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Operator:

Please stand by. Good day and welcome to the FEMA State (SICCL). Today’s call is being recorded. At the conclusion of today’s conference comments will be taken from the audience.


If you would like to comment or ask a question at that time please signal by pressing Star 1 on your telephone keypad.


At this time I would like to turn the conference over to Josh Batkin. Please go ahead.

Josh Batkin:

Thank you very much (Yolanda). Hi, Josh Batkin, the Director of External Affairs here at FEMA. I want to thank our state partners very much for joining us today.


We wanted to talk to you about El Niño. We wanted to give you some additional information about the forecast that we’re anticipating for the winter season.


And we wanted to talk to you as communicators about what we’re doing and the tools that we’re using to make sure that we’re educating folks about this hazard and the threat that faces us over the winter.



So very briefly we have been approaching this the way we approach a hurricane season. So we’re really taking advantage of the fact that this is in the dialogue and the media. And we’re using it as an opportunity to increase preparedness to encourage folks to take preparedness steps to learn about their hazards and to be prepared.



We’re also focusing of course on those areas of the country that we anticipate to see most of the effects along the southern part of the country, and in our FEMA Regions 9, 6 and 4. 


So we’re focusing our resources there. Because this is such a national story and something of interest, we’re using it to communicate with folks all across the country about the importance of being prepared for any type of hazard.



The purpose of this call is to outline what we understand from our smart scientists about El Niño and the messaging, planning and tactics that we’re undertaking.


We wanted to offer and share that information with you, offer our support and hear from you about any efforts that you might be undertaking in your states to see if there are opportunities for us to leverage, to collaborate and to amplify the messages that you are getting out there for your citizens in your states.



We wanted to start off with a presentation from Dr. David DeWitt who is the Director of the Climate Prediction Center at NOAA. The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration has nine different centers that focus on environmental prediction.


And Dr. DeWitt is in charge of the one that is responsible for looking at the climate as a whole. So he’s going to run us through a presentation of what he anticipates from the phenomenon of El Niño and the impacts that it might have on our weather.



We will then hear from our Public Affairs Director Rafael Lemaitre to talk about in greater detail about some of the communications efforts we have underway.



And then we’ll hear from Mary Simms as well who is from Region 9, in southern California, a FEMA Regional External Affairs employee. She has been focused on a lot of the California communications that we’ve been doing today to increase awareness about El Niño.



Following that we’ll have an opportunity for you to engage and to ask questions and to offer input into the activities that you are undertaking that we might support. And then we’ll have a brief conclusion at the end of that.



So again thank you very much for your time. And I will kick it over to Dr. DeWitt who focuses on how we can best predict, monitor and diagnose the impacts of the short term climate variability and NOAA’s efforts to ensure that we have a weather ready nation.


So with that Dr. DeWitt the floor is yours to talk to us about El Niño.

David DeWitt:

Great. Thank you very much. So I assume that people have the slides. If you could please turn to the first slide that has a title latest El Niño conditions on the top.


So this upper left panel shows the current state of the sea surface temperature (SST) anomalies in the Central and Eastern Pacific. Red colors are warmer than normal. Blue colors are colder than normal.


So the thing that you’ll notice is that there’s a large region of above normal temperature in the Central and Eastern Pacific. This is in fact the El Niño which is actually an oceanic phenomena and large region of SST anomalies greater than 2.5 degrees centigrade. Therefore this is classified as a strong event.


So going to the next slide I’ll briefly talk about what our El Niño outlook is projected forward. So we believe that the current event is close to its peak. That means the SST anomalies will not go up significantly more. They might go up a little bit more.



The strong El Niño event will last throughout the winter which is important for what we would call tele-connections or the remote impacts over places like the Southern United States.


We expect the transition to what we would call ENSO neutral conditions or closer to a zero sea surface temperature anomaly occurring sometime in the late spring or early summer of 2016.



So on to the next slide we’ll show the outlook that’s currently valid from December through February. This is the temperature outlook.


Our outlooks, if you’re not familiar with them the shading shows the dominate category in what would be called a (Tursile) probability forecast distribution.


So if you look here you see in the yellow for Washington State it has numerical values for below, near and above normal with the dominate category being a favoring of increased probability in this case, 65% probability of above normal temperature there in Washington State.



