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Emergency Warnings: Notification of Deaf 
or Hard of Hearing People 
When a tornado, an earthquake, a hurricane, a flood, a forest fire, a grass fire or a spill of dangerous chemicals hits a community, how do people find out what to do? In an emergency, people get information from a variety of sources:
· Television announcements 
· Radio announcements 

· Civil defense or tornado warning sirens 

· Police loudspeakers 

Deaf and hard of hearing people have very limited access to these critical weather and emergency information sources. In an emergency, deaf and hard of hearing people experience fear and frustration. They may make poor safety decisions since they are uninformed about the nature or scope of the emergency. 
The NAD believes that many broadcasters and public emergency management agencies are not aware of their legal responsibilities to modify their information procedures. New techniques and technology are available to help make sure that deaf or hard of hearing people KNOW about emergencies, and HOW TO RESPOND.
Television broadcasters
ALL television broadcasters, cable operators, satellite television services that provide local emergency news have a duty to caption all essential emergency information, or provide it visually. This means more than just running a simple "crawl" announcement along the bottom of the TV screen. If broadcasters break in to a program with live information, or if they have a special news update, or if they provide emergency information as part of their regular news programming, they MUST provide all of the "essential" information visually. The Federal Communication Commission (FCC) requires ALL broadcasters to do this NOW. 47 C.F.R. 79.2.
The best way to provide emergency information is through a feed to a live real-time captioner, or an on-site stenocaptioner. Most television stations now run a simple short crawl with storm warning information and school closings. If this is the only emergency information that they provide to ALL of their customers, this is adequate. But if there is a real disaster, they also need to run captions or visual displays with all the essential information about road closings, shelters, advice to prevent injury, and other information that is being given orally. They do not have to provide word-for-word captioning of news reporters, although that would be the best way. They do have to provide "critical information" about an emergency, such as:
· specific details about the areas that will be affected by the emergency. 

· evacuation orders, detailed descriptions of the exact areas to be evacuated, specific evacuation routes. 

· approved shelters, how to take shelter in your home, instructions on how to protect your property and possessions, road closures, how to obtain relief assistance. 

