
      
 

August 17, 2004 
 
 
The Honorable Michael K. Powell 
Chairman 
Federal Communications Commission 
445 12th St. SW 
Washington, DC 20554 
 
Re: EB Docket 04-296, Review of the Emergency Alert System 
 
Dear Chairman Powell, 
 
     As you know, broadcasters take very seriously our role as first responders in times of 
crisis. Nowhere was that more apparent than in Florida in the last few days, where local 
radio and television stations dedicated tremendous resources to keeping citizens aware of 
Hurricane Charley, and are now playing a lead role in the clean up from this deadly 
storm.  
 
     We believe it's important to note that while the National Hurricane Center was still 
predicting a Class 2 hurricane would come ashore near Tampa, a number of local 
television weather forecasters had upgraded the storm's intensity to Class 4 and warned 
viewers that the storm had turned sharply to the east. 
 
     Here is a thank-you email from a viewer of one station who wrote the following: 
"Many thanks to the meteorology team who dared to veer from the National Hurricane 
Center's predictions - I am certain that you are responsible for saving many lives. You 
gave many area residents like ourselves a golden hour, or ½ hour in some cases, to 
prepare for the completely unexpected! I am certain you made the difference between life 
or death in many, many cases." See also the attached article from the Orlando Sentinel. 
 
     Florida broadcasters, working in close contact with the Governor's office, activated 
the state's Emergency Alert System on three occasions last Friday morning. Messages 
were sent in both English and Spanish throughout the state warning of the expected path 
of the deadly storm.  
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     Scores of Florida broadcasters terminated regularly scheduled programming and 
instead offered round-the-clock reports of Hurricane Charley. NBC affiliates were even 
criticized by some viewers for abandoning coverage of the opening ceremony of the 
Olympics. But as Waterman Broadcasting Executive Vice President Steve Pontius said: 
"It was an  easy decision."  
 
     This week, the NAB is making available public service announcements to every radio 
and television station in America urging people to contribute to victims of this natural 
disaster. Florida Gov. Jeb Bush is featured in one of the PSAs asking that money be 
forwarded to www.volunteerFlorida.org; the other two feature requests for cash 
contributions to be sent to the American Red Cross and/or the Salvation Army. 
 
     Also attached are some further commentaries, articles and e-mails related to 
broadcasters' performance in Florida in the last week. 
 
 Mr. Chairman, local broadcasters have a long tradition of exemplary service in the 
face of natural disaster, terrorism and other emergency situations. Indeed, our stations' 
ability to communicate critical lifeline information to local listeners and viewers on a 
large scale is what sets broadcasting apart from all other industries. 
 
     As the FCC continues its review of issues related to localism and EAS reform, we 
believe that broadcasters' coverage of Hurricane Charley serves as a textbook example of 
the continued public service commitment and relevance of our nation's broadcasters. 
 
     Best Regards, 
 
 

  /s/ Pat Roberts    
Eddie Fritts      Pat Roberts 
National Association of Broadcasters   Florida Association of Broadcasters 
 
Enclosures 
 
 
Cc: The Honorable Kathleen Q. Abernathy 

The Honorable Michael J. Copps 
The Honorable Kevin J. Martin 
The Honorable Jonathan S. Adelstein 



Copyright 2004 Sentinel Communications Co. 
Orlando Sentinel (Florida) 

August 15, 2004 Sunday 
FINAL 

SECTION: SPECIAL SECTION; HURRICANE AFTERMATH, TELEVISION, TV COVERAGE OF THE 
HURRICANE; Pg. A26 

LENGTH: 616 words 

HEADLINE: VIEWERS' RELIANCE ON TV FORECASTERS A SIGN OF NEWS EVOLUTION 

BYLINE: Harry Wessel, Sentinel Columnist 

BODY: 

   When the National Hurricane Center lagged on predicting Hurricane Charley's path Friday, television 
meteorologists stepped in to warn Central Florida to brace. 

   "The hurricane center was wrong, flat wrong," WFTV-Channel 9 news director Bob Jordan said Saturday. 
"By getting this word out yesterday, it's the reason the streets were deserted as early as they were. It was a 
safer community." 

   Jordan cited chief meteorologist Tom Terry for recognizing three hours before the hurricane center did that 
the hurricane had turned to the northeast. WFTV is playing up Terry's feat in a commercial, though 
competitors WKMG-Channel 6 and WESH-Channel 2 said they delivered the same news early. 

   But the hurricane center near Miami wasn't saluting the Central Florida forecasts. 

   "I think it's a real disservice to let anybody think they're going to have a perfect forecast," said Max Mayfield, 
center director. "The intensity is of greater concern than the track. You don't want to focus on the eye. That's a
nice, easy thing to plot, but hurricanes affect broad areas." 

