MEETING DATE: 
February 2, 2009 

  

TO: Mayor and Council

FROM: Kevin Kotsur, Chief of Police (623) 333-7201

THROUGH: Charlie McClendon, City Manager

PURPOSE:

Staff is proposing two administrative changes in the police department in order to improve overall 
operational efficiency.   First staff recommends amending the existing Avondale City Code relating to 
Alarm Systems (Chapter 20-30), eliminating non-verified responses to alarm activations by police 
officers within our City. It is recommended this ordinance be replaced with a “verified alarm response 
program” where police officers only respond to alarm activations upon discovery of a criminal 
event. Police will still respond to robbery and panic alarms. Second is the modification of the existing 
photo enforcement program based on a review of the program.   

BACKGROUND:

Item #1 - Verified Alarm Response 
 
On October 17, 2005, Staff brought forth to City Council a request to revise the then current 
Avondale City Ordinance pertaining to false alarms, which lacked a clear structure that would give 
the City the ability to hold alarm businesses accountable for improper installation of alarms and 
alarm owners for improperly using their alarm system, and stipulating the consequences of not 
paying an assessment fee. It was hoped that the recommended changes would provide for 
enhanced regulations, hold individuals accountable who install and/or purchase alarm systems, 
encourage improved reliability of the alarm systems and services, and develop a process within the 
Finance Department for collecting assessment fees for false alarms.  
 
On November 14, 2005, direction was provided by City Council to incorporate the revisions and false 
alarm fee schedule.  
 
During 2006, the City of Avondale and the Police Department marketed and educated citizens and 
alarm companies on the newly revised City Ordinance pertaining to alarm systems. A grace period 
was established to allow businesses and residents the time to properly register their alarm systems 
with the Police Department and to adequately address any concerns or issues with the revised 
Ordinance.  
 
Beginning in January of 2007, the Records Bureau of the Police Department took on the full 
responsibility of maintaining and supporting the City Ordinance pertaining to false alarms. This 
included the daily review of calls for service designated as false alarms, the mailing of all warning 
letters and notices pertaining to assessment fees, the review and disposition of all appeal letters, 
accepting and processing assessment fees received, maintaining a workflow program that identifies 
where every false alarm case is located within the process system, and answering questions and 
addressing concerns related to the Ordinance.  this was accomplished in addition to the other 
regular duties and functions of the Records Bureau.    

 



 
Item # 2 - Photo Speed Enforcement 
 
On February 20, 2007, Mayor and Council approved the recommendation to deploy a photo speed 
enforcement van at different locations throughout the City of Avondale for the purpose of:  

l Reducing the number of traffic collisions  
l Responding to citizen complaints of speeding vehicles  
l Increasing driver awareness of their speed, thus improving traffic safety  

ATS was selected as the contract vendor for the City and a six-month trial period commenced on 
June 1, 2007. As part of the trial period, the Police Department stated that it would present a report 
to the Council at the end of the first six months, and provide recommendations regarding whether or 
not to continue the program. Due to difficulty in reconciling revenue and expenditures, administrative 
issues with the vendor and operational problems, the evaluation period was extended to get a more 
accurate assessment of the effectiveness of the program.  

DISCUSSION:

Item #1 Verified Alarm Response 
 
For nearly the past two years, the Records Bureau and our Crime Analyst have tracked these calls 
including the “cost of doing business” compared to what has been received in assessment fees.  
 
After reviewing a total of 7,901 alarm calls for service (robbery, panic and burglary) between January 
of 2007 through November of 2008 and the total time (in hours and minutes) and total salary 
including benefits of the affected areas in the Police Department, the following was determined.  
 

PD Response to All Alarm Calls 

Total Time/Total Cost 

January 2007 – November 2008 

During this same period of time, the Records Bureau accepted 1,422 alarm registration forms, sent 
out 3,033 warning/violation notices for false alarm activations and received $55,850 in assessment 
fees. $20,300 in assessment fees were dismissed after their appeal was approved, to include a total 
fine of over $8,000 that was expunged. $81,900 in assessment fees have been turned over to the 
City Finance Department/Collections. If all fees were collected, a total of $158,050 would have been 
received, still leaving over $10,000 of cost absorbed by the Police Department in salaries/benefits. 
  
Burglary Alarms  
Between January of 2007 through November of 2008, the Avondale Police Department responded to 
7,104 burglary alarms. A minimum of two patrol officers are assigned to each of these calls. 98% 
(6,962 calls) were false burglary alarms. 150 police reports were taken and a total of seven arrests 
were made/eventually made. 
  
Panic Alarms 
Between January of 2007 through November of 2008, the Avondale Police Department responded to 
621 panic alarms. A minimum of two patrol officers are assigned to each of these calls. 99% (615 
calls) were false panic alarms. There were four police reports taken and a total of three arrests were 

Communications Patrol Records Final Total 

Hours/Minutes 229:19 2247:09 2624:24 5100:52 
Salary/Benefits $7,425 $84,943 $76,370 $168,738 



made/eventually made.  
 
Robbery Alarms 
Between January of 2007 through November of 2008, the Avondale Police Department responded to 
176 robbery alarms. A minimum of one supervisor and two patrol officers are assigned to each of 
these calls. 100% of the calls were false robbery alarms, equating to zero police reports written and 
zero arrests.  
 
Lakewood Police Department – Lakewood, Colorado 
As we continue to review the effectiveness and efficiency of our Police Department, it is clear that we 
need to review how we as a Police Department respond to alarm system activations given that, on 
average, 99% of them are false. Further, it is also critical to review response times to alarm calls for 
service, minimum number of officers/supervisors required at each alarm call, and the ability to 
maintain having police personnel available to handle higher priority calls. We are also seeking 
alternative ways to increase the time available for Police Officers to conduct proactive patrols in their 
assigned beat. 
  
A review of other police agencies was conducted to determine if other agencies have addressed 
alarm calls in a more efficient manner. The Lakewood (Colorado) Police Department implemented 
the Verified Alarm Response program. In Lakewood, they were averaging over 6,000 burglary alarm 
calls for service each year, with 98% consistently being false alarms. They, too, had a city ordinance 
mandating a billing system with sliding fees for successive false alarms, costing nearly $250,000 per 
year to administer, yet generating less than $100,000 per year in revenue. More important, the 
ordinance had no affect on the false alarm rate.  
 
Beginning in late 2001, the City of Lakewood began examining the success of programs known as 
Verified Alarm Response. In 2003, representatives from ten Denver metropolitan area agencies 
began meeting to develop a proposed model alarm response policy and that same year, the 
Metropolitan Association of Chiefs of Police approved the policy for adoption.  
 