The information can be either open or closed captions, or any other visual display. The FCC emergency captioning rules mandate that emergency captions and regular closed captions must not block each other on the screen.
Real-time live captioning services are readily available to broadcasters from a wide range of captioning companies, including, but not limited to: The Caption Center, www.wgbh.org/caption and 1-617-300-3600, Captionmax, www.captionmax.com and 1-612-341-3566, National Captioning Institute, www.ncicap.org and 1-800-374-3986, and Vitac, www.vitac.com and 1-888-528-4822.
If a station fails to comply with the FCC emergency captioning, a complaint should be filed with the FCC by sending information to access@fcc.gov or by calling the Disability Rights Office of the FCC toll-free at 1-888-225-5322 (CALL-FCC) or TTY 1-888-835-5322 (TELL-FCC). Information about the Emergency Captioning rule is posted on the FCC web site at http://www.fcc.gov/cib/dro/emergency_access_factsheet.doc.
Information is also available on the NAD web site at 
http://www.nad.org/infocenter/infotogo/legal/TVemergencybroadcast.html and an article at http://www.nad.org/infocenter/newsroom/nadnews/FCCCaptionRulesViolated.html.
If a station does not run all essential emergency information visually, a complaint should be filed with the FCC by sending information to access@fcc.gov or by calling the Disability Rights Office of the FCC toll-free at 1-888-225-5322 (CALL-FCC) or TTY 1-888-835-5322 (TELL-FCC). Give the FCC the following information:
The name of the local broadcast station.
The date and time that emergency information was not displayed.
The type of emergency.
However, FCC rules require ALL stations, not just those in the top 25 television markets, to provide captioning for all new programming by 2006. The requirement is being phased in over time. Currently, 25% of new programming must be captioned, but the amount increases to 50% in January, 2002; to 75% in January, 2004; to 100% in January, 2006.
The NAD urges all broadcasters to begin providing real-time news captioning voluntarily, as soon as possible. Deaf and hard of hearing people, like other people, need prompt, accurate, comprehensive access to local news information.
Weather warning systems
Several weather warning systems are now in operation, provided by federal, state and local governments and by private businesses. Federal, state and local governments have a legal duty under the Americans with Disabilities Act to modify their emergency notification systems to be accessible to deaf and hard of hearing people. Most states and counties have a designated emergency management agency, often part of the department of public safety. The NAD urges local deaf individuals and organizations to meet with these officials now, to make sure they are investigating and installing systems that will be effective to warn deaf and hard of hearing residents in an emergency.
The National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) is a federal agency that provides emergency weather information. For more than two decades, NOAA Weather Radio (NWR) has been an important mechanism for disseminating the National Weather Service (NWS) weather broadcasts including watches, warnings, forecasts, and other hazard information 24 hours a day. However, the NWR has until recently been only an auditory signal.
Special needs radio receivers
Modified radio receivers are now available to provide text information from the NOAA National Weather Service radio broadcasts. There are several models of text weather radios available. For information about vendors and prices, a good resource is a web site operated by National Severe Storms Laboratory in Oklahoma: www.nssl.noaa.gov/NWR/. Another resource is http://www.WeatherRadios.com.
The basic models have a radio receiver that includes a strobe light as well as an auditory signal to alert a deaf or hard of hearing person of a weather emergency in that person’s county. A liquid crystal display shows what type of watch, warning, or advisory has been issued. A pillow vibrator/bed shaker is also available to awaken the person from sleep in the home. Some models also include a cigarette lighter attachment, so that the unit can be used in the car. The drawback of these models is that the system provides only the type of warning, not the full text of the NWS warning. 
Some available models are the First Alert System, manufactured by Silent Call, and the original NOAA Weather Radio.
More sophisticated units receive the entire text of an emergency warning through a satellite transmission. For example, one system offered in many counties by a company called Page Update requires a subscription to the Page Alert system satellite feed for a monthly fee. This system will work even in the areas of the United States that do not have local radio towers that carry the National Weather Service signal. The text message includes the entire text of the warning, so it provides more useful information. Information about Weather Alert 2000 is available from 
www.pageupdate.com/products/products_wirelesswarning.htm
Paging systems
Receiving warnings by pager has the advantage of showing the entire text of a weather warning. . The Emergency Email Network (http://208.184.24.125/ or www.emergencyemailnetwork.com) is a free service that provides weather and natural disaster information in all 50 states, through both e-mail and pager. Consumers register by county, so that they can receive the appropriate local warnings. Local and regional emergency management agencies can also sign up to participate in this service. 
Several paging companies have weather alert services for an additional charge. In some communities, area TV stations support web pages which include the ability to send weather watches and warnings via email. For example, in the Minneapolis-St. Paul area, two stations offer this service: http://www.kare11.com, http://www.channel4000.com. 
One drawback to these systems is that experts do not recommend leaving a computer on during a thunderstorm. In some emergencies, electrical services are disrupted. However, services can also send the warnings to a pager that has an email address.
County emergency management centers in some communities should provide free weather warnings via pagers for consumers. In addition to the Emergency Email Network (above), some communities are developing their own response systems. For example, the emergency management center for Faribault County will type out a warning via pager when the sirens are sounded. This was set up since the Minnesota State School for the Deaf is located in the city of Faribault. (contact: Mike Monge, Faribault County Emergency Manager and Faribault City Fire Dept, mmonge@ci.faribault.mn.us). A similar pager alert system has just been implemented in Sulphur, Oklahoma, the home of the Oklahoma School for the Deaf. The system is local but may expand statewide. The software was provided by Weather Affirmation, an Oklahoma company.
Strobe light on top of civil defense sirens 
Some communities, especially those in tornado corridors, operate civil defense sirens. Putting a visual cue such as a powerful strobe light on top of civil defense sirens would alert people in the immediate vicinity. This system has limited utility except for awake residents with unrestricted views of the tower.
Improved education and communication with the deaf community
Training courses about severe weather or disaster preparedness rarely have interpreters available so that deaf people can learn the safety rules. Similarly, after a disaster, officials have neglected to provide interpreters or text information for the meetings which allow people to file for government assistance with FEMA or other support agencies such as the Red Cross. NAD urges local activists to contact their emergency management agencies now. Make sure they are knowledgeable about interpreter or stenocaptioner resources, and use them.
In some states and communities, deaf organizations are lobbying for state or local governments to purchase paging or special-needs weather radio devices for deaf households, since sirens and radio alerts are not accessible to deaf and hard of hearing people. Deaf and hard of hearing taxpayers are supporting a siren and radio emergency system that they cannot use.
"Reverse 911"
Some communities have considered a "reverse 911" system, in which a police department or other emergency notification agency can initiate TTY callsto information people in a designated area in the case of an emergency. This system has been considered in areas near prisons, to notify households in case of an escape from the facility.
Resources
The NAD would like to thank the following experts, who have promoted expansion of existing warning systems to deaf and hard of hearing people. They have provided valuable information about weather warning systems, and continue to make improvements on the emergency notification systems available:
Vincent T. Wood, Meteorologist
National Severe Storms Laboratory
1313 Halley Circle
Norman, Oklahoma 73069-8480
PHONE: (405) 366-0402 (Voice)
(405) 366-0466 (TTY/TDD)
FAX: (405) 366-0472
E-MAIL: wood@nssl.noaa.gov
URL: http://www.nssl.noaa.gov/~wood or http://www.nssl.noaa.gov/staff/wood.html
Dr. Robert Weisman
MS 48
Earth Sciences Department 
720 Fourth Avenue South
Saint Cloud, MN 56301-4498
Phone: (320) 255-3247 (V)
TTY via Relay: (800) 627-3529
FAX: (320) 255-4262
Email: scsweisman@stcloudstate.edu 
