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TO:  MCCA Board 
FROM: Ad hoc committee on Smoke / Temperature Monitoring 
   Dave Riley, chair 
   Craig Roberts 
   John Geroux 
   Todd Richmond 

DATE: August 13, 2021 
 
 
 

Background / Recap: 
 
 On behalf of the MCCA Board, Dave Riley emailed all MCCA owners on June 4 
about our situation and options for external monitoring of our smoke / temp alert 
systems.  Twenty-five responses were received.  That’s over 1/3 of the members. 
 
 The full list of responses is in a separate document.  Here is a summary of the 
feedback.   
 
Twenty of the replies favored one of the 4 options we suggested: 
 Straw Poll  

“votes” Option 
 10  1.  Third party monitoring required. 
 2  2.  Third party monitoring paid for but optional. 
 6  3.  Require external monitoring but let each owner decide how. 
 2  4.  No requirement. 
 
Two conclusions from that straw poll:     

(1) 90% of respondents (18 of 20) want either encouragement or a requirement 
of external monitoring.  (options 1, 2, and 3).  Just 10% preferred no 
requirement.   
 

(2) there was disagreement on whether monitoring should be by a single external 
vendor (10 votes for option 1) or if individual owners should be able to decide 
how to provide that external monitoring (8 votes for options 2 and 3). 

 
 Beyond the straw poll, many responses included useful advice: 
  

Keep the rule simple and clear:  “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.  (Steven Orso)  “As the complexity of 
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the options increases, the problem of appropriate compliance becomes more difficult.”  
(Ray Stommel) 
 
 Newer technologies exist and allow us to easily add monitoring for additional 
hazards, such as water in the basement and ozone (Cheryl Vickroy and Lorin Ziglin).  
Our existing technology is so old that Capitol Fire & Safety no longer installs it (Cheryl 
Vickroy).  While requiring a minimum level of external monitoring for smoke and 
temperature, we might also encourage owners to add their own newer “smart” systems 
that can monitor for additional threats, such as water leak detectors (Michael 
Knapstein).  Some owners commented that they didn’t want less monitoring, they 
wanted better monitoring, closer to current “best practices” (Craig Roberts). 
 
 Maybe keep the goal but change the method.   Knapstein encouraged us to 
separate these 3 elements:  our Strategy (enforceable external monitoring);  our 
Execution (the existing hardware in our units);  and our Vendor Performance (CFS).  “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.”  (Michael Knapstein).   “Maybe it is time for the property management 
company to come up with methods, vendors and costs.”  (Bill and Anne Belt) 
 
 Our experiences with Capitol Fire & Safety have been quite variable.  Some 
people have found them responsive and competent, while others have found them the 
opposite. 
 
 People emphasized differing values.  Some people emphasized safety, freedom 
from worry.  Others emphasized the capability and performance of our systems.  Some 
emphasized personal choice, while others emphasized property values.  One asserted 
that we are a high-end, expensive condominium project and ought to act like it.  In other 
words, people’s differing votes in the straw poll might not reflect differences in 
knowledge or logic, but instead reflect the application of slightly differing values to the 
decision. 
 

This variety of viewpoints is not far off the mixed viewpoints of the Board two 
months ago, when it recorded a split vote to pursue some other system than the current 
one with Capitol.  In response to the June round of feedback, the MCCA Board 
unanimously passed this motion on June 22: 
 

The MCCA Board affirms our commitment to required external monitoring of our 
alarm systems (in line with the feedback we received from the community), and 
the Board will establish an ad hoc committee to investigate the options available 
to us.   

 
 Board member Dave Riley was assigned chair of this ad hoc committee and 
recruited three members from those who had already written thoughtful comments to 
the board on this topic:  Craig Roberts, John Geroux, and Todd Richmond.  The 
committee’s aim is to report a summary of the Boards options, including the pros and 



3 
 

cons of each, without indicating our own preferences.  Our report follows, in these 
sections: 

1         What are the pros and cons of Self-monitoring vs. Vendor monitoring?   

2         How does our current vendor (Capital F&S) compare to other available 
vendors?  (For example, how does it compare on cost, flexibility to use 
alternative hardware and communications methods, etc.?) 

