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INTRODUCTION


On September 19, 2007, the Committee on Lower Manhattan Redevelopment, chaired by Council Member Alan J. Gerson and the Committee on Technology In Government, chaired by Council Member Gale A. Brewer, will hold an oversight hearing on “Community Notification of Catastrophic Incidents – Lessons Learned from the Deutsche Bank Fire and other Recent Incidents.”


This hearing is, in part, a follow-up to a hearing held on February 17, 2005 by the then Select Committee on Lower Manhattan Redevelopment, chaired by Council Member Alan J. Gerson, which focused on the dangers to Downtown residents and workers during the demolition of buildings contaminated by the 2001 destruction of the Twin Towers at the World Trade Center, especially the Deutsche Bank building, also known as 130 Liberty St.


Invited to testify are, among others, New York City Deputy Mayor, Edward Skyler, representatives of the City’s Departments of Emergency Management, Environmental Protection, Police, Fire, Buildings and Health and Mental Hygiene, Avi Schick, Chairman of the Board of the Lower Manhattan Development Corporation (LMDC), representatives of companies whose products and services include community notification systems and techniques, including Cisco Systems, Inc. and Industrial and Technical Assistance Corporation.  The Committee also expects to receive testimony from elected officials and Manhattan Community Board members, particularly from Lower Manhattan, representatives of labor unions and community organizations.  Also expected are Downtown residents and workers worried about the decontamination and demolition of several downtown buildings and the ability of City officials in an emergency to notify local residents and workers of environmental dangers and of steps they should take to avoid risks to their health.

BACKGROUND

The August 18, 2007 fire at 130 Liberty Street (the building formerly known as the Deutsche Bank building) during its decontamination and demolition that led to the deaths of two New York City firefighters has raised a variety of serious questions
for City officials.  The fire has triggered a number of investigations into its cause, into the hiring and approval of the demolition subcontractor, John Galt Co., into the adequacy of pre-fire safety inspections of demolition projects and into Fire Department planning for responding to fires in contaminated buildings.  Those investigations are ongoing and their results will not be available for some weeks.   When results are available, it is likely that Committees of the Council will consider the need for legislative and other remedies to prevent other similar tragic incidents.  

The issues under investigation, however, are not the focus of this hearing.  Instead, the hearing will examine complaints raised by residents and workers of Lower Manhattan that the City’s efforts during and immediately after the fire to notify them of possible dangers and to advise of appropriate precautions –- whether, for example, to evacuate their apartments, whether to close their windows, etc. -- were inadequate, raising questions about the City’s overall system of community notification. 

The August 18th fire at the Deutsche Bank demolition site was only the most recent incident of intense concern to the Lower Manhattan community arising from a demolition project made necessary more than six years ago by the September 11, 2001 destruction of the World Trade Center. 
 


A number of buildings in Lower Manhattan adjacent to the World Trade Center (WTC) were badly damaged and/or contaminated during and after the collapse of the WTC Towers on September 11, 2001.  The most seriously affected were buildings at 130 Liberty Street, 4 Albany Street and Fiterman Hall, a building owned by the Borough of Manhattan Community College (BMCC), a part of the City University of New York (CUNY), at 30 West Broadway.  In the case of each of the buildings, engineers and environmental scientists advised that rebuilding and re-occupying would not be possible due to overwhelming chemical contamination.

  Members of the Downtown community and their elected representatives were, from the beginning, extremely concerned about the safety of the decontamination and deconstruction projects.  They grew even more concerned as disclosures of serious illness afflicting first responders and 9-11 clean-up workers were connected to the toxic chemicals carried by the 9-11 dust cloud.  Of particular concern in Lower Manhattan was the obvious threat to thousands of residents and workers living and working in direct proximity to the contaminated buildings of the accidental release during demolition of hazardous and toxic materials.

130 Liberty Street


The 130 Liberty Street structure was a forty story, 1.4 million square foot office building which was determined to be badly contaminated with asbestos, lead, mercury, dioxins, PCBs and WTC dust and which, as a result, was required to be decontaminated, deconstructed and removed down to the top of its foundation walls.  In 2003, once insurance claims were resolved and using funds appropriated by Congress after 9-11, LMDC purchased the building in order to demolish it and to incorporate the building’s site into the new World Trade Center development.
  Working with its consultants and with input from the Lower Manhattan community, LMDC developed and, on December 13, 2004 submitted to regulatory authorities, its plan for deconstruction of 130 Liberty Street.  


