
1 
 

MCCA Community Discussion 
Of our Smoke / Freeze monitoring system 
June 2021 
 

 All responses are included in the order received, numbered.  They are verbatim with 
some formatting changes, and with a few remarks deleted (with the OK of the author) to 
remove disparaging remarks about other owners.  All disparaging remarks about the Board 
remain. 
 
 
1 Lynn and I prefer that there is no third party monitoring mandated for alarms. We do 
not live elsewhere for prolonged periods of time and believe that the current cost of such a 
system is not worth it.   --Dale and Lynn Buckmaster, 3318-- 
 
 
2 We suggest talking with the insurance agent for MCCA, and asking them what they 
recommend. Thank you.    --John Mason and Martha Frey, 3322-- 
 
 
3 I have finished reading your summary of the issues involved and it was well written and 
thorough!  Thank you!   We prefer Option 2. This provides flexibility and should avoid any 
conflict in the future. I am surprised that the refusal of one person has created such 
controversy and taken so much of the Board’s time!  Best,  --Mark and Barb, 3301-- 
 
 
4 Hi. Thank you very much for clarifying the situation. I am however confused about one 
central point and that is whether a land line is an absolute requirement for external monitoring 
by Capitol? I always assumed this was the case but in your document you imply not.  "Some 
residents have switched their monitoring from landline to cellular service, which Capitol F&S 
now accepts."  Thanks, -- Sandra Phillips, 3403—-- 

Reply from Marcia:  Sandra,  You are correct.  A landline is no longer needed if you 
switch to the cellular service. Call CFS for the details.   A few months back an email was 
sent to all owners informing them of the service and to contact Frank at CFS for 
details.   Because of our location, cellular or WiFi service has not been reliable in the 
past.  But with better technology, it is now.  --Marcia Neson-- 

 
 
5 My preferred option is option #3.  We have already invested in the current "state of the 
art" monitoring systems.   

But, the information you sent out did not address what I think, is a critical component 
missing from the current system.  The Capital Fire & Security system does not monitor Carbon 
Monoxide.  In the four plus years we've lived here, neither Capital Fire & Security nor the MCCA 
BOD has ever asked or checked to see if the detectors installed in our residence had Carbon 
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Monoxide detection.  That, by the way, has been a Wisconsin State law since February 2011.  
So, if the MCCA BOD is going to go down the slippery slope of addressing all of this, all of the 
residencies will need to be checked for code compliance.  The smoke detectors in our home 
had a date stamped on them and if I recall correctly, they were 19 yers old!  Obviously, they 
didn't detect Carbon Monoxide.  Thanks,   --Loren Ziglin, 3228-- 
 
 
6 We investigated this when we moved here last fall, but in the end decided to stick with 
a landline. Here are some details you might want to know if you're considering switching from 
landline to cellular service for the alarm system: 

 The availability of cellular monitoring varies by its precise location; CFS will need to 
come out and assess the signal strength in your unit to make sure it is adequate. What works 
for your neighbor may not work for you. We were advised by Frank at CFS that some units in 
MCCA are pretty borderline. 

 If the signal strength is acceptable, a CFS technician will install a cellular radio 
transmitter adjacent to your alarm panel, and the system will use that to connect to their 
monitoring system in the event of an alarm instead of using the existing landline. It utilizes a 
separate, dedicated cell service network used by CFS that has nothing to do with your personal 
cell phone or carrier. I believe they use Verizon's network. 

 There is a one time installation charge for the transmitter; we were quoted $400.  
 There is also an additional monthly service charge for using a cellular connection; we 

were quoted $120/year. Presumably this would increase if MCCA discontinues the underlying 
monitoring. Both of these costs are billed to the owner, not MCCA. 