So you see across the country there’s warmer than normal temperatures are favored for much of the northern tier. And the US West Coasts below normal temperatures are favored for a region in the South Central US.


And the odds are elevated for less frequent and shorter duration of cold air outbreaks entering into the US.



And there are a couple of other stations shown there in the south giving the more refined information with respect to the probability distribution of the forecast.



So going to the next slide this is the DJF for December, January, February participation outlook. So again forecasting for above normal participation for the Southern tier of the US and the Central Plains.



In fact, that’s where the highest probabilities of above normal are occurring, drier than normal conditions for the Northern Rockies, Ohio Valley and Great Lakes.


This is a result of a southern shifted storm track which could result in a lot of heavy precipitation events. In fact, over the next week or two we’re going to see those start to strike the West Coast of the US with quite a bit of intensity.


There also is an elevated winter time risk of enhanced severe weather especially for the Southeast.


So looking out one season further out January, February, March you see very similar forecasts for this period. These in fact forecasts this again is a very strong event, probably will be the top event or the second event in terms of the strength of the SST anomalies in the Pacific that we’ve seen in the recorded history.



And these are very typical impacts that we would see from a strong El Niño event.


So again to go to the final slide and summarize, strong El Niño in progress, forecasts to continue through the winter. This is the primary driver of what’s informing our winter outlook at this time.



We’re expecting warmer than normal temperatures on average across the northern tier of the US and for the West Coast, cooler than normal for the south central US.



There’ll be less frequent and shorter duration cold air outbreaks over the whole country with a southern shifted storm track favoring above-normal participation with the potential certainly for some strong storms as you’ll even start to see in the next week or so.



And there is the elevated risks for severe weather across the Southeast. So that’s what I have for today.

Josh Batkin:

Thank you very much, David. And again we’ll have an opportunity at the end if states have questions for us or for NOAA to ask them - appreciate you walking us through that.


Those of us who’ve been in this business for a little while will remember the strongest one up until this point was back in 1997 and 1998, got a lot of media attention and caused significant rain, mud slides in the Western part of the country.


And as he mentioned that elevated risk for severe weather across the southeast we saw tornados, very powerful tornados in the middle of the winter in Florida, Georgia areas that don’t typically see that at that time of year.



So again we are seeing some of that attention being paid across the country to this phenomenon. Again we do work very closely with NOAA to make sure we have the best information for use to prepare.



We’ve done a number of messaging efforts already. I’m going to turn it over to Mr. Lemaitre and Ms. Simms in a moment.


But just at the highest level we’ve set up a Web resource page at fema.gov, fema.gov/el-niño which has messaging resources for partners and the public.



We’ve also been focusing a lot on our National Flood Insurance Program which most of you may know, but FEMA also manages the Flood Insurance Program.


So we’ve been encouraging people all across the country but especially in these impacted areas to purchase flood insurance. And we’ve hosted some media events. I think Rafael will get into additional detail on that.


Last week we also have engaged through a newsletter our community emergency response team members all across the country to help get the message out.


And also last week out on the West Coast our Region 9 office hosted an El Niño task force meeting with a number of states, federal partners and media participants that Mary can talk a little bit more about as well.



Tomorrow we are going to be joining an El Niño Briefing on the Hill. We’re partnering with NOAA’s Climate Prediction Center on a Congressional brief hosted by the House Oceans Caucus.


And then in early January we plan to schedule an inter-governmental partners El Niño Webinar. And we’ll have additional details to share there.


So at a high level that’s what we’ve been up to to make sure folks understand El Niño and what we are potentially facing this winter.



So let me turn it over to Rafael Lemaitre, the Director of Public Affairs here at FEMA to add some additional details to the communications efforts that we’ve been pursing. Rafael?

Rafael Lemaitre:

Thank you. And as Josh noted we are treating the El Niño season the same way we would a hurricane season each year.


We have been engaged here from Washington, D.C. with our regions with several different types of media events that are hopefully supporting messaging and getting through down to the local level.


I know Administrator Fugate has spoken a lot about El Niño what happens not only in California but also in Florida in fact noting that during the last major El Niño season there were more deaths due to tornadic activity in Florida than there were in California that season.


