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Executive Summary
Southern California is at high risk for a major natural disaster. Yet, few assessments have been made to
discover how communities with large populations of Limited English Proficient (LEP) immigrants would fare
in such an event. It has also not been established whether LEP immigrants who may be poor and have low
levels of education have the information necessary to prepare for and survive a disaster, or whether the
social networks, formats, and language in which they can successfully receive and respond to emergency
information are in place. 

To address these issues, examine past efforts, and build policy recommendations for the future, the Tomás
Rivera Policy Institute (TRPI) and the Asian Pacific American Legal Center of Southern California (APALC)
undertook a joint project that examined several LEP immigrant communities in Southern California. After
conducting interviews with emergency service personnel, both in local governments and in nonprofit organ-
izations, and holding focus groups with LEP community members in their native languages, we are able to
provide the following findings about this important issue.

KEY FINDINGS

1. Both county and city government agencies and nonprofit relief organizations, for the most part,
are not providing culturally sensitive disaster preparedness education in languages that reflect the
demographics of the populations being served.
While some organizations provide printed disaster preparedness materials in languages other than
English, most materials are not fully available in languages that reflect the needs of the population.
Disaster preparedness trainings and workshops for community members are available primarily in English.
Service providers interviewed are concerned about this gap in services and cite lack of connections to the
community and funding as barriers to improvement. 

2. Currently, there are no tools in place to provide immediate translation of all emergency information
in a rapid manner to LEP populations in Southern California.
Coordination among county and city disaster service agencies has improved greatly in recent years,
setting into place area-wide communication plans in the event of a wide-spread disaster such as an earth-
quake or terrorist attack. Yet, plans to communicate in various languages to the diverse population in
Southern California have not been established. Currently, plans to communicate with LEP communities
consist of press releases in English being sent to ethnic media outlets with the reliance on these media
to provide translation of this critical information. 

3. First responders rely on bilingual family members, often children, to provide translation for officers,
deputies, fire personnel, etc.
While nearly all first responders have access to some form of translation service, whether it be by tele-
phone or through a network of county or city staff, this form of communication is often not utilized for
immediate communication. Nonprofit relief organizations also are short on bilingual staff and volunteers
to provide communication during a disaster and report having to rely on bilingual family members or
community members for translation services.

Southern California is at high

risk for a major natural disaster.



4. Latino, Chinese, and Vietnamese focus group participants named their respective native language
radio stations as the first place they turn to for emergency information, highlighting the importance
of these ethnic media outlets as a tool for communication.
The use of ethnic radio stations was especially noted as the most efficient and rapid method of commu-
nicating to their communities. Through our interviews, it was not clear that county-level and city-level
first responders had established connections to the local ethnic media which serve the various LEP
communities in their jurisdictions. 

5. All first response personnel interviewed stated that immigration status is not considered when
providing disaster services, but none of the agencies interviewed had in place mechanisms by which
to reassure the public that immigration status is not asked during disaster response.
Community members in all four focus groups agreed that all immigrants, both legal and undocumented,
would have access to disaster services, citing that the safety of all residents would be the primary concern.
But all agreed that populations that are undocumented would be fearful of coming forward for assistance. 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Disaster service personnel and government officials should have a key role in improving dissemination of
disaster preparedness education and addressing the service response needs of LEP immigrants. The
following recommendations are offered to better serve these populations:

1. Local disaster service providers and public information officers should evaluate the language needs of
preparedness education materials in their service areas.

2. Local providers should ensure simulation exercises incorporate the language needs of LEP community
members. This includes an assessment of available language resources and their anticipated utilization
during the course of a disaster, as well as awareness of de-coupling immigration enforcement from human-
itarian aid. 

3. State governments should establish working groups with service personnel, nonprofit organizations
serving ethnic communities, and ethnic media on how to better promote preparedness materials.

4. Federal and state governments should create a baseline of minimal secondary language resources for
diverse jurisdictions. 

5. Immigration enforcement should be bifurcated from humanitarian aid.
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“Sometimes, in the middle of a

disaster, even for single family

fires, we have to rely on the

family members, sometimes the

children of the victims. We

would rather obviously have

workers who speak Spanish 

that could work directly with 

the clients.

Response Director of a nonprofit

disaster services provider



Introduction and Objectives
The question for Southern California is not if a disaster will occur, but when. The unprecedented rash 
of wildfires in fall 2007 that devastated Southern California have shown the terrible human toll of such 
cataclysmic events, as well as the massive disruption to public services, transportation, and telecommuni-
cation systems that caused further suffering to victims. In addition, the US Geological Survey forecasts that
California has a 46 percent chance of a magnitude 7.5 or larger earthquake during the next 30 years. Such
an earthquake is more likely in Southern California. An earthquake, such as one of magnitude 7.5, could kill
as many as 18,000 people, injure up to 268,000 and displace as many as 735,000 families (Bernstein, 2005).

Given the likelihood of a large-scale disaster in Southern California, there are a number of questions about
how well immigrant communities are prepared to face such an event. Since Southern California urban areas
have a large foreign-born population, policy makers and emergency service organizations need to focus on
assessing the needs of this community. There have been few comprehensive efforts to examine communi-
ties with large populations of Limited English Proficient (LEP)1 immigrants who may be poor and have low
levels of education. Much work needs to be done to find if these populations have acquired what they need
to know in order to prepare for such an event and to discover if the social networks, formats, and languages
in which they can receive and respond to emergency information are in place. Indeed, much can be learned
from immediate and ongoing responses to natural disasters, such as the 1994 Northridge Earthquake and
the 2005 Hurricane Katrina on the Gulf Coast, and their impact on immigrant communities. 

To assess the state of disaster preparedness for immigrant and Limited English Proficient (LEP) communities,
the Tomás Rivera Policy Institute (TRPI) and the Asian Pacific American Legal Center (APALC) conducted a
joint study of select Asian and Latino immigrant communities in Southern California. The specific objectives
of the study were to:

• Explore lessons learned from past disasters as they relate to immigrant communities.

• Explore barriers in preparing immigrant and LEP communities for disaster response.

• Analyze challenges in access to disaster services due to language and cultural barriers.

• Assess to what extent formal and informal disaster-related networks and resources are prepared to serve
these vulnerable populations.

The study’s goal is to develop realistic policy recommendations for local emergency response personnel as
well as city, county, state, and federal officials, and to improve dissemination of emergency information and
equitable delivery of services to LEP immigrant communities, not only in Southern California, but also in
areas with similar demographics throughout the nation. 
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1 The US Census Bureau defines Limited English Proficient (LEP) as persons who speak English less than “very well.”

The question for Southern 

California is not if a disaster 

will occur, but when.
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Methodology
Qualitative research techniques provided an in-depth exploration of disaster preparedness in large, 
low-income LEP communities. Stakeholder interviews and focus groups were conducted in four Southern
California cities within two counties with high immigrant Latino, Chinese, and Vietnamese populations that
could pose cultural and language challenges to county or city emergency response personnel. The popu-
lations in the selected cities had foreign-born rates ranging from 43 to 53 percent and LEP rates ranging from
38 to 52 percent. In addition, we conducted a literature review as well as interviews with response service
personnel and community organizations 2 involved in the 1994 Northridge earthquake and Hurricane Katrina. 

