[image: image2.jpg]NATIONAL

DISABILITY RIGHTS

NETWORK

Protection & Advocacy for Individuals with Disabilities






May 10, 2022

Federal Communications Commission

45 L Street NE

Washington D.C. 20554

The National Disability Rights Network (NDRN) writes to provide comments on the Notice of Inquiry (NOI) by the Federal Communication Commission (FCC) as it pertains to a new Emergency Alert Systems (EAS) to provide greater access for Deaf and hard of hearing individuals during major disasters. NDRN writes to highlight several comments that have already been made by the National Association of the Deaf (NAD) and their allies. Such comments do a superb job explaining the needs of certain deaf and hard of hearing communities during major disasters and NDRN seeks to support such concepts to emphasize the changes the FCC should make to promote safety for all during major disasters.

NDRN is the non-profit membership association of Protection and Advocacy (P&A) agencies that are located in all 50 States, the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, and the United States Territories. In addition, there is a P&A affiliated with the Native American Consortium which includes the Hopi, Navajo and San Juan Southern Paiute Nations in the Four Corners region of the Southwest. P&A agencies are authorized under various federal statutes to provide legal representation and related advocacy services, and to investigate abuse and neglect of individuals with disabilities in a variety of settings. The P&A Network comprises the nation’s largest provider of legally-based advocacy services for persons with disabilities, including advocacy on emergency-related services. 

NDRN attempts in these comments to emphasize the great necessity to clarify visual emergency messages to better equip persons who are deaf, hard of hearing, or deaf-blind with the information they need to be safe during a major disaster. As EAS exists now, deaf or hard of hearing individuals cannot receive complete and timely information during a disaster, two things that are vital when planning a response to a major disaster. As a result, these individuals often have to cobble information together through several different sources to learn vital information.

To accommodate this community through EAS, the visual crawl on televisions must be simplified. When information is relayed via the visual crawl, it needs to provide a simple link where Deaf or hard of hearing persons can go to access the information. The information at that link must be relayed through an ASL interpreter. Furthermore, the link must be simple and easy to remember; during an emergency persons should not have to frantically write down a long and complicated URL. Additionally, the link must remain on the television screen for an adequate amount of time rather than simply flash quickly across the screen. This also accommodates persons who are deaf-blind and utilize braille displays to access the information.

When the crawl comes across the screen, it should be accompanied by a visual grabber so Deaf and hard of hearing persons know to pay attention and take down the information. The routine alert plays a few audible sounds to alert viewers; a similar visual alert must be included. However, such a visual alert should be thought out as to not trigger individuals with seizure disorders. To further enhance the visual alert, inverted colors can be utilized to grab viewers attention.

When considering the speed of the captioning, the speed of the speaker should be considered. In other words, the caption should correspond with the speed of the person on the screen who is speaking. Additionally, it should go without saying, but the captioning should include everything that is said verbally by the speaker, nothing should be left out.

Furthermore, when considering the use of legacy systems versus Common Alerting Protocol (CAP) services to relay information to the deaf or hard of hearing, in an emergency, the information should be relayed first through whichever service can be immediately accessed. Then, once the information has gone out, it should then be forward out through both providers. Additionally, many persons now use streaming services. To ensure that such users receive emergency announcements, the Live TV content of such streaming services must also provide accessible visual crawls of information for all users.

Finally, the transmission of captioning at this time must continue to come through human generated text. The use of automatic speech recognition (ARS) is inappropriate in emergency situations. At this time, ARS has no set standards. Information can then be transmitted poorly. For instance, the names of towns or cities may be relayed incorrectly. In an emergency, this could have significant consequences. Consequently, human generated captioning is an absolute must.

Again, thank you for the opportunity to comment on this RFI. Please contact Claire Stanley, Public Policy Analyst, at Claire.stanley@ndrn.org should you have any questions or concerns with these comments.

Sincerely,
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Curtis L. Decker

Executive Director
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