He is also co-authoring an Op-Ed with - between Dr. Sullivan and himself that we’re looking to publish in a major California newspaper TBD.


And it’s also important from our perspective and we’re happy to support any efforts at the state level as well on this that we also engage Spanish speaking audiences given the demographics of the states impacted by El Niño.


We are working to put together Spanish language material in conjunction with the National Weather Service.


And in fact administrator Fugate is sitting down right now with (La Opinion) a newspaper chain that actually services newspapers from California and throughout the country to include Florida.



I would also note that over the past several months and moving forward into the new year we will continue to be developing various digital products and digital content that we encourage everyone to steal from us.


We will be posting a lot of that content on the El Niño Resource page (fema.gov/el-nino) that Josh just mentioned. But we will also be posting it obviously on Facebook and Twitter and on Instagram.


And so if you see that material or want the original source material please feel free to either share it on your own, re-tweet it or come to us and we will be happy to provide you that information as well.



Let me take a quick moment here before I turn it over to Mary to go over a few topline messages that we’re delivering to folks all across the country whether it be in pen and pad briefings encouraging people to buy flood insurance or one on one interviews.



The bottom line here is that El Niño poses a serious threat to communities across the country. And that’s something that our partners at NOAA have done a really fantastic job of helping us get across.


But the response to this is not just something that the Federal government is going to be involved with.



In fact the best time for individuals and communities to prepare for disasters whether it be El Niño or otherwise would be before they occur. And we - and encouraging folks to take action on their own to prepare.



So there’s two primary actions in our messaging that we’re asking folks to do.


The first is to encourage people as Josh mentioned to buy flood insurance. In fact, the line that we’re using is if there ever was a year to buy flood insurance this it.


We really need to get across the fact that flooding is even in non-El Niño years the most common and costly disaster that we see in the United States and that you cannot get flood insurance at the last minute.


In fact in most cases it takes 30 days for new flood insurance policies to go into effect. So we are really strongly encouraging people to buy flood insurance to get covered and to protect themselves financially from this disaster.


It’s also important as part of our flood insurance messaging that individuals understand that flood - only flood insurance covers flood damage. Most standard homeowner’s policies do not cover flood damage. So people should not assume that they will be covered for flooding.



And then finally encouraging folks to get all the coverage that they might need and for individuals to really thoroughly understand what their flood insurance policy covers.



Insurance sometimes can be complicated so we are encouraging people to understand at the outset what their insurance covers and what it does not cover so if and when there is a disaster they have some certainty in terms of how they’re able to recover.



The Web site we are referring individuals for in terms of flood insurance support is Floodsmart.gov. And an 800 number as well which is on that Web site. But it is 800-427-2419.


Finally the last message is encouraging people to get prepared generally for severe weather. FEMA maintains ready.gov as most if not all of you know.



And so we are encouraging individuals to visit ready.gov to prepare for severe weather and do, you know, three specific things.



First complete a family communication plan. Get together with your family. Agree on ways to contact one another in an emergency and identify meeting locations.



Second plan ahead, if you are in an area at risk as Dr. DeWitt just went over for instance, plan evacuation routes, know where you need to go if something happens.


And then finally keep important papers in a safe waterproof place. Conduct a home inventory, itemized and take pictures of your possessions.


We’ve been through several major flood events this year in Texas and in South Carolina and really hits home with how important those preparedness actions are.



So with that I will turn it over to Mary Simms who is based out of FEMA Region 9 and has done incredible job of doing outreach in her region. So Mary over to you.

Mary Simms:

Great. Thanks so much Rafael. And it really is has been a team effort. I think one of the things that helped us be successful with the campaign we did last week was the pen and pad that headquarters hosted in late October.


That also received a lot of interest and was a great opportunity for reporters to cover this and be able to focus on the messaging and information that we’re trying to get out but also that they’re so anxious to get because all of the newsrooms throughout our area especially are really focused on El Niño right now.



So our External Affairs Director, (John Hamill) had a great idea to take advantage of the RISC meeting which I think most of you know what that acronym is.


But just in case the Regional InterAgency Steering Committee meeting, usually we host that here in our Oakland offices but about once a year so we’ll take it offsite.



