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Chair Brian J. Feldman

and Members, Education, Energy, and the Environment Committee

2 West, Miller Senate Office Building

Annapolis, Maryland 21401

March 1, 2024

Dear Chair Feldman and Members of the Education, Energy, and the Environment Committee:

My name is Dan Reed and I serve as the Regional Policy Director for Greater Greater Washington, a

nonprofit that works to advance racial, economic, and environmental justice in land use, transportation,

and housing throughout Greater Washington. GGWash supports Senate Bill 689, the Melanie Nicholle

Diaz Fire Safety Act, which provides important protections to the residents of older high-rise buildings.

We are deeply grateful to Delegate Charkoudian for her ongoing commitment to this issue, as it’s

personal for me. I grew up in Arrive Silver Spring (formerly Georgian Towers), the Silver Spring apartment

complex where last year a catastrophic fire displaced hundreds of residents and claimed the life of a

young woman named Melanie Diaz. That fire was nothing new. We moved there in 1991 when I was

three and stayed for seven years. Some of my most formative memories are of being trapped in our 14th

floor apartment during fires; strangers helping my mother carry me down the stairs while evacuating;

and waiting in the cold, dark night for the firefighters to say it was safe to return.

There are buildings like this all over Maryland, built before modern fire safety measures were required.

This bill will protect the thousands of people who call them home. It would require property owners to

install fire alarms and escape lighting in public areas; provide fire safety and evacuation instructions to

tenants on a regular basis; identify funding sources for property owners to install fire sprinklers; and

form a workgroup to identify best practices for retrofitting sprinklers in older high-rise buildings.

No one else should go through what Melanie Diaz’s family experienced, and Senate Bill 689 can help

ensure that. We urge the Education, Energy, and the Environment Committee to give this bill a favorable

report.

Sincerely,

Dan Reed

Regional Policy Director

80 M Street SE, Suite 100, Washington, DC 20003
info@ggwash.org

https://ggwash.org/
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March 1, 2024 
 
Senator Brian Feldman, Chair 
Senate Education, Energy and Environment Committee 
2 West, Miller Senate Office Building 
Annapolis, Maryland 21401 
 
Position: FAVORABLE 
 
Re: SB689 – Melanie Nicholle Diaz Fire Safety Act 
 
The Professional Fire Fighters of Maryland is the state level affiliate of the 
International Association of Fire Fighters that represents more than 10,000 active and 
retired professional fire fighters and emergency medical services personnel who 
proudly serve the citizens of the State of Maryland. 
 
We fully support SB689 as a critical piece of legislation that will implement and 
require certain fire safety requirements. NFPA 72 is the gold standard for installation 
of smoke detection equipment. The committee should resist any attempt to refer that 
matter to a workgroup which may result in further delays in implementing these 
important safety requirements that are designed to save lives and protect property. 
 
On behalf of the members of Professional Fire Fighters of Maryland, we strongly urge 
a favorable report on Senate Bill 689. 
 
Submitted respectfully, 
 

 
 
Jeffrey Buddle, President 
Professional Fire Fighters of Maryland 
 
 



 
The membership of the Professional Fire Fighters of Maryland includes 27 IAFF local 
affiliates from the following jurisdictions: 
 
Federal: Aberdeen Proving Grounds, Fort George G. Meade, National Capital Federal 
Fire Fighters, National Institutes of Health 
 
State: Baltimore / Washington International Airport 
 
Local: Annapolis City, Allegany County, Anne Arundel County, Baltimore City (2 
affiliates), Baltimore County, Carroll County, Cecil County, Charles County, 
Cumberland City, Frederick County, Garrett County, Hagerstown, Howard County, 
Montgomery County, Ocean City, Prince Georges County, Queen Annes County, 
Salisbury, St. Mary County, Talbot County, Worchester County 
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Jill Courtney 500 W. Baltimore St. 

Public Health Law Clinic  Baltimore, MD 21301 

University of Maryland Carey School of Law publichealth@law.umaryland.edu 

 

 

Testimony in Support of Senate Bill 689 

Melanie Nicholle Diaz Fire Safety Act 

Before the Education, Energy, and Environment Committee: 3/1/2024  

 

Automatic sprinkler systems can reduce civilian death by fire by 85%.  According to the 

National Fire Protection Association, no more than two people have ever been killed by a  fire 

where automatic sprinklers were completely installed and operated properly in a high-rise 

building. National Fire Protection Association, Fire Sprinkler Initiative Information. In addition 

to civilian safety, automatic sprinklers decrease the amount of property damage in apartment 

buildings. Yet, despite the commonsense solution, residents in older high-rise apartments remain 

at risk. The Melanie Nicholle Diaz Fire Safety Act will curb that risk significantly. 

 

One year ago, a fire in a Silver Spring high-rise apartment complex displaced hundreds of 

residents, hospitalized 20 civilians and firefighters, and resulted in the tragic death of 25-year-old 

Melanie Diaz and her two dogs. Last session, while interning with Chairman William Smith’s 

office, I had the opportunity to meet with and escort the Diaz family around the State House. As 

we went to each legislator’s office, I heard Melanie Diaz’s father tell the story about the worst 

day of his life over and over again. Each time he told the story about the losing his daughter he 

became more emotional and more firm with his policy ask. His ask is a simple one, achieved 

with common sense legislation like the bill we see here today.  

 

Today’s legislation requires owners of high-rise buildings without automatic sprinkler systems to 

notify its residents both in their lease, and by signage placed in the apartment complexes that the 

building is not equipped with these life-saving systems. Having to disclose this missing safety 

precaution will encourage management companies to remedy the deficiency and add sprinkler 

systems. Tenant knowledge will likely increase demand for the safer buildings, also incentivizing 

owners to effectively equip their buildings. To match this demand and allow more buildings to 

have the sprinkler, this bill requires the Department of Housing and Community Development, 

along with the State Fire Marshal and the Department of Emergency Management, to identify 

funding sources that will assist owners in installing automatic sprinkler systems. Identifying 

these funding options for owners should make it easy and affordable for them to install these life-

saving systems in their properties.  

  

This is about renter protection. This is about civilian and firefighter safety. And most 

importantly, this is about making sure that Melanie Diaz’s passing inspires positive action for 

fire safety. For these reasons, I request a favorable report on Senate Bill 689.  

 

This testimony is submitted on behalf of the Public Health Law Clinic at the University of 

Maryland Carey School of Law and not by the School of Law, the University of Maryland, 

Baltimore, or the University of Maryland System.   

mailto:publichealth@law.umaryland.edu
https://www.nfpa.org/Education%20and%20Research/Home%20Fire%20Safety/Fire%20Sprinkler%20Initiative#sthash.n4ffKzLR.dpuf
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Maryland Association of the Deaf
Written Testimony

SB 689 - Fire Protection and Prevention - Sprinkler Systems and Smoke
Alarms - Requirements (Melanie Diaz Sprinklers Save Lives Act)

Friday, March 1, 2024
Position: Favorable

The Maryland Association of the Deaf (MDAD) is a statewide organization that
protects the interests of Deaf, DeafBlind, and Hard of Hearing Marylanders
regarding accessibility and equality issues.