Salt Lake City Police Department – Salt Lake City, Utah    
In 1999 in Salt Lake City, the police department responded to 8,213 alarm activations. Only 23 calls 
(0.3%) justified a police report of any sort, only a few of which were for actual burglaries. Nearly 
$500,000 of the police department’s budget was attributable to false alarms. Only $150,000 in alarm 
fees was collected.  In 2000, the City Council approved a Verified Alarm Response Ordinance.  
 
Within the first nine months of the Verified Alarm Response being in effect, the Salt Lake City Police 
Department experienced a 90% decrease in alarm-related calls for service. This represented 6,338 
fewer calls for service or the equivalent of five full-time police officers. The passage of this ordinance 
in 2000, made no significant impact on the total number of actual burglaries.  
 
 
Benefits to Alarm Owners and the Alarm Industry    
In the assessment conducted by the Salt Lake City Police Department, they also described 
numerous benefits of the Verified Alarm Response received by the alarm owners and the alarm 
industry.  
 
Alarm Owners experienced a 6 to 15 minute alarm activation response time from private guard 
companies, far lower than what the police responders were able to provide; lower average costs 
from the monthly fee paid to the private guard company than what they were paying in fines for false 
alarms; and continued police response to robbery and panic alarms.  
 
The Alarm Industry now provides their customers with a valued quick response to alarm activations; 
have increased their revenue from the additional monthly fees charged to customers; and they can 
redirect their time and effort to serving their customers.  



 
Verified Alarm Response 
A Verified Alarm Response places the responsibility for alarm verification with the companies that 
market, sell and install those alarms. It also allows our Police Department the ability to utilize 
discretion, common sense and experience to evaluate the need to respond to various alarm types as 
they see fit.   

Police would only respond to a burglary alarm under one of the following conditions:  

l Multiple alarm trips, or alarm trips of varying origins, indicating entry into the premises.  
l Verification by the on-scene response of the alarm company of a crime or suspicious 

circumstance.  
l Cameras or audio devices, monitored by an alarm company, that indicate a crime may have 

occurred or is occurring.  
l Witness reports of glass breakage, suspicious activity or other information that corroborates 

the alarm.  
l Any other events or circumstances that indicate the alarm may be valid.     

 Action Items:   

l Discontinue having a Police response to burglary alarm calls for service unless the call for 
service meets one of the conditions as listed above under Verified Alarm Response.  

l Amend the current City Ordinance on Alarm Systems to reflect a Verified Alarm Response.   
l Develop a public education campaign to fully explain to citizens the rationale for this change in 

response. It is important that we assure citizens that although we are handling burglary alarms 
in a different manner, this response method will allow us to spend greater time handling higher 
priority calls for service and will increase the time that patrol officers are available to conduct 
proactive patrols.  

Item #2 - Photo Speed Inforcement Program   
 
The photo speed enforcement program is being evaluated based on the number of motor vehicle 
collisions and the number of speed violations reported between June 1, 2007 and June 1, 2008.  
 
Beginning in May 2007 ATS began issuing warnings for speeding violations. At the end of this 30-
day warning period, a total of 314 warning citations were issued to vehicles traveling at least 10 
miles over the speed limit. Citations were issued to violators beginning on June 1, 2007.   
 
The photo enforcement speed van averaged approximately 630 events per month during the review 
period. An event means a photo was taken of an alleged speeding vehicle which is reviewed to 
confirm the driver was speeding. From the 630 “events” issued by the photo speed van per month an 
average of 335 citations per month were determined to be actual speeding violations resulting in the 
issuance of a traffic citation for a total of 4022 citations during the trial period.   
 
Court Disposition     
3417 of the 4022 photo speed citations issued during the trial period have been processed 
throughthe Avondale City Court system. The following chart identifies the disposition of these 
citations:    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
    

                                                   

Radar Van Deployment    
Locations for the deployment of the radar van were determined by the following factors: traffic 
accident rate, input from Avondale Police Traffic Officers, and citizen complaints. The photo speed 
van was deployed at more than 30 high visibility locations throughout the City to deter speeding 
vehicles and to modify driver behavior. The hours of deployment for the photo speed van were 7:00 
AM to 3:00 PM Monday through Friday.  
 
During the trial period, 85% of the deployment sites were a combination of arterial streets and 
complaint areas with traffic volume of 10,000 vehicles per day. The photo enforcement van was 
deployed in school zones for the remaining 15% of the enforcement time.   

Review of Violation Types    
During this trial period, 4022 speeding citations were issued. Citations are issued when drivers 
exceed the posted speed limit by 11 mph on arterial streets and 4 mph in school zones. 

l The highest number of citations (1860) were issued in the area of Friendship Park near 119th 
Lane and McDowell Road  

l The second highest number of citations issued (478) were at 107th Ave and Earl Drive.  
l The highest numbers of school zone citations issued were at the school zone on Central 

Avenue at La Pasada Blvd. Of the 316 school zone speeding citations issued 144 were issued 
at this location.   

Review of accidents in the area of photo radar van deployment sites   
Staff reviewed the number of accidents near the photo radar deployment sites, comparing the trial 
period in 2007 and 2008 to the same period in 2006. This was done to determine whether photo 
radar had an impact on the accident rate adjacent to photo speed deployment locations. 

l There was an increase in accidents at 107th and Pierce from 6 in 2006 to 12 in 2007 and 11 in 
2008.  

l There was a 63% decrease in the number of traffic accidents on McDowell near Friendship 
Park from 2006 to 2007. There were 8 accidents in 2006 compared to 3 accidents in 2007 in 
the same time period. There were 4 accidents in 2008 during the same time period.    

Total Photo Speed Cases filed 6-1-07 to 6-1-08 100% 3,417 

Plea of responsible  10% 337 

Defensive Driving School  37% 1,280 

Dismissals by Judge  25% 865 

Dismissal by Officers 13% 431 

Dismissal by Prosecutor 1% 68 

Pending – Matter scheduled for civil traffic arraignment .05% 12 

Defendant fails to appear for a civil traffic appearance or hearing  1% 43 

Hearings  1% 72 

Hearings Held 1% 18 

Other (mail in payments and suspensions paid, plea of no contest) 10% 381 

Paid in Full 1,863 



l The number of traffic accidents within a ½ mile radius of 107th Ave and Indian School 
increased from 7 to 16 when comparing accidents from 2006 to 2007. Accidents decreased to 
11 in 2008 in this area. 

