
 
 

 

 

SMC Alert – Emergency Alerts: More People Need To Know  
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ISSUE

There is an ever-increasing need for local governments to be able to disseminate public safety 
announcements (e.g. wildfires, earthquakes, power shutoffs, public health notices, shelter-in- 
place orders, curfews, etc.) to San Mateo County residents, but as of October 2019, only 10.6%

of residents had enrolled in the San Mateo County Office of Emergency Services’ “SMC Alert” 
System.

How can resident participation in the SMC Alert system be increased?

SUMMARY

The effective, efficient, and timely dissemination of accurate, reliable information by local 
government is imperative in this era of pandemics, major wildfires and other disasters.  Well- 
informed residents are better able to act in a manner that secures everyone’s safety. The San 
Mateo County Office of Emergency Services (“OES”) – a joint powers agency consisting of the 
County of San Mateo and each of its 20 cites – currently disseminates vital emergency 
information by way of its emergency alert system, known as “SMC Alert.” However, only a 
small portion of the public subscribes to the SMC Alert program. This low subscription rate 
leaves the vast majority of the residents of our County uninformed and vulnerable in

emergencies.

The 2019-2020 San Mateo County Civil Grand Jury (“Grand Jury”) investigated the issues 
surrounding the low subscription rate of the SMC Alert program. The goal of this investigation 
was to determine how the subscription rate of the SMC Alert program compares with the 
subscription rates in other counties in California and to determine if there might be additional 
methods for promoting the program and increasing the countywide subscription rate.

The Grand Jury found that in San Mateo County, SMC Alert is an “opt-in” program with 
subscription rates ranging from 2.2% in East Palo Alto to 58.1% in Portola Valley, with the 
County average being 10.6%; in comparison, Santa Clara County has an average “opt-in” 
subscription rate of 8.1%, and the Sonoma County average “opt-in” subscription rate is 12%. 
While San Mateo County’s subscription rate is comparable to these other Bay Area counties, it is 
significant to note that all of these rates are below national averages (12 to 16%) for “opt-in” 
programs.

Enacted by the California Legislature in 2018, SB 821 authorizes each county to create an “opt- 
out” emergency alert program that accesses public utility and other property-related service 
providers’ customer records/databases for the purpose of enrolling county residents into the 
county’s emergency alert systems. As a condition of accessing this information, a county must
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provide procedures enabling any resident to “opt out” of its warning systems and terminate the 

county’s access to the resident’s contact information.   

In November 2018, the San Mateo County Board of Supervisors unanimously passed a 

resolution calling on OES to adopt the State-wide protocol for emergency notifications and 

develop an opt-out alert system as authorized by SB 821. In 2019, however, OES decided not to 

take advantage of the legislation because of concerns about the accuracy and relevance of the 

available customer databases. 

San Mateo County – like every county in California – will continue to have a pressing need to 

disseminate critical, urgent information to the public for the foreseeable future, and by increasing 

the subscription rate of the SMC Alert program, San Mateo County residents’ lives will be 

saved. To accomplish this, the Grand Jury recommends that the Office of Emergency Services 

joint powers agency do the following: 

 Investigate the costs and benefits of accessing mobile phone carrier data to augment the 

SMC Alert database (on an “opt-out” basis) – balancing costs against reach and accuracy 

- and present such information in a publicly available report to each of its members by 

December 31, 2020.   

 Confirm that the SMC Alert System is in compliance with the Dymally-Alatorre 

Bilingual Services Act, which requires that public communications – such as OES’s SMC 

Alert outreach and enrollment materials, as well as the alerts themselves – be delivered in 

the native language spoken at home for any group of residents comprising more than 5% 

of the population. 

BACKGROUND 

Local governments (e.g. towns, cities, counties) – need a way to communicate with their 

residents about emergencies: 

● Before an emergency - to help people prepare, and perhaps evacuate; 

● During an emergency – to know what is happening; and 

● After an emergency – to know how and where to get help/assistance. 