   Yet viewers in Central Florida relied heavily on meteorologists' expertise Friday night. That development 
underscores how the weathercaster's role has evolved far beyond mere pleasing personality into a well-
educated expert versed in the latest equipment. 

   "The technology gets better, the meteorologists get better at predictions," said WKMG news director Skip 
Valet. "This is what the viewers demand: as much notice on these storms as we can give them." 

   Terry and WKMG meteorologist Tom Sorrells agree that the hurricane center was slow with critical new 
information Friday. 

   "If you see the storm moving a different way than the official line, you owe it to your viewers to tell them," 
Sorrells said. 

   "They were late at the worst possible time," Terry said. "It's not the first time I've had to deal with some slow 
movement on their part." 

   He consulted news director Jordan, who decided to put aside the official forecast and go with the station's 
own. WFTV also urged viewers to disregard an ABC News brief that incorrectly said the hurricane was 
headed to Tampa. 

   "This is not `Let's roll the dice, we might be lucky,' " Jordan said. "You have a trained meteorologist saying 
this is a new track." 
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   Robin Smythe, general manager of Central Florida News 13, noted that meteorologists have been doing 
their own forecasting for years. 

   "The last 36 hours have proved we've all got experienced staff meteorologists," she said. "We all use the 
resources available to make these decisions about weather forecasting. There's not a television station that 
relies solely on the hurricane center." 

   The forecasting has gained more nuance with the introduction of Doppler radar in recent years. 

   "From a consumer point of view, Doppler just looks like a promotional tool," said WESH general manager 
Bill Bauman. "But when the storm comes in and you see it in action and what it allows our people to do, it's an 
extraordinary tool." 

   WESH meteorologist Leslie Hudson drew a line on air to explain how the hurricane had taken a turn to the 
east. Terry's explanation of the hurricane's turn will be acknowledged in a WFTV commercial over the 
weekend. 

   "If the nice people at my competition are going to take credit for that, they should share it," said WKMG's 
Valet. "Tom Sorrells was saying the exact same thing.'' 

   Sorrells wasn't grabbing for any special attention. 

   "The bottom line is Central Florida has to be taken care of," he said. "If Leslie is on and Tom is on and I'm 
on and we see it heading for landfall in South Florida, don't we owe it to our viewers to tell them what we 
think?" 
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Public and Press Weigh in on Local Broadcasters’ Florida Hurricane Coverage 
 
St. Augustine Record, August 14, 2004 
 “In hard-hit Hardee County, Florida, southeast of Tampa, Albert Whiteras said he had 
no idea the storm was coming until his daughter saw a television news report that Charley had 
changed directions.” 
 
USA Today, August 16, 2004 
 ‘“We were going to ride it out,” Troy Hurd says. “We were watching the radar on TV. It 
was going toward Sanibel. We thought we’d be safe … Then they said it’s turned up Charlotte 
Harbor. I said we gotta get out of here. When we came back, the neighbors were just white-
faced. They thought we were still in the house.’” 
 
Orlando Sentinel [Television Review] August 14, 2004 
 “As the dread set in Friday afternoon that Hurricane Charley would pound Central 
Florida harder than expected, local TV stations rose to their public-service duty with long hours 
of coverage.”  
 
Television Business Report (TVBR) August 16 

 “Broadcasters jumped into action and fulfilled their most important role – informing the 
public – as Hurricane Charley devastated Florida on Friday. Stations from Ft. Myers-Naples 
through Tampa-St. Pete had dropped regular programming for full-time emergency information 
week in advance of the storm. Most TV stations in all three markets continued wall- to-wall 
storm coverage well after the storm had passed. It appeared that most radio stations were 
running hurricane coverage as well. For NBC affiliates, general managers had to decide how to 
deal with the scheduled opening ceremonies of the 2004 Summer Olympics at 8:00 pm Friday 
while continuing to keep the public informed about the storm aftermath. "It was an easy 
decision," Waterman Broadcasting GM Steve Pontius told RBR/TVBR. He'd expected Charley 
to have only a moderate impact on his Ft. Myers-Naples market as it headed northward toward 
the Tampa Bay area. But when his seven-person staff of meteorologists detected a change in 
the storm's path even before the National Weather Service altered its forecast, WBBH-TV 
(NBC) and LMA partner WZVN-TV (ABC) began warning viewers around 11:00 am that 
Charley could come ashore in the Charlotte harbor area. "I am convinced that we saved the 
lives of a lot of people," he said. In Orlando, Bill Bauman, GM of Hearst-Argyle's WESH-TV 
bounced Friday's night's NBC Olympics broadcast to local partner WOPX-TV, a Paxson O&O, 
while continuing wall-to-wall coverage of the storm on the wide coverage VHF station. TVBR 
observation: This was broadcasting at its best.” 

