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Introduction

Six years ago, when California’s deadliest wildfire killed 85 people in the town of Par-
adise, more than three-quarters of those who died were 65 or older or had disabilities.
Many never received evacuation alerts.! More recently, 93 percent of those who died in
the tragic January 2025 Eaton and Palisades fires were 65 or older or had disabilities,
according to the Los Angeles County medical examiner’s preliminary report.2 When Flint,
Michigan’s drinking water became dangerously contaminated for 18 months in 2014 and
2015, those with modest incomes or limited English were more likely than others to be
exposed to water infused with harmful chemicals without their knowledge. In a critical
auto safety alert, owners with less education, lower income, or less English proficiency
were less likely to hear about the recall. Many used car owners were also left out of
required alerts. These crises reveal a surprising fact: The nation’s vital health and safety
alerts intended to reach all Americans sometimes have built-in information inequities with
deadly consequences.

That was never the intention. Elected officials have long required that all members
of the public be informed about hidden risks in everyday life. When markets do not
provide the information people need to make informed choices about their health and
safety, legislators add disclosure requirements. Federal laws require employers to
report workplace safety hazards, manufacturers to disclose toxic chemical releases,
and food companies to recall contaminated products. For wildfires, California law calls
for counties to plan for the evacuation of older residents and those with disabilities.?
Such transparency policies are often supported by lawmakers across the political
spectrum because they promote informed choice while respecting Americans’ varied
preferences and companies’ varied capabilities.

But in practice, information may not get to all Americans when and where they can
access, understand, and act on it to protect themselves and their families. Ironically,
advances in communication technology have added new dimensions to an old problem.
As people use a wider variety of communication channels, it becomes harder to reach
everyone. And as communities transition to cell phone and email alerts, those without
access are often left behind. Accurate and timely information alone does not assure
health and safety, of course. But informed choice provides the essential first step. In
debates about many aspects of inequality in the United States, such information inequi-
ties have received little attention. Yet they can be a matter of life or death.

Wildfire alerts, drinking water contamination warnings, and auto safety recalls are
among the nation’s enduring commitments to inform all Americans about hidden risks. A
closer look at how they have served the public provides clues about the causes of infor-
mation inequities and their remedies.
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Failed Warnings in Paradise

The Camp Fire (named after Camp Creek Road where it started) killed more than 85
people and destroyed nearly all the homes in Paradise, California.* When fire broke
out on November 8, 2018, alerts left many older residents uninformed and unprepared.
Seventy-seven percent of those who died in the Camp Fire were 65 years or older or
had disabilities.®

Paradise’s risk of fire was well-known. Days before the fire, a national rating system
had ranked Butte County’s fire risk as very high due to winds and drought, and the state’s
regional forecasting service issued a red flag warning for the county on November 6.

A year earlier, the town had contracted with a private company, OnSolve, to provide
wildfire alerts via cell phone, text, and email. But its CodeRED software system required
residents to sign up to receive the warnings. Only about a third did. This “opt-in” system
was especially ineffective for older residents, many of whom did not have cell phones or
lived where internet service was unreliable. A county special needs program to prioritize
the evacuation of residents who were older or had disabilities also required sign-up and
was not tied into evacuation plans.® As a result, there were two kinds of information prob-
lems: Officials did not know where those in need were located, and those in need did not
know about the danger or how to seek help. The county district attorney’s investigation
that documented each fatality concluded that many older residents were found still inside
their homes, some near their walkers or wheelchairs.”

Older residents might have relied on the 911 system for aid and instructions. But
911 also failed. One or two dispatchers were on duty as the fire spread, but they
were swamped with hundreds of calls from residents as wind-swept embers rained
down on the town. Soon all landline calls failed as the fire burned through the area’s
above-ground cables. Since the town had no sirens, first responders resorted to low-tech
warnings—knocking on doors and driving through neighborhoods with loudspeakers.