Both the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)1 and the State of California2 have 

guidelines recommending that all counties implement a local emergency alert/communications 

system as part of their emergency preparedness plans. 

The State of California’s “Alert and Warning Guidelines,” for example, state: 

 

“A COMPREHENSIVE ALERT AND WARNING PROGRAM IS A CRITICAL 

COMPONENT TO A COMMUNITY’S ABILITY TO EFFECTIVELY RESPOND TO 

EMERGENCIES.” 

 

                                                                 

1  https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/20130726-1839-25045-9302/eas_best_practices_guide.pdf 
2  State of California Alert & Warning Guidelines – March 2019 http://calalerts.org/documents/2019-CA-Alert-

Warning-Guidelines.pdf  

http://calalerts.org/documents/2019-CA-Alert-Warning-Guidelines.pdf
http://calalerts.org/documents/2019-CA-Alert-Warning-Guidelines.pdf
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San Mateo County’s Office of Emergency Services – a joint powers agency consisting of the 

County and all 20 cities – has deployed SMC Alert using a platform from Everbridge 

(www.everbridge.com ), a publicly-traded company.3  Everbridge provides the same platform to 

more than half of the counties in California for their respective emergency alert systems4 and 

was recently selected for use in the statewide California Public Alert and Warning System.5 

SMC Alert can provide emergency notifications to people who are enrolled in the system 

through multiple mechanisms – land-line telephones, cell phones, text messages, and email.  

When enrolling, residents choose which ways they want to get alerts, and what kinds of alerts 

they would like to receive.  (Refer to Appendix A which includes screenshots from the SMC 

Alert enrollment website.) 

SMC Alert is used by all OES members to provide emergency alerts and information to their 

residents.  The Office of Emergency Services is overseen by the Emergency Services Council, a 

board comprised of representatives from all 21 of its members.6 

DISCUSSION 

Current Situation – Low Enrollment Rates 
As of October 31, 2019, only 10.6% (81,180 out of 765,000) of San Mateo County residents had 

enrolled in SMC Alert (see Chart 1).  According to individuals interviewed by the Grand Jury, 

this low enrollment likely results from the fact that residents must “opt-in” and voluntarily enroll 

in the SMC Alert system.7  As can be seen from the chart, there is wide variation in enrollment 

by town/city within the County.  In all of the Grand Jury’s interviews on this topic, it was agreed 

that increasing enrollment/participation in the SMC Alert systems would be of benefit to 

individual residents as well as the County and cities involved in their protection.  This 

participation data – which was provided upon request to the Grand Jury – is not published on the 

OES website and may not be widely known.8  Indeed, several of the city and/or town employees 

interviewed by the Grand Jury expressed interest in the SMC Alert enrollment data concerning 

their respective municipalities. 

                                                                 

3  Source: interview with San Mateo County OES 
4  Source: interview with Everbridge 
5  https://www.everbridge.com/newsroom/article/everbridge-selected-to-power-californias-public-alert-warning-

system/ 
6  Source: Interview with San Mateo County OES 
7  Sources: Interviews with San Mateo County, Sonoma County, and Santa Clara County OES offices, and 

Everbridge 
8  https://hsd.smcsheriff.com/divisions/patrol-services/sheriffs-office-oes, as of 4/26/2020 

http://www.everbridge.com/
https://hsd.smcsheriff.com/divisions/patrol-services/sheriffs-office-oes
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Chart 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

DEFINITIONS: 

An “Opt-In” system is one where each resident of the county must consciously and 
deliberately enroll themselves into the system.   If a resident does not “opt-in,” then that 
resident will not receive emergency alerts. 