 
Bradenton Herald August 15, 200, by James A. Jones, Jr. 
 “Sometimes I think TV weather forecasters are a bit over the top with their dire 
warnings. But with Charley, the warnings were right on the mark. The warnings were not 
exaggerated.”  
 
 
 



News Oberver [Raleigh, Durham, Chapel Hill, NC] August 13, 2004, by G.D. Gearino 
 “Let’s get the obligatory ‘attaboy’ out of the way first: The Triangle’s television outlets 
did their usual capable job of keeping viewers well- informed of the progress of Hurricane 
Charley, the deadly storm with the friendly name. Good work everyone.” 
 
Tampa Tribune, August 13, 2004 
 “Many of the residents here went to sleep Wednesday night watching television 
broadcasters warn of Tropical Storm Bonnie’s incoming torrent.” 
 
From viewers: 
 

“To ALL it may concern [at Waterman Broadcasting]: If not for your minute-by-minute 
pre-hurricane coverage, we would not have known that Charley suddenly intensified from a 
Category 2 to a Category 4 storm in a matter of minutes AND changed course. Many thanks to 
the meterology team who ‘dared’ to veer from the national Hurricane Center’s predictions – I 
am certain that you are responsible for saving many lives. You gave many area residents a 
golden hour or ½ hour in some cases to prepare for the completely unexpected. I am certain 
you made the difference between life or death in many, many cases.” – Jan Ramos in email to 
Ft. Myers stations NBC2 and ABC7. 
 

“Kudos to this station [WESH-TV Orlando] for taking the responsibility of keeping our 
citizens informed on the preparations and details of Hurricane Charley. Without the dedication 
of news teams like this, many people would have been left in the dark in regards to how to 
react. The situation with the hurricane changed constantly and the news stations of central 
Florida did a great job in keeping the public informed of these changes. Unfortunately the 
stations only hear from those who are upset that they cannot watch what they want to, sports. I 
think that a life threatening, and that is exactly what happened, situation is much more 
important.” – email to WESH-TV from kswisslk01 

 
“I just want to say that I appreciate WESH’s coverage and I do, once again, appreciate 

the FULL and UNINTERRUPTED coverage of the storm over the course of the many hours 
which it has, and will continue, to take. Thanks a lot.”  – email to WESH from Dallas21 
 
From public officials: 
 

“As fast as we can push out the information, they’re [ radio and TV stations] putting it 
on the air.”  Charlotte County Florida public safety officer. 
 

“LT. GOV. OF WISCONSIN (BARB LAWTON) CALLED ME TO DELIVER A 
‘THANK YOU’ TO THE WATERMAN NEWS TEAM FOR OUR GREAT COVERAGE ... 
SHE HAS BEEN WATCHING ONLINE AND TELEVISION STATIONS IN MADISON 
ARE CARRYING CLIPS OF THE BROADCAST..... SHE WAS CONCERNED ABOUT 
HER MOM WHO LIVES IN NAPLES.” – email to NAB from Marcus Smith, News Producer 
ABC 7 WZVN-TV, NBC 2 WBBH-TV Ft. Myers. 
 

 



From fellow broadcasters away from the center of the storm: 
 
 “Dear news colleagues: We are all watching your amazing coverage of this historic 

hurricane. Your team is doing a stellar job. Our hearts and our prayers are with you … keep up 
the great work & be safe!! We already have one crew heading in your direction. Please let us 
know if there is anything we can do to help. Sincerely, the entire staff of WTVJ NBC 6 
Miami.” 
 
Stations continue their efforts to aid victims: 
 
With 75% of the affected population in SOUTHWEST FLORIDA still without power on 
SUNDAY (8/15) night -- estimates are it could take anywhere from days to weeks to rebuild 
the electrical infrastructure -- BEASLEY Top 40 WXKB (B103.9) and Adult Standards WJPT-
AM are still simulcasting the local NBC and ABC-TV affiliates (both owned by 
WATERMAN). 

WXKB is organizing a benefit concert within the next two weeks, and are looking for acts with 
a big heart to help out. Email RANDY SHERWYN at randy@middays.net for details. 

Also in FT. MYERS, Hot AC WINK-F and WINK-TV (CBS TV) will be spearheading a 
supply drive for the region -- particularly the PUNTA GORDA area, where CHARLEY first 
made landfall. Word is FLORIDA Gov. JEB BUSH is directing everyone who wants to help 
out to visit www.volunteerflorida.org. 

In ORLANDO, INFINITY clustermates Hot AC WOMX (MIX 105.1), Top 40/Rhythmic 
WJMH (102 JAMS), and Alternative WOCL (O-ROCK 105-9) will have two RED CROSS 
vehicles on hand in the parking lot to collect blood. They are working with FOX affiliate TV 35 
to get the word out. WOMX PD JEFF CUSHMAN told ALL ACCESS, "Besides the much-
needed food and water, of prime importance are bags of ice, and cash donations to help the 
affected residents." 