National data confirms that older residents face special problems receiving, under-
standing, and acting on disaster alerts. The Federal Emergency Management Agency
(FEMA) reports that older adults face the greatest relative risk of dying in a fire, with
the wildfire death rate per million for those 65 and over increasing by 23 percent from
2013 to 2022. In 2022, the relative risk of dying in a fire for older adults was 2.6 times
higher than that of the general population.® W. Craig Fugate, administrator of FEMA from
2009 to 2017, counted the failure to plan the protection of vulnerable people among the
“seven deadly sins” of emergency management.®

“We have to fundamentally change our approach to emergency management,” said
L. Vance Taylor, chief of the Office of Access and Functional Needs in the California
governor’s Office of Emergency Services, in a 2019 interview with Laura Newberry of
the Los Angeles Times. “Vulnerable residents must be sought out before, during, and
after disasters.”"®
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Drinking Water Dangers

The many failures that contributed to 18 months of dangerous contamination of Flint,
Michigan’s drinking water with lead, harmful bacteria, and chlorine byproducts in 2014
and 2015 disproportionately threatened the health of low-income residents and those
who were not proficient in English. Michigan Governor Rick Snyder later testified before
a House committee that “this was a failure of government at all levels.”"

In April 2014, Flint, Michigan, began drawing drinking water from the Flint River while
a new pipeline from Lake Huron was being built. Flint, a city of nearly 100,000 resi-
dents, of whom more than 40 percent were low income, was governed at the time by a
state-appointed emergency manager due to chronic budget deficits. The new pipeline
would save money, but it was also well-known that the chemical and bacterial content
of the river water varied by temperature, season, and flow. In addition, some parts of
the city had old lead service pipes that could leach lead into drinking water, a fact that
residents were often unaware of. The city did not add corrosion control to the river water
to prevent leaching, and there was some confusion among state and local officials about
whether such control was required. (It was.) For children, exposure to any amount of
lead could interfere with growth and development.

Residents noticed immediately that the river water tasted and smelled bad and was
sometimes yellow or brown in color. Soon some reported skin rashes, hair loss, and
other unusual symptoms. State and local officials continued to maintain that the water
was generally safe to drink but also issued several time-limited “boil water” alerts due to
bacterial contamination.'?

When officials did not respond to their complaints, many concerned residents
searched the internet for information. One created a Facebook page where residents
could post concerns and plan action. Citizen groups organized meetings to share infor-
mation and protest the water quality. In October, the local General Motors (GM) plant
stopped using city water due to concerns about corrosion of its equipment.’®

Early in 2015, some residents reported more health problems, including muscle
aches, weight loss, and stomach trouble. Local regulators admitted that the water had
violated federal standards for chlorine by-products during three earlier months. Without
informing the public, the state began providing bottled water to its own employees in its
Flint office building.

Finally, a year and a half after the city began drawing drinking water from the river,
an experienced researcher from Virginia Polytechnic Institute contacted by local res-
idents enlisted students and local volunteers to conduct broader sampling. He found
elevated lead levels in 40 percent of more than 250 samples.™ In October 2015 the city
finally discontinued its use of river water, contracting instead with Detroit’s water author-
ity to provide water from Lake Huron.
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Information failures left vulnerable residents at greater risk. Those who lived in
older homes or apartments were more likely to have corroding lead service lines with-
out knowing about the risk, and a local pediatrician reported higher levels of lead in the
blood of children from impoverished neighborhoods.' A governor’s task force reported
in 2016 that residents who were not proficient in English were often left out of communi-
cations: “For non-English-speaking Flint residents, [t]he sight of uniformed state troopers
and National Guardsmen entering neighborhoods in convoys with flashing lights fright-
ened many who did not open their doors. . . . Initial requirements for identification scared
many families.”'®

In the absence of government information, those whose communication habits did
not include receiving online information from community groups were at a disadvantage.
Only about half of the city’s residents had home internet connections, and families did
not know that children at three elementary schools were in danger from lead in school
water that tested as much as six times the federal limit. Information that spread by word
of mouth failed to reach those less connected. Officials did not tell residents that the
state provided its employees with free bottled water or that GM’s employees gained
access to cleaner Lake Huron water when the plant stopped using city water.