And so this particular meeting was going to be hosted at the California Office of Emergency Services, and so they were wonderful to host us and really did an amazing job with allowing us access to their media room and just supporting us for a lot of the logistical efforts that we needed to be able to successfully pull this off.



But we basically just took advantage of the overwhelming interest that we’ve seen in El Niño by focusing on the NOAA scientific data. And that sort of opened us up to be able to pitch to all of the environmental trade publications and all of the other specialty trade publications that we were able to reach in addition to all of the local news reporters and Beat reporters that will be covering this and then combining it with an opportunity for them to localize the story.



For us the majority of interest was in California, Arizona and Nevada sort of in that descending order. And then we also got a lot of national interest from other national outlets and then even some from Texas and other places outside of our region who were interested in covering the story.



My FEMA colleague Casey DeShong hosted a virtual press - I’m sorry, a virtual briefing for congressional staff one day prior to the event because we didn’t want obviously our congressional to be upset, you know, with us going out just so to the media with all of this information.


And that was very successful, both the day before, he did that with our Regional Administrator, Bob Fenton.


And really it was just a lot of coordination and collaboration both internally. It was a huge lift for all whole team here. We’ve developed a media plan and looked at everything from social to congressional to media.


Our nine states that we worked with were really fantastic to support us and work closely with us and we shared talking points in advance and made sure that we were sort of all on one page and that they were also contributing.



And certainly we couldn’t have pulled it off successfully without their participation.


And so for the media we took a three-pronged approach. We advised a dual media opportunity on the day of the event. So we allowed for a limited in-person participation which we only advertised to be 30 minutes in the morning.


And what that was basically the speaker’s sort of giving their opening remarks. And that was because the program, the participants in the exercise didn’t feel comfortable. They didn’t want to have the media there to sort of limit their ability to really interact and talk about some of the real issues and gaps and really do catastrophic planning in a way that they would be feel more freely to openly speak, you know, if the media was not in the room.


And then secondarily for that day we also had set up a telephonic presser where we, you know, we wanted to be able to reach the entire region because we saw there was news value for the entire region.


And so we advertised that and made that later in the day. So that was at 12:15 that same day in that news cycle we took advantage of and then also on that same day released the report.



And so we saw great success from the coverage, you know, because we shaped the story. And I think one of the key things was that because we were able to work with our team here that task force that procured this report which was called the Executive Decision Summary Guide we worked with them and then with headquarters and our attorneys to make sure that we could release that.


And that really gave us a news peg so that we could influence the coverage. And most of the stories we really did shape the conversation. They cover the critical pieces of information that Rafael mentioned and highlighted and Josh and highlighted the importance of individual preparedness, purchasing flood insurance and a 30 day waiting period and then the focus on FEMA working with our states in advance to prepare for, you know, potentially catastrophic flooding throughout the areas that they were reporting on.



The reports that we’ve seen have all been accurate and included, you know, newspapers, bloggers, lots of the NPR stations, tons of trade publications and then local and national outlets throughout the region.


One of the other things that we did to bolster the interest was that we did an embargo so that we could ramp up and generate tons of interest over the weekend.


So once we go approval to release this report document we sent - we used Vocas and sent it out widely to 10,000 plus reporters with an offer to embargo the story to them.


And really all that did was it gave us an opportunity to sort of spread the coverage out over days instead of just one day of coverage.


And so that really helped. We did big major interviews with the Associated Press, Sacramento Bee, San Francisco Chronicle and a couple others the day before the event so that we would have coverage in print and online to help spur additional coverage on the day of the press conference.


And so all of that resulted and we had about 70 reporters participating in the virtual press conference, about 15 in person outlets who showed up and then more than 25 interviews in addition to those that have been done since then would kind of continue.


And then on that day it was sort of like a press junket from early in the morning. I think Bob’s first live interview we booked was at 6:30 AM that morning. And then we just kept going boom, boom, boom, lots of different live interviews all the way through the new cycle until the last live interview I think we did that day was at 4:30 with the Bay Area Fox affiliate.



And so Google News has shown we had more than 1500 news outlets that have been covering it, highlighting the key messages. And many picked up the wire story so that one thing. It’s been great to sort of, you know, have that impact and have it go a lot further.