An “Opt-Out” system is one where residents are automatically enrolled into the emergency 
alert system based on data received from the records of a public utility or other property-
related services provider (e.g., water supply, solid waste collection, etc.).  Pursuant to State 
law, residents must be notified of their option to “opt-out” of receiving emergency alerts 
and be informed of how they may remove themselves from the system.  In an “opt-out” 
system, residents are automatically enrolled and will participate unless they affirmatively 
remove themselves. 
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Current Situation – Potential Language Barriers 

According to multiple individuals interviewed by the Grand Jury, one possible explanation for 

some of the low enrollment percentages in certain cities may be that many residents of those 

communities do not speak English as their native language.9 According to the DataUSA website, 

approximately 9% of the County’s residents speak Chinese, and 6.5% of the County’s residents 

speak Tagalog (the language of the Philippines), at home.10 The latest data available from the 

County’s Behavioral Health and Recovery Services’ Office of Diversity and Equity shows 

similar statistics (Chart 2).11 

 

Chart 2 

 

Although the SMC Alert system is capable of sending alerts in additional languages,12 alerts are 

currently only sent in English and Spanish.13  This is a significant issue in communities with a 

large number of individuals for whom English is not their first language.  For example, as of 

June 2020, Daly City is San Mateo County’s largest city, with a population of 106,280 according 

                                                                 

9  Sources: Interviews with San Mateo County OES and several police/fire departments within San Mateo County 
10 https://datausa.io/profile/geo/san-mateo-county-ca#demographics 
11 https://www.smchealth.org/sites/main/files/file-

attachments/san_mateo_county_cultural_competence_plan_2018_draft_v4.pdf 
12 https://www.everbridge.com/newsroom/article/amid-covid-19-pandemic-boston-selects-everbridge-to-power-

citywide-emergency-alerts/ 
13 Source: Interviews with San Mateo County OES and alerts received from the SMC Alert system 
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to the U. S. Census Bureau,14 yet it has the second lowest (2.6%) SMC Alert subscription level.  

Fifty-two percent of Daly City residents are foreign-born15 and 66.4% of Daly City residents 

speak a language other than English at home.16 The 2016-2017 Grand Jury report on languages 

spoken in the County showed the following data (Chart3).17 

 

Chart 3 

 

These language challenges also exist in South San Francisco, where 57.3% of the residents speak 

a non-English language18 and only 4.8% of city residents are enrolled in the SMC Alert system 

(See Chart 1, supra). 

Situations like those in Daly City and South San Francisco suggest that OES should investigate 

whether the translation of outreach and enrollment materials, as well as the alerts themselves into 

additional languages such as Chinese and Tagalog, could result in higher SMC Alert enrollment.  

Similarly, OES should determine whether there are large concentrations of non-native English 

speakers in other communities in San Mateo County and whether these concentrations are related 

in any way to reduced SMC Alert enrollment.19 

To reinforce this point, the San Mateo County 2016-17 Grand Jury found that law enforcement 

outreach awareness in San Mateo County may be limited by their lack of multi-lingual 

accessibility on their websites and extending outreach in multiple languages is essential if 

English and limited-English speaking residents are to benefit from them.20 

 

                                                                 

14 Source: https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/dalycitycitycalifornia (as of June 2, 2020) 
15 www.areavibes.com/Daly+city-ca/demographics/.   
16 Source: https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/dalycitycitycalifornia/POP815218 (as of June 2, 2020) 
17 Source: http://www.sanmateocourt.org/documents/grand_jury/2016/multilingual_access.pdf 
18 Source: https://www.ssf.net/our-city/about-south-san-francisco/demographic-information  (as of 5/15/2019) 
19 Benito M. Vergara, Jr., Pinoy Capital, The Filipino Nation in Daly City (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 

2009), page 26 
20 San Mateo County 2016-17 Grand Jury, “English is Not Our Only Language: Are Local Law Enforcement 

Agencies Providing Multilingual Access to Outreach Programs?” 

