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The Middleton Conservancy Condominium Association (MCCA): 

Clarifying our Smoke / Temperature 

Monitoring Requirements 
 
 
 Your MCCA Board of Directors believes that either a clarification or change is needed in 
our requirement of external monitoring of our smoke / freeze alarms, in order to make any 
policy enforceable.  This memo explains the need for clarification, suggests alternatives, and 
provides some of the key pros and cons of those alternatives.  We seek your opinion on the 
best course of action for our community.  (We apologize for this being 5 pages long, and if you 
simply want to trust the rest of us to make a thoughtful decision, that’s OK.)  
 
The Situation  
 Since it’s inception, the MCCA has interpreted its founding documents to require that 
smoke and temperature be monitored within each Unit not only with an alarm system, but also 
by an outside vendor providing round-the-clock monitoring.  This vendor has been Capitol Fire 
& Security.  We have one unit owner who currently has installed his own smoke and 
temperature monitoring equipment (internet-enabled sensors which can alert the owner and 
others through their cell phones), but is not connected to the Capitol Fire & Security system for 
external monitoring.  Our first thought was to compel him to connect to the required,  
community-wide monitoring system. 
 

But a close reading of our official documents makes it unclear that we have the 
authority to enforce compliance with the use of a third-party external monitor.  Maintaining the 
freeze and smoke detection systems provided by the Association is required, and ensuring that 
freeze and smoke detection systems are in operation is also required.  But there is no specific 
requirement that each Unit be connected to a 3rd party monitoring system (i.e. an outside 
vendor).  Here are all the relevant sections from our rules: 

• “The Association shall provide each Unit with a freeze detection and smoke 
detection system.”  (By-Laws, Article X) 

•  Unit owners are required to maintain “The basic security system temperature and 
fire alarm wiring contained in the… walls and the related monitoring devices and 
central control panel serving a Unit.” (Declaration, Section 1) 

• “Unit owners must maintain Unit thermostat and Unit heat at a level no lower than 
fifty-five (55) nor greater than eighty-five (85) degrees Fahrenheit.  Unit owners shall 
ensure that the freeze detection and the smoke detection systems are in operation.”  
(Rules & Regulations, page 7) 

 
Our By-Laws make a general statement about safety which might be interpreted to apply to an 
external monitor of our smoke/freeze detection devices: 

•  “No Unit owner, except as otherwise provided herein or in the Declaration, may 
make any alteration which would jeopardize the soundness or safety of the 
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Property, reduce the value thereof or impair any easement of hereditament.”  (By-
Laws, Article XII, Section 10c) 
 

But we believe this wording is too vague;  if very specific wording such as “fire alarm 
wiring contained in the… walls and the related monitoring devices and central control panel 
serving a Unit” is included, then connection to the external monitor also needs to be listed to 
make it enforceable.   Therefore, if we wish to compel the use of an Association-wide external 
monitor for our freeze and smoke detection systems, we need to add language to the MCCA By-
Laws and/or Rules & Regulations to make this a specific and enforceable rule.   The Board 
cannot make this change on its own;  such a change would require a vote of the members at 
our annual meeting.   

 
But if we are going to the effort to change the official language, then perhaps we should 

pause and ask if our past practice is really the best for MCCA at this time.  Since our units were 
built, new technology has become available.  We wondered what other condo developments 
are using for fire / freeze protection, and what our options really are. 
 
Context 
 Compared to others.  Our basic policy was written into our organizing documents when 
MCCA was formed, and is the same as other condo associations:  smoke and freeze detection is 
required in each unit.  In contrast, our longstanding practice to require external monitoring of 
that equipment appears to vary.  One property management company in Middleton, which has 
experience with about 20 condo associations in this area, tells us that none of the others has a 
requirement like ours for 3rd party monitoring.   Our Board President Mitch Hagens, with a 
lifetime of experience in the construction industry, tells us that our requirement is rarely seen 
in his experience.   
 

If any condo development paid for external monitoring, it would likely be an expensive 
one (this level of protection has a cost) and one where many units share a single building (so a 
fire in one unit might spread to the entire condo development).  We therefore inquired with 
two of the high-rise condo management groups around the Capitol square (Metropolitan Place 
and Capitol West Condos) and they both confirmed that they link their unit fire alarms to not 
only an external monitor but also to full-time maintenance technicians who are on site and 
available 24/7.  Obviously, these are large (100+ units) condo developments, each within a 
single building, and with full-time paid staff on site.  In summary, the use of an external monitor 
varies across condo associations, and appears more likely in more expensive developments, and 
in developments where many units share a single building.   
 
