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I. INTRODUCTION

On Thursday, October 6, 2016, the Committee on Technology, chaired by Council Member James Vacca, will hold a hearing to consider Int. No. 1240, in relation to the dissemination of electronic emergency notifications. Those invited to testify include the Office of Emergency Management (OEM), the Department of Information Technology and Telecommunications (DoITT), and technology, immigration, and language access advocates. 
II. BACKGROUND ON NOTIFY NYC AND WIRELESS EMERGENCY ALERTS (WEA) 
As discussed in the Committee’s March 2, 2015 oversight hearing of Notify NYC and other notification technologies, the federal government, New York City, and some private entities use a variety of communication channels to notify New York City residents of updates related to life-threatening events, dangerous conditions, major transit disruptions, day-to-day information like blocked streets and other notifications.  Only two of these systems, Notify NYC and WEA, are the subjects of today’s hearing.
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 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, telephone call, 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 major incidents like 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.

· 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 significant delays would trigger notifications.

· Waterbody Advisories: Combined Sewer Overflow events that caused 

untreated wastewater to be released into waterways within the prior 24 hours.
 
There are also two alerts listed on the website that are not yet present on the registration page: 

· Missing Senior Notifications: Issued for missing seniors (over 65 years of age)
that may not have known cognitive impairments.

· Missing Child/College Student: When a missing child under the age of 21 or a

college student of any age is deemed to be endangered, but the case does not meet AMBER Alert activation criteria.
In FY 2016, OEM issued 1,505 Notify NYC messages to subscribers, an eight percent increase from the previous fiscal year.
 The average time elapsed between incident occurrence and Notify NYC message was six minutes, compared to eight minutes in the previous year, which is lower than their stated target of seven minutes.
 There are over 400,000 Notify NYC subscribers
 and 263,000 followers of the Notify NYC Twitter account as of October 3, 2016.

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.
 


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-like messages accompanied by loud sounds and are issued by local, state and/or federal officials for significant emergencies in a given area. By federal rule, they are limited to 90 characters.
 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.


A recent example of a WEA release was just last month, when the Chelsea bombing suspect was at large and residents received an alert with his name on Monday, September 19.  This is believed to be the first time a WEA has been used as an “electronic wanted poster.”
 The suspect was found 3 hours later.
 


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 occurred in New Jersey on February 24, 2015, and it 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, a WEA AMBER alert was credited with locating an abducted child—an 8-month-old boy in Minnesota.

III. BACKGROUND ON INT. NO. 1240
According to 2013 Census data, almost a quarter of New York City residents speak English “less than very well.” However, Notify NYC and WEA notifications are provided in English, and they are not automatically translated into any other language. Although some Notify NYC messages include an option for users to click a separate hyperlink to find translations, the entire message is written in English, so non-English speakers may not be aware of the translation option. 

The City’s Digital Playbook—an outline of how the City intends for residents to experience City services—includes two strategies to provide these diverse communities with notifications for important, potentially life-threatening events.
 One is to “use human translation to pre-write emergency messaging in the languages most commonly used by the population [a resident’s] agency serves. In an emergency, immediately deploy automated machine translation tools, then update with more accurate human translation as necessary.”
 Another strategy, which is specific to Notify NYC, is to “expand the Notify NYC SMS (text messaging) service to provide human translated messages in six priority languages.”
 
IV. INT. NO. 1240

The proposed legislation would amend chapter 1 of title 30 of the Administrative Code of the City of New York by adding a new section 30-115, which would set standards for the dissemination of WEA and Notify NYC notifications in commonly spoken languages. 

Subdivision a pertains to WEA alerts, and it provides that notifications be issued in at least two of New York City’s most commonly spoken languages. The issuance of an emergency alert in a single language is permissible if necessary due to exigent circumstances or technical limitations.
Subdivision b pertains to Notify NYC notifications, and it requires that the emergency and disruptive event notifications that Notify NYC issues be offered in at least 7 of the city’s most commonly spoken languages via separate feeds. However, a general version of a notification may be used when a real-time translation is unavailable, provided that a priority is placed upon specificity. If no one registers for a particular language, no translation of Notify NYC notifications into that language is required. 
V. CONCLUSION

The Committee expects to hear testimony from the Administration and members of the public on implementing enhanced language access features for these valuable New York City notification services. 

Int. No. 1240
By Council Members Dromm, Cohen, Palma, Koo, Vacca and Chin
..Title

A Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to the dissemination of electronic emergency notifications

..Body

Be it enacted by the Council as follows:


Section 1. Chapter 1 of title 30 of the administrative code of the city of New York is amended by adding a new section 30-115 to read as follows:

§ 30-115 Emergency notifications. a. Any emergency alert originated by a city office or city agency that is issued through a commercial mobile service alert system established pursuant to section 1201 of title 47 of the United States code shall, to the extent practicable, be issued in no fewer than the two most commonly spoken languages within the area covered by the emergency alert as determined by the commissioner in consultation with the department of city planning, provided that this requirement shall not prohibit the immediate issuance of an emergency alert in a single language if necessary due to exigent circumstances or technical limitations.

b. Any emergency notification system operated and controlled by the office of emergency management for the purposes of aggregating information obtained from other offices or agencies to inform the public about emergencies or disruptive events through e-mail, text, phone, or internet-based feed shall offer each notification in no fewer than the seven most commonly spoken languages within the city as determined by the commissioner in consultation with the department of city planning, provided that this requirement shall not delay or prohibit the immediate issuance of notifications in any individual language. Notifications shall be disaggregated into separate feeds for each language. A general version of each notification may be used when a real-time translation is unavailable, provided that priority shall be placed upon making notifications available with the greatest specificity possible. Any dissemination limitation applicable to an English language notification may be applied to its equivalent notification in another language, provided that if no potential recipient is registered for a specific language then such a limited notification shall not be required to be disseminated in that language.

§ 2. This local law shall take effect one year after it becomes law, except that the commissioner of emergency management shall take all actions necessary for its implementation, including the promulgation of rules, prior to such effective date.
BJR
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