Chapter 9. Public Information
A successful hazard mitigation program involves both the public and private sectors. Public information activities advise property owners, renters, businesses, and local officials about hazards and ways to protect people and property from these hazards. These activities can motivate people to take the steps necessary to protect themselves and others. 

This chapter starts with activities that reach out to people and tell them to be advised of the hazard and some of the things they can do. It then covers additional sources of information for those who want to learn more.

9.1. Outreach Projects
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Technical assistance and library resources are not of much use if no one knows they exist. An outreach project can remedy this. Sending notices to property owners can help introduce the idea of property protection and identify sources of assistance. 

Outreach projects are the first step in the process of orienting property owners to property protection and assisting them in designing and implementing a project. They are designed to encourage people to seek out more information in order to take steps to protect themselves and their properties. 

Community newsletters/direct mailings: The most effective types of outreach projects are mailed or distributed to everyone in the community or, in the case of floods, to floodplain property owners. 
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Research has proven that outreach projects work. However, awareness of the hazard is not enough; people need to be told what they can do about the hazard, so projects should include information on safety, health and property protection measures. Research has also shown that a properly run local information program is more effective than national advertising or publicity campaigns. Therefore, outreach projects should be locally designed and tailored to meet local conditions. 

News media:  Local newspapers can be strong allies in efforts to inform the public. Press releases and story ideas may be all that’s needed to whet their interest. After a tornado in another community, people and the media become interested in their tornado hazard and how to protect themselves and their property. Local radio stations and cable TV channels can also help. These media offer interview formats and cable may be willing to broadcast videos on the hazards.

Other approaches: Examples of other approaches include:

· Presentations at meetings of neighborhood, civic or business groups,

· Displays in public buildings or shopping malls,

· Signs in parks, along trails and on waterfronts that explain the natural features (such as the river) and their relation to hazards (such as floods),

· Brochures available in municipal buildings and libraries, and

· Special meetings such as floodproofing open houses.
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Local implementation:  Most communities in Kane County use a newsletter to communicate with their residents. They are listed in the table on the next page. 
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Hazard information and protection advice have been included. Articles, such as Sugar Grove’s to the right, also address technical assistance provided by community staff and any financial assistance that may be available.

The Greater Chicago Chapter of the American Red Cross has a variety of brochures and publica​tions on safety measures to take for fires, floods, winter storms, heat, etc. Their publications are tailored for different age groups. The Red Cross also conducts specialized programs on topics such as “home alone safety,” first aid and CPR, and what to do during a disaster. These brochures are available for any library or community center.
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CRS credit:  The Community Rating System provides up to 290 points for outreach projects on flood topics. 100 of those points are for having a public information program strategy. This Plan qualifies for the strategy credit (see Section 9.6).

	Kane County Public Information Activities

	Municipality
	Community newsletter
	Website
	Website links for hazards
	Technical assistance

	Algonquin
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	No

	Aurora
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	Batavia
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	Yes

	Big Rock
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	By Kane County

	Burlington
	No
	No
	N/A
	No

	Carpentersville
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	No

	East Dundee
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	Yes

	Elburn
	No
	Yes
	No
	No

	Elgin
	No
	Yes
	No
	Yes

	Geneva
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	Gilberts
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	Yes

	Hampshire
	No
	Yes
	No
	No

	Huntley
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	Yes

	Kane County
	No
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	Lily Lake
	Yes
	No
	N/A
	No

	Maple Park
	No
	Yes
	No
	No

	Montgomery
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	Yes

	North Aurora
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	Yes

	Sleepy Hollow
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	No

	South Elgin
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	Yes

	St. Charles
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	Yes

	Sugar Grove
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	No

	Virgil
	No
	No
	No
	No

	Wayne
	Yes
	No
	N/A
	No

	West Dundee
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	No


9.2. Real Estate Disclosure
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Many times after a flood or other natural disaster, people say they would have taken steps to protect them​selves if only they had known they had purchased a property exposed to a hazard. Three regulations, one federal and two state, require that a potential buyer of a parcel be told of their exposure to a hazard. 

