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OVERSIGHT: Citywide Implementation of Notify NYC
I.
INTRODUCTION


On October 15, 2009 the Committee on Technology in Government, chaired by Council Member Gale A. Brewer and the Committee on Fire and Criminal Justice Services, chaired by Council Member James Vacca, will hold a joint oversight hearing to review the Notify NYC program. Those invited to testify include Deputy Mayor Edward Sklyer, the Commissioner of the Department of Information, Technology and Telecommunications (“DoITT”), the New York City Fire Department (“FDNY”), the Office of Emergency Management (“OEM”), and other interested parties.
II.
 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 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 (WABC-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 accommodate “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 gathering 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, D.C., 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 informs organizations 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 made 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 University 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.
 
III.
FDNY NOTIFICATION AND EVACUATION PROCEDURES 
Citywide Incident Management System

The Citywide Incident Management System (CIMS) was formalized by Mayoral Executive Order No. 61 on April 11, 2005, and represents New York City’s implementation of the United States Department of Homeland Security's National Incident Management System.  CIMS is “an incident management doctrine for managing emergency incidents and planned events in New York City.”
  

CIMS identifies the “core competencies,” or areas of subject matter expertise, of the various City agencies.
  Each agency has “authority to direct operations related to their core competencies at incidents.”
  CIMS instructs that “[i]f more than one agency is capable of performing the same tactical operations at an incident, the agency with the core competency will give tactical direction, by the ranking officer, to other agencies performing operations within that competency.”
 
Role of FDNY in Building Evacuations
The FDNY’s core competencies include: (i) fire suppression, (ii) pre-hospital emergency medical care, (iii) structural evacuation, (iv) search and rescue, (v) Hazardous Materials (HazMat) life safety and mass decontamination, and (vi) arson investigation.
  The FDNY also plays a role in notifying the public about emergencies and in instructing them on what actions to take. The nature of the notification is dependent on the type of emergency, the location of the incident (i.e. subway, residential community, in-building), if in-building, the type of occupancy and the height of the building and whether or not the building has a fire safety and evacuation plan or an emergency action plan as well as what type of fire protection and communication systems are present in the building. By way of example, if there is a gas leak in a residential community, Fire Department personnel will knock on doors to let people know about the emergency and direct them where to go. If there is gas leak in a high-rise office building with a class E fire alarm and communication system, the Fire Department personnel will direct the building staff as to what notifications to make over any building wide communication system on a floor by floor or building wide basis, depending upon the circumstances, and, if necessary, might actually take over the fire station and communication system.
The FDNY’s 11,000 fire fighters and fire officers are trained to handle fire suppression, whether the incident is large or small.  Single or multiple fires can arise from, among other reasons, an intentional attack or natural calamity and if these fires are not rapidly extinguished, they can spread, posing an immediate life safety risk.
 The FDNY is trained in pre-hospital emergency medical care and has over 3,000 Emergency Medical Technicians and Paramedics, who are supplemented by an additional 2,000 contracted emergency medical personnel.
  These medical service personnel are certified and trained in HazMat operations.  
The FDNY is responsible for making all tactical and strategic decisions regarding structural evacuation. According to the FDNY, effective evacuation requires that responders are familiar with a building’s composition and contents.  Safe evacuation and sheltering also require a high degree of situational awareness for secondary dangers, including potential explosions, releases of noxious or toxic materials, collapses of structures, or falling objects.
 
During routine building inspections and responses, FDNY fire fighters and fire officers become familiar with the building layouts, means of egress, HVAC systems (systems that provide heating, ventilation and/or cooling for a building) and the potential presence of hazardous materials within the buildings in their normal response area. Additional information about a building and its condition (e.g., construction in a section of the building or an elevator bank that is inoperable) is provided to the responding units by the building’s fire safety director and/or security personnel. The prior knowledge of buildings, existence of exercised evacuation plans and pre-incident relationships with fire safety and security personnel facilitates the rapid movement of people out of a building or the orderly sheltering of people within the structure.

The FDNY is also responsible for developing laws that require evacuation plans for buildings within the City and working with building personnel to provide guidance regarding how to exercise their evacuation plans.