 Performance of our monitoring system.  In the event of smoke or low temperature 
within a unit, our unit alarms will sound and will usually be heard by neighbors as well as the 
resident.  At the same time a signal is sent to the monitoring service who contacts the fire 
department (in the case of smoke), calls the unit owner, and contacts our property manager as 
needed.  Has our monitoring service actually worked as intended?  We asked Capitol Fire & 
Security for a list of the times they have provided alerts for smoke or temperature and they said 
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the records are too difficult to access and summarize;  last year they also did not notice or 
neglected to tell us that 4 units were no longer connected to the monitoring service (until we 
asked).   
 

But we have accumulated many informal accounts of our monitoring service (Capitol 
Fire & Security) being alerted and following through quickly and appropriately.  While we 
apparently have avoided the misfortune of a unit fire since our condos were built, we have had 
many alarms that resulted in the fire department being called, including at least some from 
smoke in the unit (we do not know the source of the smoke).  Most of these fire alarms were 
caused by non-emergencies, such as the testing of the alarms without notifying the external 
monitor first.   One resident also recalls an instance of a neighbor receiving a low-temperature 
alert when a snow drift cut off the furnace exhaust which then turned off the furnace.   The resident 
was out of town, but the monitoring service alerted the property manager to investigate.  
These examples verify that our warning devices have worked, and that the outside monitor is 
paying attention and responding when our sensors give an alert.  We have not found a specific 
instance where the outside monitor prevented a fire when an owner was out of town (i.e. unable to 

hear the alarm sounding in their unit), which is actually good news.  But the nature of a protective 
service like this is that we might not call upon it for 20 years and then the next year it might 
provide a timely alert that helps stop a serious problem more quickly.  We know the cost of this 
service very well, while the past and especially future benefits are unknowns.  But that 
“unknown” is part of the rationale for both the sensors and the external monitoring system:  
those owners we have talked with who most strongly appreciate the use of an external monitor 
cite “peace of mind” as the key benefit of the service, comparing it to the peace of mind from 
an insurance policy.  It is always in place without the resident needing to do anything.   
 
 Cost.  Our policy of contracting with Capitol Fire & Security costs MCCA $10,000 per year 
(the cost has not risen in about a decade).  For the last 20 years, that adds up to something like 
$180,00 to $200,000.  The cost to each Unit owner for the landline is variable.  All units have an 
installed landline but it does not function unless you pay a monthly service charge to your 
telephone carrier, and that charge varies.  Some residents have switched their monitoring from 
landline to cellular service, which Capitol F&S now accepts.  If we assume an average cost for a 
landline across all owners of about $15 per month, this equals about $180 per year, or around 
$11,000 per year across the MCCA.  The total of both costs is about $21,000 per year (about 
$344 per unit).   In viewing these costs the Board of Directors is split, with some viewing the 
contract for external monitoring to be well worth the expense, while others believe we are not 
getting our money’s worth from the external monitoring by Capitol Fire & Security, as 
compared to other options. 
 

Insurance.  Contracting with an external monitor for our smoke / freeze detection 
devices is not required by our MCCA insurance, and does not reduce its cost.  In the event of a 
fire in a unit with a functioning smoke detection system (required by state law as well as our 
own rules), our MCCA insurance would cover the cost of reconstruction of the MCCA part of the 
structure (from the studs out), and presumably each owner’s property insurance would cover 
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the inside of their unit and furnishings.  This is true whether or not the unit includes an external 
monitoring system.  MCCA property insurance cost $20,344 this year. 

 
Policy Options. 

At its April meeting the Board recorded a split vote (5-1 with one absence) agreeing to 
end the contract for external monitoring by Capitol F&S.  However, the motion did not specify 
exactly when to end that contract.  At its May meeting the Board passed an amendment 
clarifying that the Capitol contract was to remain in force until the end of this calendar year, 
providing time for consultation with the full community before any needed motion (to change 
the By-Laws and/or Rules & Regulations) is brought to the annual meeting of all owners in 
November.   

