
Is an ERCES system required for my building?

An ERCES system (Emergency Responder Communication Enhancement System), 
also known as a BDA (Bi-Directional Amplifier), is increasingly required by local 
fire codes and Authorities Having Jurisdiction (AHJs) across the country. While 
mandates are common for new construction before occupancy, many jurisdictions 
are also requiring existing older buildings or those undergoing major renovations 
to be retrofitted to ensure adequate radio coverage for all first responders.

What is the ERCES process for new construction projects?

For new construction, the ERCES process should begin during the design phase. You 
cannot perform a standard RF Verification Survey yet, so the process is reversed:

•	 Design Review: MWAS works with your architect and engineer to review 
building materials (like concrete thickness and Low-E glass) and floor plans 
to predict where signal issues will occur.

•	 Pre-Design: We engineer the Distributed Antenna System (DAS) layout and 
ERCES specifications directly into your construction plans to ensure code 
compliance is achieved upon completion.

•	 Final Testing: A full RF Verification Survey is performed when the building is 
substantially complete to verify that the installed system provides the required 
coverage for final occupancy permits.

The Emergency Responder Communication Enhancement System (ERCES), often referred to by its core component, the Bi-Directional Amplifier (BDA), is a mandatory life 
safety system designed to eliminate radio dead zones within commercial and high-rise structures. Modern construction materials like steel, concrete, and low-E glass are 
notorious for blocking public safety radio frequencies, which can hinder critical two-way communication for Fire, Police, and EMS personnel during an emergency. 
This FAQ provides essential clarity on the ERCES technology, its compliance requirements under NFPA 72 and local Authorities Having Jurisdiction (AHJs), and how 
Midwest Alarm Services guarantees the installation and maintenance of a reliable, uninterrupted communication link for your first responders.

3001 99th Street | Urbandale, IA 50322 | (515) 288-4000 | mw-as.com

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS
Emergency Responder Communication Enhancement System

What exactly is a Radio Frequency (RF) Verification Survey, and 
when is it performed?

The RF Verification Survey is the mandatory first step to determine if your 
building has the required level of radio coverage. MWAS uses state-of-the-art 
specialized equipment to measure the strength of public safety radio signals 
throughout the structure. The survey must be performed before installation, and 
often annually thereafter, as mandated by the AHJ. A full survey is required every 
five years.

What codes and standards govern ERCES systems?

ERCES systems are primarily governed by the National Fire Protection 
Association (NFPA) standards, specifically NFPA 72 (National Fire Alarm 
and Signaling Code) and NFPA 1221 (Standard for Emergency Services 
Communications). The International Fire Code (IFC) also includes ERCES 
requirements. Local AHJs adopt and enforce these codes, often setting 
their own specific requirements for signal strength.

What is the required signal strength for compliance?

Compliance requires different signal strengths in different areas. Typically, fire 
codes require a minimum of 95% coverage in general areas of the building, 
and 99% coverage in critical life safety areas such as the Fire Command Center, 
elevator lobbies, stairwells, and fire pump rooms.



Why do modern buildings struggle with radio communication?

Modern construction materials are the primary cause of signal loss. Materials like 
concrete, steel, Low-E glass, and certain roofing types severely block or “attenuate” 
the public safety radio frequencies. An ERCES system is specifically engineered to 
counteract these materials and boost the signal where it’s needed most.

What happens if my building fails the RF Verification Survey?

If the survey reveals inadequate signal strength, your building will not meet 
the local code for public safety radio coverage. At this point, installing an 
ERCES system becomes mandatory to achieve compliance, pass final inspections, 
and obtain occupancy permits.

How does MWAS ensure my ERCES system will meet all 
local codes?

MWAS provides end-to-end compliance assurance. After the initial survey, we use 
the data to provide a detailed system design and engineering plan for the DAS 
network. Our NICET-certified and FCC GROL-certified life safety professionals are 
experts in complex radio frequency requirements and design the system to meet all 
current local code requirements before installation begins.
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Does an ERCES system need regular maintenance or testing?

Yes. ERCES systems are critical life safety equipment and must be maintained to 
meet code. NFPA standards require comprehensive annual inspections and testing 
to ensure the system is operating at the required signal strength and 
that the crucial battery backup and power supply remain fully functional.

How long does the ERCES design and installation process 
typically take?

The timeline varies based on building size and complexity. The process involves four 
main phases:

1.	 Initial RF survey
2.	 System design and AHJ (Authority Having Jurisdiction) approval
3.	 Equipment procurement
4.	 Installation and final acceptance testing 

Once equipment is on-site, installation of the DAS network and ERCES unit typically 
takes several weeks to ensure full coverage. 


