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,RICHMOND, Calif.—On March 25,
1999, a valve on a processing line at the
Chevron plant here failed, releasing va-
pors that exploded and sent a massive
black plume of smoke hundreds of feet in-
to the afternoon sky.

mBﬁmSQ workers sounded the 22
warning sirens installed in this industrial
city just north of San Francisco. Contra
Costa County’s telephone emergency no-
tification system was set in motion, call-
ing households downwind of the spread-
ing fumes with prerecorded messages to
go inside and “shelter in place.”

/Sprawling out from the eastern shore
of the San Francisco Bay, Contra Costa
County is home to 2,250 factories and in-
dustrial plants that E:::m hazardous ma-
E:»K.l:ﬁ most in any California coun-
G ‘outside Los Angeles. It is also home to

942% immigrant population that

‘e
.

speaks more than 40 languages. More
than one in four residents speak a lan-
guage other than English at home.

For those non-English speakers, the
emergency calls did no good. The minute-
long emergency message, which advised
them to shut windows and doors and
bring pets inside, was in English. Mem-
bers of Richmond’s Laotian community
watched the smoke plume on television,
but thought it was happening someplace
else. Many stepped outside to see what
the commotion was.

As the U.S. population continues to di-
versify with an influx of immigrants who
speak a range of languages, emergency of-
ficials are looking for novel ways to com-
municate with them in times of crisis.
The 1999 fire accelerated those efforts
here. Contra Costa County tried a limited
system of phoning some immigrants in
their native languages. Now, it is going
further with a test of a new system that
will announce native language warnings
through speakers attached to their
phones. If successful, the county’s emer-
gency warning system could offer one of
the most comprehensive multilingual
emergency notification systems in the
country.

“We're talking to counties across the
country who just ring sirens, and if {peo-
ple] don’t know what to do, it's their
problem,” says Lewis Pascalli Jr., director
of the county’s Hazardous Materials Pro-
grams, a aocm:-wmi of Contra Costa

Health Services.

After the fire, “people were terrified,”
said Torm Nompraseurt, who works with
the Laotian Organizing Project (LOP). In
the days after the incident, people called
project leaders asking what had hap-
pened, or complaining of headaches and
difficulty breathing.

“They said, ‘We've got to do something
about this,” ” Nompraseurt said.

The translator is a little bigger than a
Palm Pilot, as loud as a smoke detector
and as casy to use as Caller ID. In fact, the
off-white box plugs into home phones, us-
ing Caller ID technology to receive emer-
gency messages.

The upcoming test in Contra Costa will
be the first time ClassCo Inc., the device’s
manufacturer, will target multiple non-
English speaking communities in the
United States. The boxes, currently pro-
grammed in English and French, are used
in warning systems in bilingual parts of
Canada, and in New Hampshire, where
ClassCo is based.

ClassCo’s boxes will make their Cali-
fornia debut in 100 Richmond homes. Fif-
ty will be programmed in English and in
Lao, the official language of Laos. The
other 50 will be programmed in English
and Mien. Mien, like three of the four lan-
guages spoken in Contra Costa’s Laotian
community, has no written form.

When the county sends out an emer-
gency message, the box receives thessig-
nal over the phone line. It sounds an

-

alarm and without anyone having to pick
up the phone, the box translates the warn-
ing into the language it has been pro-
grammed for and announces it from a
speaker. In a native voice, the box would
actually say “chemical release,” “shelter
in place,” or whatever the county tells it
to. A phone number shows up on the
box’s small message screen that the resi-
dent can call to hear further information
in their own language.

This winter’s pilot program is an out-
growth of the county’s ongoing efforts to
render the 12-year-old telephone emer-
gency notification system multilingual as
part of its larger community warning sys-
tem.

After the fire in 1999, leaders in the
Laotian community started lobbying for
an alert system that they and other non-
English speakers could understand.

Because only one of the four Laotian
languages spoken in Contra Costa is writ-
ten—each as different from the other,
Nompraseurt says, “as English and Rus-
sian"—LOP looked for a solution through
television, radio, or another audio mes-
saging system. LOP approached the coun-
ty about recording messages in languages
other than English to use in the existing
telephone system.

It took a year for county workers to
compile a database of 400 community
phone numbers and their corresponding
languages that Health Services could pro-
gram into its existing telephone emergen-
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¢y notification system.

Pascalli recalls that county employees
were met with hesitation in their home,
visits to gather this information. Nompra- -
seurt says members of his community are
afraid to get involved in government af-
fairs because of the unstable political cli--
mate they left in Laos. When you com-
plain to officials in Laos, he said, “either
your head will be chopped off or wo:.: be
in jail for the rest of your life.”

Once Health Services had the database
of 400 homes, they saw that keeping it up-
dated would be a daunting task, and that
keeping an entire database tracking the
language populations throughout the
county would be even more daunting. As
residents move from apartment to apart-
ment or change their phone numbers, the
database could quickly become obsolete.

The new boxes, however, can move
with residents if they change homes.

Some telephone systems throughout
the country have the capability to send
messages in more than one language, us-
ing prerecorded messages or the “Press 1
for English” approach. Washington State
issues Spanish and English prerecorded
telephone messages around a nuclear
u__m_:» and a military chemical storage fa-

ility.

The box’s &mu%msﬁmnm include its
cost ($30 to $35 each), finding people
who move to the area and don’t know
about getting a device, and making sure
residents hook up the new equipment cor-
rectly.

“Since 9/11, alert and warning is be-
coming a big thing,” says Elizabeth Klute,
who manages the county’s warning sys-
tems. “There are a lot of places who are
watching Contra Costa to see what hap-
pens.”




