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Mica & Graves Statements from Hearing on Disaster Alert Systems

June 4, 2008

Washington, D.C. – The following are the statements of Transportation and Infrastructure committee Republican Leader John L. Mica (R-FL) and Economic Development, Public Buildings and Emergency Management Subcommittee Ranking Member Sam Graves (R-MO) from today’s hearing on assuring public alert systems work to warn Americans of disasters.
Mica Statement
“I thank the Chair for holding this timely and important hearing on ensuring that our emergency alert systems work to warn the public of natural and terrorist disasters.  

“My district in Florida has been hit by hurricanes, floods, tornados, fires – everything but the locusts.  The tornados in Central Florida in 2007, which killed dozens, struck at 3 AM, and we did not have a system in place to adequately warn people.  We’ve also seen the inadequacies of other traditional types of warning systems, particularly in rural areas.  Heaven forbid that we have another major disaster and not be able to warn the public adequately.

“We have the technology to more effectively warn American citizens of disasters, but we either lack the legislative will or the administrative ability to get the job done.  I hope this hearing can move us toward the goal of replacing an emergency alert system that relies on 1950’s technology.

“I congratulate Ranking Member Graves and Chairwoman Norton for introducing legislation requiring the federal government to upgrade the nation’s alert and warning system, and I look forward to working with them to use existing technology to make these critical improvements.”

Graves Statement
“Quite frankly, I think this is one of the most important hearings we have held this Congress.  Far too many people are dying in disasters that could have been avoided with an effective warning system.  

“In the first five months of this year alone, over 100 people were killed by tornados in the South, the Midwest, and my home state of Missouri.  This is simply unacceptable.

“We live in a country with 250 million wireless subscribers yet we rely on a Cold War era alert system to warn people of life and death situations.

“Unless you live in a state that has decided to create its own modern alert system, you probably need to be sitting in front of a TV or listening to the radio to receive an emergency alert.   Given our mobile lifestyle, that is not good enough.  We need to modernize our aging systems so government officials can get the right message to the right people at the right time and save lives. 

“There is no excuse for the lack of effective warnings to the public.  Technology already exists to integrate cable, satellite, digital and wireless capabilities into a system that allows local officials to geographically target life saving warnings in less than a minute.  However, there is no plan to use or integrate them.

“What we are missing is clear federal leadership – not mandates, but leadership – to drive a consensus among the stakeholders about the standards and protocols we will use to build this system.

“If FEMA fails to lead us to the next generation of alert systems, then I believe we will end up with a patchwork of state and local systems that cannot communicate with each other.  We are on the verge of repeating the same mistakes we made with radios where neighboring jurisdictions and police and fire cannot talk to one another.

“To avoid such a mess, I introduced the Integrated Public Alert and Warning System Modernization Act last month with Chairwoman Norton.  Our bill would clarify leadership and accountability and require a roadmap for developing a modern alert system that reaches people quickly and effectively.  

“So far, there has been some effort to examine and improve portions of the current system.  In June of 2006, the President issued an Executive Order directing the Department of Homeland Security to take the necessary steps to upgrade our alert systems.  As a result, the Federal Emergency Management Agency established the Integrated Public Alert and Warning System (also known as IPAWS).  

“In October 2006, Congress enacted the Warning, Alert, and Response Network Act (or WARN Act) that directed the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) to establish an Advisory Committee and develop the commercial mobile services component of IPAWS.  

“However, to date, FEMA has not provided clear leadership to develop the system architecture or a plan to tie the elements of an integrated system together.  In fact, the recent controversy over FEMA’s reassessment of its authorities and role as the federal coordinator or ‘aggregator’ of alerts has caused numerous stakeholders to question FEMA’s commitment to the IPAWS effort.

“FEMA’s decision last week to assume the federal aggregator role is significant and I am glad FEMA is back on board.  However little progress will be made until FEMA adopts the common alert protocol standard and a clear consensus plan to integrate all of the moving parts of IPAWS. 

“There are also serious questions about the reliability of the existing relay system used to disseminate alerts.  In 2007, FEMA conducted a nation-wide Emergency Alert System test.  Three of the ‘Primary-Entry-Point’ stations, designed to transmit the alert to other broadcast stations, failed to receive and re-transmit the alert.  

“There are also unresolved questions about how state and local officials can and should use the future IPAWS system.  We must keep in mind that 98% of all alerts are local and that IPAWS must meet their needs for fast and targeted alerts.  

“Given the slow and confusing pace of IPAWS, some states and localities are moving forward with their own systems to meet the needs of their citizens.  While I cannot blame states for moving ahead without FEMA, it increases the risk that local alert systems will not be compatible.  

“In the end, we want to ensure that all Americans have the capability to receive timely alerts and warnings regarding disasters through as many modes of communication as possible.  And that is the intent behind the bill we introduced.”

H.R. 6038, the “Integrated Public Alert and Warning System Modernization Act of 2008,” introduced by Rep. Graves, requires the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) to modernize the nation’s Cold War era warning systems to take advantage of modern technologies like cell phones, reverse 911, email, text messages, and satellite radio and television.  These technologies will allow officials to reach a much higher percentage of the population and target alerts to those in danger.  
· The bill requires FEMA to modernize and implement the integrated public alert and warning system to ensure that the President, under any condition, can alert and warn people in areas endangered by disasters.  The bill authorizes the President to make the system available to state and local officials for the purpose of warning civilian populations of disasters. 
· FEMA is required to establish common alerting and warning protocols; include in the system the ability to adapt communications on the basis of location, risk and personal preferences; include in the system the ability to alert and warn individuals with disabilities and limited language proficiency; and conduct training, tests and exercises. 
· The bill requires the system to be designed to incorporate multiple communication technologies, adapt to and incorporate future technologies, alert the largest portion of the affected population feasible – including in remote areas, promote local and regional public and private partnerships to enhance community preparedness and response, and provide redundant alerts. 
· The bill requires FEMA to conduct pilot programs demonstrating the feasibility of incorporating technologies into the public alert and warning system. 
· FEMA is required to submit an implementation plan to Congress within six months after the date of enactment. 
· The bill authorizes $37 million to be appropriated for fiscal year 2009 and such sums as may be necessary thereafter.   
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