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Helena Mitchell, Executive Director for the Center for Advanced Communications Policy. Previously, she was the Chief of the Emergency Broadcast System and the first Chief of the Emergency Alert System at the Federal Communications Commission.
>> HELENA MITCHELL:  Good afternoon.  I'm in technology.  And can't even turn on a phone.  Good afternoon and thank you very much, FEMA, for inviting me, and especially Marcie Roth, who is a tremendous leader out there, leading the guard for us all.  And I appreciate the opportunity to share a few remarks about emergency alerts and accessibility to them.  Like everyone else in this room you know what?  That's not the problem.  I have three brothers but I will try.
Like everyone else in the room, the members of the Wireless Rehabilitation Engineering Research Center recognize it is essential that persons with disabilities access and functional needs are able to receive emergency alerts.  Currently people receive emergency alerts and information in a variety of ways including television, radio, e mail, internet, telephone, reverse 911, mobile phones, friends, family and sirens.  Most people with disabilities receive emergency alerts by television at 41% and radio, 25%, followed by e mail, 20%, direct observation phone calls, which tied 18%, and text messaging.  Television and radio also remains the most prevalent method to verify emergency information and land lines still remain important for accurate emergency assistance especially for people with disabilities.
However, while most people with disabilities turn to their televisions and radios to receive and verify alerts, receiving these emergency messages are sometimes problematic because not all stations simultaneously transmit audio and text information.  For many years the wireless RERC has been involved with research and development concerning accessible alerts and the ways that people with disabilities use technologies in emergencies.  Our survey of user needs conducted annually and comprised of more than 1800 people with disabilities reveals there's an ongoing transformation in the way people with disabilities use electronic communications and mobile wireless devices, especially during personal and private personal and public emergencies.
These transformations are occurring in conjunction with profound technological changes and occurring also at an accelerated rate and are fundamentally changing how we communicate during emergencies.  More than 93% of the public use wireless technologies and products.  85% of the people also with disabilities use wireless services and devices.  77% of people with disabilities reporting that they especially use these devices during emergencies.
Receiving emergency alerts notifications and information free of clutter with accessibility features is critical for people with disabilities with disabilities who increasingly use their devices, the internet and social media to stay connected, informed and in some cases warned during emergencies.
The interactive reports that 65% of U.S. adults use social media.  63% of people with disabilities indicate they also use social media.  Desktop computers at 41% and laptops at 31%, the same airwaves in which they access social media.  However there's a robust trend that indicates cell phones and smart phones are being used more often to access social media for receiving, verifying and sharing alerts.
The use of social media channels like Facebook and Twitter have grown dramatically as we can see today, with Facebook being the most widely used media with people with disabilities.  Even though they're using it during emergencies some social media platforms are not fully accessible to people with disabilities.  Frequently Emergency Management departments which disseminate Emergency Management via Twitter and Facebook do not have accessibility sites due to the man hours required and the limitations.  However crowd sourcing for emergencies and first responders can be and should be extremely viable.
Incorporating social media in the development of emergency communication systems makes good strategic sense and can become instrumental in preparation, mitigation, response and recovery efforts of the government.
The federal government has weighed in on reports of access to emergency alerts.  In 2005 it was a major shift which occurred at the FCC which amended their rules to assure that people with disabilities have equal access to public warnings and we believe this is a major, major step.
Emergency Alert System of the FCC has pushed for the accessibility of over the air television, radio and cable alerts and as was just mentioned, had their first ever National on the air test in November 2011.
At our RERC we conducted extensive research regarding that service and regarding the testing.  We held focus groups and we have online surveys and had over 5 to 600 people participate in the whole thing.
From our result it showed there are accessibility issues that need to be addressed including replacement of visual and auditory alert cues.  The FCC's commercial mobile alert system is scheduled for National deployment on April 7 of this year, but the first version is not fully accessible.
I'd like to hear from you guys what you think is going to happen.  Both the federal government and the wireless industry are exploring initiatives and developing plans for interoperability among emergency alerts.  The next generation of mobile emergency alerting enhanced 911, next generation 911 communication systems and how to handle network congestion during emergencies so that calls from people with disabilities receive the necessary attention they deserve.  These initiatives must include provisions for accessibility that are broad enough to be applicable for the future, yet contain enough detail to sufficiently guide industry as to compliance and creation of accessible devices, software and services that can be used to receive emergency alerts.
It's an exciting time.  We are increasing the ways we receive emergency alerts and notifications and with more diverse mobile phones, tablets, smart phones, technologies, battery life, this is a perfect opportunity for vendors to involve the end users in creating new devices that will have accessible features at the front end of deployment now.  Not after the fact when retrofitting is required by the government to made these products accessible and as I look at the Twitter I see a lot of people are saying make sure we get the end user involved early on.  The marketplace that cares so much about dollar return on its investment has a chance to get it right.  Especially as a growing population the Baby Boomers, age into disabilities and demand accessible emergency alerts and information.
Again, I want to thank you.  This is a great opportunity for everyone on site and on the line to speak up on how to assure alerts are accessible for people with disabilities, what accessibility features matter the most.  Is there a role for social media in the future of emergency alerts?  Or is it just going to be for communications with federal agencies?  And finally what are some new ways to incorporate our concerns into not just how industry does business but also how emergency managers conduct their activities?  I look forward to the discussion.  Thank you.