Federal law: Federally regulated lending institutions must advise applicants for a mortgage or other loan that is to be secured by an insurable building that the property is in a floodplain as shown on the Flood Insurance Rate Map. 

Flood insurance is required for buildings located within the base floodplain if the mortgage or loan is federally insured. However, because this requirement has to be met only 10 days before closing, often the applicant is already committed to purchasing the property when he or she first learns of the flood hazard.
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Illinois Residential Real Property Disclosure Act: This law requires a seller to tell a potential buyer:

· If the seller is aware of any flooding or basement leakage problem

· If the property is located in a floodplain or if the seller has flood insurance

· If the seller is aware of a radon problem

· If the seller is aware of any mine subsidence or earth stability defects on the premises

· If the seller is aware of any structural defects

This State law is not wholly reliable because the seller must be aware of a problem and willing to state it on the disclosure form. Due to the sporadic occurrence of flood events, a property owner may legitimately not be aware of potential flooding problems with a property being sold or purchased. Practices by local real estate boards can overcome the deficiencies of these laws and advise newcomers about the hazard earlier. They may also encourage disclosure of past flooding or sewer problems, regardless of whether the property is in a mapped floodplain. 
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Illinois Compiled Statutes: Chapter 55, Section 5/3-5029 requires that all subdivision plats must show whether any part of the subdivision is located in the 100-year floodplain (see example). 

Local implementation:  Chicago area real estate offices report that local agents follow the legal requirements. The shortcoming of this approach is that it is dependent on the seller, not on an independent check of the flood map. 

All Multiple Listing Service (MLS) entries read “Flood insurance may be required.” This does not provide any help in disclosing the flood hazard. Even if Kane County wanted a change, the Service is a six county activity and many other real estate organizations would have to be convinced of the need to do it.

CRS credit:  Communities would receive 10 points for the two state laws. Up to 46 more points are available if real estate agents implemented a program that checked the FIRMs before a property was listed and provided the flood hazard information to house hunters. Ten points would be provided if local real estate agents gave out brochures that advised people to check out a property’s hazards before they commit to a purchase.

9.3. Library and Web Sites

The community library and local web sites are obvious places for residents to seek information on hazards, hazard protection, and protecting natural resources. Books and pamphlets on hazard mitigation can be given to libraries, many of them obtained free from state and federal agencies. Libraries also have their own public information campaigns with displays, lectures, and other projects, which can augment the activities of the local government. 

Today, web sites are becoming more popular as research tools. They provide quick access to a wealth of public and private sites and sources of information. Through links to other web sties, there is almost no limit to the amount of up to date information that can be accessed by the user. 

In addition to on-line floodplain maps, websites can link to information for homeowners on how to retrofit for tornadoes, earthquakes and floods and a “FEMA for Kids” site. This website teaches children how to protect their home and what to have in a family disaster kit.

Local implementation:  Kane County libraries have a variety of references on natural hazards. In communities on the County line, some libraries are in the DuPage system, which has a great deal of mitigation materials available.

Kane County has used its website to keep users updated on the progress of the Mitigation Planning Committee. The site provides links for the public to places such as the Red Cross, FEMA, and the National Weather Service’s updates on storm watches and warnings. 

Communities with websites are listed in the table on page 9-3. Montgomery has placed a floodplain map on its website. Although the map is not regulatory, it does provide quick flood risk information to current and prospective residents. Most of the website links are for weather information or to FEMA and IEMA websites. Only the County’s Mitigation Planning Committee and Sugar Grove’s sites have links to much information on how people can protect themselves and their properties. 

CRS credit:  The Community Rating System provides up to 30 points for having a variety of flood references in the local public library and up to 36 more for similar material on municipal web sites.

9.4. Technical Assistance

Hazard information:  Many benefits stem from providing map information to inquirers. Residents and business owners that are aware of the potential hazards can take steps to avoid problems and/or reduce their exposure to flooding. Real estate agents and house hunters can find out if a property is floodprone and whether flood insurance may be required.