Note – the number of accidents reviewed in these comparisons are statistically insignificant. There is 
insufficient data to determine the impact of photo radar in relation to traffic accidents.     
 
Accident Rates    
Accident rates near photo enforcement sites increased from 2006-2007 and then slightly decreased 
from 2007-2008.  The overall city accident rate decreased slightly from 2007-2008 as listed below:   

Note – the number of accidents reviewed in these comparisons are statistically insignificant. There is 
insufficient data to determine the impact of photo radar in relation to traffic accidents.  

 PROGRAM HIGHLIGHTS    
 
Although there is insufficient data to determine if photo speed enforcement has a direct impact on 
the traffic accident rate as part of this review the presence of a photo speed enforcement van does 
modify driver behavior. Further, when comparing the number of citations issued by the photo speed 
van to the number of citations issued by all Avondale Police Officers, the photo speed van produces 
more workload. The photo speed van issued 4022 speeding citations compared to 1553 issued by all 
Avondale Police Officers during this one year trial period. The speed van issues approximately 21 
citations a day during a daily deployment of 5-7 hours where it is deployed between three and five 
locations. It is estimated that it would take 2 full-time Avondale Police Officers to write the same 
number of citations as currently written by the current photo enforcement deployment locations in 
Avondale. This is assuming these two Officers did noting but write traffic citations.  
 
Further Analysis  

l Program reconciliation - In order to analyze the reconciliation of photo enforcement citations 
the Finance and Budget Office conducted an analysis of photo enforcement citations issued to 
determine overall cost effectiveness. Data was reviewed for a five month period between July 
and November, 2008. By working with the Court Administrator it was estimated that the photo 
enforcement program is not providing full cost recovery. The estimated cost of administering 
the program is $471,630 while the revenue generated from the program is $426,340. It is 
estimated the cost to the City to administer photo radar, to include speed and red-light 
enforcement, is $45,020.  Further, the Finance and Budget Office will continue to work with the 
Court Administrator and the Police Department to determine photo enforcement citation 
reconciliation.  

l Review of photo red-light intersections – Currently the Avondale photo enforcement program 
includes two photo red-light intersections located at Dysart Road and Van Buren Street and 
Dysart Road and McDowell Road. A review of the accident rate and the citations issued from 

Location 
2006 

Jan - May 
2006 

Jan - May 
2006 

Jan - May 

Change  

2006-

2007 

Change  

2007-

2008 

Change  

2006-

2008 

1/4 Mile Along Roadway, Red-light Enforcement 87 97 91 11.49% -6.19% 4.60% 

1/2 Mile Along Roadway, Red-light Enforcement 116 125 120 7.76% -4.00% 3.45% 

1/4 Mile Along Roadway, Speed Enforcement 71 87 86 22.54% -1.15% 21.13% 

1/2 Mile Along Roadway, Speed Enforcement 143 166 146 16.08% -12.05% 2.10% 

1/4 Mile Along Roadway, Any Photo Enforcement 158 184 177 16.46% -3.80% 12.03% 

1/2 Mile Along Roadway, Any Photo Enforcement 259 291 266 12.36% -8.59% 2.70% 

All accidents in City of Avondale 489 538 486 10.02% -9.67% -0.61% 



these locations indicates the following:  
l There is limited impact on the number of traffic accidents occurring at these red-

 light intersections.   
l During the past year 5366 photo red-light citations were issued at these two intersections. 71% 

of these citations (3810) were issued for failing to stop when making a right turn against a  red-
light.  There are no known accidents occurring at these intersectins as a result 
of these violations.  

OPTIONS   
 

l Option 1– Maintaincurrent photo speed enforcement program with one photo speed van  
l Option 2 – Discontinue photo speed enforcement  
l Option 3 – Expand the photo speed enforcement program  

BUDGETARY IMPACT:

Item #2 Photo Speed Enforcement 
 
The current estimate is that the net cost to operate photo enforcement is $45,020 with the 
deployment of one speed enforcement vehicle and two red-light intersections. This cost is currently 
absorbed with existing funding in the Court and Police Department. By adding one fixed photo speed 
enforcement location, discontinuing right turn on red-light enforcement and adding photo speed 
enforcement to the two existing intersections, photo enforcement reconciliation may change. There 
will be an increase in direct costs to implement these recommendations to the City that should be 
offset by an increase in fine revenue. The overall costs of administering photo enforcement will 
continue to be monitored by the Budget and Finance Office to ensure the program remains cost 
effectiveness.

RECOMMENDATION:

Item #1 - Verified Alarm Response 
 
Staff recommends a change to our City Ordinance on Alarm Systems - discontinuing our current 
false alarm program and replacing it with the Verified Alarm Response program.  A Verified Alarm 
Response Program will allow us to use our existing resources (patrol officers, dispatchers,record 
clerks) more efficiently.  

l In less than two years, $168,738 (total PD cost in salary and benefits) has been expended 
under the current alarm ordinance with 99% of all alarm calls being cleared as false. This 
equates to approximately three full-time officer positions based on the median 
salary/benefits. Additional benefits include;  

l Police positions can be deployed to provide a better response time to other calls for service, 
increase patrol in higher density crime areas, and general neighborhood patrol.  

l Records Clerks will have additional time to respond to internal and external report requests and 
input data on police reports in a more timely fashion.  

l Dispatchers will be freed up to respond to officer radio requests and to answer telephones in a 
more timely fashion.  

l The processing of alarm permits and false alarm fines, and researching and responding to 
appeals has created a significant workload for the Police Department’s Record Bureau and the 
Finance Department with cases being submitted to collections for non-payment and non-
response  

Item Item #2 Photo Speed Enforcement Update   
 
Staff recommends implementation of Option #3. The number of traffic citations issued by one photo 
enforcement van for speeding violations is more than the number of traffic citations issued by all 
current Avondale Police Officers. While it is not possible to determine if there is a direct impact on 



the accident rate there is clearly a direct impact on driver behavior. Drivers modify their driving when 
approaching a photo speed camera or photo red-light intersection. Further, a mobile photo-speed 
van can be deployed to high accident areas, to areas where citizens complain of speeding vehicles, 
to locations where law enforcement recognizes the need for speed enforcement and to school 
zones. This reduces the need for unformed police officers to conduct traffic enforcement freeing 
them to perform other law enforcement services.  
 