3         What does our system need for improvement?  (For example, how can we 
spot aging sensors and prompt their replacement?)   

 

1:  What are the pros and cons of Self-monitoring vs. Vendor 
monitoring? 

External Monitoring by a Vendor 
Pros: 

Professional response.  External monitoring by a professional service provides 
the highest level of protection because of the guarantee of round-the-clock monitoring 
and response.   

 
Simplicity.  This requirement would keep our system simple and clear.  In 

contrast, if we allowed owners to decide how to provide external monitoring we could 
end up with a complex system that is difficult verify, and with different levels of external 
monitoring.   

 
Continuity.  This has been our assumed policy in the past, and this level of 

protection may even factor into some owners’ decisions to live here (while it might come 
as a surprise to others).   

 
Peace of mind.  This phrase was used by some owners in their feedback to us.  

This is a psychological benefit of the belief that we are better protected (regardless of 

the actual quality of the monitoring). 

 

Luxury standards.  One resident told us “We are a luxury condo complex and 

have unique services that make us more desirable.”  

 
Cons: 

Cost.  External monitoring by a vendor currently costs us about $21,000 per year, 
comprised of $10,000 for the vendor and an estimated $11,000 in costs for the required 
land-lines, or about $345 per year per owner.    However, having an external monitor 
has created a discount on the property insurance of some owners (it does not affect the 
MCCA insurance on our condo buildings). 
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Prevents innovation.  Requiring use of a common vendor has prevented some 

owners from replacing their old equipment with newer and better technologies, because 
they do not easily link to the vendor’s communication hub. 

 
Limits flexibility.  Related to the above idea, to limit the complexity of their 

systems, vendors put limits on which sensors an owner can use (e.g. Honeywell, 
Google Nest, First Alert, etc.), and which communication methods they will allow 
(telephone land line, cell phone signal, wifi internet).  This sometimes prevents an 
owner from using better or cheaper technology. 

Self-Monitoring by an Owner 

Pros: 
Low Cost.  There is no ongoing monthly expense for the owner or MCCA 

(assuming the owner would have internet and/or cell phone access regardless). The 
one-time hardware cost for a minimum level of protection (smoke and temp) would be 
less than $200. 

 
DIY. A basic monitoring system can easily be installed by most homeowners 

without needing a technician or special tools. 
 
Choice. Owners can pick and choose the specific products and level of protection 

they desire. They can mix and match devices to build a system with state-of-the-art 
capability. Back-up monitoring by a third party can also be added as an option for some 
systems (e.g., SimpliSafe, see chart on page X). 

 
Flexibility. Owners can upgrade, expand or replace their existing devices (smoke 

detectors, temperature monitors, etc) with newer and better technologies as desired, 
without involving a third-party vendor. 

 
 Modern. Wireless technologies have largely replaced wired technologies for 

alarm system monitoring. Sensors and applications can easily be replaced or updated. 
The current system forces owners to use obsolete 1990s technology that in some cases 
may be unreliable (e.g., 20-year-old temperature monitors and smoke detectors). 
Upgrading our current vendor system to wireless would likely cost $500-1000 per unit, 
based on estimates received from some owners. 

 
Reliability. Newer smart devices can monitor themselves and report issues via a 

wireless alert to the user – a malfunctioning smoke detector, low battery alerts, etc. A 
fire alarm that is automatically tested every month is arguably safer and more reliable in 
an emergency than one that hasn’t been tested in years. The user can also manually 
check the system or device remotely from anywhere. 

 
Real-time Monitoring. Owners can check the status of their home at any time, 

from anywhere in the world that has internet access. For example, if an owner is worried 
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about their furnace failing during cold weather, a smart thermostat app allows them to 
check the furnace status and ambient temperature as often as they like, or to be 
automatically alerted (e.g. by text message and email) by the system, as opposed to 
waiting for a phone call from an external monitoring service once the home temperature 
declines to a set point. Or if the humidity in the home is too high, the user could turn on 
the A/C remotely.  
   
