DRAFT – NOT FOR CIRCULATION


Making emergency information and alerts

accessible to people with disabilities 
Need
People with disabilities, like anyone else, need access to timely information when an emergency or weather warning occurs. People with disabilities also want ready access to local traffic and weather alerts, school closings and other community-based information. The primary sources for this information, radio and television broadcasts, do not consistently serve the needs of people who are deaf or blind. Television broadcasts often fail to include captions (for people who can't hear) or to voice on-screen information (for people who can't see) and radio is not a option for people with hearing loss. When an emergency is combined with a loss of power, the need becomes even more dire. The need for an accessible, consistent, reliable and multi-platform emergency notification system that effectively serves people with disabilities is recognized by both the Federal Communications Commission and the Department of Homeland Security. 

There are emerging national services and various local and regional systems in development that meet some of these needs. Some of these systems allow users to select their preferred mode of contact: via wireless technologies such as cell phones, pagers or PDAs or via e-mail or landline phone. Some systems support text streams, thus incidentally serving deaf consumers. Similarly, some systems can send digitized or speech-synthesized phone messages, providing a form of access for consumers with visual impairments. 

However, none of these systems have been designed explicitly to meet the needs of consumers with disabilities and are therefore inconsistent in terms of fully supporting appropriate modalities and accessible interfaces. There is an urgent need to develop and encourage adoption of standardized methods to identify, filter and present content in ways that are meaningful to people with disabilities. User control of preferences must also be accessible, whether via interactive voice response system, web page or cell phone menu.

Project Goal and Deliverables

The WGBH National Center for Accessible Media (NCAM) proposes to unite emergency notification providers, local information resources, telecommunications industry and public broadcasting representatives, and consumers in a collaborative effort to research and disseminate replicable approaches to make emergency or weather warnings, local traffic and weather alerts, school closings and other community-based information accessible to people with disabilities.
We propose to explore methods of filtering data from multiple sources and using wireless and wired Internet and telecommunications technologies to make emergency information, weather and traffic alerts and other vital local information accessible to people with disabilities.  Project activities will include a needs and resource assessment, with both consumers and with information providers, recommended accessibility extensions to the recently developed interoperable data format standard for emergency alerts, the Common Alert Protocol (CAP), and a demonstration model that will serve as a technical proof of concept and as a testbed for collecting end-user feedback. This will enable us to identify key implementation factors that must be addressed to serve people with sensory disabilities, including cross platform and cross-environment issues. Project deliverables will include:

• Draft specifications for the comprehensive metadata that are required to include people with disabilities in wireless and wired information alert systems.

• Guidelines for information alert system developers and distributors that detail effective practices and specify resource requirements and end-user requirements.

• Guidelines for local emergency managers and responders that shares lessons learned from the needs assessments and end-user tests, and provides an accessibility checklist for ensuring that local information alert systems can serve consumers who are deaf, hard-of-hearing, blind or have low vision. 

Impact

(in process)

Project Activities

I.  Conduct needs assessment and resource assessment

We will work with consumer groups to define specific needs and preferences. Through a series of information alert scenarios, we will specify the various user profiles, presentation methods, and transmission and reception technologies required to communicate the requisite information to consumers with disabilities.  We will then identify the data sources needed to compile the desired information, such as local and national government agencies, Web-based weather and traffic services, local television and radio stations and cable TV services. We will assess opportunities and constraints to using existing metadata and coding processes to filter and deliver content within the Common Alerting Protocol (CAP) model alert data model. We will also detail the accessibility requirements for enrollment services in order to enable users with sensory disabilities to sign up for alerts, have control over information filters, and specify choices for delivery devices.

II.  Develop information model with metadata for comprehensive alert service

We propose to detail the resources and effort required to aggregate, filter and present information from the above data sources to compile information alerts that will meet the needs of diverse consumers for the specified scenarios. We will develop an information model that specifies the metadata needed to filter information for completeness and relevance of information and evaluate the level of automated vs. manual effort. We will also develop metadata for individual user profiles and the sorting mechanisms needed to present information appropriately for diverse users with disabilities, drawing on user profiles developed for accessible online learning platforms.  This work will be integrated into the CAP standard through collaborative work within a CAP access working group and then submitted to the OASIS standards process for formal adoption. 

III.  Build or adapt a demonstration model to provide technical proof-of-concept and provide usability data for the full delivery system including consumer reception and interaction.

We will build a demonstration model that will allow us to refine the estimated effort and process needed to appropriately aggregate, tag and filter information from diverse sources, using the CAP model. User profiles will be adjusted to automate the process of subscribing, selecting data and receiving personalized, localized content via email, pager, cell phone, wireless-enabled PDA or other preferred device. 

The Emergency Email & Wireless Network, a free public service, will offer the test site that enables people with disabilities to register for e-mail, PDA, pager or phone delivery of selected alerts.  If funded, we will also seek device manufacturers to partner with during this phase to provide consumers with various methods of receiving data during the demonstration period. We will recruit consumers to participate in a series of local tests in Massachusetts using the demonstration model. The tests and the recruitment and end-user evaluations will be in conjunction with the Massachusetts Commission for the Blind and the Mass Commission for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing. An external consulting firm will interview participants to assess their experience during these tests.  

There is also great potential for this project to spark additional demonstration model by various project supporters.  The project has the support of the Partnership for Public Warning, which includes local, state and federal agencies, emergency managers, emergency alert services, technology manufacturers and public interest groups engaged in public warning activities, many of whom may be able to mount additional implementations.  In addition, public broadcasting stations and data broadcasting manufacturers are very interested in using project resources to run accessible demonstration models as PTV stations explore the use of digital datacasting for information delivery and exchange between public safety organizations, information providers and the general public. 

Evaluation

(in process)

About NCAM

The WGBH National Center for Accessible Media (NCAM) is a division of the WGBH Educational Foundation's Media Access Group. In the early 1970s, WGBH pioneered captioning for television and in 1988, again broke new ground by developing the Descriptive Video Service (DVS) for television users who are blind or visually impaired. In 1993, WGBH established NCAM as a research and development center to build on this unique expertise. 

NCAM is a founding member of the Web Accessibility Initiative of the World Wide Web Consortium (WAI/W3C). NCAM projects seek to influence technology development and public policy through research, advocacy and technical development of solutions. Staff serve on numerous national advisory boards and committees working on accessibility issues including the FCC Consumer Advisory Committee and the FCC Technological Advisory Council. NCAM currently leads access working groups within the IMS Global Learning Consortium, the National Science Digital Library, and the Advanced Television Systems Committee. Visit http://ncam.wgbh.org/ for more information. 