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/dalycitycitycalifornia
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/dalycitycitycalifornia/POP815218
https://www.ssf.net/our-city/about-south-san-francisco/demographic-information
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Current Situation – NIXLE Alert System 

NIXLE is an alternative opt-in alert messaging system to SMC Alerts, and as of October 2019, 

28,832 people have enrolled in NIXLE (approximately 35.5% the enrollment of SMC Alerts).  

Unlike SMC Alerts, which can also send voice alerts to land-line and mobile telephones as well 

as send messages to e-mail accounts, NIXLE is designed exclusively for use on mobile phones.  

The people who enroll in NIXLE will receive text messages on their mobile device regarding 

emergency situations in the county.  NIXLE alerts are not specific to the user’s residence or 

location and people who enroll in NIXLE do not need to be residents of the County (e.g. people 

who work in the County, but reside elsewhere).  Through its investigation, the Grand Jury 

learned that some people have enrolled in both the SMC Alert System and NIXLE.21 

In total, and even assuming an unduplicated count, the combined SMC Alert and NIXLE 

enrollments mean that less than 15% of County residents have chosen to enroll in any County 

emergency alert warning system.22 This percentage is about average for “opt-in” alert 

enrollments according to Everbridge which provides its system to governments across the U.S. 

and internationally (the range is 12%-16%), with the best “opt-in” counties only achieving 20% 

to 22% enrollment.23 

Comparison to Other Bay Area Counties 
To provide comparison points: 

● In 2019, Santa Clara County had an “opt-in” rate of 8.1%.24 

● Sonoma County was at 2.3% “opt-in” before the wildfire episodes of the last few years.  

As a result of the wildfires, voluntary “opt-in” enrollment increased to 12% of their 

population in 2019.25 

● San Mateo County’s “opt-in” participation ranges from 2.2% in East Palo Alto to 58.1% 

in Portola Valley, with the County average being 10.6% as of Oct 2019.26 

In all of these cases, with enrollment of 20% or lower – emergency alert systems will only reach 

a fraction of County residents in the case of an emergency – which can result in potential 

injuries, loss of life and damage to property. 

Legislative Support 
Recognizing the limitations of “opt-in” enrollment in these emergency alert systems, the 

California Legislature enacted SB 821 (2018), which allows the counties in California to access 

the customer records of public utilities for the purpose of enrolling them into these emergency 

alert systems, with a requirement that residents/customers must have the ability to “opt-out” of 

the system if they so choose.27 

                                                                 

21 Source: Interviews with and data provided by the San Mateo County OES 
22 Further, the actual number of unduplicated San Mateo County resident enrollees is almost certainly lower given 

that there is duplication of individuals in the NIXLE and SMC Alert systems, and some members of both systems 

live outside the County. 
23 Source: Interview with Everbridge 
24 Interview with Santa Clara County OES 
25 Interview with Sonoma County OES 
26 Chart provided by San Mateo County OES (earlier in this report) 
27 California Senate Bill 821 (2018) 

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201720180SB821 

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201720180SB821
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In November 2018 the San Mateo County Board of Supervisors unanimously passed a resolution 

directing the County Office of Emergency Services to investigate and act on this legislation.28   

Steps That OES Has Taken to Increase Enrollment/Participation Beyond “Opt-in” 
As a first step, San Mateo County OES (like other counties) has access to a database referred to 

as the E-911 data for the County.  This data represents phone numbers that have been culled 

from White Pages and Yellow Pages telephone records.  Since this data only includes land-line 

telephone numbers, it does not include email addresses or cell phone numbers.29 

In San Mateo County, E-911 data provides an additional 353,847 entries into the SMC Alert 

system (representing about 46% of the County population).30  This data has been added to the 

SMC Alert database but is not reflected in Chart 1 of this Report which only reflects SMC 

Alerts’ “opt-in” enrollees. 

