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The alarming false alarm system
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Dave Thompson

I've written before about home alarms and
the problems that DIYers like myself run into
working on them. The main problem is that I
don’t know what I don’t know, and given my
proclivity to ‘have a go’, it’s no surprise that I
sometimes come unglued. The silver lining is
that everything is a learning opportunity; next
time I’ll try again, and if necessary, bring in
someone who knows what they’re doing.

This means — rightly or wrongly —
that I sometimes try to do jobs usually
best left to professionals. However, get-
ting a professional to do the job doesn’t
guarantee that it’s done right either!
Admittedly, my expectations might
be unrealistic. But if I'm paying (usu-
ally handsomely) for a job, I expect a
certain level of competence when it
comes to the final result.

I'll be the first to admit that I'm an
average serviceman; I win on some
repairs and fail at others. My Dad,
and then the airline I served with,
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instilled in me the will and skills to
do a good job, and this set my stand-
ards high. Given the environment at
the airbase, and the number of people
who worked there, it is inevitable that
there would be others far more capa-
ble than myself.

Those guys studied hard, got li-
censed to the hilt and more often than
not, saw out their careers pushing pa-
pers in technical support. Then there
were the guys who weren't as ‘book-
smart’, but who were very manually
skilled.

~IT'S NO SURPRISE
THAT 1 SOMETIMES
COME UNGLUED
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I knew engineers who could weld
wood to concrete without a visible
bead, or strip jet engines or avionic
systems, overhauling every compo-
nent and then reassembling it all blind-
folded (not that that was encouraged)!

I was somewhere in the mix; eve-
ryone had different skills, and with a
bit of good fortune, we all ended up
where we wanted to be, doing what we
wanted to do. Now and then an extra-
challenging job would come across
the bench to spice up the workday. 1
sometimes miss being part of that en-
vironment.

Lately, I've encountered several
‘professionals’ where tool skills didn't
seem to be part of their job require-
ments. It pains me to shell out for a
job that, even when viewed with hind-
sight, we could have done ourselves;
and sometimes done better.

I've had workers come to service ap-
pliances, repair water pipes and install
fibre broadband and in all these cases,
I reckon I could have done at least an
equally good job.

I know about as much about plumb-
ing as I do about mathematical formal-
ism in quantum mechanics. But with all
due respect to plumbers, charging $700
to zip-cut a metal pipe off and replace
it with a plastic section over two hours
is awfully steep. And the less said, the
better, about the gas-fitter who scribed
a divot into our brand-new benchtop
when his power drill slipped.
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BRO, THERE'S
BETTER PICKINGS
OVER THERE

~SHOPPERS WALKED PAST WITHOUT A RAISED EYEBROW

I could have fitted that hob, or done
the pipes; I just wasn't “qualified” for
the job.

These situations remind me of the
old yarn about the boilermaker who
was brought in to fix the misbehav-
ing boiler on a steamship. He walked
in, looked around for a couple of min-
utes, took out a tiny hammer and gen-
tly tapped a valve. The boiler then
worked perfectly. The ship owner was
irate to receive a $1000 bill for this fix,
and asked for an itemised invoice. The
invoice he received read:

Tapping the valve: 50¢

Knowing where to tap: $999.50

Total: $1000

So I guess my point is, you hire the
professionals to do an easy job so that if
it turns out not to be so easy, you don't
get into a lot of bother. But it’s still gall-
ing when someone charges you a lot to
do a sub-par job, especially when you
know you could do better.

Installing the old alarm system

When we moved into this house, we
installed a security system. This was
for our own peace of mind and also the
safety of my tools and my customers’
hardware in my workshop. (April 2018;
siliconchip.com.au/Article/11033).

It is debatable whether a neighbour
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would even bother glancing at our res-
idence if the alarm was blaring away.
But it is nice to know that in a dimly-
lit bunker somewhere across town, an
operator is sitting at a console, waiting
for our monitored alarm to go off, so
they can send a security guard around
and charge us a hundred bucks for the
privilege!

If T hear a nearby alarm sounding,
I always wander down the street and
have a look at what's going on, even
though I'm not sure what I could do
if I do find something amiss.

I've accidentally set my car alarm
off in public several times. On one
occasion, I'd locked myself out of it
in a supermarket car park and was
trying to break in. Shoppers walked
past without a raised eyebrow, though
admittedly some did look annoyed at
the noise!