While reviewing the photo speed enforcement program it was determined that the two existing photo 
red-light intersections should be modified.   Staff recommends discontinuing photo red-light 
enforcement for right turn violations after reviewing the impact on the accident rate at these 
intersections in relation to red-light violations. Staff recommends the following modifications to the 
existing photo enforcement program;  
 

l Discontinue right turn on red-light enforcement at both photo enforcement intersections (Dysart 
and Van Buren and Dysart and McDowell).  

l Add speed enforcement at both red-light intersections.  
l Add fixed speed enforcement on McDowell Road at Friendship Park (highest speed violation 

location in Avondale).  

ATTACHMENTS: 

Click to download

Salt Lake City Police Department - The False Alarm Solution - Verified Response

Lakewood, Colorado Police Department: Verified Response

Photo Speed Van Citations 2007-2008



The False Alarm  Solut ion: Verified Response   

Salt  Lake City Police Departm ent  

Abstract  Scanning   

False alarm  calls were draining pat rol resources, comprising 12 percent  of all dispatched calls. They 

cont r ibuted to a signif icant  backlog of calls and the average police response t im e to alarm  act ivat ions 

was up to 40 m inutes, well beyond the t im e when police could reasonably hope to apprehend an 

int ruder. Over 99%  of all alarm  calls proved false. Responding officers were get t ing increasingly 

complacent  and they r isked injury just  driving to alarm  calls.  

Analysis  

Past  efforts to reduce the volum e of false alarm s through perm its, warnings, fines, and suspensions had 

only modest  effect . Other approaches t r ied elsewhere, from  cost  recovery to alarm  indust ry regulat ion 

to outsourcing alarm  adm inist rat ion, sim ilar ly proved only moderately effect ive. Police response to 

alarms was most  effect ive and efficient  if it  could first  be verified that  an alarm  act ivat ion was indicat ive 

of suspicious act ivity. Private security guards were ideally suited to make this init ial verificat ion.  

Alarm  owners were recept ive to the possibilit y of having private guards verify alarms once they realized 

how this opt ion could improve response t im es and lower their costs. A few other jur isdict ions had 

posit ive experiences with verified response. A legal opinion established that  police were under no legal 

obligat ion to respond to all alarm  act ivat ions. A sufficient  number of alarm  com panies and private guard 

companies were willing and able to provide init ial verificat ion service in a t imely fashion.  

Response  

The police department  proposed a verified alarm  response ordinance to the city council.  A cam paign to 

inform  the public, elected officials, and the alarm  indust ry about  the purposes and advantages of 

verified response was undertaken. The city council passed the ordinance and the police department  

conducted t raining for pr ivate guards to prepare them for their new responsibilit ies.  

Assessm ent   

The volume of alarm- related police calls for service dropped by 90 percent  during the first  nine m onths 

the verified response ordinance was in effect , compared to the same t ime frame one year pr ior. 

Average private guard response t imes to alarm  act ivat ions has been much faster than the previous 

average police response t imes. Average police response t im e to other high prior ity calls for service 

dropped from  five to three m inutes. There has been no increase in the num ber of reported burglar ies. 

The apprehension rate of burglars caught  on site actually increased. Revenues for alarm  companies and 

private guard companies have increased through collect ion of a modest  addit ional monthly fee from 

alarm  owners. Average costs to alarm  owners have reduced due to reduced city alarm  fines.  

Com m entary  

The Salt  Lake City Police Departm ent 's verified response to alarms project  stands out  for several 

reasons. Most  obvious is the im pact  that  verified response has had on reducing the amount  of police 

resources consum ed by highly unproduct ive responses to int rusion alarms. Ver ified response achieves 

reduct ion levels that  no other response to the false alarm  problem has even come close to achieving, 

while at  the same t ime showing evidence that  it  improves the overall community response to the very 



problem that  alarms are intended to address-burglary. Salt  Lake City's experience with false alarms 

prior to adopt ing the verified response approach was typical of that  faced by so many police agencies. 

Salt  Lake City officials just ified verified response by detailed docum entat ion of the problem  through 

hard data and professional expert ise. They carefully explored and noted the lim itat ions of alternat ive 

st rategies for reducing the false alarm  burden. They methodically built  up internal, community, legal, 

and polit ical support  for making the dramat ic shift  in police policy. Perhaps most  important ly, they 

cont inue to work closely with the private alarm  and security indust ry to ensure that  all aspects of 

verified response, from  legislat ion to pr ivate security t raining to police operat ions, rem ain aligned to 

advance the com m unity's ult im ate interest , the protect ion of property from  burglary.  

Scanning  

The Salt  Lake City Police Department  has st ruggled with the problem  of false alarm s for the past  20 

years. False alarm  calls were draining pat rol resources and often created a significant  backlog of calls. 

This problem had been apparent  since 1980 when the departm ent  first  began t racking false alarm  

stat ist ics. Police adm inist rators were concerned that  officers responding to alarm  calls were get t ing 

increasingly complacent , knowing that  99 percent  of alarm  calls proved false. Com placency put  officers 

checking buildings at  r isk. Moreover, officers r isked injury just  dr iving to alarm  calls. We were aware of 

at  least  four officers in the United States and Canada who had been killed in accidents responding to 

alarm  calls in the past  two years.  

I nterests in the problem   

We ident ified as stakeholders in this problem taxpayers without  alarm  systems, alarm  owners, alarm  

companies, city government  and the police departm ent . Stakeholders had different  interests in the 

problem:   

̇ Taxpayers without  alarm  systems were subsidizing the costs for police response to alarms, and 

those police resources were therefore not  available to address other public needs.   

̇ Alarm  owners wanted a quick response to their alarm  signal and wanted to m inim ize the costs 

they incurred from  false alarm  fines.   

̇ Alarm  com panies were interested in maxim izing their profit ,  which they believed they could do 

best  by having police invest igate alarm  signals at  public expense.   

̇ City government  t r ied to balance cit izen welfare with consumpt ion of municipal resources.   

̇ The police department  was interested in conserving resources by not  responding to so m any false 

alarm s and in ensuring that  alarmed propert ies were adequately protected from  burglary.   

̇ Alarm  companies' interests were summarized in a recent  report  on false alarm s:    

Alarm  dealers view police as a gift  to their business. They sell a system , charge m onthly 

fees for managing effect ive response that  is provided and paid by the general taxpayers. 