 I am unsure if the transmitter unit is connected to a battery backup. If not, then it will 
not work if the power goes out. Note - if your current landline phone service is provided via 
VOIP through a cable modem, DSL, or fiber interface, then that also will not work if the power 
goes out (unless you have a backup power supply for the modem). Only legacy traditional 
phone lines (POTS) will work without AC power.    fwiw, our basic landline service from TDS 
costs $30/month plus taxes and fees.   --Craig Roberts (3230)-- 
 
 
7  My inclination is to support Option 1.  Keep it workable and simple. As the complexity 
of the options increases, the problem of appropriate compliance becomes more difficult. The 
hazard of fire is always present and we should consider, not only, our personal safety, but that 
of the other members of our community. Yes, cost is a consideration, however, sense of 
responsibility and protection remain paramount.   --Ray Stommel  (3419)-- 
 
 
8 Hello neighbors:   I hesitate to continue the thread to all, but others may be interested 
in our experiences at 3225 with Capital:  

This memo casts the central issue as one of enforcement.  I believe that initial question 
led to this exploration of alternatives, but I no longer see that as the central issue.  My central 
issue is that Capital Fire and Security (CFS) has struck out 3 for 3 with our household.  Given 



3 
 

these poor experiences, I did my own research about alternatives.  I concluded that beyond 
being unreliable, CFS is outdated and inflexible as compared to newer alternatives.   
*  We moved here in 2014.  As new owners, we went ~1 year without service on arrival and 
were never notified by CFS or Prima.  This seems to evidence that the firm doesn’t monitor who 
is hooked up or check periodically to see who has moved in and needs service (more on that to 
come). 
* A few years later (after upgrading our equipment and adopting the CFS system) I was sitting in 
my office (in the front of the home) one afternoon when out the window I saw a police car 
parking on the hill drive.  Soon, two uniformed officers approached our home (one up to the 
side and one around the back) with guns at the ready (not exactly pointed but ready to pull 
from holsters).  Since I saw this unfolding and wondered what was going on, I stepped to the 
door and opened it, asking the nearby officer if I could help him.  He seemed shocked and asked 
if I was ok.  “Sure” I said, “I’m working”.  It turns out that apparently this was a false alarm 
mistakenly triggered by an undercounter device at Clausen’s (yes, way over on 
Parmenter).  That device was linked somehow to 3225 Conservancy through the Middleton 
police. In discovering what happened, we learned that Google maps had every home in our 
community attached to a single pin at 3225.  While not directly related to smoke, water or 
temperature, this further eroded my confidence in CFS since residents also must pay a 
monitoring fee annually to the Middleton Police.  
*  Then, in '18 or ’19 something knocked out our phone temporarily, which somehow unhooked 
us from CFS.  Unknown to us our monitoring system was down for some time (~ a month or 
longer).  The disconnect was identified by a random audit of non-compliant homes by an MCC 
BOD member but was NOT identified by CFS.    
These 3 strikeouts caused me to dig deeper into this vendor when the BOD began looking into 
compliance. I work with new technologies, including the Internet of Things (IOT) which covers 
technologies allowing homeowners to remote monitor their properties for such things as temp, 
water, and fire, among others. 
*  Over the past decade, the Association (through funding by each resident) has paid $200K to 
CFS.  Although it’s tempting to think of this as “the Association”, all such charges are passed 
through to homeowners through fees paid. Nothing is ‘provided’.  Each household additionally 
pays more for landlines and police monitoring. The expense seems unjustified given the lack of 
reliability, modernity and appropriate monitoring.  Current solutions offer self-monitoring via a 
mobile phone or the internet - whether from nearby or in another state.  
*  As with all new technologies, more and more homebuyers adopt them over time. I can 
envision the day in which buyers might demand that MCC update this technology. Twenty years 
in the internet age is more than a lifetime for ‘old’ technologies.  Consider how often you 
replace computers and mobile phones…  and how often they are upgraded.    
*  I’ve gone to CFS website where I had a hard time locating the actual system we buy from 
them.  Turns out the technology is years old and they themselves are now selling newer/better 
products.  This looks to me like a ‘cash cow’ product for them (a product line in which a firm no 
longer invests but still reaps extraordinary profits on from buyers).  I feel as though I'm forced 
to buy into an illusion of safety where not much may actually exist.  
*  Newer systems can include doorbell monitoring for porch pirates and / or those approaching 
a home and can be configured flexibly according to each owners’ needs.  I ask myself why 
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everyone in the community is paying for something which may be of more value to some, such 
as those who travel / vacate for months at a time?  Seasonal occupants among us have differing 
needs than those who live here year-round.  I merely like modern options which afford each of 
us flexibility and which we can determine reliability.    
This issue is complex and has had much discussion to date.  Thanks for listening to our 
experiences also.   --Cheryl Vickroy, 3225-- 
 
