


As part of the Building Permit review process for this project, the Placer County Fire Department 
required as a Condition of Approval that the applicant install an automatic fire alarm system and 
provide a “Knox” box for emergency access.   
 
LETTER OF APPEAL 
On December 31, 2012, an Application for Appeal was filed by Phil Maddux regarding the County’s 
Conditions of Approval on Building Permit 46529.12.  Mr. Maddux is appealing 1) the requirements 
for the installation of a monitored fire alarm system, citing from the California Code of Regulation - 
California Fire Code, and 2) the requirement for Knox Boxes on the gates to the property.  As set forth 
in the Letter of Appeal, the following concerns are raised by Mr. Maddux: 
 

• The requirement for an expensive, monitored fire alarm system for the building would not 
improve the Fire Department response time to the property.   As noted above, the actual 
tasting room is only 733 square feet in area, and the occupancy of the tasting room is no more 
than 10 persons at any one time.  Additionally, there are no employees (just family members), 
and public access to the remainder of the building is restricted by a locked access door.  Mr. 
Maddux states that because the winery/tasting room is located in a rural area with no adjacent 
buildings, such an alarm system would not improve fire department response time.  On this 
basis, Mr. Maddux believes no fire alarm should be required.   
 
Mr. Maddux states that the purpose of the monitored fire alarm requirement, which is to 
enable faster fire department response, thereby increasing the ability to limit damage to 
both the involved structure and those surrounding it, would not be served by requiring 
installation of such a system.  Appellant states that systems are designed for and are 
useful in urban areas where fire protection is relatively close by (enabling a fast response) 
and where there are other buildings in close proximity to which a fire may spread.  Neither 
of these conditions exists in Applicant’s rural setting, so a monitored alarm system will not 
serve any purpose. 
 
Mr. Maddux asserts that requirements for fire alarm and detection systems for new building 
or structures are set forth in the California Fire Code, Chapter 9, Section 907.2 which 
specifies the requirements by Occupancy Classification.  He states that the California 
Building Code, Chapter 3 sets forth the various Occupancy Classifications and that Section 
303.1 provides that a building or portion thereof “used for the gathering of persons for 
purposes such as…food or drink consumption” is a Group "A" occupancy unless the 
building has an occupancy load of less than 50 persons and/or is less than 750 square feet 
in area, in which case it is a Group B occupancy.  (24 CCR 303.1, Exceptions 1 and 3).  
Mr. Maddux asserts that because the wine tasting area is less than 750 square feet in 
area, and because the occupancy of the building is less than 50 persons, the tasting room 
is thus a Group B occupancy, which the Building Services Division has already accepted 
for the purposes of determining number of required bathrooms.  
 
Mr. Maddux contends that 24 CCR 907.2.2 requires a monitored fire alarm system for 
Group B occupancies only where (1) the occupant load is 500 or more; the occupant load 
is more than 100 feet above or below the lowest level of exit discharge; (3) the fire area 
contains an ambulatory health care facility; or the building contains an educational facility.  
Mr. Maddux concludes that the proposed building meets none of these conditions and 
therefore, California Law does not require a monitored fire alarm system. 

 
Additionally, Mr. Maddux believes there is a lack of legal requirement for an alarm system 
for this property.  Mr. Maddux also believes there is a lack of purpose for requiring an alarm 



system, and that it would be inequitable and discriminatory to require a monitored alarm 
system.   
 
In a review of other wineries in the County, Mr. Maddux could not identify any other winery 
tasting rooms (including at least one tasting room currently under construction) that were 
required to install a similar monitored fire alarm system.   

 
Finally, the Maddux states that the family will live on the premises in an existing residence 
located approximately 150 yards from and in plain view of the winery/tasting room building, 
giving them the ability to monitor the building 24 hours per day. 

 
• The requirement for a 4400 Series “Knox Box” weighing 29 pounds,  costing more than $500 

and with the capacity to hold 50 keys where only two gate codes/gate openers are required to 
provide the Fire Department with quick access to the premises seems to be out of proportion 
to the actual need.   
 
Mr. Maddux believes he should either be required to provide the servicing Fire Department 
with the gate codes/openers or to install a more reasonably priced box in lieu of the “Knox 
Box” required by the Placer County Fire Department.   
 
The appellant states that in addition to being unreasonable and clear “overkill” for the 
purpose, this requirement is also inequitable and discriminatory.  Mr. Maddux states that he 
is not aware of another winery having been required to install such a Knox Box.  In fact, the 
appellant states, one winery has been allowed to provide the servicing fire agency with the 
gate code to keep on file in lieu of any kind of a Knox Box. 

