CHAPTER 1: CAUGHT OFF GUARD

1.1: A Telling Event
On the evening of Sunday, 28 April 2002, a powerful tornado crossed 64 miles
of southern Maryland, demolishing large sections of the city of La Plata, an outlying
suburb of Washington, DC. The storm killed three people, injured 122, and wreaked
more than $100 million in damages in Maryland.14 Rated a rare F415 on the Fujita scale
of destruction,16 the tornado was one of the most powerful ever to hit the state, 17 and
government officials counted their blessings that the death toll had not been higher.
United States Senator Paul Sarbanes, D-Maryland, said, “If it had come through at
a different time or on a busy day, we’d have really paid a heavy price.”18
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A tornado watch was issued for the region more than three hours before the
tornado formed, and a tornado warning was issued for Charles County, of which La Plata
is the seat, fully eight minutes before the storm took its first life in La Plata.19
Nonetheless, media accounts of the event featured a rejoinder familiar and exasperating
to disaster-preparedness officials: the Baltimore Sun reported that “many residents said
they were caught off guard;”20 the Washington Post reported that “many people said they
had known nothing about the danger.”21
In an age of media-weather obsession, in which watching The Weather Channel
has become a daily ritual for millions of Americans, 22 and local TV meteorologists have
won the trappings of celebrity, 23 the failure of any citizen to receive and act on a crucial
weather warning can seem to emergency managers almost a result of willful
disengagement.
But people cannot be expected to keep their radios or TVs turned on all the time.
Moreover, not all TV stations or cable services feature severe-weather warning overrides
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or “crawls,” not all towns are equipped with warning sirens (La Plata is not24), and
electrical service can easily fail during bad weather. In addition, while local TV and radio
stations might interrupt programming and relay vital Weather Service bulletins to their
audiences, not all do. Federal rules only mandate programming interruptions for national
emergencies, but not for weather bulletins.25
Still, one point stands: while the National Weather Service may never be able to
sound advance warning for all tornadoes,26 on 28 April the city of La Plata had every
good reason to be on guard. When the Storm Prediction Center27 in Norman, Oklahoma
issued a tornado watch for the region shortly after 3 p.m., the local Sterling, Virginia
office of the National Weather Service used its own local radio facilities—National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) Weather Radio—to broadcast the
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watch information from the moment of its issuance. Furthermore, minutes after the
tornado had actually formed and started moving toward La Plata, the Sterling office
broadcast a tornado warning for Charles County using NOAA Weather Radio, two
minutes before the storm entered the town, and, as noted, eight minutes before the first
fatality.28

1.2: The Problem
The outcome in La Plata, with the town having been officially forewarned, but
not everyone receiving the warning, describes a problem as old as mass communication
itself: getting word out to a public that is often disengaged from communication media,
too busy to notice bulletins, or perhaps simply fast asleep in their beds. No matter how
effective the government might be in identifying dangers and warning against them, those
warnings are useless to anyone who does not hear them and hear them in time to act.
If one accepts the premise that warning citizens against surprise disaster is a core
function and purpose of government, then the need is manifest for a means of meeting
that responsibility. The government should offer a warning service that eliminates any
dependence on commercial media. Government owes taxpayers the assurance that they
can be warned in their homes, businesses, and automobiles via some medium that is
publicly owned so that users need not pay any subscription fee or depend on any
corporation for relay of vital government warnings. Common sense dictates that the ideal
service would be reliable even in storm conditions, and equipped, literally, to awaken
people to approaching danger even when they may not actively be listening for bulletins.