TABLE 1. Southern California Demographics

Race and Ethnicity Population Foreign Born Limited English Proficient

Latino 41% 46% 45%

White 40% 9% 4%

Asian 12% 64% 40%

African American 8% 6% 3%

American Indian 2% 15% 16%

Pacific Islander 1% 22% 15%

Total 100% 30% 23%

Source: Population, U.S. Census 2003; Foreign Born and LEP, U.S. Census 2000
Note: Figures are for the inclusive population (single race and multirace combined) and are not exclusive of Latino, except for White, which is
single race, non Latino. Population figures are not mutually exclusive, therefore column may not sum to the total. Southern California is defined
as a seven county area including Imperial, Los Angeles, Orange, Riverside, San Bernardino, San Diego, and Ventura Counties.

Data collection consisted of four phases:

Literature review

TRPI and APALC researchers extensively reviewed literature related to disaster preparedness and response
in immigrant and LEP communities. Since there have not been many studies on this topic, we expanded the
search to include service to communities of color and evidence of disparity in treatment. A review of case
studies written on governmental and major nonprofit service delivery to immigrant foreign-born popula-
tions after Hurricane Katrina and the 1994 Northridge earthquake was conducted to explore lessons learned
about the effectiveness of responding to immigrant communities. The literature indicates that minority
communities have higher levels of vulnerability (unmitigated by disaster policies) due to their variation in
culture, language, immigrant backgrounds, and community isolation. 

Case studies

To document the most pressing challenges faced in providing services to immigrant communities, inter-
views to produce case studies were conducted with agencies that assisted in areas with large immigrant
and LEP populations in quake-affected areas of Northridge and hurricane disaster areas of Louisiana.3

Researchers contacted emergency service providers involved in the Northridge earthquake, identified potential
subjects, and interviewed three emergency responders involved in the disaster. In addition, 12 interviews
were conducted with disaster service providers and community organizations in New Orleans metropolitan
areas highly impacted by Hurricane Katrina and having large immigrant, LEP, Asian, or Latino populations.
Interviewees were chosen based on several criteria: 1) they had resided and worked in the Greater New

2 Organization and agency refer to governmental, private, or nonprofit groups. The terms are used interchangeably in this report. 

3 New Orleans was selected from the four potential sites in the Gulf Coast since Hurricane Katrina impacted a greater number of Asian 
Americans and Latino Americans in this city than in any other metropolitan area in the Gulf Coast. The other three sites included 
Biloxi, MS; Houston, TX; and Bayou la Batre, AL. 

Minority communities have

higher levels of vulnerability

(unmitigated by disaster

policies) due to their variation 

in culture, language, immigrant

backgrounds, and community

isolation. 
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Orleans area prior to Hurricane Katrina; 2) they had in-depth knowledge regarding community disaster relief
networks and/or emergency management and response; and 3) their service and target populations
consisted of high numbers of LEP individuals and families. Eligible emergency personnel were asked about
services available before and after the Northridge earthquake or Hurricane Katrina. They also were asked
about the lessons gained from their experiences. 

Interviews

In the selected cities in Southern California, officials from city and county departments and agencies involved
in emergency response and disaster preparedness were interviewed to identify and map the existing emer-
gency response network of government, nonprofit, and private resources, including mainstream and/or
ethnic media. Additionally, we analyzed their current measures to reach non-English speaking community
residents who reside in the ethnic areas. Researchers conducted 34 interviews with personnel representing
25 city-level and county-level disaster service providers, non-profit organizations, and ethnic organizations
that serve Latino and Asian populations in the selected areas. Potential participants were identified by
contacting traditional city and county government and nonprofit disaster service providers and attending
disaster-preparedness workshops, networking conferences, and other local disaster-related events. 

Focus groups

TRPI and APALC project staff conducted four focus groups in the selected California cities with community
members—one Chinese, one Vietnamese, and two Latino. The goals were to: 1) determine the extent of
knowledge of official emergency response services and resources; 2) identify any barriers (i.e. language
and/or immigrant status), real or perceived, that community members face in obtaining appropriate
resources and/or information; and 3) identify ongoing information dissemination networks that exist and
are used by community members in the targeted ethnic communities. Surname lists were used to identify
and screen participants for the Latino focus groups. Participants in the Asian groups were recruited via a
variety of methods including community organizations, personal contacts, flyers, emails, and announce-
ments on ethnic radio stations. All participants in the Chinese, Vietnamese, and one of the Latino groups
were foreign-born and relatively recent immigrants. In the second Latino group, all were born in the United
States. Overall, 81 percent of participants spoke English less than “very well.” Sessions were conducted in
the respective languages. 

“Within the Los Angeles area, 

we have communities that are

enclaves, where you basically

can work, live, and go to school

in that community and never

necessarily leave that community

and not have to use English.”

Staff Analyst at a county-level

public health agency



Lessons Learned from Past Disasters
Lessons drawn from our literature review and case studies illustrate the importance of addressing cultural,
linguistic, and trust issues in terms of preparedness. In general and at all levels, government and private
agencies need to better coordinate and enlist translations of vital documents, mobilize interpreters in
communities that need them, and consider cultural and linguistic needs when creating emergency prepared-
ness plans in order to “respond effectively to the next disaster or public health threat” (Muniz, 2006). These
issues were raised consistently across the literature and in case studies. Specific lessons include:

Improve language assistance

Interviewees for the case studies consistently noted language barriers must be recognized and addressed.
Prior to Hurricane Katrina, preparedness activities to educate LEP populations in New Orleans were minimal
or nonexistent (Vielman, 2005; NILC, 2005). Post-Katrina, most organizations interviewed have committed to
providing more information in different languages. 

During the hurricane, there was not enough time for disaster-response services to be tailored to communities
(Le, 2006; Choi, 2005). The Asian American Justice Center recommends “improving infrastructure for
language and cultural services across federal, state and local governments” with emergency radio lines in
major languages, multi-lingual call centers, expanding the bilingual workforce, and developing language and
cultural advisory boards (Choi, 2005). 

Disaster service personnel interviewed for the case studies stated equipment such as computerized trans-
lation devices went for weeks without power during Katrina, further demonstrating the need to hire bilingual
staff. After the Northridge earthquake, one nonprofit disaster service provider developed a book with appro-
priate phrases in different languages. Due to cost, the book was not adopted by other chapters. 

Develop relationships with key organizations 

Following the 1994 Northridge earthquake, a formal collaboration was formed to improve networking of
disaster service providers in one Southern California county. Members include government agencies,
nonprofits, and faith-based organizations working together to conduct public education efforts and
distribute materials.

Hurricane Katrina presented an opportunity for new networks of communities and coalitions of organizations
to work together to serve LEP individuals. Prior to Katrina, partnerships with ethnic organizations trusted by
immigrant populations were not well-used as vessels for communicating disaster preparedness in New
Orleans. Post-Katrina organizations have acknowledged the need to work with a variety of community
leaders in order to gain approval and entry to deliver messages. One interviewee said, “It’s very encour-
aging to see collective effort to take care of the community—not only Hispanic but also Vietnamese.
Everyone is pitching in to make sure that information (is) there.” 

One nonprofit emergency provider had a LEP strategy which involved working with the city and faith-based
institutions in order to target minorities and special needs populations. Within the Latino community, such
collaborations have resulted in the distribution of education materials by ethnic organizations heavily
involved in the community and the development of forums to present preparedness information. It also
helped establish a network of organizations advocating for and providing services to the Latino community.
The provider has worked with this network of organizations to plan how to deal with LEP people and make
them feel comfortable in the event of an emergency. 
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“It wasn’t until they trusted that

you weren’t going to harm them

that they came out.”  