MDAD supports the bill, SB 689, that is sponsored by Senator Smith. There are
approximately 1.2 million Deaf, DeafBlind, and Hard of Hearing individuals living
in the State of Maryland. We have heard many stories where the landlord would not
purchase or obtain a smoke detector/fire alarm for the Deaf, DeafBlind, and Hard of
Hearing tenants. Some landlords would make the Deaf, DeafBlind, and Hard of
Hearing tenant pay for it and are not reimbursed.  

Most recently, a Deaf woman who lived in the apartment building for several years in
Silver Spring. The building was on fire in February 2023. She has asked her landlord
several times for the fire alarm or smoke detector and her landlord refuses. She was
lucky enough to have someone go into her room and wake her up to get out of the
building as soon as possible. In our view, this violates her right to have reasonable
accommodation and feeling safe at her own home. 

Landlords need to be responsible for their buildings and units. They are the one who
decides to allow a person to live in their home. If there is an issue with their home,
the tenant must contact the landlord and the landlord will need to solve the issue. It
is the same conception and responsibility with the smoke detector and fire alarm for
a Deaf tenant. The landlords are responsible to make sure that all the tenants are in
safe space with all the necessary devices.

For the sake of safety and peace of mind on Deaf, DeafBlind, and Hard of Hearing
tenants, MDAD requests the favorable report of the bill, SB 689. This will make sure
that landlords are responsible to provide the smoke detector or fire alarm according
to the American with Disabilities Act. 

MDAD Board of Directors

Maryland Association of the Deaf • P.O. Box 527 • Burtonsville, MD 20866 Page 1 of 1
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January 30, 2024 

 

 

RE: Fire/EMS Coalition Support for Senate Bill 689 

 

Dear Chairman Feldman, Vice Chair Kagan, and Members of the Committee, 

The Fire/EMS Coalition would like to express their support for Senate Bill 689: Fire Protection 

and Prevention - Residential Rental Property - Requirements (Melanie Nicholle Diaz Fire Safety 

Act). The bill will establish requirements relating to the installation of certain fire safety 

equipment in residential rental high-rise buildings and other properties. This bill also authorizes 

the Mayor and City Council of Baltimore City or the governing body of a county or municipal 

corporation to grant, by law, a certain property tax credit. This bill establishes the Workgroup to 

develop Fire Safety Best Practices for Pre-1974 High-Rise Buildings and requires the 

Workgroup to make reports on its findings and recommendations. These reports would need to 

be finished on or before December 31, 2024. 

The Fire/EMS Coalition supports Senate Bill 689 as it will be beneficial to public safety in 

Maryland as this bill would ensure that buildings include proper fire safety equipment. This bill 

also promotes safety and education through the reporting of the workgroup findings. The 

Coalition supports this bill for the safety and welfare of the general public of Maryland. 

Sincerely, 

 
Senator Mike McKay 

Representing the Appalachia Region of Maryland 

Serving Garrett, Allegany, and Washington Counties 

 

Voting Organizations: 

Maryland Fire Chief’s Association (MFCA) 

Maryland State Firemen’s Association (MSFA) 

State Fire Marshal (OSFM) 

Maryland Fire Rescue Institute (MFRI) 

Maryland Institute for Emergency Medical Services System (MIEMMS)  

Metro Fire Chief’s Association 



Professional Firefighters of Maryland 
 

Our Mission Statement 

The Maryland Fire/EMS Coalition unites Republicans and Democrats in support of fire/emergency services 

legislation that benefit all first responders.  Becoming a member does not require taking positions on legislation; 

rather Coalition members are asked to offer support in a way that best benefits fire/emergency services in their 

respective Legislative Districts. 
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CITY TAKOMA OF PARK 

MARYLAND 
 

 
Support Senate Bill 689 - Fire Protection and Prevention - Residential Rental Property - 
Requirements - the Melanie Nicholle Diaz Fire Safety Act 
Senate Educa�on, Energy, and the Environment Commitee 
March 1, 2024 
 
The City of Takoma Park supports and urges favorable consideration of Senate Bill 689. 
 
In 2023, a tragic apartment fire in Downtown Silver Spring took the life of 25-year-old Melanie Diaz and 
her two dogs, displaced over 400 residents, and hospitalized 20 people, including firefighters. Almost 90 
apartments in the building were condemned. 
 
There are dozens of high-rise buildings in Montgomery County, including in Takoma Park. This legislation 
would provide necessary fire safety improvements in high-rise apartment buildings by:  
 

● Requiring the installation of an automatic smoke alarm in each sleeping area within each 
residential occupancy, including one- and two- family dwellings and apartment buildings. 

● Requiring the installation of an automatic smoke alarm in each public corridor accessible by 
units in residential high-rise buildings beginning on July 1, 2024. 

● Providing for each sleeping room occupied by a deaf or hard of hearing individual an approved 
notification appliance designed to alert those individuals in the case of a fire. 

● Prohibiting landlords from charging tenants for smoke alarms or notification appliances. 
● Requiring buildings to post a notice in all main building entrances and note in the lease if they 

do not have automatic sprinkler systems in place. 
● Instructing the Department of Housing and Community Development to work with the State Fire 

Marshal and Maryland Department of Emergency Management to identify funding sources to 
help building owners meet these requirements. 

 
The bill also gives local jurisdictions the necessary flexibility to go beyond the requirements of the bill.  
The bill allows local jurisdictions to adopt smoke alarm regulations that are more stringent than the 
provisions included in the bill. It also provides municipalities, like Takoma Park, the ability to offer tax 
incentives to encourage apartment building owners or condominium associations to make fire safety 
improvements.  
 
This bill is important to Takoma Park because the City has experienced first-hand how traumatizing a fire 
in a multifamily family building can be. Residents expect to feel safe in their homes and assume that 
proper steps are taken to protect them. This bill takes a common sense approach to protecting lives. 
 
The City of Takoma Park supports Senate Bill 689, and encourages a favorable vote.  
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Bill No: Senate Bill 689 – Fire Protection and Prevention – Residential Rental 

Property – Requirements (Melanie Nicholle Diaz Fire Safety Act)

Committee: Education, Energy, and the Environment 

Date: March 1, 2024

Position: Favorable with Amendments 

The Apartment and Office Building Association of Metropolitan Washington (AOBA). AOBA 

represents members that own or manage more than 23 million square feet of commercial office 

space and 133,000 apartment rental units in Montgomery and Prince George’s counties. 

Senate Bill 689 establishes new lease notice provisions, signage requirements, and fire safety 

instructions for tenants that live in multifamily high-rise buildings that are not equipped with fire 

sprinklers. The bill ensures that visual notification devices for tenants that are deaf or hard of 

hearing are provided and paid for by the housing provider without the cost being passed on to the 

tenant. It establishes a workgroup to study best practices and make recommendations for the 

installation of fire alarms and automatic fire sprinklers in multifamily high-rises. In making its 

recommendations, the workgroup will consider the cost of installing fire sprinklers and the 

feasibility of alternative approved protection systems.  Lastly, the bill requires new smoke 

detection requirements in accordance with National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) 

standards. 

AOBA supports efforts to make multifamily high-rise buildings safer, including the lease notice, 

increased signage, fire safety instructions, and visual notification device provisions of SB 689. 