 
9 Thanks for sharing your experiences Cheryl.  Your email is very well thought out and 
written. I completely agree CFS is terrible.  I moved in 3 years ago in 2017 and have tried 
contacting CFS several times and they never responded.  Frankly I just gave up because I have a 
lot better things to do with my time than try to track down a security company that isn’t really 
providing us any “security” in the first place.  The system now is completely antiquated and 
there are much better options out there that I believe should be the decision of each owner if 
they choose to have them. 
Thank you again for taking time to share.   --Cynthia Farnsworth, 3330— 
 
 
10 I agree with Cynthia 100%.  Similar circumstances.  --Dale & Joanne Ganske, 3325— 
 
 
11 Hi, neighbors. Like Cheryl we hesitate to grow this thread any longer; however, after the 
past couple of responses thought we'd mention that, interestingly, our experiences with Capital 
Security have been just the opposite.   They have reached out to us promptly on several 
occasions when our security system went off and fairly recently they even helped us with an 
alarm system reset after midnight.  We're certainly not suggesting that others' experiences 
aren't real, ours have just been so different.  See you on the lane,   --Annette & Michael 
Knapstein, 3423— 
 
 
12 We also have had good experiences and have just upgraded our panel to use cell. --
Anita Matcha, 3334— 
 
 
13 I would also add that our experiences have been good and we think external monitoring 
is well worth the cost.  I would also like to add that not everyone is "wedded" to their cell 
phones and keep a landline for other reasons so the current set up maybe more appropriate. 
Since we are a community I feel it's somewhat divisive to separate out the needs of seasonal 
residents and those taking long vacations.  –Sandra Phillips, 3403— 
 
 
14 We support Option 1.  We think it is important and prudent to maintain external 
monitoring because an undetected problem in any unit could easily affect additional units in 
the same building or even spread to neighboring buildings because of their proximity.  The cost 
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appears to be reasonable and our experience with Capitol has been favorable.  It seems that 
the Board action to terminate the contract with Capitol might have been premature . We urge 
the Board to recommend Option 1 at the annual meeting.  --Dave and Rosie Ballweg, 3215— 
 
 
15 We agree completely with Sandra.  We feel we are obligated to protect those with 
whom we share a common wall.  Central monitoring seems to be the way to go.  The question 
remains, with whom and how.  Maybe it is time for the property management company to 
come up with methods, vendors and costs.   --Bill and Anne Belt, 3405-- 
 
 
16 3209 Conservancy Lane unit likes option #1.  Thanks.  –Mark Johnson, 3209— 
 
 
17 I favor Option #1--that is, my preference is for mandatory, 24/7 third-party monitoring 
by an agency with the capacity and authority to summon police or firefighters in the event that 
the absent owner of a unit signaling trouble can not be reached immediately.  Whether that 
agency is Capital Fire & Security or some other security company is a side issue to be dealt with 
separately.   
 I would make two observations in support of Option #1: 
 First, none of our units is freestanding.  Each is part of a two or three-unit structure, 
which means that every unit is vulnerable to security lapses by its abutting neighbor(s).  In a 
three-unit building, for example, the value of having 24/7 third-party monitoring in units A and 
C will be badly undercut if the owners of unit B can't be bothered to have it in theirs.  Yes, if a 
fire breaks out in such a unit B while its owner is away, the sensors in units A and C will 
eventually detect it, but only after the fire has spread to units A and C.  The deficiency of such 
an arrangement is obvious. 
 Second, it is in the interest of the MCCA that its rule providing for mandatory third-party 
monitoring be as simple and as free of exceptions as possible.  The MCCA has many virtues, but 
long-term institutional memory is not one of them.  Owing to the frequent turnover of 
Directors, keeping track of all the requirements that have to be maintained is a challenge, even 
for the most conscientious of Boards.  One trick to doing so is to keep the requirements as 
simply-stated and as exception-free as possible. 
 If you doubt that this is a concern, consider that when last year's Board of Directors 
reviewed the issue of bicycling on the pedestrian trail, no one on the Board was in possession of 
basic facts about the legalities governing the creation and maintenance of the trail.  That 
information had to be provided by two other Owners.  Such background about the trail ought 
to have been at the Board's fingertips, but it wasn't.  What might have happened if those two 
Owners had moved away during the decade since the trail was built? 
 And to those who would blithely say, "Let the property management company keep 
track of the exceptions," I would point out that there, too, institutional memory is a problem 
because there, too, we see turnover.  At this writing, the Association is on its fifth (sixth?) 
property management company since the Owners assumed control of the Association from the 
Developer.  Every time the MCCA changes property managers, it goes through an extended 
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learning period as the new personnel get up to speed on the Association's policies and 
operations.  It is a situation in which details that should be supervised closely can easily fall 
through the cracks instead.  Keeping our rules simple and uniform mitigates such risks.  (Of 
course, it doesn't help that some Owners seem to think that we are our property management 
company's only client and that we enjoy its unlimited attention.  We aren't and we don't.  But 
that is an issue for another day.)    --Steven N. Orso, 3218-- 
 
