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Summary  
 
1. This paper summarises the first six-month’s performance of the revised 

Unwanted Fire Signal Policy following its introduction on the 2nd July 2012.   
 

During this period, the Service: 
 - attended 827 automatic fire alarms, delivering a 20% reduction compared to 

the same period in 2011 
 - made approximately 400 fewer appliance movements as a result of the 

attendance being reduced to one pump 
 - dealt with only one AFA resulting in a fire that required a firefighting 

intervention. 
    
2. This paper details the work completed by the Service to assist businesses in 

the reduction of UWFS and discusses potential amendments to the policy, 
which in light of lessons learnt, would deliver further reductions. 

 
 
Recommended That: 
 

[1] The first six-months UwFS reduction performance is noted, and  
 
[2] The proposals for further changes to achieve UWFS reductions are noted, 

pending a final twelve month evaluation report of the policy to be 
presented in September 2013. 

 
 
Background 
 
3. The revised UWFS policy was introduced on the 2nd July 2012.  The main 

features of the policy were: 
 

a. The introduction of a call challenge procedure, 

b. A change to the pre-determined attendance to Automatic Fire Alarms, 

c. The enhancement of the advice given in response to single UWFS, 
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d. The implementation of more robust ways of managing the Service’s 

relationship with the parties responsible for premises with unacceptably high 

levels of UwFS. 

4. The objectives of the revised policy were:  
 

a. To secure a reduction in the number of false alarms generated by 
automatic fire detection and alarm systems, by encouraging improved 
maintenance of systems, 

b. To reduce appliance movements, unnecessary costs and disruption to 
both the Service and business community, and 

c. To reduce the risk to the public and Service personnel through 
unnecessary emergency responses 
 

5. The revised policy replaced one originating in 2007. Implementation followed 
extensive consultation and briefing sessions to both internal and external 
stakeholders.  

 
Six month performance review 
 
Summary 
 
6. Table 1 and Figure 1 detail the reduction in UWFS during the first six-months 

of the policy; they show a 20% reduction has been achieved (compared to the 
same period in the previous year). 

 

Date Number of UWFS 

02/07/2011 - 01/01/2012 1034 

02/07/2012 - 01/01/2013 827 

     
Table 1: No of UwFS in 2011 and 2012 for six month review period 
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7. Table 2 and Figure 2, detail the previous four years UwFS performance over 

the same six-month review period.  The data show a trend for ongoing, year 
on year reductions; as a reduction of 18.5% was achieved last year and 20% 
was achieved this over the same period this year.   

 
8. Further analysis of the 827 UwFS has identified that 356 (43%) were 

attendances at sleeping risk premises (including domestic dwellings).  The 
UwFS policy excludes sleeping risk premises from call challenge; therefore 
this will always be a limiting factor in achieving the maximum UwFS 
reductions.  
 

Date Number of Incidents 

% 

reduction 

02/07/2009 - 01/01/2010 1221  

02/07/2010 - 01/01/2011 1269 +3.9 

02/07/2011 - 01/01/2012 1034 -18.5 

02/07/2012 - 01/01/2013 827 -20 

             Table 2: No of UwFS for 2009 to 2013 (for six month review period) 
 
9. It should be noted that the new policy has been a noticeable change of policy 

for businesses and Alarm Receiving Centre’s (ARC’s) and it’s inevitable that 
these stakeholders will take sometime to adjust. Further improvements may 
therefore be secured over the next six-months as the policy continues to 
embed.   
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Figure 1: Unwanted Fire Signal reduction performance
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10. Since the 2nd July 2012, to enable analysis, each UwFS has been ‘tagged’ by 

control operators (table 3) as either: 
 

a. AFA call challenged by control operators but not attended, 

b. AFA at sleeping risk premises and attended, 

c. AFA call challenged by control operators, but no answer from the 

premises, (attended), 

d. AFA call challenged, but the occupier does not the know the cause of 

the alarm, (attended), 

e. AFA call challenged, but the alarm receiving centre states it doesn’t 

have a telephone number for the premises, (attended).  

 Table 3: No of UwFS tagged by response reason 
 
11. Alarm receiving centres (ARC’s) conduct an initial call challenge of automatic 

fire alarm signals (AFA’s) in accordance with the memorandum of 
understanding (MOU) agreed prior to the policy’s introduction. AFA’s received 
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Figure 2: UwFS 4 year analysis

Tag name % Number of UWFS 

a. AFA CC - Not Attended 18% 210 

b. AFA Sleeping Risk 43% 496 

c. AFA CC - No Answer from 
Premises 

28% 321 

d. AFA CC - Unknown Cause 5% 61 

e. AFA CC - No Phone Number at 
ARC 

7% 79 
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and then cancelled by the premises, before an appliance is mobilised, are not 
tagged.  