Dealers consider false act ivat ion to be an issue merely between the police and the 

customers. There is also lit t le (apparent )  interest  by individual dealers to spend 

resources in order to solve their own and the communal problem. 1  



The im pact  of fa lse alarm s on city resources  

False alarm s appeared to be a universal problem for police. We found studies indicat ing that  97 to 99 

percent  of all alarm  act ivat ions police respond to nat ionwide are false and they consum e about  12 to 30 

percent  of pat rol resources. Salt  Lake City's false alarm  problem did not  appear to be unique. A num ber 

of important  findings emerged from our local analysis of the problem, including the following:   

̇ I n 1999, the Salt  Lake City Police Department  responded to 8,213 alarm  act ivat ions. Only twenty-

three cases, or three- tenths of one percent , of these calls just ified a police report  of any sort , only 

a few of which were for actual burglar ies.   

̇ False alarm  calls comprised 12 percent  of all dispatched calls.   

̇ Nearly $500,000 of the police departm ent 's budget  was at t r ibutable to false alarm s. The personnel 

t im e alone was the equivalent  of five full- t im e officers. 2 This figure does not  include the am ount  of 

t im e com plaint  takers and dispatchers spent  handling incom ing alarm  act ivat ions and the 2,100 

canceled false alarm  calls for 1999.   

̇ Processing of alarm  perm its and false alarm  fines, and adjudicat ing appeals created a significant  

workload for the police department  alarm  unit , the city t reasurer 's office, and the small claims 

court  of appeals, respect ively.   

̇ Only $150,000 in alarm  fines was collected in 1999, which only part ially offset  the costs of alarm  

response, creat ing a net  deficit  of about  $350,000. Alarm  perm its were required, but  were free of 

charge. (We did not  support  charging for alarm  perm its because we felt  it  created an unwrit ten 

prom ise that  police would respond on alarm  act ivat ions.)    

̇ All taxpayers, regardless of whether they had alarm  systems or not , were subsidizing through that  

port ion of their taxes that  were spent  responding to false alarms false alarm  response for the 12 

percent  of the city 's residences and businesses with alarm s.  

̇ The average response t ime to an alarm  act ivat ion was 40 m inutes and occasionally took as long as 

two-and-a-half hours. Some aggressive alarm  sales representat ives were making false and 

unrealist ic prom ises to their customers about  how quickly the police would respond to alarms, a 

mat ter over which the alarm  companies had no cont rol. I n fact , due to the t remendous number of 

alarm  act ivat ions and the number of false alarm s, the prior ity for alarm  act ivat ions was 

downgraded in 1992 to preserve resources for higher pr ior ity calls for service such as domest ic 

violence.   

̇ Locally we found that  alarm  owners became increasingly frust rated by false alarms and the 

consequent  fines. They vented their frust rat ion at  both the police departm ent  and their alarm  

companies. Sixty percent  of the phone calls received by the police department 's alarm  unit  were 

from  frust rated cit izens.   

̇ False alarm s in Salt  Lake City had three main causes:  user errors due to insufficient  t raining 3;  

inadequate verificat ion by alarm  company monitoring stat ions;  and improper installat ion, inferior 

equipment  and applicat ion for the alarm  site.   

 



Analysis: Part  I   

How  effect ive w as the current  response and w hat  a lternat ives w ere available?  

As early as 1980, Salt  Lake City officials realized that  prevent ive measures were needed to reduce false 

alarms. The city adopted a false alarm  ordinance in 1981 that  required a perm it , established fines for 

false alarms that  exceeded specified lim its, and required the alarm  owner to disconnect  the alarm  after 

excessive alarms. There were no means to enforce the disconnect ion provision, however. I n 1994, a 

more st r ingent  alarm  ordinance was adopted allowing four " free" false alarms and charging a $100 fine 

on the fifth alarm . Alarm  owners were charged even for false alarms caused by faulty equipm ent  or 

faulty alarm  installat ion. This 1994 ordinance resulted in a 16 percent  decrease in false alarms in the 

first  year after it  was adopted, however the following year false alarms increased by 13 percent . These 

ordinances were only marginally effect ive, and considering the r ising num ber of new alarm  owners, the 

perm it  and fine approaches were like put t ing a finger in the dam  to stop the flooding. These responses 

helped manage, but  did not  solve, the false alarm  problem .  

Alternat ive responses to fa lse alarm s  

We researched other police departments' efforts to m anage their  false alarm  problem s. We found 

everything from  smaller jur isdict ions doing nothing to larger jur isdict ions dedicat ing up to twelve 

employees to deal with false alarm s. Police officers were being ut ilized in a variety of capacit ies such as 

inspect ing alarm  systems and hanging not ices on cit izens' doors to increase awareness of the problem. 

Alarm  unit  staff were billing and t racking false alarm s, and sponsoring false alarm  awareness courses. 

Despite intense efforts by many police departm ents, false alarm  rates persisted at  over 97 percent  false 

and alarm  calls const ituted from  12 to 30 percent  of total dispatched calls for police service. The 

following are some of the false alarm  reduct ion efforts we discovered other police departments 

at tem pt ing:   

Tradit ional Regulatory Ordinance  

 

The m ost  com m on was the regulatory ordinance consist ing of processing perm its, warning let ters, a 

certain num ber of " free" false alarm  responses, fines, and suspension of police response to alarm  

system s with excessive false alarm s. Our departm ent  adopted this approach as ear ly as 1981. This 

ordinance at tem pted to m anage the problem , but  had no significant  long- term  reduct ion. I t  was very 

labor intensive for our alarm  unit , the t reasury departm ent  and required an extensive software 

program . With four " free" alarm s, alarm  owners were often negligent  about  solving the problem unt il 

the fifth alarm  was im m inent . Alarm  owners placed on suspension received no response to their alarm  

from  the police departm ent  and usually had not  selected an alternate provider to do so. Thus, when 

their alarm  signaled, no response was forthcom ing. Suspension provisions in this t radit ional ordinance 

dealt  with the chronic false alarm  abuser. However, new alarm  owners who were poorly t rained and 

unfam iliar with the use of their alarm  system caused the bulk of the false alarms. The fines seemed 

punit ive to cit izens, com plaints were vigorous, and most  alarm  owners blamed their alarm  company for 

their false alarms.  

Cost  Recovery 

This method requires a perm it  with an annual renewable fee. Once again this is very labor intensive for 

the alarm  unit  and may require addit ional personnel. There are usually no suspension features and 

police cont inue to respond to all alarm  signals. Fees would have to be signif icant ly increased in order to 

reclaim  the full costs of pat rol response and would be a financial burden to many alarm  owners. The 

police department  seldom retains the monies from  the alarm  response as it  usually goes direct ly to the 

m unicipality 's general fund.  