Cons: 

No independent backup. Owners alone are responsible for monitoring their 
system alerts via a cell phone or other internet connected device. There is generally no 
backup system to send help if the owner is not reachable. For some devices it is 
possible to add additional users to receive alerts, but there is no functionality (yet) to 
automatically dispatch fire or police. 

 
Coverage Gaps. If the owner’s phone/device is offline (for example, while 

traveling), then the owner won’t receive an alarm alert until they are back online. Many 
people are not willing to be tethered to their phone on a 24/7 basis and so there may be 
gaps in coverage. 

 
Self-Responsibility. Owners are responsible for monitoring their home when it is 

unoccupied (or delegating that task to someone else). In the event of an alert that 
requires immediate action, the user/owner would need to contact authorities directly to 
deal with the issue. It’s conceivable that there could be circumstances where this poses 
a challenge (no cell phone coverage, etc.).  

 
Technology. Owners must be comfortable with the technology required and have 

a familiarity with using mobile apps and connecting devices to a home Wi-Fi network. 
Owners must be able to keep a home network “up” and running on a 24/7 basis to 
maintain monitoring coverage. 

 
Power Outages. Home internet and Wi-Fi networks require electrical power and 

most people do not have battery backup for the entire chain of devices (modem, router, 
etc) used in a home network. In the event of a power outage, it is possible an 
owner/user would not receive alarm alerts that rely on an internet connection to transmit 
that message (this is true with the current system as well – many telephone landlines 
use an internet connection to transmit their signal). 

 
Variability. Different owners/units might use a variety of systems or devices and 

variability would be inherent in how well those systems perform. Some may be more 
reliable and capable than others. It would be difficult to track and/or enforce a standard. 
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2:  How does our current vendor (Capital F&S) compare to 
other available vendors? 

 
 This part of the committee’s work was led by John Geroux (3417 Conservancy 
Ln) who has over 30 years of experience in the telecommunications industry. Several 
large/small vendors were selected for comparison with Capital Fire & Safety, our 
current vendor.  Some did not reply. The first two –ADT and Vivant-- were selected 
because they scored in the top 5 of the 2021 Consumer Reports rankings and provide 
monitoring services in Dane County.  But as shown in the accompanying chart they also 
have two significant weaknesses:  (1) they are significantly more expensive than 
Capital, and (2) they lack local management and technicians to work with. 
 
 The third comparison we chose was SimpliSafe, (#10-- 2021 Consumer 
Reports) since they offer considerable flexibility for owners who wish to install their own 
smoke / temperature monitoring equipment but still link to a dedicated 24/7 monitoring 
service.   
 
 The final comparison is with Mid-Wisconsin Security, headquartered in 
Fitchburg.  They are the only local business we found that offers the kind of 
personalized local service that we have with Capital. They are family owned and 
operated, offering highly rated service since 1969 including 24/7 local monitoring. 
 
 Each vendor was interviewed, not only to obtain estimates of costs, but also to 
obtain a picture of how they operated and how flexible their services could be.   
 

In terms of monitoring operations, we were very favorably impressed with the 
professional monitoring and response systems of the vendors. However we wanted to 
verify “in detail” each link in our Capital Security monitoring chain of calls that would be 
caused by a smoke or security alarm. Capital Security contracts with USA Central 
Station who has four monitoring national response centers (always networked with each 
other so a regional power failure would not interrupt the emergency signal).  We (John 
Geroux) spoke with the monitoring person in Milford Connecticut asking who he would 
call for a smoke alarm.  They answered: Dane County 911 center who will dispatch to 
the Middleton Fire Department.  For a security alarm---Middleton Police department. We 
also verified with the Middleton fire department and police department the quality of info 
they receive in the emergency process, and both were very satisfied.  In addition USA 
Central Station clearly follows the call process indicated on the condo owner’s file card. 
The only vendor in our sample that does not link to a dedicated national response 
service is Mid-Western Wisconsin located in Fitchburg which uses its own local staff for 
24/7 monitoring. 
 