 
In summary, at this point in time:   (a) there is currently no change in our policies;  (b) 

everyone is still required to maintain functioning smoke and freeze detection systems;  (c) we 
still have external monitoring of those systems;  (d) we do not believe we can enforce the 
requirement of external monitoring of those systems unless we add that requirement to our 
By-Laws and/or Rules & Regulations, and (e) if we make no change at the annual meeting, then 
the Board vote to end required external monitoring at the end of the calendar year will stand.   
What should we do?  Here are the 4 main options we see: 

 
Option 1:  Third-party monitoring required.  This has been our assumed policy, and this 

level of protection may even factor into some owners’ decisions to live here (while it might 
come as a surprise to others).  The external monitoring provides the highest level of protection 
because of the guarantee of round-the-clock monitoring.  Its cost is greater than the other 
options (estimated at about $21,000 per year across our community).  To make this a 
requirement, we will need a vote of the owners at the annual meeting to add language to our 
By-Laws and/or Rules & Regulations that specifically makes external monitoring of the 
smoke/temperature detection systems a requirement. 

 
Option 2:  Third-party monitoring paid for but optional.  The Association could offer to 

pay the cost of 3rd party monitoring for any owner who wants it.  We suspect many or most will 
want it and provide the land-line connection.  But if a few owners wish to install their own 
“smart technology” to accomplish the same effect, they can do so at their own expense.  This 
option leaves open the possibility that an owner will not connect with any kind of 3rd party 
monitoring, whether on purpose or through inattentiveness.  (When we learned last year that 
one unit had disconnected from the monitoring service on purpose, we also discovered that 3 
others had simply not followed through on connecting.)   

 
Option 3:  Require external monitoring, but let each owner decide how.  For example, 

we could require that Unit owners have freeze and smoke detection systems that can issue 
alerts electronically to the owners and others, but do not specify how that is accomplished.  An 
individual owner might contract this service with a vendor like Capitol Fire & Security, or they 
might use one of the new technologies that have become available since the construction of 
MCCA.   A smart thermostat capable of sending an audible alert to several people (e.g. it causes 
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your cell phone to buzz or chime), with monitoring for smoke and temperature, and 
additionally for carbon monoxide and actual water leaks (which our current service does not 
provide), costs about $700 installed, a one-time cost with no annual fee.  This option eliminates 
the annual costs of Capitol Fire & Security and the telephone land-lines.  This option provides a 
less reliable outside monitor, since the owner, neighbor, property manager or others might not 
hear the cell phone chime.  Also, this option is less easy to enforce because there is no easy way 
for MCCA to check on the individual monitoring systems of owners. 
 

Option 4:  No requirement.  What if we got rid of the “external monitoring” requirement 
entirely?  That may seem risky, and yet it is the policy followed by most other condo 
associations.   We would continue to require functioning smoke and freeze alarm systems in 
every unit (we might consider a method to periodically verify the functioning of the 
equipment).  And individual owners could still contract for external monitoring if they wished.  
For example, if you winter in Florida then having an external service monitor to prevent frozen 
pipes seems smart.  We estimate the cost per unit at about $164 per year ($14 per month).  
This option places the most responsibility on individual unit owners.  The risk is that a fire or 
frozen pipes might occur when a unit owner and neighbors are away and do not hear the 
alarms, leading to a slower response by emergency services. 
 
 All of these options would require some clarifying language in our MCCA By-Laws and/or 
Rules and Regulations, which requires a vote of the full membership.   
 
Let’s hear from you. 
 We Board members disagree among ourselves on the best course, so don’t be afraid to 
weigh in with your advice!   Right now, this is not a vote, just a discussion.  (Any binding vote 
will come at our Annual Meeting.)  Please reply within the next two weeks to Board Vice-
President Dave Riley at  dariley@wisc.edu      Which of our options do you like or dislike?  What 
other ideas do you have?  If 3rd party monitoring were an individual choice (rather than a 
requirement) would you pay for it yourself?  Any other thoughts?  Please include your name.   
 

Dave will accumulate all the responses for the Board to read and discuss.  We will then 
report back to you, including all the responses we received as well as any changes to our Rules 
& Regulations we will bring to the Annual Meeting for your vote. 
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