 
18 I believe all the points in the Bylaws indicate that a 3rd party monitoring system be 
involved. Otherwise what’s the point of requiring the owners to maintain all the wiring etc. 
While the informational document you sent to all was quite all encompassing, my thoughts are 
brief. 
My personal experience with CFS has been without incident. 
My personal experience with cell service in our area has NOT been without incident. 
Phone calls dropped or never received, phone doesn’t ring, etc. 
My landline cost is $35 / mo. which I am fine with since it gives me a decent sense of security. 
The costs that Craig Roberts outlines gives us a good idea of the “hidden costs” of the alleged 
upgrade. 
The current arrangement also gives me a sense of security as my next door neighbor is 
frequently not at his home as his job requires him to be at the hospital. There are times when 
neither one of us is at home so relying on “someone hearing an alarm and notifying the 
authorities” is unacceptable. 
It also appears to me that the most recent Board vote implies that the contract with CFS will 
end at the end of the year. Is that correct? Or has the Board indicated that the cost of CFS will 
be in the 2022 budget? 
Lastly, if all this is simply to gratify one homeowner at the expense and trouble for all the 
others, then I say we stay with the current arrangement and let the individual who wants to 
rely on “modern technology” run his own risk.   
Thanks for all your work on this.  I hope we remain with the current arrangement with CFS. If 
the Board wants to make 3rd party monitoring a requirement then I’d support it. 
--Todd Richmond (3406)— 
 