 
RESPONSE TO APPEAL 
Need for Monitored Fire Alarm System 
Placer County Code, which adopts the California Fire Code with certain amendments to Section 
907.2, is the appropriate regulatory document for determining such building/fire requirements. 
Placer County Code Section 15.04.710(H) states that, where required for new buildings and 
structures, an automatic fire alarm system shall be required for all occupancies (except Group R, 
Division 3), and Group U occupancies shall have an approved automatic fire alarm system 
installed when the occupancy/building has 1,500 square feet or more of total floor area unless 
other sections of the California Fire Code or California State Fire Marshals regulations are more 
restrictive, then the more restrictive shall apply.  
 
Because the total floor area of the proposed mixed-use occupancy structure is 3,544 square feet, 
and because this total floor area is greater than 1,500 square feet, the Placer County Fire 
Department has determined that a monitored fire alarm system is required and warranted as 
provided for in Placer County Code Section 15.04.710(H).  Because the fire alarm requirement is 
based upon the square footage of the structure and has no relationship to the zoning 
requirements, occupancy load or location of the structure, Placer County Fire staff has concluded 
the actual distance or response time is not an issue in requiring the alarm system. The purpose of 
an automatic fire alarm system is to notify the occupants to evacuate the building and provide a 
rapid notification of the emergency to the responding fire agency. 
 
Contrary to comments by Mr. Maddux, Placer County Fire staff  has determined that other wineries 
of a like size that are within Placer County Fire Department jurisdiction have in fact been required 
to and have subsequently installed automatic fire alarm systems (e.g.; Wise Villa Winery and Dona 
Dal Cielo).    



Requirement for Key Boxes 
Placer County Code adopts California Fire Code Section 506.1.1 in its entirety. Therefore, in this 
case, the California Fire Code is the appropriate regulatory document for determining Knox Box 
requirements. As set forth in the California Fire Code Section 506.1.1, when access to or within a 
structure or an area is restricted because of secured openings or where immediate access is 
necessary for life-saving or fire-fighting purposes, the fire code official is authorized to require a 
key box to be installed in an approved location.  The key box shall be of an approved type and 
shall contain keys to gain necessary access as required by the fire code official.  The purpose of 
the “Knox Box” is to provide the responding fire agency access to not only the gates but also into 
all areas of the commercial building.  The “Knox Box” would contain gate codes or openers, gate 
keys and keys to all locked rooms within the business.  
 
Placer County Fire Department has suggested the option of locating an approved Knox Vault at 
the first gate to save the added cost of purchasing two (2) padlocks/key switches for the gates 
(California Fire Code section 506.1.1). The Knox vault would then contain both the keys to the 
commercial building and keys/codes for the gates. 
 
RECOMMENDATION 
Based upon the analysis set forth in this report, staff recommends the Board of Appeals take the 
following action: 
 

1) Deny the appeal from Phil Maddux of Lone Buffalo Vineyards to waive the requirement for 
an approved automatic fire alarm system based on the following: 
a. Placer County Code section 15.04.710 H requires an approved automatic fire alarm 

system for a commercial structure of this size. 
 

2) Deny the appeal from Phil Maddux of Lone Buffalo Vineyard to waive the requirement for a 
Knox 4400 series, dual lock vault to provide emergency access to the property and 
structure(s) based on the following: 
a. California Fire Code section 506, requirements for access, 
b. The Knox system is the system approved for use in Placer County by Placer County 

Fire Departments. 
c. The Knox 4400 series is the smallest and least expensive of the key vaults that provide 

the Dual Lock capability. (one lock provides fire department access to the vault while 
the other lock provides the building owner access to his/her vault) 

d. Placer County Fire Department utilizes the Dual Key system to allow the operator of the 
building to maintain the correct keys in their own vault without having to schedule 
meetings with the fire department each time a lock or pass code is changed. (California 
Fire Code section 506.2) 

 
Should the Board conclude that there is merit to the appeal as set forth by Mr. Maddux, staff will 
assist the Board in preparing findings based upon the public testimony provided during the public 
hearing. 
 
ATTACHMENTS: 
 Exhibit 1: Vicinity Map 
 Exhibit 2: Site Plan     
 Exhibit 3: Appeal Application 
 Exhibit 4: Placer County Building Permit #46529.12 (scope) 
 Exhibit 5: Placer County Building Permit #46529.12 (quantity) 
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