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The museum response to alarm activations 

The museum should have a written procedure governing their response to all kinds of 
alarms, in both open and closed hours, and staff should be aware of, and trained in the 
procedure. The procedure should include:  

• the names of staff who are responsible for investigating, and acting when alarms are 
activated, including responsible staff in closed hours

• a requirement that every alarm that is initiated must be investigated. If the alarm is set 
off at a remote site or building, then it must always be physically checked

• details of the actions in the event of a false alarm, including: 

o informing the police or Fire Service

o informing the Alarm Receiving Centre (ARC)

o resetting the alarm

• procedures for switching off alarmed areas, and switching them back on again for 
specific activities. Cleaners and security can have their own code which allows them 
to switch off certain zones of the building and undertake their duties

• if you are using the services of an ARC, you may find that you are not receiving the 
quality of service from that you are entitled to expect, which in part is what has led 
to the police service to take an increasingly strong line on their response to alarm 
activations. It should not be forgotten that alarm companies are contractually obliged 
to provide a service and any tolerance on the part of the customer for poor service 
could lead to that customer suffering a down-graded police response. If in doubt 
about the service you are receiving from your ARC revisit your contract, and seek 
advice from your alarm supplier
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The police response to intruder alarms

An effective police response to intruder alarms is essential if collections are to be properly protected. 
In particular, the withdrawal of police response is likely to have an effect on your insurance, the 
viability of any loans to the museums, including any loans from nationals and under the Government 
Indemnity Scheme.

For many years the police service has struggled to manage the increase in number of false calls 
generated by intruder alarm systems. As a result the Association of Chief Police Officers (ACPO) has 
produced the Police Response to Security Systems Policy for England and Wales with the aim of 
reducing the amount of police time wasted by false alarms. A similar policy exists for Scotland.  

The policy requires that, for all systems requiring a police response: 

• the installation and services provided by the installing alarm company and Alarm Receiving 
Centre (ARC) are certified by a UK Accreditation Service, such as the National Security 
Inspectorate (NSI) which measures and approves security services and products against the 
standards demanded by the Police, Fire and Rescue Services and the insurance industry. The 
NSI Directory lists all the companies who have successfully achieved NSI certification

• alarm systems have to be registered with the police and are given a Unique Reference Number 
(URN)

And that: 

•	 the	police	will	only	respond	to	a	security	system	activation	either	as	a	result	of	a	
confirmed	activation	through	a	remotely	monitored	security	system,	or	where	a	person	at	
the	scene	reports	an	offence	in	progress	and	requests	police	attendance

When the police do respond to an alarm activation there are two levels of response: 

•	 level	one	– immediate response (subject to priorities)

•	 level	three	– response withdrawn. Level Three occurs as a result of three false calls to the 
police for intruder alarms or three from personal attack alarms in a twelve-month rolling period

Level	two, the reinstatement of police response after it has been withdrawn, can be achieved 
following identification of the cause of the false alarms and appropriate remedial action having 
been taken, however, if the problem continues then police are likely to withdraw all together. 
Consequently,	museums	must	insist	that	their	alarm	companies	identify	the	cause	of	any	false	
activation	and	insist	on	getting	the	quality	of	service	specified	in	their	contract.

http://thecrimepreventionwebsite.com/storage/library/acpo_security_systems_policy_april_2012.pdf
http://www.nsi.org.uk/
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False and Nuisance Alarms

A nuisance alarm is one that is triggered by an act or incident that is not an ‘intruder’ or an equipment 
fault. A properly designed and installed modern intruder detection system, that takes account of the 
environment it has to work in, should not be unreliable.

In the event of a nuisance alarm the responsible member of museum staff should first confirm that it 
is a false alarm. Where the building is not controlled by security, check the cause, reset the alarm or 
require the alarm engineer to attend to do so. Remember that an alarm system will only sound for up 
20 minutes after which it will shut the sounder off but the alarm strobe light will continue to flash until 
the alarm system has been reset. Be aware, criminals set off alarms intentionally to test response 
times and actions.
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