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Informational Speaker 

Chris Godley, Interim Manager – County Fire & Emergency Services Division discussed the 
emergency alert system and recommendations made to Board of Supervisors to improve 
emergency preparedness and response 

Godley, a Santa Rosa resident, is an outside consultant who joined the emergency operations 
center of the City of Santa Rosa immediately after the beginning of the fires, and came on 
board at the County to help maintain the FES program and to analyze and address the 
shortcomings of the program. His report and recommendations were presented to the Board of 
Supervisors on August 14, 2018 (links to this report can be found at the end of these notes). 

For more information on Godley’s background, see Sonoma County names interim emergency 
services manager amid continued scrutiny of October fire alerts 

 

Alert & Warning Systems:  

Why is County so reluctant to put in sirens? 

Sirens are a good warning system in very specific circumstances. If you were in Kansas and a 
siren went off, what would that mean for you? What would it be warning you of and what 
would your next action be? (Tornado – head to basement, bathtub; Hawaii – tsunami or 
volcanic eruptions – evacuation routes). Sirens have become a part of the culture in many 
places, but are not part of the California culture. 

County has applied for funding to buy sirens. Question is where do we put them? Which 
neighborhood, which community, which little canyon? Likely wherever one is placed, it won’t 
be heard half a mile away.  

Wildland area makes up half the county – could put up 100 sirens just to cover that area and 
that would be significant cost. 

Once sirens are installed, we have the ability to selectively activate them and use them. 
Question is can we afford to install and maintain 100 or 100 sirens? 

• Question: Can you afford a new fire? 
• Response: No, but sirens won’t stop the fires 



 
Have applied for grant funding for about 25 sirens that will used in partnership with City of 
Santa Rosa. 
 
Why has County taken this long to address the alert system issue, and why aren’t they 
reaching out to outside consultants and technology experts to help create alert system? 
Have been waiting on the State of California. Now, a level of required service has been 
established which now allows forward movement on creating alert systems and programs 

• California Legislative Actions 
Ø SB 833 Adding section 8593.7 to the Government Code related to emergencies – 

This spells out minimum guidelines to be followed by telecommunications 
carriers the California cable and broadband industry, radio and television 
broadcasters, the California State Association of Counties, the League of 
California Cities, the disability community, appropriate federal agencies, and the 
Standardized Emergency Management System Alert and Warning Specialist 
Committee, shall develop guidelines for alerting and warning the public of an 
emergency. 

Ø SB 821 Added Section 8593.4 to Government Code relating to emergency 
services – This bill would authorize each county, including a city and county, to 
enter into an agreement to access the contact information of resident 
accountholders through the records of a public utility or other agency 
responsible for water service, waste and recycling services, or other property-
related services for the sole purpose of enrolling county residents in a county-
operated public emergency warning system. The bill would require any county 
that enters into such an agreement to include procedures to enable any resident 
to opt out of the warning system and a process to terminate the receiving 
agency’s access to the resident’s contact information. The bill would prohibit the 
use of the information gathered for any purpose other than for emergency 
notification. 

• Use of outside consultants 
Ø Department will be sending out Requests for Information (RFI) and reach 

outward, but this requires staffing which is currently being recruited 
Ø Department will also be seeking more grants; again, this requires staffing 

 
Nixle/SoCo Alert/WEA & regional communications 
There will never be one silver bullet. 
 
Nixle 

• Limited in capabilities – originally designed to be informational 
• Created by law enforcement agencies to keep public apprised of criminal activity, traffic 

issues, DUI checkpoints, and community events 



• Departments create and send their own messages – there is no overall coordination 
• Not designed for emergency alert broadcast 
• Over-notifications has resulted in more subscription cancellations since October 2017 

than new sign-ups 
Ø Can adjust settings to allow for only emergency alerts 

SoCo Alert 
• Been in existence for a number of years and constantly being built upon to improve 

functionality 
• Can deliver voice messages, emails, and texts 
• On back end it allows use of other databases 

Ø White pages or 911 database 
WEA 

• Poor choice not to use this method; limited understanding of how it worked 
• Requires cell service, power 
• Some systems restrict or inhibit alerts coming through if phone is in use (in any way) 