 
19 I definitely think we need to have a monitoring system, with owners having the ability to 
choose what system they would prefer to use.  I believe this is essential to protect the owners 
in our community, the safety of our property and our reserve fund.  This would need to be 
mandatory and monitored promptly by the management company or a fire department 
representative. Owners should be held accountable for compliance. 
I am attaching photos of what happened across the street from my brother's unit at Seminole 
Village Condos,Woods Edge Way.  The fire was devastating to their community.  The 
demolition, clean up and rebuilding created an unsightly mess, required street repair and 
caused major disruption to the neighborhood for almost two years.  --Julie Ireland, 3310-- 
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20 This is in response to your well-crafted email of June 4th, which invited thoughts on 
MCCA’s smoke and temperature monitoring system.  
First of all, a sincere “thanks” to you and all of the other Board members and volunteers who 
serve on behalf of our MCCA community. Having served on various MCCA committees for more 
than ten years and as President for six years, I know the commitment of time and emotional 
energy that is required. So please take the following comments in the constructive spirit in 
which they are intended.  
You appear to have gone through a very thoughtful and deliberate process in looking at this 
important question. I appreciate the fact that the Board has looked at this situation from 
several different viewpoints. But despite this careful analysis, I must say that I was shocked to 
see the conclusion the Board reached as demonstrated by the motion and subsequent 
affirmative vote to immediately discontinue external monitoring (as documented in the most 
recent Board Meeting Minutes dated April 27, 2021).  
You asked for feedback on the four options you outlined in your email. 
Of the four options you proposed, we are very strongly in favor of Option 1.  
I think the Board should make whatever modifications are required in the Bylaws, Rules and 
Regulations and related Unit Handbook to clarify that external third-party monitoring is a 
requirement and that non-compliance is subject to the same penalties as any other type of 
rules infraction.  If my Unit Handbook is up to date, I believe the current Assessment of Fines 
Policy (approved by the Board on August 21, 2002) specifies a fine of $25 for every two weeks 
that the violation remains uncured.  
When I served on the Board (and as President), we identified several basic overriding principles 
that helped drive our decision-making process. The top two were: 
        I.            The safety and security of our unit owners and their visiting guests. 
      II.            The preservation of property values. 
Perhaps the current Board has defined different objectives that I am not aware of. But if not, I 
believe only Option 1 of your four proposed options meet these two crucial criteria.    
Here are a few additional thoughts (not in order of importance): 
1.      I believe professional external monitoring 24/7 is a very important benefit with strong 
safety implications. To date I have not seen anyone propose a “smart” alternative that includes 
professional, third-party, external around-the-clock monitoring. Email or text notifications to 
individuals simply won’t provide the same level of safety.   
 2.      External monitoring only works for the entire community if everyone uses it and 
compliance is required (and verified annually). The systems should be monitored and units 
should be tested annually as required in the Unit Handbook. Those who are not in compliance 
should be notified, warned and then fined accordingly. We have been lax in this area for several 
years and it sets a dangerous precedence.  
 3.      Any solution that allows for “optional” usage is not really a solution. It is somewhat like 
mask wearing during COVID. You don’t just do it to protect yourself; you do it to also protect 
those next to you. All of our units have one or more neighbors with a shared wall. Center unit 
ranches have two shared walls. Personally, I would not want to live in a center unit knowing 
that my neighbors on either side may not have professional external monitoring.    
  4.      Look at this issue in a more holistic way. Separate the strategy from the tactical 
execution and the vendor performance. I believe the strategy of having a firm and enforceable 
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requirement for external professional monitoring is very sound. The tactical execution 
(hardware/technology) may be somewhat outdated, but still performs as originally intended. 
The vendor performance may or may not be up to our desired level. If there are areas where 
the process could be enhanced, look at doing so by improving or replacing the tactical 
execution (technology) and/or the vendor rather than doing away with the strategy. Save the 
baby, toss the bathwater. 
 5.      For an example of this line of reasoning, when we had performance issues with one of our 
previous property management firms, we did a search and found a more qualified replacement. 
We did not do away with the strategy of having an external property management firm.        
 6.      Ask yourself this: if professional external monitoring was totally free of charge, would it 
be a good idea for MCCA? I think everyone would answer “yes” to this question. Then it 
appears that the only justification against it is financial rather than strategic. The Board is 
charged with acting in a fiduciary role with the well-being of the Association (not Unit Owners) 
as their prime directive. I can’t imagine why the current annual cost of $10,000 to the 
Association is not considered a wise expenditure. It is good protection for the Association and 
also has substantial benefits to Unit Owners. That appears to be a classic “win-win” situation. 
 7.      In your memo that cost is often referred to as the total cost (MCCA cost plus Unit Owner 
cost) as being $21,000. I think this is a misleading (and borderline disingenuous) as it assumes 
that the only reason our Unit Owners have a land line telephone is to comply with the 
monitoring requirement. Especially given the average age of our Unit Owners, I believe a large 
percentage would maintain a land line telephone even without the monitoring requirement. In 
such cases their additional incremental cost is zero. In any case, the Board is charged with 
acting as a fiduciary for the Association and I fear they may be overly influenced by thinking 
instead about their own personal costs.     
 8.      Your memo refers to external monitoring being used by “more expensive developments” 
as if our development does not fit in the same category. We have units that regularly sell for 
more than a half-million dollars. One unit just sold for a record $217 per square foot (which 
would put some of our ranch units in the neighborhood of $750,000). MCCA is certainly 
considered to be one of the most “high end” condominium projects in the area. Perhaps we 
should act like it.  
 9.      MCCA recently raised the annual assessment to an all-time high. And our Association has 
financial reserves that exceed $1.1 million and are the envy of every other condo association in 
town. Despite this, MCCA has made a number of decisions recently that could be perceived to 
be “cheap” in nature. The decision not to pay $75 per month in the summer for yard waste 
removal is another example.  While I always applaud judicious cost savings wherever possible, it 
seems like an odd time to remove services that have previously been provided. The optics are 
poor since it appears to be “pay more, get less” which I’m sure is not the intention of the 
Board.     
 10.  I believe the current external monitoring system should form the bare minimum of 
protection, and be provided/required by MCCA. In addition, the Association could also provide 
information on additional monitoring that could be implemented by individual Unit Owners. 
We could remind owners of the current code requirements for smoke and carbon monoxide 
monitors that are the responsibility of unit owners. We could also provide information on some 
of the “smart” systems that are available for additional protection such as water leak detectors 
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(I believe water leaks to be the major cause of internal damage in our units). These additional 
forms of monitoring could be strongly encouraged but not required. 
  Sorry the long-winded commentary. I hope you and the Board will consider these thoughts as 
your craft your recommendations, consider revising your previous decision and prepare for a lively 
discussion and vote at the MCCA Annual Meeting. Thanks again for your service to our neighbors!   --
Michael Knapstein (Unit #3423)— 
 