Alarm  I ndustry Regulatory   

Only a small number of cit ies use the method of requir ing the alarm  company to collect  false alarm  

fines from  their custom ers and rem it  it  to the city. One city charges $73 for every alarm  call com ing 

into the com m unicat ions center. Alarm  companies typically resist  this approach even to the point  of 

threatening legal challenges. Some police departments were at tem pt ing to rest r ict  the alarm  m onitor ing 

stat ions' act ions by requir ing that  the alarm  m onitor ing operator place a telephone call to the alarm  site 

to determ ine if the alarm  signal was in error and if the person who answered the telephone knew the 

pass code. Another approach was to require the monitor ing com pany to receive signals from  two 

different  alarm  zones before request ing a police dispatch.  

Alarm  m onitor ing stat ions are not  necessarily located in the sam e city as the customers they serve. 

They may be located hundreds of m iles away, deal with thousands of police departm ents, and answer 

alarm  signals for m illions of alarm  customers. Each police jur isdict ion may require different  

specificat ions for alarm  response, but  that  does not  mean the monitoring company will comply. I t  is 

difficult  for a police department  in California, for exam ple, to t ry to dictate to a m onitor ing com pany in 

Flor ida, which approach to use. At  least  one m onitor ing company we know of refuses to cancel a 

request  for a police dispatch if the dispatch has aged m ore than 15 m inutes, even if the alarm  owner 

can verify the alarm  is in error.  

Outsourcing Collect ion Agency  

I n this approach the police department  responds to alarm  calls, but  the adm inist rat ive tasks of issuing 

perm its, sending out  fine not ices, and collect ing fines is cont racted to a private firm . Usually, the 

private firm  returns a small percentage of the fines collected to the m unicipality. As with other 

methods, this method merely manages the problem, it  does not  solve it .   

Conclusions from  the first  phase of analysis  

The police department 's at tempt  to manage false alarm s with ordinances consist ing of warnings, fines 

and perm its had no significant  long- term  effect  and only m inimal short - term  effect  on the overall 

reduct ion of alarm  act ivat ions or the percentage of false alarms. Nearly all alarm  act ivat ions were false 

and the current  system was yielding slow police response t im es that  were of lit t le value to either the 

police or alarm  owners. The probabilit y of catching burglars in the act  after 40 m inutes was slim . Even 

the alarm  indust ry did not  believe that  police response added m uch value. The Utah Alarm  Associat ion 

conceded that  90 percent  of the deterrent  value of an alarm  system  was in the signs and st ickers 

posted on the prem ise. The public costs of the current  system  far exceed what  were being recovered in 

fines. Cont inuing to waste police resources was not  in the best  interest  of public safety.  

We concluded that  police response to an alarm  signal only made sense if some eyewitness could first  

verify the signal that  the alarm  may indeed be valid. Private security guards were a logical f it  for this 

role. We concluded that  the init ial verificat ion of an alarm  act ivat ion was a private sector responsibilit y. 

Consequent ly, we began to explore the feasibilit y of shift ing the primary responsibilit y for verifying 

alarms signals from  the police to the private alarm  and security companies. We refer to this pract ice as 

"verified response".  

Analysis: Part  I I   

W as verified response feasible?  

To explore the feasibilit y of implem ent ing verified response, the alarm  unit  began a campaign to 

increase alarm  owners' awareness that  they could cont ract  with a private guard company as the first  



responder to their alarm  signal. Most  alarm  owners were otherwise unaware of this opt ion. The first  

step was to provide alarm  perm it  holders with a list ing of private guard services in the mailing with all 

new perm its issued in 1998 and 1999. The num ber of false alarm s decreased by 7 percent  from  1998 to 

1999 and we had reason to believe that  this reduct ion was at  least  part ially due to offer ing alarm  

owners this pr ivate response opt ion. I ndeed, m any alarm  owners told us they appreciated having an 

opt ion of paying for the less expensive services of a private guard responder rather than paying false 

alarm  fines to the city. Som e alarm  owners even told us that  they didn't  want  " their"  officers wast ing 

t ime on a false alarm . Such comments reflected a feeling am ong cit izens that  they preferred that  

officers were available to respond to genuine emergency calls.  

Our search for other police agencies' experiences with verified response led us to the Las Vegas Met ro 

Police Department . The Las Vegas Met ro Police Department  implemented a verified response policy in 

1991. Said Las Vegas police captain Mike Ault :   

This policy has been effect ive for us for more than eight  years. Terror ists didn't  take to 

the st reets when we im plem ented the policy. I n fact , as it  relates to the populat ion, the 

burglary rate is actually going down. 4  

A few other jur isdict ions had adopted verified response policies or ordinances including:  Henderson, 

Nev.;  Lane County, Ore. Sheriff 's Office;  and West  Valley City and Taylorsville, Utah.  

We concluded that  alarm  ownership is a private, personal choice, not  mandated by law, the city or the 

police department . Our research found no legal challenges to these verif ied response ordinances and 

policies. According to the Salt  Lake City At torney's Office, "Law enforcement  did not  have a legal 

liabilit y to respond to alarms and the alarm  cont ract  is a civil cont ract  between two private ent it ies."  5  

Concluded the author of the art icle describing Las Vegas's policy:   

 

The police have no legal responsibilit y to respond to any given situat ion unless m andated 

by local law. Lit igat ion aimed at  forcing response com pliance is unlikely to succeed 

because this law is so clear ly stated and so well understood by judiciar ies. 6  

We explored the costs associated with verified response and concluded that  pr ivate alarm  companies 

could feasibly recover the costs of responding to alarms from  their customers. When West  Valley City 

(populat ion of 100,000 located eight  m iles to the west  of Salt  Lake City)  adopted their verified response 

policy in May 2000, alarm  companies operat ing in that  com m unity began charging their customers an 

addit ional $5 per month to pay for a pr ivate guard response.  

To gauge availability of pr ivate guards responding to alarm  act ivat ions, the police departm ent  sent  a 

survey to all pr ivate guard firms listed in the Salt  Lake City telephone directory asking if they would be 

interested in responding to burglar alarm s and, if so, what  they est im ated their average response t im e 

would be. Nine com panies responded posit ively with est im ates of average response t im es ranging from 

three to fifteen m inutes.  

As noted by several researchers, "Already private security guards fulfill most  security funct ions and 

they num ber m ore than three t im es the total num ber of federal, state, and local law enforcement  

personnel."  7  

On the basis of our research we concluded that  a verified response policy was indeed feasible and 

enough private security companies were willing and able to respond to alarm  signal act ivat ions.  



