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Introduction
You are sitting comfortably in your living room catching up on your favorite digitally recorded show when your cell phone rings.  The monotone text to speech aggregator begins tickling your ear.  “Oh, not another one of those auto-dialer telemarketing calls” you think as you prepare to hang up.  The words, however, have nothing to do with double pane windows or vitamins.

“Emergency.  Emergency.  Emergency” the voice announces.  “This is your friend Susan.  Please tweet that you have received this message and will participate in my emergency flash mob.  You have two hours to evacuate your house with a go bag and be on my porch.  First, second and third prizes will be awarded and snacks provided.”

Welcome to the world of social media, where the possibility of evacuation flash mobs are only the beginning.

Kim Stevens of the iDisaster blog, http://idisaster.wordpress.com/, states that social media in emergency management is not just us talking to public.  Rather, there are two other important components: listening to public and the public talking to the public. 
The public is talking to you
Before the Queensland disaster, the city’s Facebook page had 6,000 fans.  After the cyclone, it had 155,000 fans with 4 million hits and 11,000 comments.  If an entity has a Facebook page, but is providing no content, it is misunderstanding how social media works.  Providing relevant information in a timely manner and keeping it updated is the heart of creating value online.
Queensland was doing things right.  Their police updated their information every 10 minutes, sent Twitter feeds directly to the media. If an entity is doing this one thing right, the media and other interested parties will stop calling your office and instead will go to your website, and read your Twitter feeds.  In one instance, the public information officer was forward thinking enough to tweets information meetings live.  The local radio station was reading them live over the air, and the television station was scrolling the feeds across bottom of the screen.
Here is one side of what is driving this phenomenon.  Smart phones and other portable devices provide access to information.  People are no longer sitting at desks retting their information from a desktop computer.  Rather, they are getting their information on these “pocket computers.” Emergency management’s job is to provide them with appropriate content.  During a disaster or an evacuation, people may not have access to a desktop or even a laptop computer.  They may not be near a radio.  But they do have their cell phones, and in many cases they already prefer to receive their information through this platform. 
This explains pull information, which is one side of the proverbial coin.  The other side is push information.  The public, non-profit organizations and others are creating their own content.  Emergency managers need to be listening to the public through social media.  Sure, some of what is provided is rumor, but one quickly gets past that and finds relevant, up to the second information in a variety of formats.  Tweets, as well as photos from some smart phones, are geo-tagged and the location of origin easily can be obtained.
Google real time
 and www.hashtags.org  is a couple of tool that can be used to view real time feeds from an event based on key words.  It is important to keep in mind that the nature of new technological tools is fluid and what is available and useful today can change quickly.  While individual tools may emerge, evolve, or disappear, the trends supported by these tools normally have a longer track record, so don’t be disappointed if a tool disappears.  People have simply moved to a new tool.  Find the tool and you’ll find the people.  Don’t become stressed.  They found it, and you will, too.  Chances are the old tool has been replaced by something that works even better. What other types of tools are currently popular with the public?

· Status:  Facebook (keep an eye open for Google+ which recently launched)

· Video:  YouTube

· Photos:  Flikr

· Information:  Twitter and texting

The genius is getting the information quickly.  If you are hesitant to explore this new landscape, remember that this is valuable information you otherwise would not have.

Even if traditional media capability gets wiped out, or buildings lose power, the public is still out there tweeting, posting pictures and videos, and updating their Facebook page.
The public is talking to the public
The ground has stopped shaking in the area outlaying the epicenter of the quake.  Word has begun to spread that buildings and power lines are down.  Firefighters, police and utility workers are combing the streets.  News trucks are stationed as close to the mayhem as possible.  A grandmother eight hundred miles away sits in front of her television wringing her hands.  The toppled building she sees behind the newscaster is the one in which her grandson lives.  Suddenly her cell phone vibrates in her pocket.  She flips it open and exhales through joyful tears.  The tiny screen contains three words: im ok gran.

Who is okay, who is hurt, and who needs supplies?  The new social media is answering all of these and more. Traditional thought was that after a disaster, there is no communication.  What exists is extremely limited.  But things have changed.  Whether the message is “I’m okay” or “I’m trapped” there is abundant communication after a disaster.  People are getting information out in a variety of ways.  Even more surprising is that people outside the disaster area, sometimes on the other side of the world, are contributing to rescue and relief efforts.  The geotag from a loved one’s last Tweet can give rescuers a general area in which to search.  A picture of a missing person can be transmitted in seconds.   After a recent tornado, complete strangers were posting pictures that had been blown into their yards, and medical records from a destroyed hospital were scanned and sent back.
HumanityRoad
Christine Thompson of HumanityRoad, “a non-profit with a global reach,” says that her organization has responded to 72 events in 53 countries, all online, using trained volunteers.  They use social media and mobile technology to bridge the communications gap.  This is an example of harnessing the speed that social media provides to help a population affected by disaster.  
How HumanityRoad is using Twitter

1. For day to day operations.  
2. In emergency situations
3. During catastrophic conditions
They use the tool to communicate in different ways in each situation.  In day-to-day operations, she warns, “If you don’t do it now, you won’t have time to do it then.”  Twitter is an excellent tool to enable public and private aid agencies to link up.  

