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Smoke Alarms – electrically connected vs battery operated 
  

The Ontario Building Code requires that single-family dwellings have an 

electrically connected smoke alarm installed in the sleeping areas of the building. 

However, homes built prior to the Building Code requirement were not required to 

have a smoke alarm, until the Ontario Fire Code requirement became law in 1998. 

The fire service generally recommends that smoke alarms be installed on every 

level of the home and outside all sleeping areas. The Fire Code does not stipulate 

how the unit is powered, thus it can be electrically connected or battery-powered. 

The Ontario Fire Code does require that smoke alarms meet CAN/ULC-S531. 

 

  

Conventional batteries 
  

Models using conventional batteries should be tested at least once per month and 

the batteries should be replaced annually or when the low-battery indicator sounds. 

When replacing batteries, ensure the replacements are compatible with the 

manufacturer’s recommendations.  

 

  

Long-life batteries 
  

Most manufacturers offer smoke alarms with long-life lithium batteries that can last 

up to 10 years. Some of these batteries may be removable while others are not. 

Manufacturers offer 10-year warranties on most of these units. Generally, long-life 

smoke alarms are more expensive than conventional alarms, but the low 

maintenance requirements often offset the cost. Alarms powered by long-life 

batteries still require regular testing and maintenance. 
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Hard-wired smoke alarms 
  

 Smoke alarms powered by the home’s AC power supply can be interconnected so 

that if one alarm activates, all other connected alarms will sound as well. Some 

hard-wired smoke alarms have battery back-ups and also require monthly testing. 

Other maintenance or replacement of hard-wired smoke alarms should be 

conducted by qualified contractors.  

      

 

Low battery warning feature 
  

Underwriters Laboratories of Canada (ULC) requires that all smoke alarms have a 

low battery warning device that emits a signal when the battery power is low. The 

warning signal itself will eventually stop after a few days, thus a smoke alarm 

should be tested if the occupants have been away. 

  

  

Types of smoke alarms 
  

Smoke alarms commonly use one of two different types of technology in detecting 

smoke: ionization or photoelectric.   

  

Ionization-type smoke alarms have a small amount of radioactive material that 

ionizes the air between two electrically charged plates,  causing a measurable 

current to flow between the plates. When smoke enters the chamber, it disrupts the 

flow of current, which activates the alarm.  

  

Photoelectric-type smoke alarms aim a light source into a sensing chamber at an 

angle away from the sensor. Smoke entering the chamber reflects light onto the 

sensor, which triggers the alarm. 

  

Ionization vs. photoelectric: The type of sensing device is not a major 

consideration when choosing alarms for your program. Both ionization and 

photoelectric alarms are tested to the same product standard (CAN/ULC – S531). 

Photoelectric alarms respond slightly faster to smoldering type fires; ionization 

alarms respond slightly faster to flaming type fires. Since you cannot predict the 

type of fire that will occur, the slight difference in detection is not relevant. Either 

type of alarm will detect any fire quickly. Some manufacturers offer smoke alarms 

that use both sensor systems. 
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Other smoke alarm features 
  

Manufacturers offer smoke alarms with added features. You should consider these 

features when acquiring smoke alarms for you program. It is important, however, to 

ensure the alarms being distributed conform to CAN/ULC S531. 

  

Pause buttons allow occupants to silence nuisance alarms, such as those caused by 

burning toast or opening smoky ovens, and not affect the operation of the alarm. 

Without this feature, many occupants will disconnect or remove batteries from 

smoke alarms, rendering the alarms inoperable. In many cases, relocating the alarm 

may help to reduce nuisance alarms. 

  

Smoke alarms with the pause feature allow a person to silence the unit in the event 

the alarm is false. The pause will be activated for approximately seven to ten 

minutes, after which time the alarm automatically returns to normal operation. 

Smoke alarms with this feature discourage the dangerous practice of removing 

batteries from the units. It is recommended that smoke alarms with this feature be 

promoted in your program.    

  

 

Battery mounts 
  

Standard 9V batteries used in many smoke alarms require the occupant to snap the 

battery’s terminals into tight-fitting connectors. This can sometimes be difficult for 

some people. Alarms with spring-metal terminal contacts reduce the difficulty for 

installing the battery, but increase the possibility of installing the battery backward. 

Persons installing batteries in smoke alarms must ensure the positive and negative 

terminals are correctly connected. 

  

  

Test buttons 
  

Pushing the test button usually located on the face of the unit will test the alarm 

feature of most smoke alarms. 

  

Alarms for the hearing impaired 
  

To assist people in your community who are hearing impaired, you may be 

interested in obtaining information about smoke alarms that accommodate these 

special needs. Contact your local branch of the Canadian Hearing Society for 

information about smoke alarms for the hearing impaired.  
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Smoke alarm life span 
  

Like most other appliances, smoke alarms wear out. It is recommended all smoke 

alarms be replaced after ten years of service to ensure continued protection from 

fire. 

  

 

Adequate protection 
  

The Ontario Fire Code requires that smoke alarms be installed between each 

sleeping area and the remainder of the dwelling unit, and where the sleeping areas 

are served by hallways, the smoke alarms shall be installed in hallways. In addition, 

smoke alarms shall be installed on every level of the dwelling (including 

basements) and outside all sleeping areas.  If the occupants sleep with their 

bedroom doors closed, it is a good idea to have smoke alarms inside each bedroom.  

   

  
  

  

  

  

 