Inequities are also built into the national reporting system for drinking water con-
tamination. Digital technology now makes it possible for water authorities to track con-
taminants in near real time, but Americans with special health vulnerabilities remain
uninformed. An outdated federal law requires notice of contaminants to customers only
once a year, despite pollution fluctuations. (A new rule requires large systems to report
twice a year beginning in 2027 and to make reports more readable.'”) Otherwise, water
authorities alert customers only when pollution exceeds national standards. But those
standards do not reflect the varying health needs of young children, older people, preg-
nant women, or those with compromised immune systems, and they often lag behind
advancing science.'® With today’s technology, water authorities could provide the public
with current information about contaminants as soon as they receive results and check
them for accuracy. Better information could increase the public’s confidence, as Amer-
icans do not trust their drinking water. In 2024, a Gallup poll found that 82 percent of
those surveyed worried a fair amount or a great deal about drinking water contamination,
their biggest environmental concern.™

Deadly Auto Defects

A review of the two most serious safety recalls of recent years reveals that owners
with limited financial resources, limited English, or who buy used cars are less likely to
receive alerts and get their cars repaired.

Recognizing that some safety problems become apparent only after new cars are on
the road, federal law has required since 1966 that auto manufacturers disclose defects
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and provide repairs. It has long been illegal to sell a new car in the United States with an
unrepaired safety defect. The government’s National Highway Traffic Safety Administra-
tion (NHTSA) is responsible for overseeing safety recalls of millions of cars each year. In
2023, for example, it recalled more than 30 million vehicles to fix safety problems.

Press reports suggest that as early as 2001, some GM employees were aware that
faulty ignition switches, mainly in its Chevy Cobalt and Saturn lon cars, sometimes shut
off the cars’ electrical systems without warning, stopping the engine, preventing airbags
from deploying, and sometimes leading to serious accidents.?' After the death of a young
Maryland driver in 2005, in a routine service bulletin to dealers, GM suggested that they
tell buyers not to add items to their key chain. The idea was that added weight could
trigger the defective switch.?? Two years later, federal safety officials recommended an
investigation of 29 complaints and 4 fatal accidents. But it was not until 2013 that GM
finally acknowledged that the faulty ignition switch had so far caused 31 crashes and 13
deaths.? In March 2014, GM’s new leader, Mary Barra, apologized for the company’s
mishandling of the defect. However, by 2024, 124 deaths had been attributed to the
faulty switch,?* and the company had recalled more than 16 million? vehicles and paid
out more than $2 billion in fines and settlements.2®

As evidence of GM’s ignition switch defect was emerging, another serious safety
problem developed involving many more cars. It became the nation’s largest and most
complex auto recall ever. Several auto companies used airbags made by Japanese sup-
plier Takata Corporation in the early 2000s as a cost-cutting measure. Later evidence,
according to New York Times reporting, indicated that some Takata employees may have
known as early as 2001 that the airbags could be faulty.?” In 2008 Honda began recalls
to repair the defect, followed by four other manufacturers in 2013.28 By 2024, 19 differ-
ent manufacturers had recalled over 42 million vehicles to replace 67 million airbags
made by Takata.?® The exploding propellant was linked to 28 deaths and more than 400
injuries.®® Manufacturers issued “do not drive” orders for cars most at risk, and unprec-
edented efforts to reach owners and encourage repairs led to the replacement of 88
percent of airbags.®' Nonetheless, according to CARFAX, more than six million cars with
defective air bags remained on the road in 2024.%2

The numerous obstacles to effective alerts and repairs for owners with limited
financial resources, language limitations, or used cars start with information problems.
Manufacturers must repair safety defects in new cars without charge to the owner. But
an outdated federal law requires that manufacturers notify owners of safety recalls by
first-class mail. These mailed notices often never reach second or third owners whose
addresses are unknown to dealers, and purchasers with language limitations may not
understand the notices, their urgency, or how to navigate the sometimes-complex repair
process. Manufacturers are not required to inform used car owners of alerts unless the
owners are registered with the state, and federal law does not require used car sellers to
inform owners or complete safety repairs before a sale.
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In a 2024 report, Congress’ General Accountability Office (GAO) found evidence that
owners with less education, lower income, or less English proficiency were less likely to
hear about recalls or get their cars repaired. Its review of research found that transient or
lower-income owners were less likely to list a current mailing address with dealers or a
state motor vehicle department (DMV) and that misunderstanding about the cost of repairs
remained a significant barrier for them.3® By contrast, NHTSA research suggested that
owners with newer cars, with continuing contacts with a dealer, and with the language and
education skills to understand risks were more likely to receive alerts and get their cars
repaired. NHTSA'’s “tips” to manufacturers advised use of plain language, clarity about
urgency, and adoption of multiple approaches to reach owners, including certified mail,
emails, texts, non-English media, advertisements, and community events.3