We’ve used Vocus and haven’t been able to pull all the coverage into Vocas. But based on the coverage that we have been able to account for so far which has been about 950 of the stories it shows the overall digital impressions for all the Web sites that source coverage could potentially be over 1.5 billion.


The print circulation so far has been 3 million. The television story has reached more than 2 million. And so the stats that we’ve seen, you know, we’ve been really happy with because the messaging has been on point.



And from August to October when it - when we look at that and translating it into action we’ve seen an increase in California and people actually purchasing flood insurance policies to the tune of about 7100 new policies that people have purchased.



So that’s good news for us and we’re happy and sort of, you know, have continued to see a interest for media as a result of all this. We’re still getting a request for the report.


Last night our Deputy Regional Administrator (Ahsha Tribble) did an interview with BBC Radio and focused on this. And that was a 30 minute long forum type of conversation. And we have another one scheduled for tomorrow that will actually be an hour long radio interview on Voice of America with quite a few participants.



So we’re seeing momentum and happy to share materials or any best practices or other lessons learned. Other than that that’s all I have.

Josh Batkin:

Great. Thank you very much Ms. Simms - appreciate that, Josh Batkin here again.


So FEMA clearly we are just one part of our nation’s emergency management team. And our mission is to support our state and local partners.



So we would like to turn to you now, give you an opportunity to ask any questions you may have or if you’d like to share any communications efforts that you’re undertaking that we can support and amplify we would definitely be excited to do so.



So with that (Yolanda) do you want to - how can we have folks chime in if they have questions or if they want to brief out any items?

Operator:

Certainly. And if you would like to make a comment or ask a question at this time you may do so by pressing Star 1 on your telephone keypad.



If you are using a speakerphone today please ensure that your mute function has been turned off to allow your signal to reach our equipment.


Again that’s Star 1 to make a comment or ask a question at this time. And we’ll pause for just a moment.


And again that is Star 1 at this time.


And I see no signals at this time but just as a final reminder to our phone audience that is Star 1 if you would like to make a comment or ask a question. And we’ll pause for just another moment to allow everyone an opportunity to signal.


And I see no signals at this time.

Josh Batkin:

Okay (Yolanda) great. Thank you. We will - we would love to hear if you have any offline comments, concerns or suggestions or messaging that you would like us to amplify. You can reach out to us. Probably the best way to do that is an email box. (Bob) do you want to give that address...
((Crosstalk))
(Bob):

Sure if...
Josh Batkin:

...(
(Bob):

Yes sure. If you’d like to submit comments or questions please send those to fema-iga@fema.dhs.gov. And that’s the FEMA Intergovernmental Affairs email box.


So again fema-iga@fema.dhs.gov.

Josh Batkin:

And we can circulate that on the web resource page as well.

(Bob):

Yes.

Josh Batkin:

Okay great. Well let me do a brief recap for those of you who may have joined late.



Again we did this call to talk about the upcoming El Niño winter forecast to share our perspective as communicators on some of the tools and tactics that we’re using as we anticipant a more severe than usual season all the way from the West Coast to the South East of the United States.



We’ve been in close contact with a number of federal and state, local, and tribal and territorial partners helping make sure that we get the message out to the public about the impacts that the severe weather could have.



We’ve been treating it similar to a hurricane season where we’re using it as an opportunity to message in the potentially impacted areas but also to communicate about the importance of preparedness nationwide.



So we had this call to talk about those planning tactics and messaging. Thank you again to Dr. David DeWitt, the director of NOAA’s climate prediction center who walked us through the upcoming winter forecast.



We want to thank our director of public affairs Rafael Lemaitre who walked us through the national messaging that we’re doing and then want to thank Mary Simms as well who gave us a good example of the activities that they’ve undertaken in their region to make sure that they’re working closely with their state partners and getting important messaging out.


So we hope that this call has been helpful providing you with some information. Again keep an eye out for additional tools and resources coming from us that you are welcome to use and amplify.


And if you have any feedback or comments for us please reach out to us on the SICCL list and on the email list that we will send out to you soon so with that thank you to (Yolanda). We appreciate everyone joining and you’re free to drop.
Operator:

That will conclude today’s conference. Thank you all once again for your participation.
END

