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OASIS CAP v1.1 IPAWS Profile v1.0 Comments

These comments come from my viewpoint as a manufacturer of EAS systems for the CATV, IPTV, Broadcast, EOC and campus environments.  As such we must develop and produce the equipment that is defined by this and other efforts to enhance the current Emergency Alert System in support of the current IPAWS initiative.  In conjunction with this we have a responsibility to our customers to participate in such a way that reflects their concerns.  This includes meeting the regulatory requirements, interfacing with the rest of their equipment, while not interfering their industry specific “normal operations” 

At the heart of every Emergency Alert System is a FCC certified encoder/decoder (endec).  Many of these in operation today were designed and installed over 10 years ago.  One of the primary goals of this process was to preserve the current EAS network but also enhance its operation.   However, once the decision to use an IP based alert protocol was made, these endecs will need to be replaced or if possible, augmented by a CAP to EAS converter.  It is possible that many of the newer endecs, with an Ethernet connection, will be able to achieve the new CAP requirements with a software upgrade.  This is an important point to remember as this profile and subsequent regulations are considered.  Limitations on the desired enhancements should not be based on the attempt to preserve the older endecs since the very move to CAP will require their replacement or augmentation.  Having said that, the ECIG exerted some effort to make sure the text requirements did not obsolete much of the existing infrastructure downstream of the encoder/decoder.  In short let’s take great care not to dumb this down so much as to make this a useless exercise.

In the process of implementing the CAP-EAS profile we have encountered several issues that are expressed by Gary Timm, Tom Wood and others, better than I can.  However, the concerns they raise reinforce my view that while CAP can provide much more detailed text information easily, the handling and delivery of associated audio is an area of concern.  It was my opinion, during the ECIG process, that text to speech technology be part of any CAP-EAS profile, as a failsafe to the other methods now included.  The implementation work we have done has only reinforced that opinion, since I see audio delivery as the Achilles heel of what we are attempting.  The current EAS network does a good job of delivering audio, but a poor job of delivering text.  We would be negligent to deploy a new warning system that reverses those shortfalls and fails to deliver both complete audio and text messages.  This goes to the heart of issues raised by aurally and visually impaired members of our society.  The addition of text to speech technology will also help those EAS participants that have unattended facilities and rely on the endec to be in a full automatic mode.  In those situations, no one will be there to make sure the message is complete or that a correct audio source has been included.

As we work through this process, let’s make sure that we not only achieve an improved system, but that we get it as complete as possible before we start the 180 day clock.   EAS is a vital element in our national safety, however it is huge and expensive undertaking to revamp its capabilities.  Continual updates to a CAP-EAS profile will mean continual program re-writes, continual costs to the manufacturers and continual expenses to EAS participants. That is good thing for us manufacturers, but it will be a burden on our customers, many of whom already view this as an un-funded mandate, made worse by bleak economic times.   Now is the time to add such features as text to speech or other items identified during this process.  I know we will never be able to make this perfect out of the gate, but I encourage all involved parties, especially in Oasis and the government agencies to not rush and be as thorough as possible.  
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