Interviewee from service 

organization in New Orleans



Hire community liaisons

It is integral to community safety and confidence that community liaisons who understand the cultures and
languages of LEP groups are engaged. One interviewee in New Orleans stated, “An individual wants to be
able to relate to someone if they have a problem.” They also said they desired information from a source
higher than the media. 

However, the priest of a Catholic parish, an interviewee, and a leader of the East New Orleans community
all said that before and during Hurricane Katrina, police, fire department, and other parish officials never
reached out to the community culturally or developed any language capacity to provide assistance to the
community. The interviewee said outreach to ethnic communities began after Hurricane Katrina, including
the hiring of a bilingual Vietnamese American woman in a local council member’s office and establishing new
relationships with the fire chief and city government. Also after the disaster, one nonprofit emergency
provider hired a bilingual Vietnamese American case management specialist who acted as a liaison to 
the community. Some parishes4 have community liaisons that bridge city governments and the public. In
addition, they can help convey information about an impending storm to the public. 

Involve ethnic and community organizations in disaster planning 

Community groups played a crucial role during the Northridge and Katrina relief (Bolin, 1998; Tang, 2006;
Choi, 2005; Muniz, 2006; Bernstein, 2005; AAJC, 2007). Most LEP populations discovered ad hoc ways to be
prepared and link with community groups and networks during the storm. For example, one interviewee
noted his organization bridged distribution centers for the general public with trusted agencies, such as
churches, in order to serve the Latino community and make them feel safe. He said, “It wasn’t until they
trusted that you weren’t going to harm them that they came out.” Some were afraid to leave their surround-
ings for food and inoculations. As a result, the organization arranged for food and medical assistance to
come into the communities during the disaster. 

One interviewee explained that experiences from Hurricane Katrina illustrated strategies to evacuate and
return to the city needed improvement. After the disaster, a practice drill involving the Vietnamese-American
community was conducted. A Latino community organization attended and offered recommendations to
incorporate their needs in an evacuation drill. Registration of individuals as they boarded buses to shelters
in Louisiana and Mississippi was raised as a way to help keep families together. Registration also would allow
organizations to follow up to see that needs are met in shelters. 
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4 In New Orleans, a parish is the equivalent of counties in Southern California.

“An individual wants to be able

to relate to someone if they have

a problem.”

New Orleans interviewee
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Assessing Disaster-Related Services in Southern California
Interviews were conducted with emergency providers and community organizations serving the four
Southern California cities studied in this report. Respondents were asked to identify disaster-related services
rendered or that would be rendered; gaps or potential gaps; and their recommendations for improving 
services. This section organizes the data respective to the initial stages of a disaster event: preparedness,
warning communication, and response (Fothergill, 1996). It concludes with a discussion on challenges and
suggestions for service improvement. 

Disaster preparedness education services

For the purposes of this report, disaster-preparedness education is defined as printed materials produced
to educate the public, in-person trainings or workshops held by disaster preparedness educators for the
public, and educational campaigns produced for the media such as television, radio, print, and the Internet.
In one county, about half the agencies interviewed produced original materials and the other half made use
of others’ materials. In another county, two agencies produced its own materials and the rest utilized others’
materials. All but three of the agencies conducted full disaster-preparedness training programs for their
constituents or informational workshops for the public. All had some relationship with the media, either
involving dissemination of disaster-preparedness information or with information about other aspects of
their organizations’ work. 

Printed materials

Among the agencies that produce printed materials, six had materials fully available in Spanish and three
had materials fully available in six Asian languages. Two additional agencies had some materials translated
and printed in Spanish. One of the main providers of printed disaster-preparedness materials for one county
has only half of their materials translated into Spanish and none in any Asian languages. Their extensive
campaign includes a series of bulletins, special publications, monthly focus sheets, magnets, and brochures.
Most of these materials are available on their web site in English and about half are available in Spanish. 

Of those with printed materials, another county agency has materials fully translated in multiple languages.
This year it embarked on an emergency-preparedness campaign with printed materials and public service
announcements available in 12 languages, including English, Spanish, Chinese, Korean, Thai, Khmer,
Tagalog, Vietnamese, Armenian, Russian, Arabic, and Farsi. The organization also hired marketing compa-
nies to reach out to Asian and Latino populations and has more than 150 staff trained to conduct educational
presentations. They adjust campaign messaging to the needs of racial and ethnic groups within the county
to appeal to cultural sensitivities. 

At the local level, one city police department adapted a countywide disaster education campaign for the
public as well as subgroups including the elderly, people with disabilities, and children. The campaign has
a Spanish version with free translated brochures and a Web site. It tailors to the Latino community with
photos of Latinos in materials. A second city provides disaster preparedness information in Spanish,
consisting mainly of articles in the city newsletter. The third city’s police department translated materials
into multiple languages, but its fire department does not have a public education component for ethnic
communities. The fourth city’s police and fire departments do not produce any disaster-preparedness mate-
rials in languages other than English. 

Among nonprofit agencies, one provider produced a brochure magnet in conjunction with a county
campaign in English and Spanish, but not in any Asian languages. Another provider on a Web site offered
materials in Spanish and seven Asian languages (Cambodian, Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Laotian, Tagalog,
and Vietnamese), but one of its local chapters had materials readily available only in Spanish. 

“We don’t mirror the population

in terms of our numbers…

we have the people that speak

those same languages, but not 

in appropriate numbers for our

population.”  

Preparedness Education Director

for nonprofit organization
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Outreach efforts

“We don’t care whose name is on it. If it’s quality information, we’ll disseminate it. 
It could be (the) gas company, Red Cross, Homeland Security; if there’s literature 
that should be distributed; we’ll get it out there and take it to our community fairs.”

— Community Liaison, Police Department 

All of the agencies make materials available at workshops, community fairs and festivals, and at their loca-
tions. Such outreach efforts are crucial in getting the information into the hands of community members. One
county service provider trained more than 150 staff to conduct outreach for a disaster-preparedness
campaign. Another county service provider with a smaller staff has one public information officer for all
outreach and publicity. Materials are distributed to government agencies and organizations. 

Groups, such as nonprofits that provide little or no disaster related services, also assist in disseminating
educational materials by hosting disaster-preparedness workshops or distributing materials to constituents. 

Training of community residents

There are several types of training efforts conducted to prepare the public for a disaster, such as fire department-
sponsored disaster-preparedness courses, one- or two-day workshops for public education, or the training
of volunteers and community organizations.

Developed in 1985 by the Los Angeles City Fire Department, Community Emergency Response Team (CERT)
has been adopted and expanded nationwide. CERT is offered by local fire departments in three of the
studied cities and educates community members on disaster preparedness as well as training them in basic
disaster-response skills, such as light search and rescue medical operations. Members can apply their training
to assisting their community, particularly after a disaster when first responders are not readily available.
Among the three cities with a CERT program, trainings are conducted in Spanish in ethnic neighborhoods
to cater to the Latino population in one city. However, the other two cities offer the training predominantly
in English due to limited staff and funding. The lack of CERT training in languages other than English is
significant since both other service providers expressed a reliance on CERT for preparedness education.

A faith-based organization interviewed conducts community outreach and education in Asian languages.
Another nonprofit holds disaster-preparedness workshops and community trainings as part of its area’s
disaster service provider network, but it does not make translators available. 

One local chapter of a nonprofit service provider hired a bilingual community liaison of Vietnamese descent
to reach out to the Vietnamese community and inform them of topics such as how to prepare for a disaster,
what to do during a disaster, and CPR training. Information and trainings are presented in Vietnamese and
in ethnic neighborhoods for LEP populations. Initially the liaison worked with 12 volunteers of Vietnamese
descent. However, only 6 or 7 were able to communicate in Vietnamese. Now there are 40 to 45 volunteers
who are bilingual. A similar position was recently created to serve Latinos. 

