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I. INTRODUCTION

On Monday, March 2, 2015, the Committee on Technology, chaired by Council Member James Vacca, will hold an oversight hearing concerning the Notify NYC system and other notification technologies.
II. BACKGROUND ON NOTIFY NYC
Notify NYC is the City’s official source for information about emergency events and important City services.
 It began as a pilot program in December, 2007 and expanded citywide in May 2009. It now operates out of the Office of Emergency Management (OEM), with staff located in the OEM Watch Command and support from the Department of Information Technology & Telecommunications.
 
Registration is not required to view notifications, as they can be seen directly on the Notify NYC website, the Notify NYC twitter account (@NotifyNYC) or through an RSS feed reader. For those who wish to receive notifications more directly, or to receive targeted notifications, they can be delivered by SMS/text, phone or e-mail. According to the website, users can opt-in and register (via the website or by calling 311) for one or more of several notification types:

· Emergency Alerts: Messages about life-threatening events that may require immediate action. This may include tornado alerts, mandatory evacuations and missing person alerts (if the missing person is deemed to be in imminent danger). All registrants are automatically added to this list.

· Significant Event Notifications: The most commonly issued message type. Important information about emergency events (such as large fires, structural collapses or severe weather), utility outages, major transit disruptions and other types of high-impact events.

· Public Health Notifications: information about important public health issues in the registrant’s community. This may include NYS Department of Environmental Conservation Air Quality Health Advisories or Department of Health and Mental Hygiene mosquito spraying.
· Public School Closing/Delay Advisories: Updates about unscheduled public school closings, delays and early dismissals. This can be school-specific if users know the address or cross street(s) for the relevant schools.
· Unscheduled Parking Rules Suspensions: Updates about unscheduled suspensions of citywide parking rules.

However, when enrolling on the website, two additional notification types are also presented: 
· Major Mass Transit Disruptions: Planned or unplanned disruptions to regular NYC or regional mass transit. Incident severity is determined by OEM and only those causing significant transit delays would trigger notifications.
· Major Traffic Disruptions: Planned or unplanned arterial roadway closures, causing significant traffic delays on major highways, bridges and/or tunnels. Incident severity is determined by OEM and only those causing significant delays would trigger notifications.

And, the website’s FAQ lists yet another possible category, but one which does not seem to be available on the enrollment page:
· Waterbody Advisories: Combined Sewer Overflow events that caused untreated wastewater to be released into waterways within the prior 24 hours.

In FY 2014, OEM issued 1,190 Notify NYC messages to subscribers, an almost identical number to the prior fiscal year. The average time elapsed between incident occurrence and Notify NYC message was seven minutes and fifty-eight seconds, with a stated goal of lowering that response time to seven minutes for FY 2015.

As of June 2014, there were 236,150 subscribers to Notify NYC, including 102,064 followers of Notify NYC on Twitter.
 The latter has since grown, with the Notify NYC twitter account showing over 127,000 followers as of February 24, 2015.

Regarding accessibility, sign language videos are available for some notifications, but the only language option currently available is English. In a survey on the website, OEM has a question meant to gauge interest in expanding to other languages.
 

III. BACKGROUND ON OTHER GOVERNMENT NOTIFICATION SYSTEMS

Wireless Emergency Alerts (WEA)

This is a federal alert communication system, but NYC OEM was the first alert originator to adopt the WEA service.
 Wireless Emergency Alerts (WEA) are text messages, accompanied by loud sounds, issued by local, state and/or federal officials for significant emergencies in a given area. They are broadcast from cellphone towers near an emergency and are received on all cell phones equipped to receive them. These alerts are not necessarily sent by Notify NYC and so even non-subscribers will receive them. Examples include severe weather alerts issued by the National Weather Service, AMBER Alerts issued by state law enforcement officials or Presidential alerts during a national emergency.
 Although all capable cellphones are automatically included in the program, individuals can opt-out of receiving WEA messages for imminent threats and AMBER alerts, but not for Presidential messages, by adjusting settings on their mobile devices.


While these alerts may often be important, or even vital, some controversy has arisen when they are issued in the middle of the night, for geographically distant events or for missing persons, waking up thousands of people and thus making them far more likely to turn off the emergency alert feature on their mobile devices. This has been particularly discussed in relation to missing person alerts.
 Another such middle of the night alert in New Jersey, on February 24, 2015, caused the words “Amber Alert” to trend on Twitter in the New York area, often as part of a complaint.
 In at least one instance, however, the alerts have been credited with locating an abducted 8-month-old boy in Minnesota.


NYC Advance Warning System (AWS) 


OEM’s Advance Warning System (AWS) is meant to alert organizations who work with people with access and functional needs and disabilities to various types of hazards and emergencies in that may affect people’s independence and daily lives. It disseminates public preparedness and emergency information, in the hopes these service providers and advocacy groups will relay the information to their clients and other agencies.


Alerts from AWS are sent out by OEM’s Human Services Unit and can be received via SMS/text or e-mail but the system also facilitates the sending of targeted text messages to a provider’s own client list.
 There is some coordination with the NYC Department of Health and Mental Hygiene and, although seemingly distinct from Notify NYC, the AWS website does have some Notify NYC branding and displays Notify NYC social media notifications.


During an emergency, the Special Needs Advance Warning System Plan may be activated, which includes the pushing of e-mail notifications to all agencies registered with AWS and inclusion in conference calls before and during emergencies for the discussion of plan activations, outreach efforts and resource needs.
 

CorpNet


CorpNet is a notification system for businesses located within New York City to help in decision making. The incidents reported by CorpNet include fires (three-alarm or higher), building collapses, water main breaks, utility outages (of significant size) and other emergency events. Only users with a “legitimate business e-mail address” (which does not include personal ISP accounts) may enroll.

IV. CITYGRAMS
The focus of most government-run notification system is on emergency events, dangerous conditions and missing persons. However, the public may sometimes desire notifications on other subjections. For instance, Code for America and BetaNYC developed a free system entitled ‘Citygram.nyc’ which allows users to receive notifications, by text or e-mail, on either 311 Service Requests or vehicle collisions, both culled from open data sources, within a certain distance of a specified address.

The website also allows you to estimate the frequency of citygrams you will receive if you sign up beforehand, so you can adjust the distance appropriately. For instance, as of February 24, 2014, the website estimates that within the prior week there would have been 14 citygrams for 311 Service Requests within 1/10th of a mile of 250 Broadway (or 53 citygrams if enlarged to 1/4 of a mile, etc. up to 8,563 citygrams at the maximum distance of 4 miles). Those 14 include a taxi complaint, food poisoning, a noise complaint, a blocked street (due to construction) complaint and a street sign “dangling.” As the sampling shows, the full gamut of 311 service requests could be received via notifications, especially when a large enough distance is used.
This project is an example of not only the use of open data, but also the potential for customizable automated notifications on non-emergency subjects. 

V. CONCLUSION

The Committee hopes to explore Notify NYC and any administration plans to increase response times or enhance language access in the future. Likewise, the potential for better tailored Wireless Emergency Alerts should be discussed.  Finally, the Committee hopes to discuss the future of notification technologies, whether it be social media, automation, micro-targeting or other concepts. 
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