AOBA also supports establishing a workgroup to study this issue. Below is a brief history of the 

fire sprinkler retrofit mandate and the outcome of a previous workgroup on this issue. It is with 

this history in mind that AOBA looks forward to exploring potential alternatives to sprinkler 

retrofitting. 

AOBA does not, however, support the smoke detection requirements in this bill. NFPA standards 

are complex and extremely difficult, if not impossible, to adapt to older buildings. Attached to 

this testimony is an NFPA fact sheet on fire alarm systems. For older buildings, complying with 

the smoke detection requirements in NFPA 72 will trigger new fire alarm system requirements, 

including many of those outlined in the fact sheet. Required upgrades will include addressing the 



audibility of the smoke alarm and interconnecting the smoke detectors with a fire alarm control 

panel. These audibility requirements extend beyond the corridors of the building and would 

include a sophisticated Voice Evacuation System within each bedroom and the common area of 

each apartment. These types of upgrades could easily exceed $1 million dollars in a typical 

multifamily high-rise. For reference, the cost estimate to sprinkler a 107-unit high-rise in Silver 

Spring was estimated at $1,060,250. This estimate did not include the cost of hazardous material 

abatement, tenant relocation, loss of rental income, or upgraded water capacity. Nevertheless, 

this project would require a rent increase of nearly $10,000 per unit if amortized over a 10-year 

period.  

 

These are costs that most multifamily building owners and their tenants simply cannot afford. 

According to corporate mortgage-backed security data, multifamily buildings in Maryland are 

operating on thin margins of just 5-percent. These margins are increasingly being squeezed by 

legislative mandates like this one, Building Energy Performance Standards, and ever-increasing 

operating expenses. Therefore, the only way for building owners to recoup these costs is to pass 

them on to the tenant. Many of the un-sprinklered high-rises in the state are naturally occurring 

affordable housing that will cease to be affordable if the smoke detection mandate moves 

forward. In some cases, the level of rent increases needed to pay for these improvements may 

simply not be recoverable by the market.  
 

For these reasons, AOBA urges the Committee to strike the smoke detection requirement 

from the bill and that the scope of the workgroup be expanded to study this issue instead. 

Lastly, we believe that accurate fire reporting data is important to contextualizing this 

issue. To that end, we urge the Committee to add a provision requiring local fire 

departments to report to the State the size and type of building where a fire death occurs.  

 

Background  

 

The State of Maryland initially addressed fire safety and sprinklers in 1974. The Maryland 

General Assembly passed legislation to require all high-rise buildings constructed after July 1, 

1974, to be installed with a complete automatic sprinkler system. Similarly, the State Fire Code 

requires newly constructed residential facilities, including multifamily buildings, for which a 

building permit is issued on or after July 1, 1990, to have fire sprinklers. The General Assembly 

subsequently authorized the Maryland State Fire Prevention Commission (FPC) to make 

assessments regarding the fire risks posed by high-rise buildings constructed before 1974. Under 

current state law, the FPC must determine that these buildings are an “inimical hazard” to public 

safety to require that they be retrofitted with fire sprinklers. Neither the legislature nor the FPC 

have ever defined what constitutes an inimical hazard.  
 

In 2017, the FPC established a task force to make recommendations to address the fire safety 

issue in pre-1974 high-rise buildings. The task force suggested four options but could not come 

together on any one recommendation. The group's four options were:   

 

• Option 1 - Provide a complete building fire suppression system; 

• Option 2 - Compliance with NFPA 101 for Existing High-rise Residential Occupancies 

(effectively requiring all dwelling units to have an exit directly to the exterior);   



• Option 3 - Compliance with a set of parameters developed by the task force, which 

include provisions for: standpipes, a fire department elevator, protection of cooking 

equipment, smoke alarms, protection of exit access corridors, protection of vertical 

openings, and separation of hazards, elimination or mitigation of risks associated with a 

combustible exterior finish material, maintenance of means of egress, maintenance of 

manual fire alarm systems, and standby power; or 

• Option 4 – Compliance with the standpipe, FD elevator, cooking protection, and 

combustible exterior mitigation features of Option 3. Additionally, alarms would have to 

sound throughout the building, and in structures greater than 10 stories above grade, 

emergency power would be provided for at least one fire service elevator. 

 

In 2019, the FPC declared all un-sprinklered high-rises an inimical hazard at a poorly attended 

meeting and without notice to stakeholders. This declaration along with the adoption of the 2019 

Fire Code triggered a 12-year sprinkler retrofit requirement. Last year, based on the advice of the 

Attorney General, the Fire Marshal determined that the declaration of inimical hazard was 

unenforceable because it did not comply with the Maryland Administrative Procedures Act.  

 

For more information, contact Brian Anleu, AOBA Vice President of Government Affairs, at 

banleu@aoba-metro.org. 
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A GUIDE TO FIRE ALARM BASICS

A fire alarm system is a crucial part of the overall fire protection and life safety strategy of a building. A fire alarm 
system serves many functions and the differences between the functions can be a bit confusing, so this visual guide 
to fire alarm basics was created. The objective of this document is to discuss some of the major components and 
functions of a fire alarm system. 

FACU - Fire Alarm Control Unit
The fire alarm control unit serves as the brain of the fire alarm 
system by monitoring all the inputs and controlling all the 
outputs. Some may also refer to this as a fire alarm control 
panel or fire alarm panel. The different types of conditions that 
can be seen at the fire alarm control unit are alarm, supervisory, 
and trouble, these conditions can also result in a signal being 
sent to the supervising station.

Alarm
An alarm condition means there is an immediate threat to life, 
property, or mission. An example of this would be a smoke 
detector sending a signal to the fire alarm control unit that there 
is a presence of smoke, which would initiate notification to the 
occupants to evacuate.

FIRE ALARM SYSTEMS | DIAGRAM

Trouble
A trouble condition means there is an issue or fault with the 
fire alarm system. An example would be a break in an initiating 
device circuit. This would show up as a trouble signal on the 
control unit.

Supervisory
A supervisory condition means there is an issue with a system, 
process, or equipment that is monitored by the fire alarm 
control unit (see Part 2 on Supervision). An example of this 
would be a sprinkler system valve being closed, this would 
show up as a supervisory signal on the control unit. 

1



The main function of the initiation portion of a fire alarm system 
is to report the status of a protected space or the existence 
of a fire. The components include all devices and circuits that 
send a signal to a fire alarm control unit (FACU) such as heat 
detectors, smoke detectors, carbon monoxide detectors, water 
flow switches, manually actuated devices, and pressure switches. 
Depending on the system, the signal from an initiating device 
can create an alarm condition or a supervisory condition. Based 
on the type of detectors and FACU, the signals can be sent over 
an initiating device circuit (IDC) for conventional systems, or a 
signaling line circuit (SLC) for addressable systems.

Conventional initiating devices 
are typically detectors that use 
a switch contact to short both 
sides of the initiating device 
circuit together. By doing so, 
the initiating device causes 
an increase in current flowing 
through the circuit, which the 
FACU interprets as an alarm 
signal. Once one device shorts 
the circuit, no other device on 
that circuit or “zone” can send 
a signal. Because of this, any device on the circuit or zone will put 
the entire zone into an alarm state. Zones are typically designed 
to enable someone to easily identify an area where the alarm is 
located, for example, in a school you may have a gymnasium zone 
circuit and an auditorium zone circuit that each contain multiple 
devices. 