On January 31, 2005, comments on Phase I of LMDC’s plan were provided to LMDC by the United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and by the New York State Departments of Environmental Conservation (DEC) and Labor (DOL) which indicated that the plan was “not acceptable in its current form” in that it did not adequately guard against a “significant potential for releases of contamination.”
  The comments of the three agencies raised numerous questions and problems with the plan which required LMDC and its consultants to substantially revise it and resubmit it for approval.  Finally, on September 8, 2005, the EPA approved LMDC’s decontamination and deconstruction plan and allowed deconstruction to begin.

 
LMDC’s revised decontamination and deconstruction plan included a revised Emergency Action Plan (EAP) with a Community Notification Addendum (Addendum).  The EAP was designed to mitigate against and lessen the impact of any emergency that might occur during the deconstruction process through advance planning and the establishment of an adequate response structure including reporting emergencies, evacuating the 130 Liberty Street building, identifying a designated assembly area and site evacuation.
 


The Community Notification Addendum outlined the community notification protocol that LMDC would implement in the event of an emergency incident at the 130 Liberty Street site.
  The Addendum stated that in the event of an emergency, LMDC would notify the Downtown community through a combination of mass notification via telephone, pager and email (if technically possible), by 130 Liberty Street E-Updates and Incident Alerts, both utilizing e-mail messages to individuals who signed up in advance with an LMDC list serve, through media news releases, community flyers and community briefings.
  


Lower Manhattan’s elected representatives, including Council Member Alan Gerson, and Manhattan Community Board No.1 (CB1) expressed immediate concern to LMDC about how the EAP and, particularly, the Notification Addendum, would work in case of an emergency.  In October 2005, CB1 Chairperson, Julie Menin, wrote to then LMDC President, Stefan Pryor, raising various questions about the Notification Plan including:

      “What type of incident will trigger this plan into action?  Who will be notified, when and how quickly?   Will property managers and building superintendents be notified?   How will individual residents and small business owners be informed?   Is there a phone tree in place?”

At an August 21, 2007 public meeting held to discuss the August 18, 2007 fire at 130 Liberty St, CB1 Chair Menin stated that the Board’s October 2005 letter to LMDC had never been answered and no details regarding the notification plan ever materialized.  

   Others at the August 21st meeting expressed frustration that “after six years of calling for an effective system to communicate with residents, the city has yet to create one.”
  According to Kathleen Moore, a resident of 125 Cedar St., “nobody came to tell anyone in our building whether or not to evacuate”.  And, Mary Dierickx of the same address said that the first communication she had from LMDC “didn’t come until the afternoon after the fire.”
  Moreover, Patricia Moore, a member of Manhattan Community Board No. 1, noted that after the fire in the contaminated building broke out, “ no one buzzed our buzzers, no one called us on the phone, no one contacted us by e-mail”.  She and others said that in the absence of official guidance, “there was confusion and uncertainty about whether people should stay in their apartments or get out.”


Appearing on September 5, 2007 at another public meeting in Lower Manhattan organized to discuss primarily the City’s plans for emergency public notification systems, Deputy Mayor Edward Skyler acknowledged that the August 18 fire had made clear that the City’s community notification response “was not robust enough”.
  He noted that the city is currently at work on several modes of communication that could alert the public – including residents and workers, both indoors and outdoors – in the event of an emergency.  Traditional e-mail alerts and web casts are planned, along with new technologies such as emergency text messages and “reverse 911”, which would broadcast a prerecorded message to all mobile phones in a certain area.
  Skyler stated that decisions on new City efforts to communicate to the public in emergencies would be made “by the end of the year”, but that “at the very least, an e-mail alert system would be in place before decontamination and deconstruction of 130 Liberty St. begins again.”




In response to complaints at the September 5th meeting from Jean Grillo and other members of the Battery Park City Community Emergency Response Team (BP CERT) that when they deployed at 130 Liberty St. on August 18 to assist at the scene of the fire, they were not recognized by the City’s first responders
, Skyler acknowledged that the CERTs had not been used sufficiently at the fire and promised that the City would “improve its coordination with CERT teams to help rapidly share information through particular neighborhoods and buildings as needed”.