Another chapter of the same organization currently conducts some disaster-preparation education efforts
in Spanish and Chinese, but not to the extent that it is representative of the needs of its community. The
preparedness education director of the chapter said: 

“We don’t mirror the population in terms of our numbers…we have the people that
speak those same languages, but not in appropriate numbers for our population.” 

Their capacity to educate in multiple languages is improving, though, with a recent grant to translate educa-
tional materials into six languages (Spanish, Chinese, Vietnamese, Tagalog, Korean, and Japanese) and
recruit 124 bilingual trainers to conduct preparedness education. The goal of the project is to train more than
20,000 community members in various languages. 

“We also find that many folks

trot along their kids that do

speak English. We have a lot 

of things aimed at kids.”

Assistant Administrator for a

county Office of Emergency

Management
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Another training method is the train-the-trainer model, where agencies train community organizations and
promotoras5 to educate their local communities. In one county, community organizations have welcomed
the training, but have fallen short with educating the community they serve. One community organization
had participated in the program, but admits disseminating limited information to the community. The main
reason being the difficulty community groups face sustaining a disaster-education program without enough
staff or funding. Disaster preparedness has a low priority compared with other services that take priority. 

Ethnic media relations

One important method of disaster-preparedness education is through media outlets such as television,
radio, print, and the Internet. Disseminating information through the media is an effective way to reach a
broad swath of public with minimal resources and funds. Among LEP immigrant populations, the ethnic
media is a valuable tool. Ethnic media play an important role in providing LEP populations with invaluable
information about local issues in their native languages. There are 32 Spanish radio stations and six Viet-
namese, Chinese and other Asian language stations in Southern California. 

Thirteen agency representatives stated they had relationships with the Spanish-speaking media and seven
agencies with the Asian language media. One county service provider had the most extensive relationship with
ethnic media, ensuring coverage with marketing firms hired to pursue dissemination of information in both
language groups. Another county service provider also has established relationships with media in both
language groups, but without dedicated resources to ensure broad coverage of their educational campaign. 

Other agencies have public information officers that send information to ethnic media of both language
groups. The local police department in one city had regular interaction with the Spanish speaking press. In
another city, police and fire department staff were not aware of their agencies using the ethnic media. 

Warning communication services

Warning communication is defined as communication with the public immediately before and during a
disaster. Examples of warning communication in Southern California include orders to evacuate due to wildfires,
messages regarding disaster services immediately following an earthquake, or directions to the public during
civil unrest. Among the agencies interviewed, warning communication is predominantly the responsibility of
law enforcement agencies. Disaster service providers use several methods to communicate with the public.
These emergency communication methods include use of the Emergency Alert System, press releases to the
media, public announcements via police vehicles, bull horns, flyers, and recorded messages. 

The Emergency Alert System and other media use

One of the most broadly known methods of emergency communication is the Emergency Alert System
(EAS), a message produced by government agencies and broadcast on television and radio stations, over-
riding current programming. In addition to EAS messages, follow-up information can be provided to media
via press releases and disseminated to the public via standard newscasts and publications. If a catastrophic
disaster occurs in more than one jurisdiction, all affected agencies report to the Emergency Operation Center
(EOC). The EOC coordinates information and releases a single message about what to do, resources avail-
able, and where to find assistance. Lead agencies in charge of the EOC in selected areas report having an
extensive ethnic media contact list, which would receive press releases. The EOC of one county does not
translate press releases and would rely on the ethnic media outlets to translate the material. 

For emergencies within city boundaries, study cities report different levels of multilingual capacity. City
service providers in one city with a large Latino population report full capacity to provide emergency infor-
mation in Spanish. They report having frequent interaction with the Spanish-speaking media, Spanish-
speaking public information officers, and strong Spanish capacity among police officers. Interviewees in
another city with a large Chinese population, on the other hand, did not report strong relationships with the
Chinese press nor having a significant Chinese-speaking capacity among staff. 

5 A promotora is an outreach worker in the Latino community who is responsible for raising awareness of health and educational issues.
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P.A. systems, bull horns, and flyers

While the Emergency Alert System may be most widely known, the most commonly used system of 
emergency communication involves in-person announcements via vehicle public announcement systems
or bullhorns, which are exclusively the domain of first responders in a disaster, such as law enforcement
agencies and fire departments. A county-level service provider reported the use of the P.A. system as
common during emergencies: 

“We’ve had numerous fires where an evacuation consists of deputies roaring into a
neighborhood, slamming on the brakes, getting on the P.A. and say, ‘Get out!’ and leaving.”

At the local level, some service providers reported in-person emergency communication might be available
only in English. While one local interviewee suggested distribution of multilingual fliers, some first respon-
ders expressed a reliance on community members to provide translation for those that do not speak English
with great proficiency. One local service provider reported this as a common practice that sufficiently
provided communication in the past:

“We’ve always been able to find people; there’s always one or two in the crowd that 
will translate for us. So, we are always able to communicate with everyone that is
involved. We’ve never had a problem with that in our entire history as a city.”

Public notification systems

One method of communicating with the public many disaster-preparedness managers are adopting or
considering are public notification systems that send a recorded message to cell phones, land lines, pagers,
and PDAs, in a designated geographic area. These communications systems are products of private compa-
nies and, according to one interviewee, cost about $20,000 a year. One county is adopting the technology
and determining how to transmit messages in multiple languages. 

Disaster response services

Disaster response services referred to in this report include immediate services, not long-term recovery services.
Services provided by first responders include evacuation, emergency medical help, and life and property
protection. Non-first responder immediate assistance such as shelter, food, water, clothing, and emotional
support are also included. 

Coordination

Agencies report to the Emergency Operation Center (EOC) when a disaster affects multiple jurisdictions. The
EOC coordinates resource allocation and use, and if resources are depleted at the county level, it coordi-
nates with the state. In Southern California, some organizations have established agreements with other
service providers or community agencies. One service provider that operates temporary shelters in emer-
gencies also partners with schools, churches, community centers, and senior centers. 

Tabletop discussions give agencies the opportunity to collaboratively discuss response services in hypo-
thetical situations prior to a disaster. In areas we researched, discussions have not directly included immigrant
and LEP populations. Practice drills also have been used but not directly involving LEP communities, with
an interviewee stating the inclusion of LEP groups would be incidental rather than a focus. 

Interviewees generally noted that there should be more focus on special communities because it becomes
a crucial issue in a real crisis. 

Language capacity

At the county level, the Sheriff’s Department in one county has the capacity to communicate in 26 languages. It
is also networked with many county agencies from which assistance can be pulled such as the Department
of Public Health, which has extensive language capacity. But it is not clear how accessible that bilingual or
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multilingual assistance is in the field when responding to the public during a disaster. The Sheriff’s Depart-
ment in the other county has staff fluent in Spanish, Korean, Chinese, and Thai. It has access to a Mutual Aid
program with bilingual speakers, bilingual phone lines, and an AT&T connection with over 1200 languages.

At the local city level, the police department in two cities has staff fluent in the four major languages of their
cities—Korean, Vietnamese, English, and Spanish. The fire department in one of these cities has only two
full-time Vietnamese-speaking, several Spanish-speaking fire fighters, and a dispatch center that can speak
10 different languages. The police department in the third city appears to be well staffed with officers bilin-
gual in Spanish, while the police in the fourth city appear to be not well staffed in officers bilingual in Spanish
or Chinese. Some of these agencies state that they are part of area-wide mutual aid agreements that network
area service providers. Through these mutual aid agreements, they would be able to put a call out for assis-
tance in a language that they needed and staff from other cities would be able to come to their assistance. 