Addressable devices are either 
initiating devices or control/
notification appliances that are 
capable of communicating a 
unique identification number 
or address to a control unit 
via a signaling line circuit. 
This identification consists 
of a binary string of 1s and 
0s that indicate the address 
or location of that device on the circuit. When the FACU polls an 
initiating device, the initiating device responds with its status 
(normal, alarm, etc.) and address. The device address allows for 
the location of the detector to be identified at the FACU. When 
one initiating device is activated on a signaling line circuit, the 
FACU is still able to poll the other devices unlike a conventional 
initiating device circuit. 

Additionally, some addressable initiating devices are able to 
also transmit to the FACU a range of values of smoke density, 
temperature variation, water level, water pressure changes, and 
other variables. And then the control unit software determines the 
set points for initiation of an alarm, supervisory, or trouble signal. 
These types of initiating device circuits are known as analog 
addressable as they are able to tell the FACU their address and 
their value.

Ionization smoke detectors 
utilize a small amount of 
radioactive material to ionize 
air molecules into positively 
and negatively charged 
molecules that create a 
small electric current. The 
introduction of smoke into 
that ionized air will reduce 
the amount of current and 
cause an alarm signal. 

Photoelectric smoke detectors utilize a light source and a 
photosensitive cell. When smoke enters the chamber, light 
scatters and is picked up by the photosensitive cell, causing an 
alarm signal. 
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A beam smoke detector is like a photoelectric detector, except 
it is designed to cover a large area. A transmitter and receiver or 
reflector are placed to create a light beam across a space, when 
the amount of light being received by the receiver or reflected to 
the transmitter falls below a certain percentage, an alarm signal 
is sent.

A non-restorable fixed temperature heat detector utilizes 
solder that holds up a plunger. The solder melts at a specific 
temperature and causes the plunger to drop, which shorts the 
contacts and causes an alarm signal.

A restorable fixed temperature heat detector utilizes two metals 
that have different thermal expansion coefficients. At a specific 
temperature, these metals will bend and cause the plunger to 
short the contacts, which causes an alarm condition. When the 
metal cools it will bend back in the other direction and restore 
itself. 

A rate-of-rise detector utilizes an air chamber and a diaphragm. 
When a fire causes the air in the chamber to expand faster than it 
can escape out the vent, 
the increased pressure 
forces the diaphragm to 
close the contacts and 
initiate an alarm signal. 
This rate-of-rise detector 
also contains a fixed 
temperature plunger 
that will operate if the 
temperature exceeds the 
determined temperature.

An analog addressable heat detector utilizes a thermistor 
element to constantly monitor the temperature. The response 
criteria, which can be a temperature above a specified level, or 
a specific rate of rise in the temperature, is programmed at the 
FACU.

There are many different types of carbon monoxide (CO) 
detectors. One example of a CO detector is a Colorimetric 
detector. Like a photoelectric smoke detector, this detector 
contains a light source and a photocell that are constantly 
measuring for light being reflected from a chemical detector. 
In the presence of carbon monoxide, the chemical detector will 
change to a black color and light will no longer be reflected to the 
photocell, which will result in an alarm signal.

Sometimes called manual fire boxes, pull stations, or call points, 
manually actuated initiating devices initiate an alarm signal when 
there is an input from a person, such as pulling a lever or pushing 
a button. These can require multiple actions to initiate such as 
lifting a cover or breaking glass prior to actuating the device.

Flow switches are installed inside the piping of a sprinkler system 
and have a vane that moves with the flow of water. When water 
begins to flow within the pipe, the vane operates a switch that 
initiates an alarm.
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Pressure switches are installed on 
sprinkler systems to monitor for a 
change in water pressure. A signal 
will be sent to the FACU when there 
is an increase in water pressure, 
which means that water is flowing 
though the sprinkler alarm valve. 
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It is common and often required to utilize a fire alarm system to 
monitor the condition of other systems, processes, or equipment 
that are related to the building’s fire and life safety or other 
systems that the owner would like to monitor. Supervision can 
include but is not limited to valves on fire protection systems, 
other fire protection systems such as kitchen hood suppression 
systems, valve room or storage 
tank temperatures, and fire 
pump condition. Issues with 
these systems would provide a 
signal to the fire alarm control 
unit via an initiating device 
circuit (IDC) for conventional 
systems, or a signaling line 
circuit (SLC) for addressable 
systems and would create a 
supervisory condition at the fire 
alarm control unit (FACU).

Conventional supervisory devices are devices that are used on 
an initiating device circuit and use a switch contact to short both 
sides of the device circuit together. By doing so, the device causes 
an increase in current flowing through the circuit, which the 
FACU interprets as a supervisory signal. Once one device shorts 
the circuit, no other device on that circuit or “zone” can send 
a signal. Because of this, any device on the circuit or zone will 
put the entire zone into a supervisory state. Zones are typically 
designed to enable someone to easily identify an area where 
the supervisory is located, for example, you may have all of the 
valve supervisory switches for one system on its own zone so the 
supervisory comes up as “supervisory wet pipe system 1.”

Addressable supervisory devices are capable of communicating 
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Air Pressure 2019

Pressure Switch a unique identification number 
or address to a control unit 
via a signaling line circuit. 
This identification consists 
of a binary string of 1s and 
0s that indicate the address 
or location of that device on 
the circuit. When the FACU 
polls a supervisory device, 
the device responds with 
its status (normal, supervisory, etc.) and address. The device 
address allows for the location to be identified at the FACU. When 
one supervisory device is activated on a signaling line circuit, the 
FACU is still able to poll the other devices unlike a conventional 
initiating device circuit. 

Additionally, some addressable supervisory devices are also able 
to transmit to the FACU a range of values such as temperature, 
water level, pressure, and other variables, and then the control 
unit software determines the set points for initiation of a 
supervisory signal. These types of supervisory devices are known 
as analog addressable as they are able to tell the FACU their 
address and their value.

Valves that can shut off 
the water supply for a fire 
suppression system such 
as a sprinkler system are 
required to be supervised 
to ensure that they are not 
closed while the system is in 
service. One way of supervising these valves is the use of the fire 
alarm system. This is done by installing a switch, which will send 
distinct signals to indicate that either a control valve has been 
moved from its normal position (typically meaning that the valve 
has been shut) or that the control valve has been restored back to 
its normal position.

Water-based fire suppression systems 
are required to be maintained above a 
temperature of 4O°F (4°C) where the 
system piping is filled with water. One 
way to ensure that these systems are not 
subject to freezing temperatures is to 
utilize the fire alarm system. This is done by 
placing temperature devices that can send 
a signal to the fire alarm control unit when 
the temperature in a space has dropped below 4O°F (4°C) and for 
when the temperature has been restored to a temperature above 
4O°F (4°C). 

If a building has a fire suppression system other than a sprinkler 
system such as a kitchen hood suppression system, or an inert 
gas system, it may be required to be monitored by the fire alarm 
system. Based on the system type and the building occupancy, 

Valve PositionValve Position

Room Temperature
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Two Power Supply Sources

Fire Alarm Power Supply Options

Single Power Supply Source

Primary (AC) Power + 
Batteries

Primary (AC) Power + Batteries + 
Generator

Primary (AC) Power + 
Stored-Energy 

Emergency Power 
Supply System (SEPSS)

Power Supply Options

some of the signals may appear on the fire alarm control unit as 
a supervisory signal, which indicates that there is an issue with 
the suppression system that must 
be addressed. The other suppression 
systems may be connected directly 
to the building fire alarm control unit, 
or the other suppression system is 
controlled by its own fire alarm control 
unit (known as a releasing panel) that 
is then connected to the buildings 
main fire alarm control unit.