 
12. The 7% of occasions where ARC’s did not hold an accurate telephone 

number for a premises, occurred mainly during the first few months of the 
policy’s introduction. This problem was swiftly resolved through rigorous 
application of the MOU and daily follow up of each incident with fire control 
and individual ARC’s. 

 
 
UWFS reduction activities 

 
The introduction of a ARC call challenge procedure when an Automatic Fire 

Alarm is received by the Control Room  

13. ARCs are private companies that pass alarm calls from customers’ premises 
to the Service. Key to the reduction of UwFS is the adoption of initial ‘call 
challenge’ by the ARCs which cover the Service area.  

 
14. The Service applies further call challenge to all automatic fire alarms with the 

exception of sleeping risks. 
 
15. Approximately forty ARC’s cover the geographical area of Cheshire, although 

the centre’s themselves are based throughout the UK. 
  
16. The success of the ‘call challenge’ approach has been dependent on the 

cooperation of the ARCs and their willingness to agree protocols for call 
challenge.  

 
17. Memorandum of understanding were sent to all of the ARC’s and although the 

Service has not received signed copies back from them all, it is clear that 
most follow the protocol.  Problems were encountered with the two largest 
ARC providers however, due to the work of Community Fire Protection 
managers in working to increase awareness levels of ARC staff, the last few 
months have seen significant improvements in compliance.   

 
Change to the pre-determined attendance to Automatic Fire Alarms 

 
18.  The introduction of a revised pre-determined attendance (PDA), consisting of 

one pump to all AFA’s, has resulted in a significant reduction in fire appliance 
movements. 

 
19.  Table 4, summarises the pre-determined attendances prior to the introduction 

of the revised policy for both AFA calls and confirmed building fires in different 
property types (the PDA for confirmed fires has not been changed).   

 

Property Type PDA – AFAs PDA – Confirmed Fire 
Commercial Property 1 Appliances 2 Appliances 
Domestic Property 2 Appliances 2 Appliances 
Hospital 3 Appliances 3 Appliances, Aerial 
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High Rise Building 2 Appliances, Aerial 3 Appliances, Aerial 
Heritage 4 Appliances 4 Appliances, Aerial, 

EPU + Support Pump 
Heritage Sites 
(Chester City Centre) 

4 Appliances, Aerial, 
HVP + Support Pump 

4 Appliances, Aerial, 
HVP + Support Pump, 
EPU + Support Pump 

Table 4: No of appliances sent to AFA’s by premises type 
 
20. Although there is no way of monitoring the precise reduction in appliance 

movements, the data suggests the reduction to one pump PDA’s has resulted 
in 400 less appliance movements during the six-month review period and is 
an additional benefit accrued alongside the headline 20% reduction in UwFS. 

 
21. The policy provides scope for the Service to temporarily increase the PDA to 

individual premises for specific reasons.  The only premises that this has been 
applied to is Leighton Hospital in Crewe (which was been increased to three 
pumps) due to major building works affecting some parts of the building. 

 
22. Following a number of high-rise fires throughout the UK, where firefighter 

safety was compromised, for the first six months of this policy all AFA’s to high 
rise premises have attracted a PDA of two pumps. However, due to the low 
number of calls to these types of buildings (18 calls over the 6 month review 
period) this amendment to the policy will continue in place. 
 

23. Throughout the first six-month period, there were twenty-two confirmed fires 
which originated from AFA’s, but only one required any firefighting action.  
Analysis of this small number of incidents (appendix 1) showed that none of 
these fires spread beyond the room of origin and the majority involved cooking 
materials that required firefighters to undertake simple actions such as to 
remove it from the heat source.  

 
Enhancement of advice given to premises in response to UwFS, 

24. A comprehensive education programme for stations (delivered jointly between 
station managers and CFP inspectors) has meant that operational crews are 
now more confident in advising building owners on how to manage their 
systems and reduce UwFS at the time of the call. 

 
25. A large proportion of UwFS attendances originate from premises with only 

occasional activations. The CFP department has used a standard letter and 
leaflet to inform businesses about the benefits and operation of local 
procedures in the event of an AFA, this letter has been sent in response to 
every single activation in the last six months. 

 
The implementation of more robust ways of managing the Service’s 
relationship with the parties responsible for premises with unacceptably high 
levels of UwFS. 