The police department and the fire department in the selected cities state that they subscribe to a system
that provides translation service over the phone to their staff in the field that is available 24 hours a day. The
representative from the one fire department said that they also have laminated cards that have key words
in different languages, but that he doubted that the fire specialists use them. 

The faith-based and nonprofit agencies that provide immediate assistance have varying levels of language
capacities. The response director for one nonprofit service provider said that while they do have some multi-
lingual volunteers, they do have a need for more volunteers that are multilingual. He said that they especially
have a need among volunteers in leadership positions. 

Identification and legal status

While first responders reported that immigration status had no impact on receiving disaster response services,
relief agencies that provide assistance such as shelter were unclear whether identification or resident status
would be required to receive services. 

“During the time of disaster, I can only…hope that we would take care of public safety
first and worry about the other barriers later…If people are afraid to come get the help
they need, then we are defying our purpose and our role of taking a public safety job.” 

Challenges

“I’m sure there are barriers, but do we know them?…Vaguely.”

—Director of a nonprofit emergency response organization

Language barriers in preparedness education

Many cited language barriers as a major challenge in disaster-preparedness education. Most agencies
expressed the desire to increase their capacity to conduct trainings or workshops in multiple languages. A
police officer in one city was unable to communicate outside of English in several community trainings and
felt uncertain whether to use a whiteboard, a child as a translator, or a stranger to translate. Lack of trans-
lated literature also is an issue. The Sheriff’s Department in one county expressed a desire to increase the
number of languages for their publications. Many cited a lack of funding for translations, even when using
community partners. 

Translation services for disaster response 

There is a critical need for translations to provide critical information to communities before and during
disasters. All first responders interviewed expressed a desire and willingness to increase services in other
languages. One interviewee stressed the importance of bilingual staff rather than translation services:

“Really bilingual workers and staff is our choice because clearly using translators 
is much slower— this would be our aim.” 
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While some service providers reported having no difficulty locating translators among community members,
they also reported that children are commonly used as translators for victims. This raises concerns about the
competency of children to provide translation during critical times and for complex issues. The impact this
role could have on children is also of concern.

Cultural differences

Many of the disaster service providers were aware of the importance of cultural sensitivity in serving diverse
communities, but few provided their staff and volunteers with training on cultural awareness. For example,
one local first responder of a city that is more than one-third Chinese commented that their officers do not
receive any cultural training and that staff learn about such issues while “on the job.” In addition, some
communities may not be willing to listen to preparedness training taught by women and the use of a warning
siren could have different meanings in other countries.  

Coordination among providers

Many agencies are pursuing educational campaigns with efforts to educate ethnic communities. 

Currently, there are several with different messages and images. For example, several agencies have different
styles of brochures that explain how to prepare a disaster kit. These campaigns have their materials trans-
lated at least into Spanish. 

Multiple efforts may end up confusing the public, however. Rather than each agency running an independent
campaign, they could better serve LEP communities if they worked together to create one public campaign
with a consistent message. For example, creating one brochure would cut costs across the board. The same
would be more efficient for trainings, workshops, and other outreach efforts. 

Coordination also provides opportunities to discuss what methods work. A county service provider stated:

“The idea of sharing best practices is the best route to go. But since this concept
[targeting and planning for these groups] is so new…nothing has come down the pipe
that says we’ve been successful with targeting Vietnamese…or Hispanic populations. 
If one of those does come down the pipe, then we’ll absolutely partner with them…”

Involving community and ethnic organizations

Successfully informing the LEP community about available services can be difficult. One Latino community
organization stated it’s a challenge to get people to come even to free classes when they don’t know what’s
available to them. 

In light of this, community organizations play a significant role in improving outreach efforts. Two commu-
nity groups interviewed expressed an interest in enhancing disaster outreach but have not been engaged
in it. An interviewee at a Latino community organization stated: 

“If our organization has the materials and we could educate the community—
that would be a good thing.” 

One way to improve communication is by using centers and locations where people feel the most comfort
and trust. A representative of a Latino community organization stated, 

“They [service providers] need to be more involved with community centers, 
neighborhood associations — let people know that they’re available for these disasters.” 

Ethnic organizations also can facilitate trust between providers and communities. County service providers
noted this need and one stated, 

“I think when you learn how to gain trust from them, that’ll be the secret to your success.
And until we learn how to do that exactly, I don’t know that we’ll find the perfect recipe.”

Successfully informing the LEP

community about available 

services can be difficult. 
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Suggestions for service improvement

To address these challenges, we provide the following suggestions: 

Disaster-preparedness education 

• Increase relationships with ethnic community organizations, ethnic community leaders, and ethnic media
outlets to help develop culturally competent campaigns and plan appropriate methods of dissemina-
tion to communities.

• Increase the availability and frequency of informational materials, trainings, workshops, and outreach in
multiple languages.

• Increase public service announcements and print information in the ethnic media.

• Mainstream disaster agencies should hire bilingual liaisons that also serve as volunteer recruitment agents
and as bilingual volunteers in times of disaster.

Warning communication services 

• Identify areas of the county that need emergency messages in multiple languages and establish systems
to provide them. 

• Increase community education and media campaigns about warning communication systems, such as
mailing fliers, expanding programs such as CERT, and broadcasting more testing and public service
announcements. 

• Incorporate in emergency planning methods how to communicate with the LEP population, including a
list of professionally trained translators and an assessment of best methods of communication, and
develop relationships with community leaders.

• Prepare standard emergency messages likely to be sent via EAS and prepare translations of these
messages in the various languages. 

• Plan how to link ethnic media to media networks during times of disaster and incorporate ethnic media
in a plan to distribute emergency information in multiple languages.

Disaster response services 

• Account for the language needs of the community as well as language capabilities of first responders;
conduct survey of first responders and community members to determine how rapidly language assis-
tance is available and where capacity lacks.

• Assess the impact on emergency services of family members, particularly children, who conduct translations.

• Include simulation of responding to LEP communities in first responder trainings and exercises; involve
CBOs serving LEP populations in trainings and exercises to gather feedback.

• Mainstream agencies must sustain outreach to ethnic communities beyond the immediate aftermath 
of disaster by continuing to build partnerships and evaluating, testing, and refining plans for disaster
services. This can include employing the best methods to gain the trust of ethnic communities, over-
coming cultural barriers, and deepening civic involvement of newer residents.

• Local homeland security departments also charged with preparedness and response functions must sepa-
rate their immigration enforcement duties from the community response and outreach duties, especially
in times of disaster, when assisting their communities could be compromised by a close relationship with
immigration authorities.
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Experiences of Immigrant Community Members
Four focus groups in Southern California were conducted to explore issues of disaster preparedness and
emergency response for low-income, immigrant, LEP communities. Participants discussed several topics,
including perceived risks of disaster, emergency-preparedness planning and supplies, sources of emergency
information, warning communication knowledge, perceptions of emergency response personnel, and
accessing hard to reach populations. Though the findings can not be generalized, they reflect important
themes. 

