
Rita, while phone service was disrupted and is — in some cases
— still out,” he said, emphasizing the need for alternative means
of public alert.

Jefferson Davis Parish has tapped Roam Secure, maker of the
Roam Secure Alert Network, which also lets local officials send
disaster-related information to e-mail accounts, cell phones, pagers,
Research in Motion BlackBerries and other wireless devices. Lo-
cal agencies can run the network’s software on their servers or
purchase the application as a hosted service.

A different kind of buyer
Local homeland security, emergency preparedness and law en-
forcement agencies tend to take the lead in adopting technology
to reach citizens during disasters. However, some public alert sys-
tem efforts stem from other local departments.

For instance, the Palm Beach County, Fla., School District has
taken an active role in public outreach by piggybacking disaster-
related messaging on a system used to track student absenteeism
and truancy.

“During Hurricane Wilma, we used the system as a way to
communicate with parents and employees to report damage to
schools and to note the schools that had been shut down,” said

Helen Hironimus, who works in the district’s Network and Ap-
plications Support II division.

Like Columbia County, the school district uses DCC’s Commu-
nicator NXT software. The system facilitates the delivery of alerts to
students’ home phones, cell phones, e-mail accounts, faxes and pagers.

“We have used the system during school lockdowns,” Hiron-
imus said. “For instance, we had to take safety precautions at one
point when a student murdered a teacher. This happened at the
end of the school day, and we did not release students. When
something like this happens, parents become very afraid.”

Palm Beach County’s Emergency Operations Center also main-
tains citizen-alert applications but can easily use the school dis-
trict’s system if necessary, Hironimus said.

Although cost is almost certainly a factor for all local govern-
ments contemplating the adoption of citizen-alert systems, most
officials realize they must reach out on several fronts to success-
fully contact as many people as possible.

“Not only can people in the county be asleep, they can be at work
or be passing through the county going elsewhere,”Tucker said.“This
is why it is a must to have multiple notification procedures.” �

McAdams is a freelance writer based in Vienna, Va.

CITIZEN ALERT SYSTEMS

DIFFERENT TAKES ON GETTING THE WORD OUT
Agency System mission Type of technology Approximate cost

Jefferson Davis Parish Office of Emer-
gency Preparedness and Jefferson
Davis Parish Sheriff, La.

Provide residents with emergency news
and warnings.

A wireless and Web-based text-messaging
alert system developed by Roam 
Secure.

$71,000, paid with funds from the
Homeland Security Department.

Contra Costa County Office
of the Sheriff, Calif.

Warn citizens of potential disasters; it
started as a means to notify neighbor-
hoods near refineries and petrochemical
plants of accidents.

Sirens and local media broadcasts; the
sheriff’s office is testing a new wireless
messaging system that uses
SquareLoop’s Mobile Alert Network.

About $1 million annually, with costs
offset almost entirely by industries that
store or handle hazardous materials in
the county.

Economic Development Council 
of Collier County, Fla.

Broadcast storm alerts and other threat-
related information and provide a two-
way dialogue with business and commu-
nity leaders during crises.

A two-way communication service that
uses the Short Message Service format,
delivered by Neighborhood America’s
MOVO service offering.

An annual license starts at $10,000.

Columbia County Emergency 
Services Division, Ga.

Transmit routine information, such as
road closures, and keep the public ap-
prised during emergencies.

A multichannel notification system that
uses DCC’s Communicator! NXT, and ra-
dio and TV broadcasts via the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administra-
tion’s radio alert system and the federal
Emergency Alert System.

$14,000 annually.

Mississippi Office of 
Homeland Security.

Get targeted information to citizens and
frontline responders during a crisis with
a system that is not dependent on land-
line or cellular communications.

Delivers text messages via the existing
FM radio infrastructure using the GSSNet
First Alert System from Global Security
Systems.

$1.6 million, funded through federal
grant money.

Palm Beach County School District
and Palm Beach County Emergency
Operations Center, Fla.

Keep parents, students and the general
public apprised of emergencies; it is also
used for routine activities such as par-
ent notification of student attendance.

Communicator! NXT, a Web-based notifi-
cation system from Dialogic Communi-
cations Corp. (DCC) that automates out-
bound telephone calls and text-based
messages.

$81,000 with no federal contribution.


