Answering Electronic Alarms

Experienced law enforcement officers realize that elec-
tronic alarms are usually false. In the cases examined
here, however, officers were seriously injured when the
alarm they responded to turned out to be real.

Case Review

An officer was in the dispatch center when a bank bur-
glar alarm sounded. The officer responded alone. He later
stated, “That same alarm went off last week, and the bank
had never been broken into. I figured it was another false
alarm, and, on the way out the door, I told the dispatcher
to call the key holder.” The officer drove by the front of
the bank and did not observe anything unusual.

The offender in this incident advised that he did not
believe the bank was alarmed. A short time after forcibly
entering the bank, he observed a marked police vehicle in
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front of the premises. He later said:

The first thing he [the officer] did wrong was that he
pulled in front of the bank. That was the first mistake.
Letting the police car be seen. If there’s anybody in
the area of the bank doing anything, they’re gonna
see the police car. I drop the money and the enve-
lopes that I had and I took my gun out. I was looking
to try and see which door he was going to come to
first. I know he’s coming, but I don’t see him. I ran
to the little office where I knocked the window out
and I stand right there at the window. I see him shin-
ing the flashlight at the window. It was up high. It
was about 9 feet off of the ground. If he sticks his
head in the window, I’'m going to shoot it off. It’s real
simple. But, he never did. He left. So, I run back out
of the office and I'm looking for him, but I don’t see
him. At this time, I'm in the panic mode to the tenth
power. I don’t even think about the money anymore.
The money is irrelevant. I left the money right there.
I grab a chair and pull it out about 6 feet from a wall.
I take a running start, hit the chair, and dive for the
window. I hit the ground. I'm running. I’m off. I run
right past the police car and the officer who was bend-
ing down with his foot on the running board talking
on the walkie-talkie. I guess he heard the noise and
looked up and saw me running past. “Hey, stop,” but
it’s too late, I’'m gone.

Case Review

An officer and his partner were dispatched to a holdup
alarm at a retail establishment. Upon their arrival, they
saw a subject running from the front of the building. His
partner pursued the subject while the officer approached
the side of the store. He later related:

I went to the corner of the building. I looked in the
window that was away from the door. My body was
basically behind a concrete wall and I looked into the
window and it looked like business as usual. There
was a lady conducting a sale, and there was a couple
of customers in front of the cash register. So, it looked
like it was okay, and I walked in the front door. Peeked
my head in the front door and asked everybody if it
was okay. The cashier nodded yes. She didn’t say
anything, but she nodded yes, so I stepped into the
door. As I stepped into the door, a man tried to push
his way past my left side and I held him up.
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“I should have never entered the bank without back up.”

This individual was the second holdup man. The officers
did not know the number of subjects involved. In the
ensuing struggle with the offender who was trying to exit
the store, the officer was seriously wounded by a gunshot
to the head.

When questioned about the incident, the offender
responded, “I think when it came down to it, if he would
have came in with his gun out, I'm no fool, I ain’t gonna
try no officer with his gun out. If he would have came in
with his gun out asking questions, then I think it would
have been different.”

Case Review

A uniformed police sergeant answered a call for a holdup
alarm at a bank. Prior to arriving at the scene, he had
learned from the dispatcher that she had contacted the
bank by telephone and was verbally advised that no rob-
bery had occurred. The sergeant told her that he would
respond and confirm that the alarm was false. The ser-

geant parked his vehicle in front of the bank and entered
the front door. Immediately, the offender, in the process
of robbing the bank, fired upon the sergeant with a hand-
gun. The shots missed the sergeant who retreated from
the bank and took up a position of cover outside. The
offender exited the bank while simultaneously exchang-
ing gunfire with the sergeant. Wounded by gunfire, the
offender was apprehended at the scene. The bank teller
had told the dispatcher that there was no robbery in prog-
ress because she could not see the offender’s interactions
with the teller he was robbing.

The sergeant said, “You can never assume any alarm
is false. You have to also be aware that the dispatcher may
not receive all of the necessary information that enables
you to make good decisions. I should have never entered
the bank without backup.”

CommenTs: Officers must remain vigilant and proceed
to each alarm with caution and never assume that a call is
false. Officers also must realize that they cannot fully rely
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on information received from the dispatcher or third-hand
information passed from citizens to dispatchers. Officers
who become complacent, decide to take shortcuts, or rely
upon inaccurate information place themselves and their

communities in unnecessary danger.
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