Communities can easily provide map inform​ation from FEMA’s Flood Insurance Rate Maps (FIRMs) and Flood Insurance Studies. They may also assist resi​dents in submitting requests for map amend​ments and revisions when they are needed to show that a building is outside the mapped floodplain.

Communities often supplement what is shown on the FIRM with maps that complement and clarify the FIRM and information on additional hazards, flooding outside mapped areas and zoning. When the map information is provided, community staff can explain insurance, property protection measures and mitigation options that are available to property owners. They should also remind inquirers that being outside the mapped floodplain is no guarantee that a property will never get wet.

Property protection assistance: While general information provided by outreach projects or the library helps, most property owners do not feel ready to retrofit their buildings without more specific guidance. Local building department staffs are experts in construction. They can provide free advice, not necessarily to design a protection measure, but to steer the owner onto the right track. 

Building or public works department staff can provide the following types of assistance:  

· Visit properties and offer protection suggestions
· Recommend or identify qualified or licensed contractors

· Inspect homes for anchoring of roofing and the home to the foundation

· Provide advice on protecting windows and garage doors from high winds

· Explain when building permits are needed for home improvements

Local implementation:  The Kane County Environmental Management Department provides advice and technical assistance to property owner associations, municipal governments and other local government units for areas that experience flooding on a watershed or regional scale. The Kane County Health Department provides technical guidance related to septic system failure and well contamination.

Most Kane County municipalities respond to inquiries about whether properties are in the floodplain, but few advertise this service. Some provide technical assistance. Aurora has one of the more active programs (see box).

CRS credit:  The Community Rating System provides 140 points for providing map information to inquirers. The community must keep the maps up to date. Up to 71 points are available for providing one-on-one flood protection assistance to residents and businesses and making site visits. Both services must be publicized. 

9.5. Public Information Program Strategy 

A public information program strategy is a document that receives CRS credit. It is a review of local conditions, local public information needs, and a recommended action plan of activities. A strategy consists of the following parts, which are incorporated into this plan.

· The local flood hazard ( discussed in Chapter 2 of this plan.

· The property protection measures appropriate for a specific hazard ( discussed in chapters 2 and 5.

· Flood safety measures appropriate for the local situation – discussed in the box on the next page.

· The public information activities currently being implemented within the community including those by non-government agencies ( discussed in sections 9.1 – 9.4.

· Goals for the community’s public information program ( covered in Chapter 3.

· The outreach projects that will be done each year to reach the goals – in section 9.7’s recommendations and Chapter 10’s action plan.

· The process that will be followed to monitor and evaluate the projects – in Chapter 10’s action plan.

Public information topics:  At its June 19, 2003, meeting, the Natural Hazards Mitigation Planning Committee reviewed the various public information activities and the conclusions and recommendations of this chapter. An exercise was conducted to identify the most important topics that should be explained to the public. The exercise handout is included in Appendix E. 

The results are shown below, with the number of “votes” for each topic. Where a person scratched out a topic, 1 point was deducted.