We asked about each vendor’s flexibility in types of alarm sensors they could 
use.  Every vendor places limits on which sensors their systems will accept.  For 
example, all of them accept Honeywell technology, but only some are willing to work 
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with other technologies.  The complexity and cost of a system will increase as it tries to 
accommodate different kinds of technology.   
 

We also asked about each vendor’s flexibility in the communication methods they 
would accept, for sending alarms to the monitoring centers:  telephone land-line, cell 
signal, and wifi internet.  Cell signals are used by every vendor we questioned, and two 
also accept landline communications.  In the last decade some vendors have 
experimented with using wifi internet communications, but the current consensus is that 
this communication method has significantly more interruptions than the other two and 
is not used.  For example, if the internet provider experiences a momentary interruption 
in service, the local owner will continue to lack monitoring service until they manually 
reboot their local modem and router.  This remains a common experience for internet 
users, and for this reason all the monitoring services we reviewed limit themselves to 
cell signal and landline communications. 
 
Notes on each vendor 
Much more is known about each vendor.  This report is our briefest possible overview. 
 
Capital Fire & Security 
 Capital F&S combines a responsive local company with a national monitoring 
system.  Local Responsiveness:  unlike many other vendors, Capital has local staff who 
know our community well.  They answered our calls promptly, and they have a proven 
willingness to visit our street to answer questions from owners.  We found them 
undefensive and informative in response to our questions.  Professional monitoring 
service:  Capital uses a national service (since 2015) to answer and respond to sensor 
alerts (see above).  
 
 Capital’s costs are the lowest of the vendors we studied.  Over the last two 
decades they have continued to expand into newer technologies in terms of both 
sensors and communication methods.  A few years ago they added cell/radio as a 
replacement for land-lines, which has an installation cost of about $400-700 per unit, 
and a continuing cost of $10 per month per owner. If an owner switched their monitoring 
from landline to cell, the lower monthly charge for communication (as compared to 
landlines) would pay for the newly installed cell equipment in roughly 1 to 4 years 
(depending upon your current landline charge and your cell signal strength). 
 
 
ADT and Vivant 
 These two vendors are highly respected national companies.  They have no local 
offices (we talked with their offices in Salt Lake City).   For actual work on our 
equipment they would subcontract with local companies, in one case a company in 
Milwaukee.  If we wanted personalized service, for example an annual report on alerts 
issued from our 61 units, or informational sessions with unit owners, we are highly 
doubtful these companies could accommodate us.  They are highly competent, 
expensive, and lack the ability for personalized service. 
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 SimpliSafe 
 This vendor offers a kind of flexibility not available from the others:  Owners can 
install their own equipment and link it to the SimpliSafe monitoring system.  Few of our 
owners are asking for this ability, but those who wish to explore new technologies would 
benefit, and the neighborhood might eventually benefit by encouraging innovation.  
SimpliSafe is like ADT and Vivant in having no local staff, and therefore lacking a locally 
personalized service.  They are among the least expensive options at about $11,000 
per year, which includes fire/smoke alarm monitoring and dispatched 
response. Monitoring of low temperature is available only on a more expensive 
plan ($25/month/unit, ~$19k/year) for which they will contact the owner or designee by 
phone if an alarm is triggered. 
 
Mid-Wisconsin Security 
 This vendor is similar to Capital F&S:  they are local, with an excellent reputation, 
were highly responsive to our inquiries, and appear able to provide service that is 
personalized to MCCA.   Instead of using a national call-monitoring service, they staff 
their own service around the clock (we are unable to estimate the reliability of this 
monitoring).   They are comparable to the other vendors in having a limited variety of 
equipment they can support.  Their continuing cost is about $7,000 per year more than 
Capital, which is the least expensive.  
 