As a comparison point, using the E-911 data for their county, Santa Clara County added 

approximately one million phone numbers to their emergency alert system (Alert SCC) – to 

augment the 153,000 people who chose to voluntarily “opt-in.”  (The additional ~1,000,000 

phone numbers represent approximately 51% of Santa Clara County’s population).31 

As a second step, San Mateo County OES investigated whether to access public utility data to 

augment the SMC Alert database.  While useful for single-family dwellings where the resident is 

the utility bill payer, in the case of apartment, multi-family and landlord-controlled residences, 

the landlord may be the utility contact and may live outside of the County.  According to San 

Mateo County OES’ assessment, the public utility records do not necessarily have good contact 

information for the residents of the county.  As a result, in 2019 the San Mateo County OES 

decided NOT to utilize any of these public utility databases to add information to the SMC Alert 

system.32 

As a third step, the County OES investigated the option of accessing data from mobile phone 

carriers, but in 2018 the carriers refused to cooperate and make this information available to the 

County.33 

Steps Taken By Other Counties to Increase Enrollment/Participation Beyond “Opt-in” 
In comparison to San Mateo County, other Bay Area counties have been more active in taking 

steps to expand enrollment in their emergency alert systems: 

Sonoma County has already enrolled 103,858 residents into their emergency alert system (SoCo 

Alert) from the customer records of the Santa Rosa Water District.  They have purchased 

customer records from ATT and Frontier Communications – adding approximately another 

300,000 residents to their emergency alert database.  In addition, they are currently in negotiation 

                                                                 

28 “San Mateo County residents will soon be automatically signed up to receive emergency alerts” – Nov.13, 2018 - 

https://abc7news.com/4681459/     
29 Source: Interviews with San Mateo County OES  
30 Interview with San Mateo County OES 
31 Interview with Santa Clara County OES 
32 Interview with San Mateo County OES 
33 Interview with San Mateo County OES 

https://abc7news.com/4681459/
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with PG&E to get access to PG&E’s customer records – to achieve what they hope will be 90%+ 

coverage of the residents of their county.34 

Santa Clara County is currently working on getting access to cell phone carrier data, with 

negotiations on fees being the current sticking point.35  In this context, it is important to note that 

mobile phone carriers are not considered public utilities and are not bound by the requirements 

of SB 821. 

Based on the Grand Jury’s investigation, it is not clear why San Mateo County OES has ceased 

negotiations to obtain customer data from mobile phone carriers while other counties are 

continuing to press forward.  Additionally, even if some public utility records do not have data 

that is 100% accurate, it is unclear why San Mateo County’s OES has decided not to seek 

information from these sources, especially when San Mateo County’s OES is already utilizing E-

911 data which may also suffer from similar inaccuracies. 

DYMALLY-ALATORRE BILINGUAL SERVICES ACT 
The Dymally-Alatorre Bilingual Service Act (Act) enacted in 1973, provides for effective 

communication between the State’s residents and State, county and municipal governments.  The 

Act requires State and local agencies to ensure they provide information and services in the 

various languages used by their constituents.  Specifically, when a local agency serves a 

“substantial number of non-English-speaking people” – which the Act defines as more than five 

percent (5%) of the agency’s population – the agency must: 

· translate documents explaining available services into the languages of their constituents; 

and, 

· employ a “sufficient number of qualified bilingual staff in public contact positions.” 

Presently, OES’s subscription/enrollment information pamphlet and the SMC Emergency Alerts 

themselves are only available in two languages:  English and Spanish.  San Mateo County’s 

population has tremendous diversity as shown on the DataUSA website and the County BHRS 

website referenced above.  More specifically, according to these sources, both Chinese and 

Tagalog (in addition to English and Spanish) are primary languages spoken by more than five 

percent of the County’s population.  At present, however, OES currently has no plans to translate 

its enrollment and subscription materials, as well as the alerts themselves, into these other 

languages. 

Moreover, even if not technically required by the Act, OES could achieve higher enrolled SMC 

numbers by meeting their residents’ language needs by providing critical information in 

additional translated languages. 

