West Seattle Emergency Preparedness Event, June 23, 2007 Handout

Disaster Communication and the Internet,

by the West Seattle Blogger

http://westseattleblog.com/blog/
We all need to make plans now for how to access Internet information when disaster strikes. 

Most of our ideas and insights trace back to what we learned during the power outage last winter, when our house on the south end of West Seattle was without power for four days -- and some West Seattle neighborhoods didn't get theirs back for a week. The unique power of the Internet is that anyone can use it to share information as well as get it. 

The most important thing to think about now is -- HOW YOU WILL GET WEB ACCESS if disaster strikes. Make a list of all the ways you potentially could go online if something major happens. Don't rule anything out, since it's impossible to predict what will happen and what areas it will affect. The December '06 storm aftermath provided a powerful example of this -- many parts of north West Seattle briefly or never lost power, including the Admiral and Alaska Junction business areas, while other areas were out for days, such as Morgan Junction and major parts of Beach Drive. So those of us whose homes suffered extended outages were still able to go to other areas of West Seattle to access the Web.

If you are wondering why Web access will matter so much -- this could be the main way you find out neighborhood-specific information about what is happening, whether by checking news websites, government websites, blogs like ours, or e-mail. TV and radio broadcasts can do great services in showing some of what's going on, but in Western Washington, they have a lot of ground to cover, and they might have to prioritize generalized information about our city and the others that they serve (for example, Seattle TV stations have to serve all of Western Washington, from Neah Bay to Ocean Shores, from Orcas Island to Olympia, from Bremerton to Wenatchee, not just the Seattle metro area) -- so Internet information is an invaluable supplement.

We will address e-mail after Web access.

Here are the primary ways you might be able to get online, even if the power/cable are out:

WIRELESS INTERNET
--Do you have access to wireless Internet service at home? If you do, and you have a computer that can operate on battery power, you might be able to get online even in the aftermath of a disaster. But unless you have a big backup supply of charged batteries, you will want to prioritize -- get on, do what you absolutely need to do, get off. 


--Do you have a portable computer with the capability to access wireless Internet service away from home? Some newer laptops have this built in; others require a so-called "wi-fi card" that you can buy at any computer accessory store. (Before the windstorm, we had a laptop but not a card; on day 2 without power, we went to Quidnunc and were online at a local coffeehouse less than an hour later.) With one of these cards, you can use your laptop just about any place that offers "wi-fi," and most of it is free. (Starbucks is a glaring exception; currently wi-fi there is a T-Mobile service that will cost you six bucks an hour, no pro-rate if you use less time the first hour.) More and more places are offering wi-fi -- as we write this, we saw it posted at a local bar and a fast-food joint, as well as the coffeehouses, and freeway rest stops are starting to get it too. But don't wait till disaster strikes to try to get a card. It isn't just handy equipment for disaster; you could find it helpful on vacation -- we recently took a road trip through three states and found free wi-fi in almost every hotel room, low-end as well as high-end, that we stayed in. Much more pleasant than previous vacations where we squinted at local phone books to find "Internet cafes" whose computers we could use instead. (More on them in a moment.)

INTERNET ACCESS AT YOUR WORKPLACE (if you can get there)

During the post-storm power outage, this was our first line of defense. One member of the WestSeattleBlog (WSB) team has a workplace that was fairly easy to reach, with very good connectivity, in an area that hadn't suffered much from the storm. Consider whether your workplace would be a good place to go to get online, or to take refuge in other ways. (Hot shower? Cooking facilities? Or even, someplace you can stay safe and warm?)

INTERNET CAFES

This is the general term for a business that has set up computers where anyone can go online, usually for a price, or as a side benefit of making a purchase. Here in West Seattle, Hotwire Coffeehouse in The Junction is the first place we thought of, and we spent time there before buying the aforementioned wi-fi card. Know where your nearest Internet cafe is, not just here in WS, but also in any other part of the area where you spend a significant amount of time and therefore might be "caught" in time of trouble (near your workplace, relatives' homes, etc.). Speaking of which:

FRIENDS/RELATIVES' HOMES
Again, assuming the disaster that hits is something semi-localized, like the post-windstorm power outage: Many people fled to the homes of friends and relatives, near and far, who had power, and heat. This is yet another way you can go online. And even if you live in a neighborhood where you and your neighbors don't talk much in "regular" times, don't hesitate to reach out when bad times hit. Maybe they have power (or a generator) and you don't, and you can hang out at their place a while, or vice versa. 


LAST RESORT: CALLING SOMEONE WHO CAN READ WEB INFO TO YOU OVER THE PHONE
This may sound odd but while we were posting frequent updates on the post-windstorm power outage last year, several people wrote us to say they had kept up with our posts this way, before getting back online -- they called relatives or friends in other areas (even out of state in some cases), had them go to the blog and other sites, and read the latest information to them. 

Your phone may also be helpful here. More on that coming up. Now, let's talk about e-mail:

HOW TO MAKE SURE YOU CAN RECEIVE AND SEND E-MAIL AFTER A DISASTER.