Others at the September 5th meeting made various “low tech” suggestions for improvements in the City’s community notification methodology, including the use of sirens, emergency radio frequencies identified in advance to provide advisories in real time, police cars with bullhorns in the street, “telephone trees” and city employees (probably from the police department, perhaps augmented by CERT members) going door-to-door in large buildings.

Citywide Incident Management System (CIMS)


The City’s Citywide Incident Management System (CIMS) provides protocols for City agency responses to all manner of emergency situations or “incidents”.  This includes a protocol for ensuring that the public is informed in a timely manner that there is an emergency.   The Public Information Officer of the City agency in charge at the site (generally the agency with “core competency”) assisted by the Mayor’s Press Office and that of OEM are responsible for handling communications with the public.  CIMS provides no specific guidance on how to disseminate information to the public and thus the effectiveness of the plan may depend on the individual Public Information Officer at the site.

CRISIS AND EMERGENCY RISK COMMUNICATION


Crisis and Emergency Risk Communication (CERC) is an emerging field of study that attempts to “provide information that allows an individual stakeholder or an entire community to make the best possible decisions about their well-being, under nearly impossible time constraints,” while emphasizing the imperfect nature of the information available.
  Crisis communication “is a reasoned and mature communication approach to the selection of message, messenger, and method of delivery.”

In the wake of the events of September 11, 2001, and the anthrax crisis shortly thereafter, the Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) determined that there was a need for a comprehensive and systematic approach to risk communication during crisis and emergency events.
  The CDC drew upon the best practices from the field of risk communication and created the CERC program in October 2002.
  While not the only program of its kind, it is the only program sponsored by the Federal government, and its methods are still currently best practice.

Why Crisis Communication is Necessary


During crises, people may process information differently than in normal situations, due to the increase of adrenaline and cortisol in their blood systems.
  Decision-making is also affected.
   Effective crisis communication policy can act as a “resource multiplier,” by mitigating harmful individual and community behaviors, and promoting appropriate responses.
  The keys to effective crisis communication policy include: accepting and involving the public as a legitimate partner; listening to and addressing peoples concerns; being honest, frank and open; and coordination and collaboration with other credible resources in order to discourage misinformation.
  When people feel that they are engaged in the process, and are not being manipulated by decision makers, they are less likely to feel victimized, and more likely to engage in helpful behavior.

Communicating During a Crisis

Crisis situations often occur in circumstances that strain a decision maker’s abilities to receive and process information during a time when the public’s need for information, particularly where there are risks involved, is critical.  Under such circumstances, normal communication routines that carefully craft a message for the general public may be inadequate.  It is important that the decision makers be willing to speak to the public to allay fears and offer guidance almost immediately in order to establish control of the situation and to avoid misinformation from alternative sources.
  It is also crucial that communications acknowledge and respect the differences between the various stakeholders, including the public directly affected by the crisis, family members, first responders, and the public at large.
  Not all audiences are the same, nor do they have the same concerns, information requirements, and time constraints.

METHODS OF CRISIS COMMUNICATION

Emergency Alert System


Local authorities can use an Emergency Alert System (EAS) to issue warnings during an emergency through analog radio and television stations.  New York City’s Office of Emergency Management (OEM) delivers emergency warnings through this kind of system, which is activated by the Mayor from an EAS device or a phone.
  The message is then sent to four local radio stations (WABS-AM, WINS-AM, WCBS-AM, WFAN-AM) for broadcasting.  All other radio, televisions, and cable television stations, including digital broadcast providers, are required by the FCC to monitor these radio stations and capture the message, which they may then rebroadcast on their own station.  However, according to FCC regulations, retransmissions of messages by all broadcast stations are required for a Presidential EAS message while rebroadcasts of local and state alerts are encouraged but only voluntary.
  In addition, during major emergencies OEM activates an Emergency Operations Center (EOC) which can accomodate “more than 100 representatives from City, state, and federal agencies and private and non-profit entities.”
  The EOC acts as a central point for information and decision-making.  Furthermore, OEM also coordinates a Joint Information Center during large-scale emergencies in order to manage outreach to the media.                 