Some water-based fire suppression systems such as a dry pipe 
or preaction sprinkler system may require the use of pressurized 
air or nitrogen within the system piping. In some cases, the 
pressure within the piping is required to be supervised by the 
fire alarm system. This is done using pressure transducers or 
pressure switches that are connected to the fire alarm control 
unit. A supervisory condition may then be created if the pressure 
in the piping is too high, or too low. 

If the building has a fire pump 
that supplies a water-based fire 
suppression system such as a 
sprinkler system or a standpipe 
system, the fire alarm control 
unit is connected to the fire pump 
controller to monitor for the 
following conditions:

• Pump or engine running
• Controller main switch off normal
• Trouble with the controller or engine
• Main power to electric fire pump disconnected
• Phase reversal on electric fire pump
• Loss of phase on electric fire pump

For more information on fire pumps take a look at this blog. 

If a water tank is used to supply a water-
based fire suppression system, the water 
level in the tank and the temperature of 
the water may need to be monitored. This 
is done by installing water level sensors 
within the tank that can send a signal if 
the water level drops by a specified level, 
and the installation of water temperature 
sensors that can send signals if the temperature drops below 
4O°F (4°C) and for when the temperature has been restored to a 
temperature above 4O°F (4°C).

Other Suppression Systems

Fire Pump

It is important for a fire alarm system to be provided with reliable 
power so it can operate during any emergency. There are a few 
different options when it comes to choosing a reliable power 
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supply, as well as some calculations that are necessary to ensure 
that the fire alarm system is provided with sufficient backup 
power.

There are a few different options out there when it comes to 
providing a reliable power source. They include providing an 
additional power source in addition to the primary power such as 
batteries or an emergency generator so there is backup power 
if primary power is lost or providing power through a single 
source such as a stored-energy emergency power supply system 
(SEPSS).

Primary power to the fire alarm system can be provided by 
the electric utility, an engine-driven generator (this is not a 
standby generator, however it is a site generator meeting the 
requirements in NFPA 72®, National Fire Alarm and Signaling 
Code®, and SEPSS, or a cogeneration system.

Batteries are a common way to provide a secondary power 
supply, the most common type of battery is a valve-regulated 
lead-acid battery and they are typically located within the fire 
alarm control unit enclosure, or in a separate battery box located 
near the fire alarm control unit. Batteries need to be sized so 
that they can provide power 
to the entire fire alarm system 
for 24 hours in standby and 
5 minutes in alarm, if the 
system is an emergency voice 
alarm communication system 
(EVACS), then the batteries 
need to provide capacity for 
15 minutes in alarm in addition to the 24 hours in standby. The 
additional time is required to allow for a longer evacuation time 
as buildings with an EVACS typically utilize a partial evacuation 
that would require constant communication with the occupants 
during the evacuation.

Another common way of providing a secondary power supply 
for a fire alarm system is the use of an emergency generator 
designed, installed, and maintained in accordance with NFPA 
110, Standard for Emergency and Standby Power Systems, which 

PRIMARY POWER

Electric Utility Engine-Driven Generator Cogeneration System

Primary Power

BatteriesBatteries

https://www.nfpa.org/News-and-Research/Publications-and-media/Blogs-Landing-Page/NFPA-Today/Blog-Posts/2021/06/07/Types-of-Water-Supplies


provides power to the fire alarm system through an automatic 
transfer switch. If using an emergency generator, you are still 
required to provide batteries as well just in case there is an 
issue with getting the 
emergency generator 
started. These batteries 
however, only need to 
provide a capacity for 
4 hours instead of the 
24 hours in standby.

Instead of providing two separate power supplies, you are 
permitted to provide power via a SEPSS otherwise known as an 
energy storage system (ESS) or an uninterruptible  
power supply (UPS).  The SEPSS must be configured in 
accordance with NFPA 111 and provide 24 hours of backup 
battery. The SEPSS is also 
fed via a compliant primary 
power supply such as 
utility power or an on site 
generator. 

As noted below, if batteries 
are part of the secondary 
power source for a fire 
alarm system then they must be sized to provide capacity to run 
the system for 24 hours in standby and then either 5 minutes in 
alarm or 15 minutes in alarm for EVACS. A simple calculation for a 
basic fire alarm can be seen below. 

Batteries and Generator

Stored-Energy Emergency 
Power Supply System (SEPSS)

Item
Standby 
Current 
(AMPS)

QTY

Total 
Standby 
Current 
(AMPS)

Alarm 
Current 
(AMPS)

QTY

Total 
Alarm 

Current 
(AMPS)

Fire Alarm 
Control Unit

0.1 1 0.1 0.2 1 0.2

Smoke 
Detector

0.001 4 0.004 0.05 4 0.2

Horn Strobe 0 10 0 0.075 10 0.75

Total System 
Standby 
Current 
(AMPS)

0.104

Total System 
Alarm 

Current 
(AMPS)

1.15

Required 
Standby 

Time 
(HRS)

X

Total 
System 
Standby 
Current 
(AMPS)

=

Required 
Standby 
Capacity 

(AMP-HRS)

24 X 0.104 = 2.496

Required 
Alarm 
Time 
(HRS)

X

Total 
System 
Alarm 

Current 
(AMPS)

=

Required 
Alarm 

Capacity 
(AMP-HRS)

0.083 
(5 mins)

X 1.15 = 0.095

Required 
Standby 
Capacity 
(AMP-
HRS)

+

Required 
Alarm 

Capacity 
(AMP-
HRS)

=
Total 

Capacity 
(AMP-HRS)

X
Safety 
Factor 
(25%)

=

Required 
Battery 
Capacity 
(AMP-
HRS)

2.496 + 0.095 = 2.59 X 1.25 = 3.24

1

2

3

Battery Calculations

Batteries and Generator

Stored-Energy Emergency
Power Supply System (SEPSS)
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1. First the total system standby current and the total system   
 alarm current is calculated. This is done by multiplying   
 the standby current and alarm current for each piece of   
 equipment by the total quantity of each piece of equipment
 and adding them together, the result is the total amps
 required in standby and alarm. Both the standby current   
 and the alarm current for equipment can be found from the   
 manufacturer in the data sheet. 

2. Next total standby capacity is required by multiplying the total  
 system standby current by the required 24 hours to achieve  
 the required standby capacity in amp-hrs. The same is   
 done with the alarm capacity, however, instead of 24 hours,   
 the current is multiplied by either 5 minutes (0.083 hours) or  
 15 minutes (.25 hours) to achieve the required alarm capacity  
 in amp-hrs. 

3. Finally, both the standby capacity and the alarm capacity is   
 added together and a 25% safety factor is applied to arrive at  
 the total required battery capacity.