For example, during Hurricane Ike in 2008, there was little face to face response.  The field office 200 miles away from some impact area, and fourteen days after landfall, many people still had no link to the Red Cross.  Some areas still had no food and water.  How do you find out about these areas?  Twitter.
Mobile communication facilities served 4,000 people in three days.  The benefit is justified, but it costs money to process people.  What will 2011 bring?  Facebook went from nothing to 500 million users in nine months.  It took decades for media to reach that point.  More astounding, eighty percent of people accessing Facebook are doing so with their mobile devices.
Recasting public information

Greg Licamele, the public information officer for Fairfax County, Virginia, began his talk by showing a slide visually depicting incident response difficulties in controlling public information as it existed in the past.  He then contrasted that with a description of the new reality.  
“This is today’s model,” he said, “You have someone on Facebook describing the scene as their Facebook status.  You have someone Tweeting details to hundreds of followers.  You have someone streaming video of the scene on YouTube, live.  You have someone texting a local TV station.  You have someone uploading cell phone photos to Flikr right away. So the old world is gone.  This is the world in which we live today.”
Twitter is the new media first responder, according to Licamele. 

Some bullet points to consider regarding social media in emergency management:
· It is imperative to build capacity now, before the next emergency

· Cultural change may render your agency or organization irrelevant if it don’t adapt.  Intelligence gathering methods have changed drastically
· Traditional media is on the decline.
· Government is only one content provider. Media, non-profits, and other volunteers are out there, too. We need to be part of their conversations.
· Let others be your information ambassadors.
· Timely and relevant information quickly goes viral on social media
· Customer service is this:  Quality two way communications

· Get your content to where the public’s eyes are looking

· Social media are now an essential communications and business functions
How do we become our own publishers and tell our own story about what is going on? First, no more “hourly news updates.”  Publish as it happens.  Where exactly are the public’s eyes looking right now?
· Use Microsoft PowerPoint on Slideshare.com 
· Use Flickr for pictures

· Use YouTube for videos 
· Use Twitter to provide on-the-fly updates and to gather intelligence through websites like hashtags.org
The three C’s of social media:  content, content, content

Shane Adamski the director of digital communications for FEMA explained how FEMA is using the new social media.  According to Adamski, they use it as two way conversation for answering questions.  This is simple push communications, providing information to the person who asked.  But is that single person the only one who needs the answer to his question?
The extension of that concept provides content for pushing information out to a wider audience.  The challenge is to write or tailor the messages to the platform.  Is Facebook the best fit?  Can I get it out in less than 144 characters?  Do I upload a blog post to the organization’s website?  
You will know you are doing it right when you are writing original content and you feel comfortable that you’re pushing it out through the right channel.  Always be pushing messages every single day, even during steady state operations, even if it is a safety tip or weather piece.  The cardinal sin with social media is to create an account and then not push messages.
FEMA is innovating in several ways.  They are creating a mobile site, working with non-profits and the private sector, using it to get their messages to those partners, and asking them to put it out through their own social media channels.  They see themselves as a content provider.  
The difference between FEMA and other organizations is as Adamski says, “FEMA is not a first responder.”  In instances where people call FEMA during a disaster, before a federal declaration has authorized them to respond, they refer people back to their local agencies and aid providers.  
One word you will hear quite often in social media is “hashtag.”  This is simply flagging a word with the standard “pound sign” above the number 3 on your keyboard to follow a topic on Twitter and other platforms.  Shane gave a little known tech trick away at the end of his presentation.  If you want to follow FEMA’s social media content on Twitter, but don’t have a Twitter account, you can receive them by text on your cell phone.  To do so, enter 40404 as the entity you’re wishing to communicate with.  In the body of the text, type   “follows FEMA” and it will text you updates you can use, or push on through your own social media channels.
Question and Answer
Claire Ruben reserved several minutes at the end of the presentations for a question and answer period.  A summary follows:
Q: Does technology leave the elderly and poor people out of the loop?
A: No.  The information flow will reach them through the press or other traditional means, because these organizations are also using social media and it is where they are getting their content.
Q When you’re pushing messages, isn’t there a worry that people will become overwhelmed with the glut of information.

A One strategy is to push multiple messages at different times.  One statistic has claimed that one must see a message twelve times to remember it.  Worse would be to have too little information.
Q In many locales, public information officers can’t monitor the networks.  What can be done about social media replacing 911 among the younger set?  Many times, adolescents will attempt to text an emergency message to the number 911.
A The most direct route is to educate the public through social media to dial (not text) 911 if they have an emergency.  Enhanced 911 services may eventually provide the means to respond text based response.
Q Are not social media susceptible to language barriers?
A  There are a variety of language aggregator tools available, even in mobile versions.  These tools will live translate right to your screen.
Q How do you drive traffic to your website?

A You can cause a stir.  Have you seen the “are you ready for the zombie invasion?” campaign that the American Red Cross recently used?   The possibilities are endless.

Q Does social media increase the workload of Emergency Managers?

A Once it is in place, it is just another way to do business.  If you are providing regular updates to your content, you can reduce your inbound calls for information, freeing you to do other things.
Conclusion
Successfully implementing social media into your organization’s future can often appear as a daunting task.  While it can be frustrating learning how to use a new tool, we must learn.  The good news is that at its core, social media is intuitive.  If you can get the right message to the right people at the right time and in the right format, they will find it.  The more refined uses of social media, such as monitoring the publics’ conversations and sending a targeted response using advanced technological functionality may fall well outside the scope of most who use social media.  It is comforting to know that such possibilities exist, however, and that if called upon to do so, you could now pull your cell phone from your pocket or purse and get to work right now.
� To access Google real time feeds, go to the company’s search engine and instead of entering text into the box, click on the top bar where it says “more” and choose “real time.”  As of July 3, 2011, Google had removed its real time functionality.  See:  � HYPERLINK "http://www.google.com/support/websearch/bin/answer.py?answer=180138" �http://www.google.com/support/websearch/bin/answer.py?answer=180138�.  Google says the functionality may return. but in the interim, a similar tool is available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.hashtags.org" �http://www.hashtags.org�. 