CLEAR CHANNEL Top 40 WXXL (XL106.7)/ORLANDO is back to playing music again, 
but the station is acting as a clearing house for information. Tomorrow (8/17), morning guys 
DOC & JOHNNY are heading in separate directions in the metro at major malls to collect 
goods for those in need. APD/MD PETE DeGRAAFF commented, "We got off lucky in some 
areas and others were really devastated. We're doing what we can to help as many as possible 
as quickly as we can." 

C.P.R. promotion guru PAIGE NIENABER reports to ALL ACCESS about a couple of stations 
already on the move to help the victims of HURRICANE CHARLEY: 

CLEAR CHANNEL Top 40 KZHT/SALT LAKE CITY has already nailed down a semi and is 
using their relationship with a local bottled water company to help fill it. 

KKMG/COLORADO SPRINGS PD CHAD RUFER and the rest of the CITADEL cluster -- 
KSPZ (OLDIES 92.9), KKFM (CLASSIC ROCK 98.1), and KVOR-A (NEWSRADIO 740) -- 



began broadcasting from the parking lot this morning, and they will be collecting water and dry 
canned goods which will eventually be put in a truck (manned by night stud JO JO) and driven 
to FLORIDA. They also have someone from RED CROSS on hand to take cash donations. 

WRDW (WIRED 96.5)/PHILADELPHIA is turning their USHER show on THURSDAY 
(8/19) into a collection site for supplies. ALEX from the ROCCO THE JANITOR morning 
show is going to ride shotgun and broadcast from along the way as they deliver it to FLORIDA. 

ENTERCOM Hot AC WZPL (Z-99.5)/INDIANAPOLIS' SMILEY MORNING SHOW 
organized a HURRICANE CHARLEY relief effort during the show. SMILEY took calls from 
listeners who knew people in the area hit by CHARLEY, and from listeners who wanted to do 
something tangible -- other than giving money -- to help. Sister stations WTPI & WXNT were 
lending their support to the effort, too. 

By the time SMILEY had signed off, he'd arranged for the services of an 18-wheeler, two 
drivers, and all the gas needed to deliver the goods. At midnight the 18-wheel truck and WZPL 
(Z-99.5)/INDIANAPOLIS' SMILEY MORNING SHOW will be off to PUNTA GORDA, FL 
to pass out the water from INDIANA. 

 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 



-----Original Message----- 
From:  Jan Ramos [mailto:<email address redacted>]  
Sent: Sunday, August 15, 2004 10:02 PM 
To: comments@nbc-2.com; comments@abc-7.com 
Subject: Thank you, thank you, thank you! 
To ALL it may concern: 
Many thanks to all who made your non-stop hurricane coverage possible. 
If not for your minute-by-minute pre-hurricane coverage, we would not have known that Charley 
suddenly intensified from a Category 2 to a Category 4 storm in a matter of minutes AND changed 
course at the same time - initially headed directly for us in Bayshore very near the Caloosahatchee 
River. Our power went out just minutes after that announcement! 
The one hour window your real time forecasting provided allowed us to prepare an even more secure 
safe room, make last minute calls to our elderly parents in Tampa to let them know we were properly 
prepared before losing both our landline and cell telephone service, and to give a complacent neighbor 
a final "heads-up" that he thanked us for later. 
Many thanks to the meteorology team who "dared" to veer from the National Hurricane Center's 
predictions - I am certain that you are responsible for saving many lives. You gave many area residents 
like ourselves a GOLDEN hour, or 1/2 hour in some cases, to prepare for the completely unexpected! I 
am certain you made the difference between life or death in many, many cases. 
When Charley jogged north once again and spared a direct hit on the Bayshore area, our little old $10 
battery-operated Weather/AM/FM radio and your simulcast radio coverage were our only link to what 
was happening. We knew we didn't need to use the little safe room whereas other neighbors told us 
they stayed in their safe room for hours due to fear and a lack of knowledge of the storm's new track. By 
airing your combined NBC-2/ABC-7 hurricane coverage on multiple radio stations, we were always able 
to find a clear channel, no matter the weather interference, and stay abreast of everything that was 
happening in our area including ways we could help others. 
Again, many thanks to all at Waterman Broadcasting that made the above possible. 
Now, if you'll excuse me, I have a letter to write to the manufacturer of that little old $10 radio that is still 
running on the same six Energizer AA batteries after more than 27 hours of non-stop use before, during, 
and after the storm and another to LCEC for restoring power so quickly and efficiently in our area, a 
remarkable 13 hours! 
Sincerely, 
Jan Ramos 
Bayshore Area 
North Fort Myers, FL 