PART 4      Notification

A fire alarm system can notify the occupants and in some 
cases on site emergency forces of an emergency. Notification 
is provided via visible and audible notification appliances. The 
visible notification is typically provided via strobes, and audible 
notification is provided by either speakers, which can provide 
different tones and voice signals, or horns, which can only provide 
a single sound. The fire alarm control unit provides the signal 
to the notification appliances via a notification appliance circuit 
(NAC). When a fire alarm system is installed within a building, 
the requirements for the type of notification (audible, visible, and 
voice) is driven by the building code, fire code, or life safety code 
that is adopted in that jurisdiction.

Notification appliances are controlled by the fire alarm control 
unit (FACU) using a notification appliance circuit (NAC). Each 
notification appliance has a diode in it that only allows current 
to pass through it in one direction (think of it like a one way 
valve). In a non-alarm condition, the FACU will send a small 
supervisory voltage through the circuit to monitor it for integrity 
(typically 6 vdc). The supervisory voltage is sent through in a 
direction such that the diodes do not allow any current to pass 
through the notification appliances. If the FACU no longer sees 
the supervisory voltage, it knows that there is an issue and it will 
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create a trouble condition. During 
an alarm condition the FACU will 
reverse the polarity of the voltage 
(switch the direction of the current 
flow) and increase it (typically to 
24 vdc). Since the direction of the 
flow has changed, the diodes will 
allow the current to flow through 
the notification appliances and 
cause the audible and or visual 
notification.

The audible notification can consist of either tones and a voice 
message, or just tones. Fire alarm speakers are used to create 
tones and voice messages, while a horn can only create a tone 
or single sound. Notification appliances can just be speakers 
or horns, or they can be a combination unit which provides a 
strobe light in addition to the speaker or horn. You may see these 
appliances mounted on the wall or on the ceiling. 

The audible notification is designed to produce a specific sound 
pressure level (volume). This sound pressure level is measured 
in decibels. The design is based on producing a sound level that 
is over the ambient sound level of the space. The required sound 
level is based upon the type of signaling mode the system is 
using, it can be either public mode signaling, or private mode 
signaling. There is not a requirement for the specific sound that is 
used, however, there is a requirement for the sound pattern, and 
in some cases, there is a requirement for the frequency (pitch) of 
the sound.

Public mode signaling is used when you want to alert all the 
occupants within the building that there is an emergency, while 
private mode signaling is used to only alert the occupants 
responsible for responding that there is an emergency. For 
example, a fire alarm system within a restaurant would utilize 
public mode signaling to alert all the occupants that there is an 
emergency and that they need to evacuate. On the other hand, in 
a hospital the fire alarm system may utilize private mode signaling 
to alert the hospital staff that there is an emergency, and they 
need to begin evacuating or relocating the patients in accordance 
with their emergency action plan. For more information on private 
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operating mode, take a look at this blog.

Public mode signaling is required to have a sound level that is at 
least 15 decibels above the average ambient sound level and 5 
decibels above the maximum sound level having a duration of 60 
seconds, while public mode signaling is only required to have a 
sound level that is at least 10 decibels above the average ambient 
sound level and 5 decibels above the maximum sound level 
having a duration of 60 seconds. In addition to public and private 
operating mode, there are some requirements that are specific to 
areas in which occupants may be sleeping.

While these operating modes address how a system must be 
designed in regard to the sound level, it is important to note that 
some buildings may utilize different zoned notification strategies. 
For example, a high-rise building may implement a notification 
strategy where they notify the occupants on the fire floor along 
with the occupants on the floor above and the floor below. 
After those floors are evacuated, other floors can be notified to 
evacuate.

If the fire alarm system is notifying the occupants that they need 
to evacuate or relocate, the system must utilize the temporal 3 
pattern. There is no requirement for the sound that is used to 
create the pattern, it can be a horn, bell, chime, or even a slow 
whoop. In the case of sleeping areas, the sound is required to have 
a low frequency 520 Hz (typical fire alarm notification frequencies 
are in the 3150 Hz range) as studies have shown that this low 
frequency is more effective at waking occupants. For fire alarm 
systems utilizing a voice message, the voice message will proceed 
the temporal 3 signal. For an example of a temporal 3 signal take a 
look at this video.

Temporal 3 – Evacuation/Relocation

Signal must sound for a minimum of 180 seconds
One Cycle

Temporal 3 – Evacuation / Relocation

Where the occupants are required to be notified of carbon 
monoxide within a building, a temporal 4 pattern is to be used. 
For an example of the temporal 4 take a look at this video. 

Temporal 4 – Carbon Monoxide

One Cycle

Temporal 4 – Carbon Monoxide

https://www.nfpa.org/news-and-research/publications-and-media/blogs-landing-page/nfpa-today/blog-posts/2020/09/25/what-is-the-secret-about-private-operating-mode
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TfN5mpLdmys
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PVC-DmycZzk


A control circuit is essentially a notification appliance circuit 
(NAC) that is used to send power to a relay instead of 
notification appliances. A relay is a switch that is open and closed 
electromechanically and allows the fire alarm control unit to 
operate emergency control functions. As seen above, power sent 
from the fire alarm control unit will energize an electro-magnet 
coil, which will cause the switch, which is controlling power 
coming into the common terminal (C) to move from the normally 
closed (NC) position to the normally open (NO) position. This 
switch can then be used to control other systems. 

The control outputs from a fire alarm control unit can also be 
sent out on a signaling line circuit (SLC) to an addressable output 
module, which can open or close a contact based on information 
sent from the fire alarm control unit on the SLC to the COMM 
terminals. This is beneficial because multiple output modules can 
be controlled by the same SLC, which can control each module 
separately. For example, all output modules controlling all of the 
door hold opens in a building could be on the same SLC, but 
based on the specific input to the control unit, only specific doors 
can be closed. If all of these modules were on the same control 
circuit, the control unit would only be able to close all the doors. 

The fire alarm control unit can also be used to send a signal to 
the elevator controller to initiate elevator recall or shutdown. The 
fire alarm control unit will send a signal to send the elevator to the 
designated level (typically street level) when a smoke detector on 
any floor lobby or in the elevator machine room detects smoke, 
if smoke is detected in the designated level lobby the elevator 
will be sent to the alternate level (typically the level above the 
designated level). This is done to protect any of the occupants in 
the elevator by ensuring that they exit the building and do not go 
to a floor that has a fire on it.   

If the elevator hoist way, pit, or machine room is required to have 
sprinklers, the fire alarm control unit is used to cut power to the 
elevator via a shunt trip prior to sprinkler activation to protect 
occupants. This is done by either placing a heat detector with a 
lower response time index (RTI) next to the sprinkler or by using 
a waterflow switch next to the sprinkler. The lower RTI means the 
heat detector would activate before the sprinkler, if a waterflow 
switch is used, it would need to have a 0 second time delay. 

Types of visual signaling from a fire alarm system include strobe 
lights, textual signals, and graphical signals. The most common 
type of visual signals provided to occupants from a fire alarm 
system is the use of strobes. The notification appliances that 
create these visual signals can be just a strobe or can be a 
combination speaker-strobe or horn-strobe. You may see these 
appliances mounted on either the wall or the ceiling. 

The systems are designed to produce a given amount of light 
over the area in which notification is required, this light level is 
measured in lumens/ft2 or lumens/m2. Based on the type of 
notification being provided (private mode or public mode) strobes 
may be placed to provide notification to all the occupants, or only 
the occupants responsible for responding.