14
Tornado safety precautions

12
Safety hazards during a storm

12
Thunderstorm/lightning safety 

11
Emergency protection measures

10
Mosquito protection/eradication

10
Protecting water quality

9
Warning signals

8
Economic impact of natural hazards 

8
Health hazards 

8
Winter storm safety precautions

7
Sources of assistance

6
Retrofitting a building for tornadoes

6
Safety hazards during floods

5
Sewer backup protection measures

5
What the County is doing

4
How to evacuate during a flood

4
Local drainage protection

4
What the municipality is doing

3
Dealing with contractors

3
Floodproofing a house 

3
Preserving and protecting wetlands 

3
References in the local library 

3
Safety in buildings

3
When flood insurance must be bought

2
Benefits of open space

2
Making sure your yard drains

2
Safety in vehicles

2
Whether a building is in a floodplain

2
Why channel maintenance is important

2
Why sewer backup occurs

1
Flood Insurance Rate Maps

1
Reporting dumping violations

1
Rules against dumping in the river

1
Rules on building in the floodplain 

1
Status of flood control projects

1
Status of implementing mitigation plan 

1
What other agencies are doing

1
Why it floods

1
References at the village

0
Beautifying the riverfront

0
Floodproofing a business

0
How to get out of buying insurance

0
Past disasters in the community

0
Preparing a building for a winter storm

0
Reporting construction violations

0
Sewer backup insurance

0
Substantial damage regulations

0
What a flood insurance policy covers

0
Who is responsible for flooding

-1
Earthquake safety precautions

-1
Retrofitting for earthquake protection

It can be seen that the most important topics to the Planning Committee are those related to life safety and public health. The second general set of topics relate to self-help, retrofitting, sources of assistance, etc.. This is consistent with the goals set in Chapter 3. The results also reflect the sentiment that earthquakes are the least of the hazards facing Kane County.

A second exercise was conducted to identify the media that would be most effective in conveying those messages. The exercise handout is included in Appendix E. 

The results of the second exercise are shown below, with the number of “votes” for each topic. Where a person scratched out a topic, 1 point was deducted.


13
Village-wide newsletter

12
Web site with links to other sources

9
Newspaper articles

8
Educational programs in grade schools

7
Handouts/flyers at public places

7
References available in the library

5
Mass mailing to all residents

4
Cable TV notices 

4
Newspaper supplements 

4
Presentations at neighborhood meeting

3
Homeowner’s flood protection handbook

3
Visits to a home by Village staff

2
Directory of County services for staff and the public


2
Mass mailing to all floodplain residents

2
Technical advice from Village staff

1
Educational programs in high schools

1
Educational programs in junior high 

1
Floodproofing open houses 

1
Presentations to organizations or clubs

1
Utility bill stuffers

1
Radio

0
Park/Forest Preserve district educational programs

0
Presentations to banks and lenders

0
Special events (e.g., “Flood Week”)

0
Telephone book/”Yellow Book”

-1
Displays in home improvement stores

-1
Presentations to contractors

-1
Presentations to insurance agents

-1
Presentations to real estate agents

-1
Shopping mall displays

-1
Videos/Cable TV programs
The results show that the Committee favors mass media, such as newsletters, newspapers and websites.  Educational programs and library references underscore the interest in self-help. 

CRS credit:  The Community Rating System provides 100 points for a public information program strategy. Although not discussed before the exercises, the CRS provides the most credit for direct mailings to floodplain residents. Credit also favors newsletters, website and libraries. Fewer points are given for other media, such as presentations at meetings and booths at shopping malls because they reach fewer people.

9.6. Conclusions

1. There are many ways that public information programs can be used so that people and businesses will be more aware of the hazards they face and how they can protect themselves. Many of them are currently being implemented by the County, municipalities, and Red Cross.

2. A community’s staff can implement some of the public information activities. By making a few changes and formalizing its activities, a community can earn nearly 500 points under the Community Rating System.

3. Outreach projects, libraries and websites can reach a lot of people, but most communities are not including much hazard or mitigation information in their current activities.

4. The most important topics to cover in public information activities are:

· Safety precautions during an emergency

· Measures to protect health

· Property protection measures one can take

· What government agencies are doing and how they can help 

5.  The most appropriate ways to get the messages out are:

· Articles in newsletters and mass mailings

· Websites

· Newspaper articles 

· Educational programs in schools

· Handouts, protection guides

· Library references

· Technical advice and visits by staff

9.7. Recommendations  

1. The following topics should be covered in public information activities. 
· How the area is exposed to natural hazards

· What people should do to protect themselves and their health

· What people can do to protect their property

· What government agencies are doing and how they can help 

2. Sample articles, with illustrations, on these topics should be prepared and distributed to all interested parties, such as public information offices, webmasters, permit offices, reception desks, and neighborhood organizations.