-Be sure you have an e-mail account that is accessible via the Web, so that you can use it when you go online in one of the methods mentioned below. Most e-mail services work this way -- Yahoo, Hotmail, Gmail, etc. -- also even if you get your e-mail through an Outlook account at your workplace, there may be a Web server you can use (ask your workplace IT person). And you may have an e-mail account through your Internet provider, even if you've never used it -- Comcast and Qwest, for example. Also, there is a service called Mail2Web -- http://www.mail2web.com/ -- that may allow you to check your e-mail even if you don't have Web-based access (best to test this before disaster strikes). 


-If you don't have a Web-accessible e-mail account, get one and set it up now. Keep the log-in name and password handy (your wallet, perhaps) so you won't have trouble getting into it when you need it. Note that some of these accounts may go inactive if not used for a certain length of time, so you might want to check on it periodically.

-Be sure you have e-mail addresses for your neighbors as well as for your friends and relatives. If trouble strikes, you may need to communicate with them this way. One example: During the post-storm power outage, some people left town. They used e-mail and the Web to find out from their neighbors what was going on back in the neighborhood. If you have someone in your neighborhood who is a little tech-savvier than the average person, you might even set up a neighborhood e-mail group that can be used not just in case of major trouble, but also to share information about anything from a block party to a block watch to a suspicious person. Used to be that we could all just gather on the front porches and share this kind of information, but reality is that there's not so much time any more, yet the Internet can continue to facilitate community.

EVEN IF YOU DON'T HAVE A LAPTOP, YOU MAY HAVE A DEVICE YOU CAN USE FOR E-MAIL IN CASE OF CRISIS.

Most cell phones these days can be used to receive and send e-mail. If you don't know the address for your phone, ask your cell provider. You can even use that address to subscribe to e-mail alerts, whether they're from some kind of group your neighborhood sets up, a news site that offers breaking news alerts, or many other types. You also can send e-mail with any cell phone that is text-message capable - even if you don't routinely use your phone for this purpose, it is a very good idea to store some key e-mail addresses on the phone's contact list, in case you need to use it this way.

Some cell phones and other wireless devices also offer Web access for an extra fee. You may have chosen not to set this up, but it's helpful to know whether you could add it on, on short notice, if something happens and your wireless device is your only option for going online.

NEIGHBORHOOD COMMUNICATION ONLINE:
We have already suggested that you and your neighbors share e-mail addresses in case you need to communicate electronically after a disaster or major event.

One more thought: In much the same way that neighborhoods have block watches, if you can find someone (maybe it's you!) with the inclination, set up a neighborhood website. West Seattle has many of them, such as MorganJunction.org. It can be updated as often or as seldom as you and your neighbors choose. It might be a place that you go only in case of something major happening -- but just imagine how helpful it will be, as the virtual bulletin board for your neighborhood. You'll want to get a domain name that will be easy for everyone to remember (neighborhood name dot com or dot org is usually your best bet). You don't have to be a technical expert to set up a website, once you have a domain -- you can use a free blogging site and "redirect" the web address to the page you set up there.

Whatever you do, be sure you keep Internet in mind as a key method of communication to consider in case of emergency -- along with phones, radios, and TV.


FREE E-MAIL ACCOUNTS YOU CAN ACCESS FROM ANYWHERE

Gmail 
http://gmail.google.com

Yahoo! Mail
http://mail.yahoo.com


FREE SITES WHERE YOU CAN SET UP A BLOG

Blogger
https://www.blogger.com/start

WordPress
http://wordpress.com/signup/


FREE SITES WHERE YOU CAN START AN E-MAIL LIST/ONLINE GROUP

Google Groups
http://groups.google.com/

Yahoo! Groups
http://groups.yahoo.com/start



EXISTING ACTIVE COMMUNITY INFO SITES/BLOGS AROUND WEST SEATTLE

Admiral Neighborhood Association
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/AdmiralNeighborhood/

Alki Beach Community
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/alkibeachcommunity

Alki Community Council/Alki News Beacon
http://www.alkinews.com/acc.html

Beach Drive Blog
http://beachdriveblog.com


Delridge Community / Delridge Neighborhood Development Association

http://www.dnda.org/


FairmountSprings.org
http://fairmountsprings.org

Fauntleroy Community Association
http://fauntleroy.net


Highland Park Action Committee

http://www.scn.org/hpac/


Highland Park Improvement Club
http://hpic1919.org/

Megawatt
http://megawattjunction.org

Morgan Community Association 
http://morganjunction.org

North Delridge Neighborhood Council (must sign up)
http://groups.google.com/group/NorthDelridge

Pigeon Point Neighborhood
http://www.pigeonpoint.org/Home.html

West Seattle Blog
http://westseattleblog.com

West Seattle Chamber of Commerce
http://www.wschamber.com/

West Seattle Herald
http://westseattleherald.com

West Seattle Junction
http://westseattlejunctiononline.com

Westwood Neighborhood Council
http://www.westwood-neighborhood.org