Visual Notification

Strobe

FI
RE

FIRE FI
RE

Speaker-Strobe
or

Horn-Strobe

Visual Notification

The fire alarm control unit can be used to control the function of 
other systems such as elevator recall, automatic door closers, 
smoke control systems, and so on. The most common way that 
the fire alarm can do this is through the use of a control circuit 
and a relay.
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Many building designs include the use of large open spaces such 
as atriums that connect multiple floors of a building. To keep 
occupants safe in the event of a fire, a smoke control system may 
be needed to maintain the level of smoke above the occupants 
as they are exiting the 
building. These systems 
may be composed of 
exhaust fans and makeup 
air openings that are all 
controlled by a separate 
smoke control panel. The 
fire alarm control unit is 
responsible for sending 
a signal to the smoke 
control panel to initiate 
smoke removal when specific smoke detectors, pull stations, 
and waterflow alarms within the protected space are actuated. 
Additionally, the fire alarm control unit may be responsible for 
closing specific fire doors and dampers to enclose the smoke 
control zone. Want to learn more about smoke control systems? 
Check out this blog.

If a fire were to start within a building, an important objective is to 
contain the fire and products of combustion within an enclosed 
space for as long as possible. This is accomplished through 
construction that can resist the passage of fire. In most buildings 
these fire-resistant barriers can be found in corridor walls, and 
shafts (including stairwells). Openings within the fire-resistant 
construction need to be protected with fire doors. For these doors 
to be effective they need to be closed, so they are equipped with 
automatic closers. In some cases, the fire alarm can be used to 
hold these doors open with an electro-magnet door holder. Upon 
alarm, the fire alarm control unit will send a signal to cut power to 
the electro-magnets allowing the door to close. 

Smoke Control

Automatic Door Closer

Electro-Magnet
Door Holder

Smoke Control

Automatic 
Door Closer
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A key piece of documentation for the fire alarm system is known 
as the input/output matrix. This table outlines all the outputs 
from the fire alarm control unit when a given input is received. 
Above is a portion of the input/output matrix outlining elevator 
recall. An example shown on this chart would be when the fire 
alarm control unit receives an input from the 1st floor elevator 
lobby smoke detector (row 6) it will activate the NAC circuit 1 and 
NAC circuit 2 as well as send a signal to the elevator controller to 
recall the elevator to the alternate level. This document is key to 
the proper design of a fire alarm system and is also a crucial when 
performing testing to ensure that all of these systems are working 
as intended. 

When a fire alarm control unit controls another system, it is 
known as system integration. It is crucial that the fire alarm 
system along with all integrated systems are tested properly. 
For more information on integrated fire protection and life safety 
system testing take a look at this fact sheet on NFPA 4. Go here 
for an interactive learning module on integrated system testing. 
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Input A B C D E
1 Basement  

2 1st  

3 2nd  

4 3rd  

5 Basement Elev. Lobby SD   

6 1st Elev. Lobby SD   

7 2nd Elev. Lobby SD   

8 3rd Elev. Lobby SD   

9 Elevator Pent. SD    

10 Elev. Hoist. SD (if used)    

11 Atrium Beam Det.  

System Outputs

Input Output Matrix

https://www.nfpa.org/News-and-Research/Publications-and-media/Blogs-Landing-Page/NFPA-Today/Blog-Posts/2021/02/05/Smoke-Control-Systems
https://www.nfpa.org/-/media/Files/Code-or-topic-fact-sheets/NFPA4factsheet.pdf
https://www.nfpa.org/codes-and-standards/all-codes-and-standards/list-of-codes-and-standards/detail?code=4&tab=research
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PART 6      Off-Premises Signaling and
  Supervising Stations

When talking about fire alarm systems, the term premises 
includes the entire area monitored by the fire alarm, this could 
include the entire building or even an entire campus. Off premises 
signaling is important because it allows signals from the fire 
alarm system to be sent to a constantly attended location 
(supervising station or a public communication center) to 
ensure the proper response.

The purpose of off-premises signaling is to provide dedicated, 
24-hour monitoring for a fire alarm and signaling system and 
to initiate the appropriate response to those signals. In the 
case of a fire alarm condition (fire detected in the building), the 
appropriate response usually includes the dispatching of the 
local fire department or fire brigade. In the case of a supervisory 
condition, such as a closed sprinkler valve, the appropriate 
response might be the notification of designated maintenance 
personnel or outside contractors.

If a fire alarm and signaling system is sending signals off 
premises, it is either (1) sending signals through a public 
emergency alarm reporting system, or (2) the fire alarm system 
is part of a supervising station alarm system. Regardless of the 
system, in today’s world they all consist of a type of transmitter 
at the protected premises that uses a transmission and/or 
communications channel and pathway to send signals to a 
receiver at the supervising station or public communications 
center.

A public emergency alarm reporting system (PEARS), otherwise 
known as a municipal emergency (fire) alarm system is a 
communication infrastructure, other than a public telephone 
network that is used to communicate with a communication 
center. Typically, this communication infrastructure is owned, 
operated, and controlled by a public agency. The system 
itself does not include the fire alarm control unit or any of the 
equipment that is located on the protected premise, instead, it 
starts at the transmitter and ends at the public communication 
center.

One way the interface between the fire alarm 
control unit and the PEARS is completed is using 
a master fire alarm box, which is an addressable 
manual pull station on the PEARS system that 
has an interface circuit that allows a fire alarm 
control unit to actuate the master box when the 
system initiates a fire alarm signal.

Large municipalities usually locate the 
communications center at a facility designed for the purpose. 
Small communities often locate the communications center 
at the fire station, police station, sheriff’s office, or a private 
agency that has been contracted to provide public emergency 
communications services. NFPA 1221, Standard for the 
Installation, Maintenance, and Use of Emergency Services 
Communications Systems, provides requirements for the 
installation, performance, operation, and maintenance of 
communications systems and facilities.

If off-premises signaling is provided by a private company, it is 
most likely completed using a supervising station alarm system.  
A supervising station alarm system consists of everything 
connected to the supervising station, including the protected 
premises fire alarm control unit and devices.

Supervising station alarm systems are further divided into three 
specific types. They are:

1. Central Station Service Alarm Systems
2. Proprietary Supervising Station Alarm Systems
3. Remote Supervising Station Alarm Systems

A central station service alarm system consists of a remotely 
located supervising station that is listed for central station service 
to UL 827, Standard for Central-Station Alarm Services, in addition 
to monitoring, it provides several other services including record 
keeping and reporting, testing services, and runner service. This 
can either be required by code or some insurance companies for 
certain occupancies. This option can also be chosen by a building 
owner who wants to have a single contract with a provider 
who supplies monitoring as well as inspection, testing, and 
maintenance and other services required of central stations.
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A proprietary supervising 
station alarm system consists 
of a supervising station under 
the same ownership as the 
protected building that it 
supervises. These can be useful 
to owners who have very large 
buildings or a campus or for 
owners who have numerous 
buildings in many locations 
and who are able to dedicate 
the space and staffing levels to 
accomplish this. Proprietary 
supervising stations can be 
located on the same premises 
as the fire alarm system or 
at another location; these 
are most often used by large 
airports, industrial plants, 
college campuses, large 
hospitals, and retail chains, 
among other facilities. An 
example of this is a big box 
store that has a dedicated 
location that monitors all of 
its store locations. Additional 
fire alarm services including 
record keeping, equipment 
installation, inspection, 
testing, and maintenance are 
the responsibility of the owner and can be accomplished in-house 
or be contracted out to an outside contractor.