 
26. Community Fire Protection officers have undertaken 711 UwFS Activities 

during the first 6 months (activities include telephone calls, visits, creating 
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letters etc).  These activities may lead to the premises moving onto a staged 
management process. There are currently 32 premises at stage one 
(mandatory full fire safety audit and robust monitoring) and five premises in 
stage two (at Stage 2 a premises would not normally continue to receive a 
response but as all five are sleeping risk premises, they are excluded from 
this sanction). 

 
 
Future options for reduction 
 
27. Within the region, the only Service to implement UwFS policy changes during 

the review period has been Merseyside.  This is now the most ‘stringent’ 
policy within the region as it uses a non-attendance sanction, (unless the 
premises is a dwelling, in which case it receives a PDA of two pumps).  There 
is no call challenge approach to their policy; premises are simply advised that 
they must ring 999 if they discover a fire. The policy has seen a significant 
reduction of approximately 70% in the first few months. 

 
28. Work is currently underway through the northwest CFOA group to look at a 

regional approach to UwFS reduction using the fire control project as the 
catalyst for change.  Although in its early stages, the northwest CFOA 
Protection group has given the CFOA UwFS sub-group the remit of 
investigating a regional approach. 

 
29. The Service continues to investigate ways to actively reduce the total number 

of UwFS whilst continuing to operate within the policy boundaries.  Options for 
more significant reductions may be found both by working with individual 
premises and regionally through the northwest CFOA group. Implementation 
of any future changes would be presented to Members for approval prior to 
implementation.     

 
 
Financial Implications 
 
30. There have been no additional costs arising as a result of the implementation 

of the UwFS policy. Non-cashable savings have been secured through 
reductions in salary payments arising from the reduced number of 
attendances to UwFS. 

 
 
Legal Implications 
 
31. The Fire & Rescue Services Act 2004 place requirements on the Authority to 

make arrangements for dealing with calls for help and for summoning 
personnel.  An AFA is not in itself, a call for help, however there is some 
discretion about how to respond. 
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Equality & Diversity Implications 
 
32. An Equality Impact Assessment has previously been completed for the policy 

and requires no further amendment. 
 
 
Environmental Implications 
 
33. There are no environmental implications as a result of this six-month policy 

review.  It is worthy of not that the reduced number of unnecessary appliance 
movements will have had a positive impact on the environment, mainly due to 
a decrease in emissions and fuel costs, contributing to an overall reduction in 
the Service’s carbon footprint. 

 
 
 
CONTACT: SM DUNCAN PALIN, FIRE SERVICE HQ, WINSFORD 
TEL: 07795544059 
BACKGROUND PAPERS: None 
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APPENDIX 1 AFA’s that have resulted in fires (2/7/2012 – 1/1/2013)

Property type Cause Main cause Action taken 
House - single 
occupancy Accidental Cooking - other cooking 

Hosereel (high 
pressure) (HRJ)  

Self contained 
Sheltered Housing 

Deliberate – 
others property 

Heat source and combustibles 
brought together deliberately No firefighting 

Warehouse Accidental Fault in equipment or appliance No firefighting 

Warehouse Accidental Fault in equipment or appliance 
Disconnection of 
fuel supply 

Veterinary surgery Accidental Accumulation of flammable material Extinguisher – other 

House - single 
occupancy Accidental Cooking - other cooking 

Water - domestic 
supply 

Up to 2 storeys Accidental Cooking - other cooking 
Removal from/of 
heat source 

Laboratory/research 
Establishment Accidental 

Combustible articles too close to heat 
source (or fire) No firefighting 

Up to 2 storeys Accidental 
Combustible articles too close to heat 
source (or fire) No firefighting 

Self contained 
Sheltered Housing Accidental 

Combustible articles too close to heat 
source (or fire) No firefighting 

House - single 
occupancy Accidental 

Negligent use of equipment or 
appliance (heat source) No firefighting 

Self contained 
Sheltered Housing Accidental Cooking - other cooking No firefighting 

Self contained 
Sheltered Housing Accidental Cooking - other cooking No firefighting 

Student Hall of 
Residence Accidental Cooking - other cooking No firefighting 

Up to 3 storeys Accidental Cooking - other cooking 
Removal from/of 
heat source 

Bungalow - single 
occupancy Accidental Accumulation of flammable material 

Removal from/of 
heat source 

Bungalow - single 
occupancy Accidental 

Careless handling  - due to careless 
disposal No firefighting 

Bungalow - single 
occupancy Accidental Cooking - other cooking No firefighting 

Self contained 
Sheltered Housing Accidental Cooking - other cooking No firefighting 

College/University Accidental Fault in equipment or appliance No firefighting 

Self contained 
Sheltered Housing Accidental Fault in equipment or appliance No firefighting 

Self contained 
Sheltered Housing Accidental Cooking - chip pan/deep fat fryer Other methods 



  

 