Response  

We therefore proposed to the city council a new ordinance. The m ajor elem ents of the proposed verif ied 

response alarm  ordinance were:   

̇ To require eyewitness verificat ion of all alarm  act ivat ions by alarm  company personnel or a private 

guard. I f they discover suspicious circum stances, they would call the police departm ent .   

̇ Police will cont inue to respond to hum an-act ivated alarm s such as robbery, panic and duress alarm 

signals. The first  false alarm  of these types incurs a $50 fine and is based on an escalat ing fine 

st ructure.   

̇ Alarm  owners can part icipate in a false alarm  prevent ion course in lieu of one false alarm  fine per 

year.  

̇ False alarm s that  are caused by the alarm  company technician are charged to the alarm  company 

rather than the alarm  owner.  

We realized that  educat ing cit izens, business owners and the city council on false alarm  issues would be 

crucial to passage of the verified response alarm  ordinance. The average cit izen had many 

m ispercept ions of the police resources and taxpayer monies involved in false alarm  response. The city 

council m em bers were astonished to learn of the high percentage of false alarm  calls.  

We contacted all local television stat ions and newspapers and briefed them  on the proposed policy and 

the rat ionale behind it .  All were willing to cover the story. The majority of the result ing stories were 

favorably inclined towards the proposed policy.  

Upon hearing of the proposed policy, som e cit izens called the alarm  unit  to express concern. When we 

explained that  they would receive faster response to their alarm  act ivat ion from  the private guard 

service than they could expect  from  the police, would pay a small fee ( rather than the $100 ordinance 

fines) , and if the alarm  was valid, the police would respond m ore quickly than they had in the past , a 

vast  majority of the cit izens we spoke to supported the ordinance. I n the first  m onth after the news 

stories broke, we received more than 100 phone calls, with only two callers rem aining opposed to the 

proposed policy.  

We again presented the proposed verified response policy to local alarm  companies. Salt  Lake City and 

several other local police agencies had been meet ing with some of the alarm  companies and members 

of the Utah Alarm  Associat ion for the past  five years so this was not  the first  t im e the alarm  indust ry 

had heard about  verified response. One of the Utah Alarm  Associat ion's early object ions to verified 

response was the cost  to alarm  com panies to respond to and invest igate false alarms. This concern was 

addressed when alarm  companies realized they could pay for this added service by charging alarm  

owners an addit ional m odest  $5 m onthly fee. One alarm  company even allowed their custom ers three 

" free" responses before charging a fee.  

The Salt  Lake City Police Department  offered a three-hour t raining course to all state licensed guard 

companies. I mproving cooperat ion between police and the private guard sector was one of the goals of 

this t raining. The t raining st ressed that  the private guards' role was only to observe and report  at  the 

alarm  act ivat ion scene and not  to enter or search the building or t ry to apprehend offenders. They were 

inst ructed that  if they discovered an open door, they were to contact  the police departm ent  and not  

enter the prem ise. A call from  a guard discovering an open door, broken window or any cr im inal act ivity 

would result  in a "possible burglary in progress"  call,  a top pr ior ity call.  Our police departm ent  at torney 



reviewed and approved the lesson materials. Other subjects covered in the t raining included safety 

tact ics, init ial approach, cover and concealm ent , cr im e scene containment , and suspect  ident ificat ion. 

One of the m ost  popular subjects was the Utah state statutes and codes governing the elem ents of the 

cr imes of burglary and crim inal t respass, and laws governing private guards' authority to use force to 

arrest  and defend themselves and others.  

The Salt  Lake City Council set  a briefing date for the police adm inist rat ion to present  the ordinance to 

them . I n the staff report  to the council it  was noted that :   

The policy in this proposal may be consistent  with guidelines to m it igate City expense in 

situat ions where individuals, through personal choices that  m ay not  be available to all 

City residents, are creat ing addit ional consumpt ion of municipal resources.  

I n order for the alarm  indust ry to have sufficient  t ime to part icipate in the discussions involving the 

proposed ordinance changes, a public hearing was scheduled one month after the init ial br iefing. Police 

adm inist rators br iefed the city council on false alarm  issues. The police union president  wrote a st rong 

let ter of support  for the verified response ordinance to the city council.   

The ordinance was passed by the city council on a 4-2 vote on September 12, 2000. One council 

member who had a fam ily mem ber in the alarm  indust ry voted against  the ordinance. Som e of the 

comments from  city council members were:   

The bet ter argum ent  supports taking the resources now being used to address situat ions 

which were not  of the highest  pr ior ity and use them to address needs of a higher 

pr ior ity.  

No m at ter what  side a person was on, it  was an undisputed fact  that  there is a 99 

percent  false factor involved in alarm  system calls. There is not  a program in the City 

which, if only 1 percent  effect ive, would survive scrut iny for even a moment . I f properly 

implemented, an appropriate method of having security com panies show up m ade a lot  of 

sense. This would free up officers to do what  they were supposed to do. The police 

departm ent  was not  asking to change the ordinance because they did not  want  to serve 

the cit izens;  they were asking to change it  because it  was not  effect ive and did not  work. 

I t  makes sense to create a compet it ive alarm  business, where good alarm  companies 

thr ived and poor com panies went  out  of business, because taxpayers of Salt  Lake were 

no longer subsidizing them.  

The city council further decreed that  the ordinance would take effect  three m onths after it  was enacted 

to allow the alarm  com panies t im e to m obilize their pr ivate guards and educate the public on the 

upcom ing changes. The ordinance took effect  December 1, 2000.  

Cert ified let ters were sent  to all alarm  and m onitor ing com panies to inform  them  of the changes. I n 

order to reach all cit izens of Salt  Lake City, an art icle explaining the drain on police resources caused by 

false alarm s and the new requirements for pr ivate guard response was included in two issues of the 

water bill.  This was an efficient  way to reach all affected cit izens.  

Assessm ent   

Benefits to the Police Departm ent   

The Salt  Lake City Police Department  experienced a 90 percent  decrease in alarm- related calls for 

service during the first  nine m onths the verified response ordinance was in effect , from  Decem ber 1, 



2000 to August  1, 2001, compared to the same t ime fram e one year pr ior. This represents 6,338 fewer 

calls for service or the equivalent  of five full- t ime police officers (valued at  about  $400,000) . This t im e 

and money is now available for higher prior ity police services. There are fewer backlogs of calls for 

service. Responses to high prior ity calls for service have dropped from five to three m inutes. Today, the 

probabilit y that  a cr ime has in fact  occurred when police are called to an alarm  act ivat ion is much 

higher. There has been a corresponding decrease in the workload of police call takers and dispatchers, 

the alarm  unit , the city t reasury departm ent , and the court  of appeals.  