 
Chart follows on next page. 
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Brief Comparison of Vendors providing Smoke / Temperature Monitoring 
 
Costs are rough estimates, not based on bids for any particular condo. 
                                                                                                                    Monitoring 
   Local Initial  Owner  MCCA        Flexibility on         Monitor  Expandable to 
Vendor   Staff Cost  Cost / Yr Cost / Yr       Equipment          Link                 Security, CO, etc  
 
Capital Fire & Safety Yes    $0 (existing-LL) LL  $300/yr            $10,000 /yr      Some              Landline/ Cell          Yes 
                                                     If cell added:  Cell  $120/yr 

          $400 - $800.               
                                                      
Vivant   No     $1,400 est                 $525/yr /unit (combined cost          Very                Cell                        Yes 
                                                                                        of cell service and monitoring)  Limited 
       $525 X 61 = $32,025 
 
ADT   No      $400-800                LL  $300/yr            $23,000 to              Some                Landline/Cell         Yes 

Cell  $600/yr    $47,000 / yr 
 
 
Simply Safe  No      Do-it-Yourself       Assumed                $19,000/yr           Some               Cell                           Yes 
                                                      Labor.  Costs   comparable  

          depend on  to other  
          equipment. vendors.  

                 
Midwest Wisconsin Yes     $400-600       Cell $110-170/Yr      $17,000/yr      Some                Cell                    Yes 
                                                                                                         
 
Notes:   1.  Several cost estimates:  Equipment and Labor may be combined.  Labor rate can be $80 - $120 / hr. 
 2.  Vivant’s estimate combined the costs of cell service and monitoring. 

3.  The cost of a land line is highly variable, ranging from zero to about $40 per month in our neighborhood.  We used an estimate of $25  
per month for our average across MCCA owners. 

 4.  The wide range of costs ($400 - $800) for adding a cell signal with Capital F&S is due to variable signal strength in our neighborhood. 
 5.  Some of these estimates were for a single unit, and MCCA might negotiate a group discount. 
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3:  What does our system need for improvement? 

 
 While researching this report the committee noted deficiencies that will not be 
automatically covered by any system of external monitoring.  We recommend the board, 
in designing any system of monitoring, address these needs as well:   
 
Regularly update the hardware.   

We need a system to identify the hardware that has exceeded its useable lifetime 
and to prompt its replacement.  One option is to ask our external vendor to contact 1/5 
of the units each year (i.e. every unit checked once every 5 years) to inspect and test 
the sensor equipment and other hardware, explain to the owners the options for 
updating existing sensors (and for adding additional sensors for other issues, such as 
carbon monoxide), leave a booklet on how to use and test the equipment, and answer 
any questions from the owners.  If a sensor (for example) has exceeded its useable 
lifetime, our existing MCCA Rules require the owner to maintain it, which we believe 
means they must replace it. 
 
Educate / remind the owners on a regular schedule.   

Even when an owner reads the manual on our smoke/temperature monitoring 
system, they are likely to forget it over time.  We need to routinely remind owners what 
the rules are, how and when to test their system, what additional options they have (e.g. 
for security monitoring), how to tell when a sensor has exceeded its lifetime, and so 
forth.   This implies both a single-sheet summary to give to new owners, and one or 
more newsletter articles to remind all owners on a yearly basis. 
 
Require an annual report from our external monitor.   

Currently, Capital Fire & Safety cannot tell us how many times they received an 
alert from one of our condos in the last year, much less what caused the alert and what 
response it created.  We should insist on an annual report.  (Most businesses would see 
this as an opportunity to justify and sell their continued service.) 
 
 
Finally 
 
 We submit this report to the Board without indicating our preferred solution (that 
is the Board’s job).  But having thought about it, we suggest these two orienting 
questions for the Board’s discussion: 
 
 Should the MCCA require external monitoring of smoke / temperature by a third-
party monitor, or should it allow greater choice to unit owners (i.e. the choice of self-
monitoring or no monitoring if desired)? 
 
 If a requirement of third-party monitoring is desired, which vendor looks best? 
 
 

 