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1.3: NOAA Weather Radio: A Ready Solution
The nation today confronts a daunting combination of budget and security
pressures so it may be worthwhile reminding ourselves just now that such a service
already exists in NOAA Weather Radio. Anyone in the town of La Plata who possessed
a weather-radio receiver on 28 April heard the warning in time to act. Moreover, the
security those radios deliver goes far beyond weather bulletins. NOAA Weather Radio
can be, and is, used to alert the public in such disparate emergency situations as
radiological warnings29, tsunami warnings, 30 earthquake-information bulletins,31 and
announcements of hazardous-material spills.32 Participation by NOAA Weather Radio
in non-weather emergency dissemination is largely a matter left up to state and local
officials, who must form access agreements with their local or regional Weather Service
officials,33 but the network has the potential to serve as an all-hazards warning device
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nationwide, with only a small investment necessary, in funds, and in standardized
procedures for funneling various messages to the network.34
The NOAA Weather Radio service is composed of a nationwide network of radio
stations broadcasting continuous weather information directly from National Weather
Service forecast offices, delivering official warnings, watches, forecasts, and other hazard
information 24 hours a day. It is the sole government-operated radio system that provides
direct warnings to the general public for natural and man-made hazards.35 In communities
with no sirens or procedures for sounding them, Weather Radio is the most direct way
government has of alerting you to any approaching danger—short of a knock on your
door or a bullhorn in the street.
Marketed by the government as the “Voice of the National Weather Service,”
Weather Radio broadcasts are a public service of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration, an agency of the Department of Commerce. The broadcasts are
transmitted on seven frequencies within the public service band, 36 so persons wishing
to receive them must avail themselves of special radio receivers, widely available at
electronics stores for under $50. The units are small and unobtrusive, whether sitting on
a nightstand or office table or carried in an outdoorsman’s tackle box or backpack. From
them the consumer can receive up-to-date weather information, at the touch of a button,
24 hours a day. Importantly, most units now being manufactured are also able to stand
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silent until the National Weather Service triggers a built-in alarm feature, alerting the
consumer to listen for critical warning information. In addition, NOAA Weather Radio
is the only national warning system that can provide hazard information equally to the
hearing- and sight-impaired, with its digital codes easily convertible in available
consumer products, rendering alert notification in text, strobe-light, audible-alarm,
pillow-vibrating, and bed-shaking devices.37
The growing broadcast network now includes more than 750 transmitters
covering all 50 states, adjacent coastal waters, Puerto Rico, the U.S. Virgin Islands, and
the U.S. Pacific Territories.38 One federal report stated in 1999 that between 70 and 80
percent of the U. S. population was then within range of at least one NOAA Weather
Radio transmitter, and the National Weather Service has set a minimum goal of reaching
95 percent population coverage as it continues to expand the network.39 Weather Radio
professionals are in fact hoping to reach the ultimate goal of 100% population coverage.40
All in all, the facts would indicate that we possess in NOAA Weather Radio a
most impressive service, a somewhat under-appreciated dissemination infrastructure
that Americans can point to with pride. “It’s a national treasure on some level, and it’s
amazing how many people still don’t know about it,” said Ed Gross, retired Chief of
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Industrial Meteorology at the National Weather Service. 41 Just how many people do
know about the service, in fact, seems something of a mystery. An extensive document
search, and numerous interviews with active and retired National Weather Service
weather-radio professionals, uncovered no evidence that the Weather Service has tried to
ascertain the nationwide level of public awareness of its broadcast service in at least 20
years.42 In conducting the La Plata post-event assessment survey, the National Weather
Service found that, of 40 persons interviewed, only one was aware that NOAA Weather
Radio existed.43 A post-event service assessment of the 8 April 1998 Southeastern United
States tornado outbreak stated, “Even with extensive local promotion of NWR, it is
evident that many of the public still do not know of this potentially life-saving tool.”44
If not enough Americans know about the existence of NOAA Weather Radio,
next to none still recall exactly why and by whom the system was originally built. The
story of how Americans came to possess this distinctive national service is beginning to
get away from us as principals in the network’s construction retire and die.45 Individual
milestones in the development of NOAA Weather Radio are duly noted in National
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Weather Service and old Weather Bureau organs and memoranda, scattered in libraries
and archives throughout the land. Finding them all would require a search beyond the
scope of this paper. But at least—given the system’s reach, and its increasing importance
within the national warning-dissemination infrastructure—the mission and potential of
NOAA Weather Radio appear worthy of reexamination. An outline of NOAA Weather
Radio’s history should be preserved in one document.
We will first examine some historical material on America’s dissemination
procedures, beginning with the earliest days of government-issued warnings; then, we
will look closely at NOAA Weather Radio—why and by whom the service was built,
how it is used, and where the radio service may be headed as the nation confronts
unfamiliar “Homeland Security” hazards.