TABLE 2. Focus Group Participant Demographics

Characteristic Category Number (N=48) Percent

Race/Ethnicity Latino 22 46%

Chinese 15 31%

Vietnamese 11 23%

Nativity Foreign-born 38 79%

Native-born 10 21%

English Ability Not at all 7 15%

Not very well 28 58%

Well 4 8%

Very well 9 19%

Age 25 to 35 yrs 5 13%

35 to 45 yrs 12 32%

45 to 55 yrs 17 45%

55 to 65 yrs 4 11%

Gender Male 16 33%

Female 32 67%

Children present in Yes 29 60%
the household No 19 40%

Educational Attainment Less than high school 10 21%

High school degree 24 50%

College degree 14 29%

Annual Income Less than $30,000 27 56%

$30,000 to $60,000 19 40%

$60,000 to $100,000 1 2%

Decline to state 1 2%

Perceived likelihood of disaster

While most Vietnamese participants believed that a disaster was not very likely in the area, most Chinese
participants felt that a disaster was possible. Latino respondents also thought that a disaster could occur at
any moment and thought their communities were most susceptible to earthquakes. One Latino participant
stated: 

“A natural disaster is something that is unforeseen, and I think that it could happen 
in a couple of years, tomorrow or today. Right now we are living through the fires 
and supposedly scientists say that in any moment a big earthquake can hit.”



Personal preparedness

Inadequate disaster-response knowledge

Respondents in all four groups offered conflicting actions to take after a disaster such as an earthquake,
including crawling under tables or desks, avoiding windows, avoiding wires and cables, seeking shelter in
the bathroom or walk-in closet, running outside, or going out into the driveway. Apartment dwellers were
especially confused and lacked knowledge about the appropriate actions to take regarding the gas line to
their residence. Members of the Latino groups reported that they would not be able to meet their basic
needs because they were ill-prepared and uninformed. One said:

“Well, I think that in a major disaster— that I hope God does not make it happen —
that people would stay with nothing, without a house or anything, and that we 
would be millions of people, what would happen to us? What are we going to do?
Where are we going to live?”

Latino members also said that they have heard conflicting instructions about what actions to take during an
earthquake. One respondent commented: 

“I heard that you aren’t supposed to [get under the table] either. And in the 
schools, since I used to help out a lot, they would do drills and all of the kids 
would go under the tables, and now I have heard that you aren’t supposed to 
do that, so now I’m not going to that either.”

Disaster preparedness kit

Participants in all groups readily listed basic emergency kit supplies such as non-perishable or dry foods,
water, medication, flashlight, radio, personal documents and deeds, clothes, and blankets. All participants
discussed the need to be self-reliant for a few days after a disaster since rescue services may not arrive
immediately. One Latino participant stated:

“It is important that in a case like a major disaster, one is going to have to fend 
for themselves because the police and the firefighters are not going to be able to 
help everyone. I think that one needs to have the resources to be able to sustain 
themselves while the authorities get help and all that because something of that 
magnitude…they may not be able to help.”

Yet only two of the 24 participants in the two Latino focus groups had an emergency kit at home, though all
agreed it is very important to have one. Half of Chinese participants said they had some form of an emergency
kit, and 8 out of 11 Vietnamese participants (73 percent) said they had a kit. It is not clear how well stocked
the emergency kits were. Several Latino participants commented that they had various supplies available at
home such as cans of food, medicine, flashlight, radio, emergency blanket, and camping supplies. 

Family disaster plan

Most participants were unfamiliar with having a family disaster plan or a communication plan including an
out-of-state contact. Some members of the Latino groups discussed possible meeting places such at a park
and outside contacts, but it was not clear whether all family members knew the plan and contact numbers. 

Three of the eleven Vietnamese participants said they had a family disaster communication plan. A Chinese
member stated he believed that disasters happened at night when family members are together, so there
was not a need for a family communication plan. Only a few participants in the Chinese and Vietnamese
groups had a pre-arranged meeting place such as a relative’s home. When discussing possible meeting
places, Chinese participants identified locations such as church or an open nearby place or park. If both
land lines and cell phones proved unavailable, both Chinese and Vietnamese participants were at a loss as
to family communication.
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Barriers to preparedness

Lack of awareness and urgency

The majority of responses from all groups reflected the lack of awareness about the need to make disaster
preparations. In the Vietnamese group, comments focused on a lack of understanding about the impor-
tance and necessity of being prepared. Latinos also expressed a lack of awareness but said they were not
prepared because many had not experienced a natural disaster before. A Latina group member said she had
not thought about making an emergency kit.

Perspectives in the Chinese group included a lacking sense of urgency and thinking about doing something
but not following with action. Latino group members also referred to the same reasons, saying “la desidia”
prevented them from becoming more prepared. A Latino respondent said there needs to be more prepared-
ness education.

Lack of children in the household

Some respondents said that they were unaware of disaster preparedness since they did not have children
to bring information from school. One person in the Chinese group stated there did not seem to be as much
emphasis on preparation since their children were grown. The Latina participant who said she did not think
about being prepared said she might have considered it if she had small children.

Cost of emergency kits

Members of the native-born Latino group discussed the need for low-cost emergency kits. However, both
the Asian language and foreign-born Latino groups said that expense is not a barrier to preparedness and
that materials are readily available. A Vietnamese commented:

“Oh no, no. [The cost of emergency kits] is not the problem. Everything is already at home.”

Lack of time, space, and resources

Both Asian groups said they did not have time to deal with disaster preparedness. One member of the Vietnamese
group explained that she shared a room, which made her living area too small to store disaster supplies. One
Chinese participant said she felt overwhelmed by laborious preparations with too many details:

“Because when I’m putting together the kit, I feel everything is needed. And so 
it becomes more and more laborious and the choice is more and more difficult. 
A helmet, a gas mask, etc. are all important, water, so you get a big pile of water
bottles. So nothing can be confined in a compact little bag.”

Lack of personal experience with disasters; cynicism born of past experiences

Chinese participants shared knowledge of disasters such as earthquakes in their homelands including main-
land China and Taiwan. A Chinese participant said he experienced the September 21, 1999 earthquake in
Taiwan (known as the Chi Chi earthquake, measuring 7.3, causing 2,416 deaths) and from that experience
he felt preparation was useless. A Latino respondent said his experience in preparing for Y2K had made
him cynical about the need for preparedness. 

Past experiences motivated some respondents to think about disaster preparedness. One participant among
the two Latino groups experienced a hurricane in Mexico and another was affected by a house fire. Only one
of 11 Vietnamese participants had experienced an earthquake—the 1994 earthquake in Southern California. 

“If you can have some cars 

with speakers that would move

around to let people know…

bilingual…Vietnamese and

English…because I don’t 

understand English.”

Vietnamese focus group 

participant



Most expressed a lack of awareness or concern for potential disasters in Southern California, citing lack of
exposure. A Latino participant noted:

“We need to get educated in [preparedness]. Personally, I don’t have anything in my
house, not even an emergency kit or anything because…it hasn’t happened to us…”

Exposure to disaster-preparedness education

Media outlets

Both Vietnamese and Chinese groups said they have heard information about disaster preparedness from
respective ethnic media outlets such as newspapers, radio, and television. Participants said both radio and
newspapers have reported disasters in Vietnam and worldwide. They had also heard about preparing for a
disaster via radio, newspaper, and Web sites. The Chinese group said Chinese radio stations air reminders
about earthquake preparedness. Chinese newspapers also provide public warnings such as high temperatures
and limiting the use of water. Group participants also said they received information from English public
television stations, Chinese Yellow Pages and its Web site, which provides links to government agencies.

The foreign-born Latino group listed various Spanish language media as sharing information such as
preparing emergency kits and what actions to take during a disaster. Although Latinos said that they would
rely on Spanish language media to receive information about disaster preparedness, they said that commercials
they had seen on the television were not very informative and did not provide adequate information; that
they needed someone to show them exactly what to do. One male respondent indicated:

“We have to be shown and told what to do because we may have our own idea what to
do, but it may not be right.”