I nit ially, alarm  company spokespersons said they believed that  burglar ies in the city would increase 

when police ceased to become the first  responders to the alarm  signal. We have not  found this to be 

the case. The number of burglar ies have remained consistent  over the past  two years and even 

decreased by 24 percent  from  burglar ies in 1998. Passage of the ordinance on Decem ber 1, 2000 m ade 

no significant  impact  on the number of burglaries.  

Six burglars were arrested by police as a result  of pr ivate security guards' response to alarm s on 720 

police responses during the first  nine months of the ordinance enactm ent . By com parison, in 1999, 

pr ior to adopt ion of verified response, only five burglars were arrested on 10,200 police responses to 

alarm  signals.  

Said Salt  Lake City Watch Com m ander Zane Sm ith:   

I n the first  three m onths of enforcement , this alarm  ordinance has returned m ore pat rol 

hours to our departm ent  and helped to decrease the backlog of calls bet ter than anything 

at tem pted in the past  15 years.  

Benefits to Alarm  Ow ners  

The benefits of verified response to alarm  owners include a six to fifteen m inute alarm  act ivat ion 

response t ime from private guard companies, far lower than what  the police were able to provide;  lower 

average costs from  the modest  monthly fee than most  alarm  owners were paying in fines for false 

alarms;  and cont inued police response to human-act ivated alarms such as robbery, panic or duress 

signals.  

Benefits to the alarm  industry  

The alarm  indust ry benefits from  verified response in that  they are now providing their customers with 

a valued quick response to alarm  act ivat ions;  they can redirect  t ime and effort  into serving their  

custom ers rather than t rying to appease police;  and they have increased their revenue from  the 

addit ional m onthly fees charged to custom ers.  

The following quote from  the president  of the Utah Alarm  Associat ion reveals how verified response has 

affected the alarm  indust ry:   

Most  of the m em bers of the Utah Alarm  Associat ion believe it  is a win-win situat ion for everybody. I t  is 

cheaper and easier for the alarm  companies. I t  has been burdensome dealing with the police in the 

past . All I  do is call a guard, and the guard is m ore than happy to have m y business. 8  

Prior to passage of the verified response alarm  ordinance, one alarm  company had a guard division in 

place and merely needed to hire some addit ional guards. The police departm ent  provided a list  of nine 

state- licensed and bonded guard companies to those alarm  companies that  needed to subcont ract  with 

guard companies in order to respond to alarm  act ivat ions. Alarm  com pany representat ives we spoke 

with have indicated that  their  sales have not  been impacted by the shift  to pr ivate guard response. 



Cit izens are cont inuing to purchase alarm  system s.  

Verified response has shifted the m anagem ent  of the false alarm  problem from the police to alarm  

owners and the alarm  companies they choose to do business with. Econom ic supply and dem and will 

now govern the delivery and cost  of pr ivate security responses to alarm  act ivat ions. I f a guard 

company's performance proves unsat isfactory, the compet it ion will provide another company to take its 

place.  

Salt  Lake City 's verified response alarm  ordinance is a long- term  solut ion to the false alarm  problem, a 

problem  that  our departm ent  had been st ruggling with for twenty years. By no longer at tem pt ing to 

manage a private sector problem, we believe we have solved the false alarm  problem for the police 

departm ent .  

Shanna Werner  

Salt  Lake City Police Departm ent  Alarm  Adm inist rator  

315 East  200 South  

Salt  Lake City, UT 84111  

Phone:  (801)  799-3113  

Shanna.Werner@ci.slc.ut .us  
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CITY COUNCIL REPORT

SUBJECT: 
Landscape Ordinance Text Amendment Proposal 

MEETING DATE: 
February 2, 2009 

  

TO: Mayor and Council

FROM: Brian Berndt, Development Services Director (623) 333-4011

THROUGH: Charlie McClendon, City Manager

PURPOSE:

Staff is requesting City Council direction on a new proposed Landscape Ordinance. Staff will present 
the main intent and discussion points of the new ordinance seeking feedback and recommendations. 

DISCUSSION:

Landscape design and implementation are considered key elements of any development project. 
 Avondale has struggled with realizing the proposed vision it approves at the site plan review stage 
and the actual constructed results of that promised vision. Staff felt one way to ensure 
implementation of that goal would be to review the current ordinance language relevant to landscape 
design and implementation measures, and propose amendments, additions, and specific language 
to articulate more clearly the City’s expectations. After reviewing Section 12 of the Zoning Ordinance 
(Design Standards for Commercial and Industrial Districts), where landscape requirements and 
regulations are found, several important aspects have been identified and addressed with the current 
Landscape Ordinance proposal. Staff's objective, with the City Council’s direction, is to facilitate a 
solid basis for a thorough, innovative, and user-friendly design and regulatory tool.  
 
The ordinance is made up of two main components: Landscape requirements, and wall 
requirements. The Landscape component covers key aspects of site development relevant to 
landscape design review, plant and landscape material criteria, landscape design, and landscape 
maintenance.  The main points that are new to the ordinance are: 1. Clarifying landscape industry 
standards and definitions; 2. Providing clear plant and non-vegetative material criteria including, but 
not limited to, minimum tree size and tree specifications; 3. Creating design requirements per 
general required areas and per Zoning Districts that utilize the Design Manuals as standards, 
including but not limited to landscape placement, material densities, and overall visual impression; 4. 
Implementing ordinance enforcement, related penalties, and increasing maintenance standards 
including a submitted landscape maintenance schedule designed to preserve the intent of the 
proposed landscape.  
 
The Wall component covers general wall design provisions such as wall height standards, wall 
design and materials, and specifies when walls shall be provided in order to meet visual, sound, 
privacy, and/or glare restrictions to and from land uses.  Staff’s goals are: 1. To prepare a solid draft 
Landscape Ordinance that addresses and resolves the design disconnect from start to finish of a 
project. 2. To present the proposed Ordinance in a proper and inclusive manner to the appropriate 
governing bodies, the development community, and the public. 3. Create the final draft for 
presentation and adoption by City Council. 

RECOMMENDATION:

Staff will make a presentation that discusses the upcoming Landscape Ordinance and related 
changes to its Section and the Zoning Ordinance inclusively. The City Council may pose questions 

 



to staff, and offer comments and direction as to which way they would like the proposed amendment 
to go and what extent and breadth it should cover.  
 
This item is for information and discussion only.  No action is required. 

ATTACHMENTS: 

Click to download

No Attachments Available 
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