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Re: Wireless Emergency Alerts – Expanding Language Access 
 
Dear Chairperson Rosenworcel, Brad Barry, and Meredith Attwell Baker: 
 

I write to urge the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) and the U.S. 
wireless industry to promptly expand the languages that wireless carriers must 
support for Wireless Emergency Alerts (WEAs). As both the federal government and 
the wireless industry recognize, WEAs issued by the National Weather Service and 
the Federal Emergency Management Agency, and state and local emergency 
agencies, have saved countless lives during severe weather events and other 
emergencies.1 I am deeply concerned, however, that the wireless industry has not yet 
developed the capability to support WEAs in languages other than English and 
Spanish. Indeed, the FCC has recognized that WEAs are “critical” outreach tools that 
“should be accessible to all.”2  

 
In the absence of that capability, immigrant communities across the country—

including an estimated 1.3 million New Yorkers who have limited English proficiency 
and are not Spanish speakers3—are left without critical information to protect 
themselves in response to severe weather and other emergency situations. In New 
York City, nearly all the victims who lost their lives from Hurricane Ida’s floodwaters 
last year were immigrants from Asia.4 Census data indicates that between 26% and 
78% of households in the communities where these people perished speak languages 
other than English or Spanish at home.5  
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The National Weather Service has recognized that its mission to protect life 
and property “cannot be fully realized if significant numbers of the population in one 
or more regions cannot use the warnings and forecasts because of a language 
barrier.”6 Mary Erickson, who served as Acting Director, recently told my office that 
her agency wants its alerts to “reach a place of multilingual dissemination” but that 
“the FCC would need to establish new rules for use of multiple languages” beyond 
English and Spanish.7 Here in New York, the State and New York City each issue 
text message alerts warning residents of dangerous weather conditions, and New 
York City’s alerts (Notify NYC) are available in 13 languages in addition to English.8 
However,  cell phone users receive New York City’s and the State’s alerts only if they 
are aware these systems exist and sign up for them, which limits the effectiveness of 
these systems for reaching immigrant communities with limited English proficiency. 

 
In 2016, the FCC published a rule requiring participating wireless providers 

to support Spanish-language WEAs by the end of 2019.9 At the time, the FCC 
encouraged these providers to standardize network functionality for alerts in 
additional languages and observed that other countries already use multilingual 
alerts.10 The FCC noted that the “overwhelming majority” of emergency management 
agencies support expanding the language capabilities for WEAs.11   

 
 Even though severe weather events increasingly put life and property at risk 
in New York and elsewhere, the wireless industry has not expanded its language 
capability for WEAs in the nearly six years since the FCC called on it to do so. I 
therefore urge the FCC to take prompt action requiring the industry to develop the 
capability to support WEAs in languages whose speakers, according to census data, 
have higher rates of limited English proficiency.12 Within no more than a year, the 
FCC should propose regulations that set a reasonable compliance window for the 
wireless companies to support WEAs in those languages. As I understand, a working 
group of wireless industry experts and emergency response agency representatives, 
as part of the Communications Security, Reliability, and Interoperability Council 
VIII, is developing recommendations to the FCC for enhancing WEAs13 and may be 
helpful to the FCC in developing these regulations if the FCC expands the group’s 
mandate to include that task.  

 
Expanding language access for WEAs will save lives and further the goal of 

the FCC’s Equity Action Plan, issued in April, to provide reliable and equitable access 
to critical information people need “to make decisions about their lives, their 
communities, and their country.”14 My office stands ready to support the FCC and its 
partners and stakeholders in this critical work. 
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Sincerely, 
 

                                                                  
Letitia James 
New York State Attorney General 
 
 

cc: Kenneth Graham, Director, National Weather Service 
 Mary Erickson, Deputy Director, National Weather Service 
 Deanne Criswell, FEMA Administrator 
 U.S. Senator Charles Schumer 
           U.S. Senator Kirsten Gillibrand  
           Governor of the State of New York, Kathy Hochul 
 Mayor of New York City, Eric Adams   
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