Schools and other sources

All four groups had received disaster-preparedness information that children had brought home from school.
Latino participants said materials included informational pamphlets occasionally accompanied by items for
emergency kits, such as emergency blankets. Chinese participants noted this as effective:

“The school has been educating the children, and they come home and then tell us.
This is effective.”

“Give it to schools, and let the children bring it home. Nowadays, the parents are really
paying a lot of attention to the children. Whatever the children say is the word of law
to parents. Anything coming from the school, you have to support it.”

Chinese participants also noted receiving information from utility companies, churches, and bilingual city hall
flyers. One Chinese participant said the fire department showed an English video at her church about
preparedness. The Vietnamese group said a nonprofit disaster service organization provided preparedness
workshops in Vietnamese at a local community center. 

Education in countries of origin

Only members of the Chinese group discussed exposure to disaster-preparedness education overseas, both
in mainland China and in Taiwan. One Chinese participant said she had heard about disaster preparedness
related to the 1976 Tangshan Earthquake, and another had received information in mainland China through
a program called “Planning Together.” Taiwanese participants said earthquakes were frequent in Taiwan, and
information was in newspapers, periodicals, and school curricula. 
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Suggestions for improving preparedness education

Pamphlet

All groups recommended giving community members attractively designed pamphlets with vivid, easily
understandable illustrations to encourage saving or sharing. A Vietnamese participant emphasized: 

“A handbook or brochure because you want to read it and save it so you can absorb
and learn about it. …It should be bilingual so that when I finish reading it, I would
give it to my friends and other relatives.”

Chinese participants suggested printing easy-to-understand pictographic icons, and also recommended
providing a magnet with information or a small card with a color code to explain emergency alert levels.

Media outlets

Both the Chinese and the Vietnamese groups placed great emphasis on the use of respective ethnic media
outlets to provide disaster-preparedness education. Both groups felt that particularly newspapers and radio
were used extensively by their communities and would be the most cost-effective and wide-reaching
communication tool. The Vietnamese group emphasized that radio programs were probably the most 
far-reaching since the radio can be listened to all day, including while driving or even while at work:

“I have such a busy life and, like everybody else, if they can have…such a program on
the radio, then it would be helpful.”

The Vietnamese newspaper Web site was suggested as a good place to provide information. The Chinese
group recommended sending materials with home-delivered newspapers. 

Latino participants in general said that there needs to be more publicity and more information made avail-
able to their communities. Suggestions included placing commercials during novelas (Spanish soap opera
television shows) to reach women. Another suggestion was placing clips before movies at the movie theater
or during commercials breaks of televised soccer games. 

Local government education

Both Latino and Asian participants recommended that cities provide disaster-preparedness education in
local newsletters or newspapers mailed to residences. The native-born Latino group and the Chinese group
said their cities already mail a bilingual newspaper or newsletter to residents regularly, and that disaster
information could easily be a regular feature. 

The Vietnamese and native-born Latino group recommended that the city hold functions to educate the
community, but the Chinese group did not think this would be an effective way to reach the community,
even bilingually. They thought not many would attend and that sending materials home via city circulars
would be more effective:

“I think on the newsletters sent out by the City Hall, they should have advertisement
every time. It should be in (multiple) languages to remind us: Are you prepared?
Reminding us we should prepare for a disaster. Not just one piece of paper to stick, 
no matter how pretty it may be.”

Locations for education

Participants in all four focus groups recommended city halls, schools, community organizations, senior
centers, and churches as places to make disaster-preparedness education available to their communities.
Latino participants also suggested parks, soccer games, and swap meets. Asian participants additionally
listed ethnic festivals, health fairs, community groups (e.g., the Chinese University Alumni Association),
medical offices, and ethnic grocery stores. Chinese participants also suggested organizing groups from
churches to take steps such as purchasing materials for emergency kits.
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Foreign-born Latino participants emphasized that mandating disaster-preparedness education would be
the only way to ensure informed residents. Recommendations include obligating employers, apartment
managers, or schools to provide such information. Participants also recommended that politicians develop
initiatives to mandate disaster training before parents enroll children in school. 

Community organizations

The foreign-born Latino group identified churches as places where the community receives helpful infor-
mation on a variety of topics ranging from immigration to housing. Community organizations such as
Hermandad Mexicana, MALDEF, LULAC, and the Mexican Consulate also were mentioned as possibly
helping educate the Latino community. Participants were less comfortable receiving services from Latino
organizations, which some had found not as helpful. One respondent stated: 

“But even [Latino organizations] don’t help. My brother was trying to become a 
citizen and they told him, ‘You need to become a member. You need to pay $150.00.’
It is supposed [to be] that this organization is to help you. I told them, ‘Why is it that
he has to pay $150.00?’ And they said, ‘It’s $90 for the application and they will fill 
out the application for you.’ And I asked, ‘The $150 is for what?’ They told me, ‘If he 
is not a member of this organization, then we cannot help him.’ So which organization
can we go to ask for help?”

The foreign-born Latino group recommended that Latino community organizations take a larger role in
disaster preparedness. One member stated:

“I think that our Latino organizations need to take a big role…at least Latinos need to
take initiative and give it importance. Or at least they need to educate us in that field.”

Language needs

Both Asian groups overwhelmingly stressed the need for materials, workshops, trainings, or town hall meet-
ings in their languages. One participant commented that if children were present in the home, English would
be adequate. Others said they would discard written information not provided in a bilingual form, and that
they would not attend a meeting or event if spoken information was not in their language. 

Knowledge of warning communications

When asked how emergency information should be communicated to their communities, all four focus
groups pointed to the radio as the first source, and the Chinese, Vietnamese, and foreign-born Latino groups
named radio stations in their native languages as their main source of information. The foreign-born Latino
group also mentioned television and apartment managers. The Asian language groups both mentioned
patrol cars disseminating information in English via loudspeakers, but also noted it would not be bilingual.
Cell phones and text messages were suggested in both Asian groups to receive emergency communications.
Other methods discussed by the Asian groups included flyers, Internet, emails, and reverse 911 calls. 

In the event of a disaster, the Chinese and Vietnamese groups said it is essential to provide emergency infor-
mation in their languages because of the risk of misunderstanding critical instructions. Both groups also
emphasized the use of ethnic radio broadcasts as the most effective media for communicating rapidly to
their communities. A Chinese participant said:

“When we watch English news, it’s not because our English is good to understand the
whole program. It’s because there is a big fire, you need to follow where the fires are
going, how many people have been evacuated, how many firefighters were sent to the
site…However, If there is really an urgent situation happening, then the Chinese
broadcast comes to the first place because you might misunderstand the directions. 
Say the government wants you to go east, but you run west instead.” 
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The 2007 Southern California wildfires

The focus groups were held in mid-November 2007, less than a week after the last of the 2007 Southern California
wildfires was fully contained. None of the groups were directly affected, but wildfires burned in neighboring
areas. All groups said the wildfires were discussed by their respective ethnic news sources.

The Chinese group watches a daily television news show in their language but said when immediate emergency
information is needed, they turn to English news channels. One way the Chinese-speaking viewers follow
English news coverage is to watch follow-up Chinese broadcasts. Participants said they often find this clar-
ifies what they heard in English. Closed captioning has also helped some better understand English news. 