Role & problems with cell carriers 
• Carriers don’t want to increase number of characters in texts/tweets or make phones go 

on audible, push out messages in Spanish, etc. because of increase in cost 
• Federal government has told carriers to expand and improve the way they broadcast 

emergency alert systems and their service to government agencies based on the 
experience here in Sonoma County 

• Cell towers don’t have back-up generators 
 

Questions, feedback, suggestions, stand-alone facts 
• Is there a regional alert system that allows counties to communicate with each other 

during larger event affecting multiple localities 
Ø Yes and no – where there are compatible technologies, yes 
Ø Vendor technology has to be able to communicate with one another 

• Newly installed cameras will detect fires, where they are, and if they’re growing 
• Installing more cameras may be accompanied by pushback from residents how happy to 

have cameras recording their movements 
• Sonoma County has more county-maintained roads than any county in California 
•  

 
Results of September alert testing  
This was the first type of warning system test on the west coast. There’s been an assumption 
that the FCC has always been truthful and accurate – in terms of phones automatically going to 
audible when an alert goes out, which it does not always.  
 
Alerts barely scratched the surface in Guerneville – not enough cell towers allowed there. In 
Glen Ellen, alerts went right over the hills and into Rohnert Park, which was not a targeted area.  
 



None worked as advertised, which is why we have to take the shotgun approach (please note, 
in this situation “shotgun approach” refers to targeting as large of an area or population as 
possible, with the philosophy that more is better). Have an incredibly varied set of individuals in 
our community who have different alert and warning system needs: 

• Language other than English 
• Visual alert due to being deaf or hard of hearing 
• Don’t have mobile devices 
• Developmental disabilities 

Ø Maybe we’re focusing on alerting their caretaker 
 

Have to use all of these different systems. Key is how we integrate them so there isn’t any 
confusion. Have to determine how to meet the different expectations. Alert systems don’t 
belong in emergency management. They believe in public safety communications in 911 
centers. Do job 24/7, have training and staff. 
  
Feedback on this section included: 

• Suggestions on color-coding warning systems 
• Gather police chiefs to collaborate on types of Nixle messages being sent out 
• Have Board of Supervisors reach out to Mayors and determine standardized messages 

 
Definitions of words used in warning systems 
Different levels of information are conveyed in warning systems.  
 
Notification 

• It’s really going to rain – perhaps you want to remove furniture from the patio 
Alert 

• Something is coming out way – a really big winter storm 
• We don’t know what it is 
• Be on your toes 
• Start making preparations in case you have to take action 

Warning 
• Something so bad is coming your way, you need to take immediate action – one of 

many possibilities 
Ø Evacuate, shelter-in-place, contact neighbors to spread warning 

 
Potential Program Model  
 
Threat/Hazard Assessment 
Assessment needs to be conducted. 

• Which areas are going to catch on fire? 
• Which areas are going to flood? 
• Which areas would be impacted by a tsunami? 

 



Then we need to look at who lives there. We need to work out what the communities want to 
know about and how to relate the information based on multiple criteria. What do people need 
in a hazardous situation. 

• Who lives in the area impacted? 
• Are there congregate living communities in the area? 
• Are there people who don’t speak English? 
• Are there issues with only one road in and one road out 

Ø Example: Cazadero has one way in and one way out – people would need at least 
two hours to evacuate 

 
Situational Awareness 
This was lacking during the first hours of the October wildfires. We didn’t know where the fires 
were or how many there actually were. At one point, there were 20 fires going on at the same 
time. Which one was the biggest one? One was moving fast – or was it? Was it simply a 
different fire? 
 
The experiences here are shaping what we do in Sonoma County and it has changed the 
conversation on how we do things nationally. Have to change the way emergency notices are 
managed. Level of expectation has increased due to growth of use of cellular technology. 
 
We need to work out what the communities want to know about. We have to be able to 
provide situational awareness – here’s where the fire is, here is where it is going, here is what 
you should do, where you should go, etc. 
 
Most jurisdictions in the US have no situational awareness programs supporting their warning 
systems. We need more people in the community to tell us what’s going on. 911 may not 
always be the solution. Are there other ways to crowdsource this information and we need to 
expand on those. 
 