3. The following media should be used to convey these messages. They are listed in priority order as recommended by the Mitigation Planning Committee.

· Articles in newsletters and mass mailings

· Websites

· Newspaper articles 

· Educational programs in schools

· Handouts, protection guides

· Library references

· Technical advice and visits by staff

4. Each County office and municipality should review their current public information activities and incorporate the messages in them, where appropriate.

5. The County should provide an order form for local libraries to order free state and federal hazard mitigation publications.

6. Community websites should include information and links to other sites to cover as many topics as possible. It should also include a system for users to determine the flood hazard for their properties. 
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Flood Safety


Do not walk through flowing water. Drowning is the number one cause of flood deaths. Currents can be deceptive; six inches of moving water can knock you off your feet. Use a pole or stick to ensure that the ground is still there before you go through an area where the water is not flowing. 


Do not drive through a flooded area. More people drown in their cars than anywhere else. Don't drive around road barriers; the road or bridge may be washed out.


Stay away from power lines and electrical wires. The number two flood killer after drowning is electrocution. Electrical current can travel through water. Report downed power lines to the Police or Sheriff by calling 911.


Look out for animals that have been flooded out of their homes and who may seek shelter in yours. Use a pole or stick to poke and turn things over and scare away small animals.


Look before you step. After a flood, the ground and floors are covered with debris including broken bottles and nails. Floors and stairs that have been covered with mud can be very slippery.


Be alert for gas leaks. Use a flashlight to inspect for damage. Don't smoke or use candles, lanterns, or open flames unless you know the gas has been turned off and the area has been ventilated.


Carbon monoxide exhaust kills. Use a generator or other gasoline�powered machine outdoors. The same goes for camping stoves. Charcoal fumes are especially deadly -- cook with charcoal outdoors.


Clean everything that got wet. Flood waters have picked up sewage and chemicals from roads, farms, factories, and storage buildings. Spoiled food, flooded cosmetics, and medicine can be health hazards. When in doubt, throw them out.


Take good care of yourself. Recovering from a flood is a big job. It is tough on both the body and the spirit and the effects a disaster has on you and your family may last a long time. 
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Planning Committee small groups reviewing public information priorities for this chapter.
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Subdivision plat with flood hazard disclosure 








The Village of South Elgin has a quarterly newsletter. The last four editions have had articles on hazard mitigation topics:


Fall 2002:  publicity on the Village’s 50/50 tree planting program and information on different types of trees


Winter 2002:  winter safety and driving tips


Spring 2003:  what the sirens mean and what to do when they sound


Summer 2003:  how to protect wetlands 
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There are many hazard protection references that can be put in libraries





The City of Aurora helps interpret floodplain maps, visits properties to advise property owners on how to protect themselves, and budgets $200,000 annually to assist residents with installing backwater valves and overhead plumbing. 


Following the 1996 flooding, Aurora held a floodproofing open house to quickly help the residents learn how to protect themselves from flooding, speak with FEMA representatives and find contractors to complete the work.
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The Spring 2003 issue of Sugar Grove’s newsletter contained the following two sections related to hazard safety:


Public Safety and Emergency Preparedness


Disaster can strike quickly and without warning. It can force you to evacuate your neighborhood or confine you to your home. Families can cope with disaster by preparing. General guide�lines for preparing for emergencies can now be found on the Village Web site. Information that is more detailed is also available from FEMA, American Red Cross, or the International association of Emergency Managers at www.sugar-grove.il.us.


Safety


Tornado season is upon us, in addition to listening to weather reports the police department has available for purchase at a cost of $45.00, NOAH emergency radios. Weather alert radios can provide immediate notification of severe weather or other emergencies by activating a tone when a watch or warning is issued; thereby increasing the time you have to take protective actions. The latest model can be programmed to alert for only severe weather or other emergencies in the area.
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Sugar Grove’s webpage           Source:  www.sugar-grove.il.us/com_safe_info.htm
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