Email Notification Systems


In addition to radio and television, alerts can be transmitted over the Internet through automated message notification systems.  These systems send a message to an email account that can be retrieved from a computer or an email capable phone.  There are now hundreds of email notification services that range from local government warnings to weather and worldwide breaking news alerts.
  Many cities, such as Washington, DC, have a citywide notification program in which residents can register to receive alerts of events and responsive actions that should be taken.  New York City’s OEM also offers three types of email alerts to update residents on emergency and preparedness-related topics.  The first is an Emergency Preparedness notification system that sends official updates on active emergencies or hazards and the steps that should be taken.  The second is OEM News and Events and the third is Information for Community-Based Organizations that inform organization about emergency preparedness programs or active emergencies in the City.
  In order to receive these alerts, City residents have to register their contact information on the OEM website.              

Dial-Out Systems

Dial-out systems, sometimes called “reverse 911”, can place calls to a community of residents at risk during an emergency.  These systems allow public safety authorities to call every listed land-line in a targeted area with warnings and information on what kind of actions should be taken.  The recorded message automatically calls all listed numbers within the affected area, redials those numbers with a busy tone, and leaves messages on answering machines.  Many systems also use internet databases and GIS mapping technologies to quickly target the geographic area of an emergency.
  In addition, these systems can range in number of phone calls from 60,000 calls an hour to more than 360,000 calls.
  Cell phone users can also register their phone number with the system in order to get notifications and alerts.  Many systems will also make follow-up calls to notify residents when the emergency is contained.
  Numerous cities are now using this type of calling system including: Long Beach, California, San Diego, California, Tampa, Florida, and Providence, Rhode Island

Data Messaging 


Data messages sent to PDA’s, pagers, cell phones, and other mobile devices can be another method to disseminate emergency warnings.  Public safety officials can send text messages to residents within minutes through a phone or the Internet.  More than 50 companies now offer different types of emergency text messaging systems and some can deliver up to 18,000 messages per minute.
  With this type of system, residents would have to register their cell or mobile device with the system operator to receive messages.  While the service would be free to residents, those with phone plans that exclude text messaging would have to pay their phone provider for the alert.
  Since the Virginia Tech massacre in April 2007, hundreds of colleges and universities have been looking to install text-messaging services on their campus.  Some experts feel that since cell phones are an important part of today’s society, text messaging is the most effective way to send information to a large group of people.
  The system is also much faster than email alerts because many people do not check their email often enough for it to be successful: a point that was also demonstrated through the Virginia Tech incident.  The city of London, England has also begun to deploy text messaging using Bluetooth technology to warn residents of potential crime in a 30-meter radius of a certain area.
  However, others believe text-messaging is an imperfect option since some people may not want to give out their information, cell phone signal coverage may be spotty in areas, and the traffic volume of calls may slow down the service.
 

Policy Considerations

The need to provide adequate and timely information to affected members of a community regarding their health and safety is an extremely high priority for government.  Three elements seem to be required to achieve this objective.  A clear and accurate message must be crafted; an articulate “messenger” must be able and authorized to communicate the message on a timely basis; and various methods of communicating the message, both high-tech and “low-tech”, must be available.

Manhattan Borough President Scott Stringer has noted that in the aftermath of the August rainstorm that shut down the City’s subways and the fire at 130 Liberty St. New Yorkers’ most persistent questions concern the City’s failure to provide adequate and timely information.  He notes, however, that “the failures are due less to the gaps in technology, than to a lack of human resources and the absence of clear lines of authority”
 According to Stringer:

In high stakes emergency situations, as events rapidly unfold, many people at numerous agencies and at different levels of government must gather information and analyze a situation that is in flux.  During a time of high pressure and shifting insight, deciding what information can and must be conveyed to the public requires both keen judgment and a kind of ‘the-buck- stops-here’ authority.  Currently no single identifiable person or agency has that responsibility.  As long as it is unclear where the authority rests, those hard judgments are unlikely to be made in a timely manner. 

It is hoped that the insights gained at the hearing on these important issues will serve to improve the City’s ability to provide adequate and timely health and safety information during and after a crisis.
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