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Comments of the Coalition of Organizations for Accessible Technology (COAT)


The Coalition of Organizations for Accessible Technology (COAT) submits these comments to the Commission’s Second Further Notice of Proposed Rulemaking (“Second Further Notice” or “NPRM”) in the above-referenced proceeding released on January 14, 2010.  We understand the NPRM is about the Emergency Alert System (EAS) national alert and warning system that permits the President to issue warnings to the American public during emergencies, and that it has not been used to date. Furthermore, we understand that, although periodic testing is done at the state and local level, there has been no systematic national test of the EAS to determine whether it would function as expected.  COAT’s comments therefore address some considerations in regard to proposals to ensure accurate EAS testing at the national level.

COAT is a coalition of over 300 national, state and local disability-related organizations that was founded in 2007.
  COAT’s agenda is broad and includes specific provision for emergency access; we support policies that ensure people with disabilities have equal access to emergency information. COAT advocates for the identification of communication barriers, implementation of solutions in current and new technologies, and other solutions for achieving equal access by people with disabilities to emergency notifications through redundant voice, text, and video messaging and to 911 emergency Public Safety Answering Points (PSAPs) through direct communication using voice, text, and video communication. 


According to the National Association of the Deaf, there are over 36 million persons who are deaf and hard of hearing; furthermore, there are several million persons with speech disabilities in the U.S. These people often rely on text and/or video technologies to communicate. Also, it is predicted that the “baby boomers” will substantially expand the number of people with hearing loss to 78 million by 2030.  There are also millions of people with vision loss. There are an estimated 25.2 million adult Americans who report they either "have trouble" seeing, even when wearing glasses or contact lenses, or that they are blind or unable to see at all. More than 18.7 million American adults between the ages of 18 and 64 report experiencing significant vision loss and there are an additional 6.5 million American adults 65 and older report experiencing significant vision loss.
  There is little doubt that as America ages the demand for accessibility and usability will increase. COAT asserts that any test methodologies and development of the “next generation” EAS system should be conducted in light of the changing age demographics and in light of the need to have full and equal access to emergency information by people with disabilities.


COAT supports national, annual testing of the Emergency Alert System (EAS) as a means to ensure EAS functionality and to provide EAS participants an opportunity to discover any shortcomings or correct any flaws in their systems. We agree with the National Association of Broadcasters that “too frequent national testing of the EAS could cause the public to ’tune out’ the exercises,”
 and that such testing should be conducted (at least) once a year. We also agree with Verizon that top-to-bottom national testing is worthwhile to improve the current “daisy chain” structure.
 
COAT supports in whole the recommendations made by the Rehabilitation Engineering Research Center for Wireless Technologies (“Wireless RERC”) in this rulemaking. We comment here on some of their research findings that we believe significant.  We also add additional thoughts and considerations on some of the topics raised in the NPRM.

COAT notes, for instance, in regard to improving the ability to receive emergency alerts and information, the Wireless RERC reported that many people with disabilities would like to receive such information also on their personal mobile devices although they currently are relying on receipt of emergency information via television.
   We believe this is part of an overall trend – that is, more and more people, including those with disabilities, will be accessing emergency information via wireless or mobile devices of all sorts. Any national testing of the EAS should therefore address this trend. Technologies that make next generation EAS possible, through mobile and non-mobile communication environments, must be designed, developed and fabricated to be accessible to and usable by people with disabilities. Planning for testing of EAS should therefore address this need.

In regard to Paragraph 15 of the NPRM, we note the Wireless RERC recommendation in regard to any developments for video alerts. That is, “there needs to be a reexamination of coding alert messages” due to the “difficulty of understanding some phrases typically used in news alerts such as ‘take cover’ or ‘low lying area’”
 that do not translate directly or well into other languages, including American Sign Language (ASL). People with speech disabilities have also indicated to COAT that there is a need for clear, understandable, intelligible language during emergency announcements.  That is, word choices should be carefully considered when constructing alert messages at the national level and, particularly at the local level, verbal/aural output should include good enunciation and phraseology stripped of idiom and local accent.  We believe that a great deal more should be done in the area of establishing a widely understood, easily comprehended set of phrases and associated meanings in regard to national emergencies that would help people who are ASL users. Furthermore, developments of standards for this messaging are likely to also benefit others whose first language may not be English and would likely benefit people with intellectual disabilities and others for whom clear messaging is beneficial. 

In regard to Paragraph 30 of the NPRM, the Wireless RERC recommended a permanent website with public access so that EAS participants and the public, including people with disabilities, could see test results based on reports to be filed by EAS participants.
   COAT endorses this proposal as we believe the information provided would be most helpful to our disability communities in learning both more about the EAS ecosystem and how it works functionally. COAT recognizes the need for some information not to be made available publicly if it is security related. At the same time, we hope that equipment and system “failures” would not remain unaddressed under cover of any such requirement. COAT asks that any such reporting tool be accessible to and usable by people with disabilities, such as people with vision loss who are users of screen readers, and otherwise be compliant with Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act.  We note here that users of the reporting system may be both members of the public seeking information or employees and volunteers at entities inputting and managing such information, any of whom may have disabilities.

In regard to Paragraph 31 of the NPRM, COAT believes that the FCC rule, once promulgated, should be clear about how coordination with the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) occurs and on what regular basis it does so. While we understand that FEMA is assimilating EAS into its Integrated Public Alert and Warning System (IPAWS), we assert that our disability communities are very much unaware of the nature of federal emergency response infrastructures, including EAS.  As a matter of public accountability and confidence, there is need for an explicit assurance of how federal coordination is conducted. We recommend, therefore, some public awareness and educational notices and Fact Sheets are issued about how the FCC and FEMA coordinate as they work together to strengthen the EAS.
In regard to Paragraph 33 of the NPRM, COAT supports specifically the Wireless RERC recommendation in regard to transmitting both audio and visual components of an Emergency Action Notification (EAN) message, that ”EAS participants that transmit video be required to transmit an open caption statement that this is a test.”
  COAT recommends generally that a requirement for Text-To-Speech (or “audio”) and Speech-To-Text be an upfront requirement for all EAN and other emergency messaging. This assures that people with vision disabilities and people with hearing disabilities would always have accessibility of content. Such an approach also benefits people with multiple disabilities and others trying to comprehend emergency messages.
COAT thanks the Commission for the opportunity to contribute to considerations for testing as proposed in this rulemaking that lead to a strengthening of the nation’s EAS ecosystem. 
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� More on COAT at � HYPERLINK "http://www.coataccess.org" ��http://www.coataccess.org�, including COAT’s broad agenda at � HYPERLINK "http://www.coataccess.org/node/1" ��http://www.coataccess.org/node/1� COAT advocates for legislative and regulatory safeguards to ensure full access by people with disabilities to evolving high speed broadband, wireless and other Internet Protocol (IP) technologies.  
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