  

                                                                 

34 Interview with Sonoma County OES 
35 Interview with Santa Clara County OES 
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FINDINGS 

F1. The enrollment data in the SMC Alert and NIXLE systems was not published public 

information; the Grand Jury had to request this information from the County OES.  Officials 

of several towns/cities who were interviewed expressed interest in this data about their own 

residents. 

 

F2. The County and the Cities and Towns within the County, as well as their residents, would 

benefit from having more residents enrolled in SMC Alert. 

 

F3. Other counties in the Bay Area are taking steps to increase enrollment in their emergency 

alert systems beyond “opt-in” enrollment and E-911 data utilized in San Mateo County.  

These steps include: 

 Enrolling residents based on public utility data. 

 Enrolling residents based on mobile phone carrier data. 

 

F4. These same sources of data may be available to San Mateo County’s OES which might 

enable the County to achieve 50%+ plus enrollment, although each has its costs and 

limitations. 

 

F5. OES has acknowledged that one possible barrier to enrollment in the SMC Alert system is 

language accessibility.  OES is missing an opportunity to fully provide important information 

to residents who cannot communicate effectively in English and/or Spanish. 

 

F6. Over 14% of the County’s residents speak Chinese or Tagalog at home, and neither the SMC 

Alert enrollment documentation, nor the SMC alerts themselves, are available in languages 

other than English and Spanish. 

 

F7. The Dymally-Alatorre Bilingual Services Act requires local government entities to translate 

materials into the languages which are spoken by more than 5% of the residents it serves.   

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

R1. By December 31, 2020, the Office of Emergency Services should publish the SMC Alert 

enrollment data (by city/town) on its website, with at least yearly, preferably quarterly, 

updates. 

 

R2. The Office of Emergency Services staff should further investigate the option of accessing 

mobile phone carrier data to augment the SMC Alert database (on an “opt-out basis”) and 

publicly present a recommendation to the Emergency Services Council by December 31, 

2020. 

 

R3. OES should translate the enrollment materials and then provide alerts and messages in all 

languages spoken by more than 5% of the County’s population, including without limitation 

both Chinese and Tagalog, in addition to the current languages of Spanish and English, by 

March 31, 2021. 
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R4. The Office of Emergency Services staff should work with its member cities and the County 

to determine the viability of translating SMC Alert enrollment materials, alerts, and messages 

into other languages even if the prevalence of such languages does not meet the 5% threshold 

of the Dymally-Alatorre Bilingual Services Act and publicly present a recommendation to 

the Emergency Services Council by December 31, 2020. 

 

REQUEST FOR RESPONSES 

Pursuant to Penal Code Section 933.05, the Grand Jury requests responses as follows: 

From the following governing bodies: 

· The San Mateo County Operational Area Emergency Services Organization, Emergency 

Services Council 

 

The governing bodies indicated above should be aware that the comment or response of the 

governing body must be conducted subject to the notice, agenda, and open meeting requirements 

of the Brown Act. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Interviews 

Reports issued by the Civil Grand Jury do not identify individuals interviewed. Penal Code Section 929 requires that reports of 

the Grand Jury not contain the name of any person or facts leading to the identity of any person who provides information to 

the Civil Grand Jury.   

 

The Grand Jury conducted over a dozen interviews over a period of three months.  These 

interviews included: 

· officials from the Sonoma County and Santa Clara County Offices of Emergency 

Services 

· managers from the Woodside Fire Protection District and the Half Moon Bay Office of 

Emergency Coordination 

· an official from the California State Office of Emergency Services 

· a legislative aide in the California State Senate who helped author legislation regarding 

emergency alert systems 

· employees from Everbridge, the company that supplies the platform San Mateo County 

uses to deploy SMC Alert 

· officials from the San Mateo County of Emergency Services 
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APPENDIX A 

Screenshot 1 

 

 

Screenshot 2 
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Screenshot 3 
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