Delivery Systems 
We’re going to use different technical means to deliver warning information. Maybe it’s one or 
a combination of: 

• SoCo Alerts 
• WEA 
• Emergency alerts on TV & Radio 
• Sirens in some areas 
• Going door to door 
• Sirens on Sheriff’s vehicles – two tones 

Ø One only used for evacuations  
 
Not just technology. The procedures and policies need to be rewritten. Who pushes the 
button? Technically, per California law, only law enforcement officer can order an evacuation 



with delegated authority from the Sonoma County Sheriff. Now dispatchers have been trained 
and they are allowed to put that warning out there. 
 
Policies and procedures need to be lined up.  
 
Draft plan on how to activate these systems. Instructions have been created describing the role 
of each professional based on what their position is within the emergency system. There will 
also be an internal system in place to alert County employees and activate disaster service time. 
 
Public Education 
Means going out and having some candid conversations. Government needs to ask what you 
need and tell you that we’ll do what we can, but we can’t guarantee it. In the past, government 
has not wanted to tell the public that, but now it has to be said. 
 
Public education also means we have to train. 

• If my phone starts vibrating, what does it mean? 
• What do each of these alert systems mean to each area? 

Ø Phone vibrating at 3.00AM in Bodega Bay is not likely about fire, but about 
tsunami 

• How will my community respond in an emergency? 
Ø Communities needs to create their own neighborhood systems 

• We have to be aware of cultural needs when integrating systems and educating the 
public 

• Government is now going to err on the side and likely overwhelm people with 
notifications and alerts 

Ø Public needs to be willing to accept false positives 
 
Emergency Management Program Changes (presented to the Board) 
Sonoma County’s emergency management department is now the most elevated one in 
California. This is not just about alert and warning – there are many other components to be 
changed. 
 
Commitment 

• Need County Board of Supervisors and all Department Heads to commit to the funding 
needs of these program changes 

Staff Development Program 
• All 4000 County employees will be required to undergo 20 hours a year of disaster 

training 
Ø How to do emergency operations functions 
Ø How to set up and/or run a shelter 
Ø How to activate the alert and warning system 

COOP (Continuity of Operations) 
• Fire came pretty close to County campus 



Ø Emergency Operations Center 
Ø Sheriff’s Office & 911 dispatch 
Ø County’s technology & communications buildings 

• Investing heavily in beefing up COOP – need to be able to keep the lights on in an 
emergency 

Emergency Manager 
• No longer a mid-level technical expert 
• Manager elevated to Director 

Ø Reports directly to County Administrator 
Ø Highest elevated emergency management programs in California 

• Division elevated to Department 
• All decisions will be made by the CAO 

Ø Board can advise, consult, ask questions, but decisions will not be made by 
committee 

Staff for Expanded Department 
• Needed to create all the new programs/policies (and grant applications) intended to 

support emergency alert systems, better planning, staff disaster training, strengthening 
the emergency operations center, etc. 

• Board agreed to go from 3.5 to 8.5 position -- $1.2million increase in emergency 
management budget – most significant in emergency management in California in many 
years 

• Two positions dedicated to alert & warning systems 
Ø Develop programs, training, stay on top of changing technology 

• One Emergency Preparedness Manager 
Ø Go out in community to help create emergency response system in 

neighborhoods 
Ø At least one to be Spanish bilingual, or 
Ø Create Spanish advisory group to help maintain consistency and fluency in both 

language and culture as educational material and plans are created 
 
General Comments, Feedback, Suggestions 
 
Alert & Warning Systems Suggestions 

• Needs to be established: Cycle time – how long from incident is sighted to time 
residents can expect to get an alert 

Ø Can’t really be done – can’t tell you when a fire starts that a particular area has 
to be evacuated 

• Community member to gather Association of Fire Chiefs together and ask them to 
coordinate the Nixle program  

• Government cannot do this alone – needs to solicit that help from private sector 
 
Additional Information – Presented at Early Date 



I sent the below links out to block captains back in early September. They include Chris Godley’s 
written presentation to the Board of Supervisor, as well as the video of the presentation. 
 
Fire & Emergency Services Staff Report Presented to Board of Supervisors at August 14, 2018 
meeting: 

Emergency Management Program Update and Reporting Relationship Study 

• Above link provides Board summary and the staff report  

Video of full presentation (including PowerPoint) – begins just before Chris Godley begins 
report to Board of Supervisors. 

 
 
Questions: 
As it relates to earthquake warning 
 
 
 
 

 