Emergency response issues

All four groups were familiar with traditional first responders such as police, firefighters, and the Red Cross.
All groups also mentioned other community organizations such as churches, temples, and charity organi-
zations that would respond in the event of a disaster. 

Concerns about safety

Only one member of the Chinese group suggested the possibility that there may be confusion from tradi-
tional first responders assisting their communities. All other Chinese participants did not foresee problems
when served by local police, fire departments, or other first responders. 

The Vietnamese group, on the other hand, raised several issues about first responders serving their commu-
nities. Concerns about panic and lack of order were raised, as was a potential lack of organization among
first responders. One person said:

“They don’t know who to help. There are a lot of agencies that would be coming 
by. They wouldn’t know…There would be people that would be helped twice 
where other people haven’t been helped yet.”

Language barriers

Both Latino groups felt language was not a barrier because police officers and residents often are bilingual
in Spanish and English. Nevertheless, they indicated being uncomfortable with someone who spoke only
English because comprehension on both ends would be limited.

When asked about personal interactions with local police and fire departments, both Asian groups only had
positive experiences to share. The Chinese group said the police department was very nice, interpreters
were available for events such as court hearings, and Chinese-speaking police officers were often acces-
sible, but not always available. One Chinese participant noted:

“I would feel that if a white policeman comes along, you cannot communicate 
properly, effectively, even if you were nodding your head…”

Some members of the Vietnamese group also said personal experiences with local police had been helpful
when a Vietnamese interpreter was available. Language was raised as a potential problem in responding to
seniors, though, who have lower levels of English proficiency. It also was noted that seniors are less mobile
and more vulnerable, but others in the group were confident that first responders would be able to take care
of everybody, including the elderly, in a responsible manner.

Relationships with the police department

The two Latino groups and the Vietnamese group lacked comfort with police department services. When
asked if they would feel better with police or other providers in their neighborhood, the foreign-born Latino

Both Latino groups felt language
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group preferred the fire department or a nonprofit disaster service organization to police. The native-born
Latino group complained that the police department is slow to respond; that the fire department responds
more quickly. Foreign-born Latinos’ comments included: 

“People don’t trust the police; they trust the fire department more.” 

“The police doesn’t help you.”

“I don’t know why [the police] call themselves the protectors.”

One Vietnamese participant said she would trust police during a disaster, but several other Vietnamese
participants discussed a general fear of police, which seemed to be rooted in having had interactions that
resulted in consequences such as fines or tickets. Responses included:

“I’m kind of afraid to stay in touch with the police.” 

“I heard that police officers, they only come to your house for a bad problem, right?” 

“Whenever a police shows up at your house, there will be a problem. That’s why I’m
afraid. Just like the police officers in Viet Nam.”

Discrimination, racism, and cultural differences

Both Latino groups raised the issue of discrimination and racism by police. The foreign-born group noted
unfair treatment based on race. It was felt that police do not serve blacks and Latinos in the same way that
they serve white residents. One foreign-born member said she called the police about a dispute with an
apartment manager and did not receive any help, which she felt discriminatory because the manager was
“from here” and she was not. A native-born member said:

“Spanish people are very humble. They get treated like crap everywhere, and they
don’t say nothing, they don’t complain. So when the police do come out to try to 
help them, they just give them a slap in the face.” 

A foreign-born member said: 

“There is a lot of racism here [toward] the Latinos. They don’t want us here.” 

The Vietnamese group discussed the impact of cultural differences and the potential for bias among service
providers, such as prejudicial beliefs about a community, residents of other national origins, or religious
differences. It was mentioned that Vietnamese might have “a different way of doing things,” and these
cultural differences could affect services. Other participants said they did not see a potential for cultural differ-
ences interfering with disaster-response services and that safety and life-saving would be the priority. They
had confidence that first responders would not be affected by cultural differences. One Vietnamese group
member raised the issue of disaster-response agencies unable to identify all the groups in need, that some
may be helped twice while others may not receive assistance.

Immigrants and access to services

Both the Chinese and Vietnamese groups agreed all immigrants would have access to emergency services.
They found the issue of safety most important, that first responders would not be biased based on immi-
gration status. Still, they thought undocumented immigrants might not seek services for fear of deportation.
A Chinese participant noted:

“But there are some people who have not become legal yet. They would avoid contact
with authorities, because they might be afraid that once asked about their status, then
they would expose their illegal status.” 

The native-born Latino group
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Both Latino groups said Latinos fearing deportation would not seek help from police. The native-born group
discussed how the police have given this impression by setting up checkpoints to check identification of
drivers in cars and impounding cars if no identification could be provided. Another participant said she knew
of a student who was deported. A foreign-born member said that a niece was deported when they picked
up an impounded car. 

The 2007 San Diego fires were raised by both Latino groups as an example of the police involving 
immigration enforcement when serving a community in disaster. The foreign-born group said the police
were discriminatory, that those without documentation were not helped. One member said police called
immigration to take people away, and this is why people call the paramedics instead of the police, or stay
quiet and “help yourself however you can.” It was discussed that there was confusion in San Diego about
those who needed help and those who may have been trying to take advantage of assistance such as food
and clothing, but the ultimate sentiment was that such incidents prompt a lack of trust for the police depart-
ment among community members. 

One Latino focus group participant
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Conclusions and Recommendations
Due to worldwide media coverage, the frequency of disasters occurring in urban communities is now
apparent. The Southern California region, one of the hemisphere’s largest urban areas, is subject to the
same probabilities of such an event taking place. While traditional English language materials are available
throughout the area, there is an apparent lack of such materials available in minority language communities.

Disaster service personnel in both government agencies and nonprofit organizations have a key role in
improving disaster preparedness among LEP communities through dissemination of educational materials
and encouraging community participation in trainings and workshops. First responders and immediate relief
groups shoulder the responsibility of addressing the disaster response needs of immigrants and LEP popu-
lations in their service areas. The following recommendations are offered to better serve these populations:

1. Disaster service personnel, both in government agencies and in nonprofit organizations, should 
evaluate the language needs of the population in their service areas. 
Disaster preparedness educators and response personnel need to be aware of the demographics of the
population being served, identifying special needs such as LEP rates and numbers in the population by
language spoken. Studies have shown that cultural differences between native and immigrant populations
can also become a barrier when rendering disaster related services. Becoming familiar with potential
cultural barriers between service providers and the community to be served can help to increase effec-
tiveness in education and response.

2. Local providers should ensure simulation exercises cover topics such as language resources available
and their anticipated utilization during the course of a disaster. 
Given the high rates of LEP individuals in Southern California, first responders and relief organizations
need to be appraised of the language capacities of their staff and volunteers. Additionally, since many
service providers do not have sufficient language capacities among their personnel, plans for providing
translation support in the field need to be evaluated for effectiveness during critical response activities. 

3. Working groups should be established to connect government agencies with the ethnic communities
they serve.
State and local governments should establish working groups with service personnel, nonprofit organi-
zations serving ethnic communities, and ethnic media on how to better promote preparedness educa-
tion and improve response among immigrant and LEP populations. These networks can also help in
sharing best practices in serving these special needs communities.

4. Federal and state governments should create a baseline of minimal secondary language resources for
diverse jurisdictions.  
To ensure that large concentrations of LEP populations are not being left out of disaster preparedness
education and disaster response planning, language requirements should be established for areas that
meet population thresholds. 

5. It should be made clear to first responders, the immigrant community, and to the public in general that
disaster relief is not conditional on immigration status.
While all first responders interviewed report that immigration status is not a consideration when rendering
disaster services, many among the immigrant community are still fearful that their status will come 
into question. 
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