The training Firefighters receive in normal fire operations, HazMat operations, and counterterrorism is meant to provide them with situational awareness and the ability to steer evacuees away from secondary dangers and on to safety.

IV.
NOTIFY NYC PILOT PROGRAM

On December 4, 2007 Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg announced the launch of Notify NYC, a pilot program to deliver emergency public information by email, text messages, and reverse-911 alerts in four City community districts.
 Through the pilot program, any interested individual could have signed up for Notify NYC through the City of New York’s website and received information about significant emergency events in the four pilot communities: Lower Manhattan, the Northeast Bronx, the Rockaways, and Southwest Staten Island.
  


Deputy Mayor Edward Skyler oversaw the development of Notify NYC, which was the result of a collaborative effort between the FDNY, OEM, DoITT, the Mayor's Community Affairs Unit and the City's public safety, health and housing agencies, including the New York City Police Department, the Department of Health and Mental Hygiene, the Department of Environmental Protection, the Department of Sanitation, the Department of Transportation, the Department of Housing Preservation and Development, and the Department of Buildings.
 
Lower Manhattan and the Rockaways

The objective of the pilot programs for Lower Manhattan and the Rockaways was to distribute alerts and notifications through email and text messages.
  Notify NYC for Lower Manhattan serves neighborhoods in Manhattan Community Board 1: Battery Park City, Civic Center, Financial District and Tribeca. Lower Manhattan was chosen for the pilot program because of public concerns about health and safety issues associated with the 9/11 attacks, including the construction, deconstruction and decontamination activities near the World Trade Center site.
 
Notify NYC for the Rockaways serves neighborhoods in Queens Community Board 14: Breezy Point, Belle Harbor, Neponsit, Arverne, Bayswater, Edgemere, Rockaway Park, Rockaway and Far Rockaway. These coastal communities in Rockaway and Far Rockaway were chosen because of the relative frequency of flood conditions and the threat of severe flooding and beach erosion from a coastal storm.

Northeast Bronx and Southwest Staten Island

The objective of the pilots for Northeast Bronx and Southwest Staten Island was to distribute alerts and notifications through email and auto-dialing, a service that delivers pre-recorded voice messages to landlines and cell phones and is also known as reverse-911.
 As part of the registration process, participants could elect to receive only email messages, or emails and reverse-911 phone messages that could be sent to cell phones and landlines.
 

The Notify NYC pilot for the Northeast Bronx served neighborhoods in the Bronx's Community Board 10: Co-op City, City Island, Spencer Estates, Throgs Neck, Country Club, Zerega, Westchester Square, Pelham Bay, Eastchester Bay, Schuylerville, Edgewater, Locust Point, and Silver Beach.
 This area has both high-density and low-density housing that tested the effectiveness of the pilot program in varying urban conditions.
 
Notify NYC pilot for Southwest Staten Island served neighborhoods in the southern third of the island throughout Community Board 3: Annadale, Arden Heights, Bay Terrace, Charleston, Eltingville, Great Kills, Greenridge, Huguenot, Pleasant Plains, Prince's Bay, Richmond Valley, Rossville, Tottenville, and Woodrow.
 This part of Staten Island was selected as a pilot community because it has many coastal communities, and is near industrial facilities at Port Mobil and on the New Jersey side of Arthur Kill.

V.
CITYWIDE EXPANSION OF NOTIFY NYC
On January 15, 2009, Mayor Bloomberg announced the Citywide expansion of the Notify NYC program during his State of the City Address,
 and on May 28, 2009, Notify NYC went citywide.  Reports on emergency activity throughout the five boroughs are now available by email, text messaging, and auto-dialing to your home, office, cell phones and really simple syndication (RSS).  Users can sign up for Notify NYC through 311 or by logging into the Notify NYC webpage.

VI.
CONCLUSION
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. The Committees want to examine the results of the Notify NYC pilot program and get an update on the implementation of the program Citywide and discuss the obstacles that have been encountered and the solutions being utilized to overcome them. In addition to the broad application of the program, the Committees are particularly interested in if and how the FDNY will be able to utilize Notify NYC to enhance its notification and evacuation operations and procedures.  
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