A remote supervising station alarm systems consists of a 
constantly attended location that receives signals from various 

Central Station Service protected premises typically 
owned by different parties. 
Unlike central station fire 
alarm systems, contracts 
for this service are typically 
limited to the monitoring and 
recording of signals from the 
fire alarm system. Additional 
services including equipment 
installation, inspection, 
testing, and maintenance are 
the responsibility of the owner. 
This is an option for owners 
who are not required or do 
not want to provide central service and for whom a proprietary 
supervising station does not make sense. It also may be common 
for a municipality to operate a remote supervising station as a 
way to receive signals at their communication center if they are 
not utilizing a public emergency alarm reporting system.

There are many different methods that can be used for the fire 
alarm control unit to communicate to the supervising station, and 
NFPA 72 outlines the requirements for four different types that 
are permitted in new installations, which includes both wired and 
wireless methods.
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Senate Bill 689 
 

Committee:             Education, Energy, and the Environment  

Date:   March 1, 2024 

Position:  Favorable with Amendments 

 

This testimony is offered on behalf of the Maryland Multi-Housing Association (MMHA). MMHA 

is a professional trade association established in 1996, whose members consist of owners and 

managers of more than 210,000 rental properties that house more than 600,000 residents of the State 

of Maryland. MMHA also represents over 250 associate member companies who supply goods and 

services to the multi-housing industry. 

 

Senate Bill 689 (SB 689) establishes new lease notice provisions, signage requirements, and fire 

safety instructions for tenants that live in multifamily high-rise buildings that are not equipped with 

fire sprinklers. Further, the bill ensures that visual notification devices for tenants that are deaf or 

hard of hearing are provided and paid for by the housing provider without the cost being passed on 

to the tenant, and establishes a workgroup to study best practices and make recommendations for 

the installation of fire alarms and automatic fire sprinklers in multifamily high-rises.  

 

In addition to other concerns, MMHA is concerned with the bill’s smoke detection requirements 

because NFPA standards are complex and extremely difficult, if not impossible, to adapt to older 

buildings. For older buildings, complying with the smoke detection requirements in NFPA 72 will 

trigger new fire alarm system requirements. Required upgrades will include addressing the 

audibility of the smoke alarm and interconnecting the smoke detectors with a fire alarm control 

panel. These audibility requirements extend beyond the corridors of the building and would include 

a sophisticated Voice Evacuation System within each bedroom and the common area of each 

apartment. These types of upgrades could easily exceed $1 million dollars in a typical multifamily 

high-rise. For reference, the cost estimate to sprinkler a 107-unit high-rise in Silver Spring was 

estimated at $1,060,250. This estimate did not include the cost of hazardous material abatement, 

tenant relocation, loss of rental income, or upgraded water capacity. Nevertheless, this project 

would require a rent increase of nearly $10,000 per unit if amortized over a 10-year period.  

 

Maryland’s housing providers and tenants simply cannot afford these costs. According the 

Maryland Department of Housing and Community Development, Maryland lacks more than 

100,000 affordable housing units. The price of housing is increasingly being raised by legislative 

mandates like those found in SB 689.  

 

Many of the un-sprinklered high-rises in the state are naturally occurring affordable housing that 

will cease to be affordable if the smoke detection mandate moves forward. In some cases, the level 

of rent increases needed to pay for these may ultimately prove to be untenable and result in units 

being removed from the rental market. For this reason, MMHA strongly urges the Committee to 

strike the smoke detection requirements in SB 689 and consider amendments to further reduce the 

impact that SB 689 will have on affordable housing.                
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March 1, 2024 
 
 

TO:  The Honorable Brian Feldman 
Chair, Education, Energy, and the Environment Committee 

 
FROM:  Marc Elrich 

County Executive 
 

RE: Senate Bill 689, Fire Protection and Prevention - Residential Rental Property - 
Requirements (Melanie Nicholle Diaz Fire Safety Act) 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
I’m writing to support the fire safety and tenant protections in Senate Bill 689 and to request 
amendments to delay by six months the implementation date of the smoke detectors under the bill. I 
strongly support Senate Bill 689 because the protections it would require could have helped slow the 
devastating fire last year at a Silver Spring high-rise apartment complex that displaced over 400 
residents, led to the hospitalization of 20 people including firefighters responding to the incident, and 
caused the tragic death of 25-year-old Melanie Diaz and her two dogs. 
 
Among other protections, Senate Bill 689 would require smoke detection equipment to be installed in 
each public corridor accessible by units in a residential high-rise building by July 1, 2024. Also 
beginning July 1, 2024, the owner of a residential rental high-rise building that is not protected by a 
complete automatic sprinkler system must post notice at all main building entrances and include in 
any lease agreement a conspicuous warning to residents that the building is not protected throughout 
by a complete automatic sprinkler system.  
 
In 2019, the Maryland State Fire Marshal highlighted the dangers of living in high-rise buildings 
without sprinkler systems, which have been shown to reduce civilian fire deaths by up to 87%. 
However, under current State law, older buildings are not required to have these sprinkler systems in 
place. Montgomery County has more high-rise buildings without complete automatic sprinkler 
systems than any other jurisdiction in the State. Senate Bill 689 takes important steps to prevent 
further tragedies and is critical to the safety of Montgomery County residents and Marylanders across 
the State. I respectfully request a favorable report with the suggested amendment to move the smoke 
detector requirement date to January 1, 2025, on Senate Bill 689.  
 
 
 
cc: Members of the Education, Energy, and the Environment Committee 
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House Bill 823 – Fire Protection and Prevention – Residential Rental Property – 

Requirements (Melanie Nicholle Diaz Fire Safety Act) 

 

Position: Favorable with Amendments 

 

Maryland REALTORS® recommend support for HB 823 with two changes. 

 

HB 823 seeks to impose new requirements on high rise residential buildings that were not 

required to have a fire sprinkler system installed when constructed.  The bill requires 

notification of the absence of fire sprinklers in the building and lease agreements.  The 

bill also requires high-rise buildings to be equipped with emergency escape lighting for 

egress, and gives local government authority to pass property tax credits to assist 

buildings seeking to install additional fire protection measures. 

 

The REALTORS® recommend two changes to the bill.  First, the building should not be 

required to give tenants notice of fire safety and building evacuation every six months but 

only at the commencement of occupancy.  Secondly, the bill should not eliminate the 

right of the building owner to seek reimbursement for deaf signaling equipment in the 

building.  

 

With these two changes, the REALTORS® recommend a favorable report. 

 

 

 

For more information contact lisa.may@mdrealtor.org or 

christa.mcgee@mdrealtor.org  

 

 

 

AMENDMENT 

 

On page 3, beginning on line 4, strike the “:” and lines 5 through 6. 

 

On page 3, in line 18, strike “NOT” 

 

On page 5, in line 9 strike the “:” 

 

On page 5, line 10, strike “(I)” 

 

On page 5, beginning on line 10 strike “:” through “MONTHS” in line 12.  

 