 
21 I wholeheartedly agree with Michael Knapstein’s comments.  –Anita Matcha, 3334-- 
 
 
22 Thanks for all your work on this.  I would add my vote for Option 1.  –Susan Goelzer, 
3201-- 
 
 
23 Our preference is option 1 - 3rd party professional monitoring. And we agree with 
Michael Knapstein.  --Marcia Nelson, 3231 
 
 
24 Thanks for the request for comment.  In general, I favor option #4, to eliminate the 
requirement for external monitoring and discontinue MCCA support of the monitoring service. 
Let each owner decide if and how they want to monitor their unit (similar to security alarms). 
If this was rank-option voting, my next choices would be option #2, #3, and #1 in that order. If 
we are going to require monitoring, then let each owner decide the best approach for them.  

Personally, if we end external monitoring then I would plan to use an internet 
connected smart thermostat and smart smoke alarm. These provide some additional features 
that I think are desirable and having a third party do any monitoring is redundant.  A few 
additional comments: 

When I contacted CFS last fall to inquire about the option of using the cellular system, 
the first person on the phone I spoke with expressed an opinion that the system here was 
antiquated and obsolete. In fact, she had to refer me to Frank for further questions because he 
was supposedly the only person on the staff who understood how it worked and what options 
could be used. This suggests to me that if we do continue to require 3rd party monitoring then 
probably sooner than later the physical hardware of the system (main panels) will need to be 
upgraded in each unit and that will be a considerable expense, either for the owner or MCCA. I 
don't see that that was considered in any of the costing options. 

Far more important than monitoring is to have properly functioning smoke/fire 
detectors installed in the first place. That means replacing batteries, testing the units regularly, 
and having a detector that is less than 10 years old. Many people may be unaware that all 
smoke alarms have a maximum 10 year lifespan and need to be replaced at that interval. I was 
surprised to find when we moved in that the original smoke alarms from 2001 were still present 
and had never been changed out. Whether they would have worked in a real emergency is 
anyone's guess, and I replaced all of them. I bet we're not the only unit with 20+year old smoke 
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detectors...(newer model detectors now begin to chirp at the end of their life and it can't be 
turned off). 

So, in addition to modifying language in the bylaws/rules about monitoring, I would 
implore the board to add language to the effect that each unit owner shall be required to have 
functioning smoke/fire detectors in accordance with state and local regulations, and that they 
shall maintain the alarms consistent with industry guidance, and that smoke alarms must be 
replaced at least every 10 years. To me, this is much more important for the protection of our 
units and community than any benefit of external monitoring (which is mostly just providing 
peace of mind).   --Craig Roberts, 3230— 
 
 
25 I strongly support option 1!  I believe our docs require it, I believe every Board prior to 
our current Board interpreted it that way , and since it has been a service provided by for over 
20 years it is an amenity that the Board has no authority to drop.  I'm disappointed that 
your analysis didn't make clear that the board voted to cancel the monitoring service effective 
Dec. 31, 2021.  --Steve Martin, 3343--  
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 