Conclusion

These cases suggest that the national commitment to inform the public about hidden
risks in daily life can remain a hollow promise for vulnerable Americans. When lives are
at stake, well-intentioned policies intended to provide critical health and safety informa-
tion to everyone often fail to reach people who are older, disabled, low income, or not
adept in English. Marketing specialists and politicians have mastered the art of custom-
izing information to reach diverse customers or voters when and where those individuals
like to receive it. But public risk communication has not kept pace. Technology-based
evacuation alerts do not reach many older residents, auto safety recall notices do not
reach owners of used cars, and water customers with special health needs do not
receive timely reports of pollution that may harm their health.

Ironically, completing this “last mile” of information to reach those at risk is becom-
ing more difficult as technology fragments communication. Americans no longer rely on
common news sources. For example, a 2024 Pew/Knight poll found that three-quarters
of community residents sometimes or often get local news from family and friends,
two-thirds at least sometimes rely on television news, half turn to radio or online sources,
and more than a third rely on churches or other local organizations. Only about a third
rely on information coming directly from local government.3®

However, there are also early signs that public officials are grappling with the issue.
In 2024, California state guidelines called for communities to pay special attention to
wildfire warnings for those with disabilities, language issues, limited income, or lacking
transportation. They noted that it is “imperative for jurisdictions to understand that indi-
viduals with access and functional needs are often at greater risk for negative outcomes
associated with disasters and may require additional time and resources to act on alert
and warnings messages.”® In April 2025 the Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors
voted unanimously to require officials to consider creating a registry of vulnerable indi-
viduals who might need help in emergencies. Additionally, the 2021 federal Infrastructure
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Act created a grant program to assist communities and tribes in reducing wildfire risk,
prioritizing low-income or underserved communities. Researchers are also beginning to
assess the increased risks of wildfires to vulnerable Americans® and suggest custom-
ized approaches to assist them.®® Smart sirens provide one way of reducing inequities
by combining advancing technology with traditional warnings that reach nearly everyone.
Paradise, California, installed 21 smart sirens in 2023 that emit one-minute two-tone
alarms followed by voice evacuation instructions. The town also buried cables under-
ground to preserve power and communication during fires.®

Auto manufacturers’ and dealers’ responses to the Takata airbag defect included
unprecedented efforts to reach owners by certified mail, postcard, email, phone calls,
social media in English and Spanish, and personal house calls as lawsuits mounted.*
Some dealers also offered free loaner cars, shuttle services, towing, and mobile repairs
at owners’ homes or businesses. Manufacturers worked with DMVs, car repair shops,
insurers, and the National Safety Council to encourage owners in underserved commu-
nities to get repairs. Three states used federal grants to tie recall notices to car registra-
tion renewals or annual safety inspections, and in 2017, Tennessee passed a law aimed
at closing the “used car loophole” by requiring used car dealers to either complete recall
repairs before a sale or inform buyers about recalls.*' Additionally, pressed by Congress
in 2015 and 2021 legislation to better inform owners, manufacturers continued to experi-
ment with new communication strategies to reach affected owners.

Most presidents since the 1970s have issued executive orders urging agencies
to keep federal rules current as circumstances change and to monitor their effective-
ness.*? Nonetheless, critical health and safety alerts leave behind millions of Ameri-
cans who do not receive or understand information about threats. To fulfill the promise
of an informed public, public officials will need the political will to require fair and effec-
tive communication.
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