My first stop was the alarm monitor-
ing company we'd used for the last 20
vears. They had provided our original
alarm system by way of a deal where
you got the system free if you signed
up for three years monitoring at a buck
a day. We'd moved that system a cou-
ple of times over the years and weren't
keen on moving it again.

The bad news was the alarm com-
panies don’t do those deals anymore.
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I would be looking at “about a grand”
to have a basic system installed and
configured by Chap and Bloke, the
two overall-clad likely lads who were
contracted to do this company’s alarm
installations.

I'd had dealings with these guys in
the pastand wasn’t too impressed with
their work, so I thought I'd check the
internet first.

There are literally thousands of
alarm systems on AliExpress (one
of my favourite websites back then),
some cheap and some costly; the big-
gest problem was which one to choose.
Talk about upskilling by proxy; I had
to learn and translate a whole raft of
new acronyms and technical double-
speak.

I also had some strict requirements;
many of the newer systems used only
SIM cards and the digital GSM (cellu-
lar) network to send data to the moni-
toring company.

Not only does this involve an ongo-
ing cost for any calls made from the
alarm, but back then, the monitoring
company couldn’t accept signals sent
this way. So we had to ensure any
alarm we installed used the increas-
ingly ‘old-tech’ copper-wire based
PSTN (Public Switched Telephone
Network) system.
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This proved to be no real problem
as many compatible PTSN systems
were available, and the majority of
those systems used 433MHz wireless
technology to connect sensors to the
‘base’ unit. This was appealing on
many levels, not the least of which is
that I am getting too old to be crawl-
ing around in the roof or under floors
to route wires.

I ended up purchasing a mid-level
digital base unit with both PTSN and
GSM capability, along with suitable
wireless pet-sensitive PIR sensors, a
couple of photo-electric smoke detec-
tors and some magnetic door/window
switches.

I could have up to 99 zones with
this system, and while this was a few
more than I needed right away for Casa
Thompson, it would allow me to ex-
pand. Who knows, I might eventually
add 92 more rooms to my house. Any
more than thatand I would need a new
alarm system!

Installing this system was as easy as
it sounds, with the majority of the work
going into deciding where to put the
sensors and screwing their mounts to
the walls or doorframes. Then it was
just a matter of programming the base
unit and adding the sensors to it.

I wired in a copper phone line us-
ing the supplied cable, which I first
had to modify by cutting off the origi-
nal RJ11 plug and crimping on a kiwi
Telecom BT-style connector. I had a

IN THE END 1 HAD TO BOOK BILL
AND BOB, JUST TO WATCH THEM
PRESS A COUPLE OF BUTTONS
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spare SIM, so for ‘belt-and-braces’
monitoring, I put that into the sys-
tem as well.

I then encountered the first hiccup:
the new panel wanted to know my
monitoring company’s phone number
and my customer number, neither of
which I knew. The only way to get this
information was to call up the compa-
ny, and of course, they weren’t about
to dish that information to just any-
body, and (quite rightly) didn’t want
some cowboy messing around with
their system.

In the end, I had to book Bill and
Bob to make a visit, just to watch them
press a couple of buttons and make
a test call to the monitoring centre.
Note to self: make sure to factor an-
other $200 into the cost of any future
alarm system.

For the most part, this alarm worked
well. It came with four keyfobs for
wireless arming and disarming, and
these are extremely handy; especial-
ly because after a few years, I forgot
what codes I originally programmed
into the panel for manual disarming,
since I never used them!

A flawed system

One of the big downsides is replac-
ing batteries in the sensors; the PIRs
use that old standard, the 9V battery,
but the window and door sensors chew
up those little 12V 23A-style buggers,
and neither are cheap to replace. Note
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to self: factor in many more dollars
for batteries for any future wireless
alarm system.

Replacing batteries is to be expected,
but as the voltage drops, some sensors
get unstable, so we were continually
having false alarms. In fact, this was
usually how I found out that a sensor
battery was going flat. Being rudely
woken up at 4am by a shrieking piezo
siren is not my idea of fun!

Being at home when a false alarm
happens is one thing; being out and
about when it happens results in a
whole other set of problems. The alarm
calls the monitoring company, telling
them what zone is triggered and what
type of emergency it is (fire, intrud-
er, panic etc). It also calls my mobile
phone via the SIM with a pre-record-
ed message with similar information.

The problem, as I discovered, is
that the monitoring company usually
get straight on their phone to call my
registered number to report the alarm
going off. But they get a busy signal
because the alarm system is repeated-
ly calling me, tying up my phone. If I
didn't answer, they'd send a security
guard around and charge us the fee.

This can be a real pain, especially
as Murphy's Law dictates this happens
only when I'm in an important meet-
ing, driving, or sitting in the dentists’
chair. I soon reconfigured things to
make this process smoother. Another
lesson learned. Note to self: factor in

NOVEMBER 2019 63



many potential visits from security
guards in any future wireless alarm
system.

Long story short, I got sick of con-
stantly replacing batteries and pay-
ing security guards to tell me we had
another a false alarm. I can’t remem-
ber our old wired system, which we’d
used for decades, ever going off (un-
less we tripped it accidentally). So I
resolved a few months back to look
for something similar to that and re-
place this new-fangled-but-flawed
wireless thing.

I should also add that recently, the
monitoring company let us know they
had upgraded their system and could
now do GSM signal monitoring. While
this meant we might be able to ditch
our old copper phone lines, they also
said it would incur higher per-call
costs than what we currently pay.

[ briefly pondered how that worked,
since we paid for any alarm-generated
cell-phone calls anyway, but gave up
and decided to stick with the monitor-
ing system we already had.

Fed up with wireless hassles

I found a new alarm system on Ali-
Express almost identical to our old
8-zone wired system, but with 16
zones, a lockable metal box and PSTN
dialling. It was quite reasonably priced
and included a couple of fob remotes
for wireless arm/disarm.

I could also pick whatever sensors
I wanted to go with it, and opted for
three pet-sensitive and three ‘normal’
PIR/microwave combination sensors.
These are Canadian-made, and appar-
ently they have the lowest false-trigger
figures in the business. I also got two
smoke detectors and an extra keypad.
AllT'd have to add is a 12V SLA back-
up battery and some cable; I already
had a 100m roll.

One obvious downside to this de-
cision is the requirement to run those
cables. This is usually not too much of
a hassle in any normal house (at least
here in New Zealand) with reasonable
roof or underfloor space.

However, our house was converted
from a single to a double-storey home
30 years ago. So much of the ground-
floor ceiling space needed for routing
cables has a whole other house sit-
ting right above it, leaving almost no
usable gaps.

While there is a very narrow crawl-
space around the perimeter of the
roof, I (and a builder friend) pondered
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this sensor location and cable-routing
problem for weeks. We eventually de-
cided that the only way was for one
of us (that means me) to suit up, get
into the roof space and to probe apt-
ly-named fish tape (or fishing rods)
through any gaps we could find be-
tween the floors.

Hopefully, we could route the wires
as close to the ideal sensor positions as
possible. If the worst came to the worst,
I'd run the cables out through the roof
tiles and around the eaves. Note to self:
before buying wired alarms, check out
potential cable access problems!

I'm not claustrophobic enough to
have a problem crawling around in-
side the wing tanks of aeroplanes, but
that was 35 years ago, and I had proper
gear then. Wiggling through dark, spi-
der-web and mouse dropping-infest-
ed gaps I can barely fit my shoulders
through while dragging a long fibre-
glass pole is not how I pictured spend-
ing my increasingly autumnal years.

Someone had to do it, though. T am
happy toreport that with some surpris-
ingly agile gymnastics and inspired-
but-educated guesswork from both of
us, we were able to run all the cables
we needed to the positions we want-
ed. We only had to drill one hole in a
less-than-ideal position, around 50mm
away from where we wanted it.

While I was up there, I ran Cat6
network cabling out to my workshop
and a couple of other rooms I wanted
connected, so we got a lot done in one
day. Note to self: allow several days for
physical recovery after cabling work.

I mounted the alarm box by the ac-
cess door in the roof space, which is a
natural junction of all the cables com-
ing from the sensors. I mounted a cou-
ple of cheap LED lights up there too,
which made connecting up the sensor
wires a lot easier.

This was all relatively straightfor-
ward work. But I did need to ensure
the sensors’ operating mode (normal-
ly-open or normally-closed, set by
jumpers on their PCBs) matched the
panel configuration.

Normally-closed operation requires





