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DATE: March 6, 2023
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On behalf of our more than three million members and online activists, the Natural Resources Defense
Council (NRDC) offers its strong support for the National Weather Service’s (NWS) proposed Extreme
Heat Social and Behavioral Sciences Research (OMB Control Number 0648-XXXX).

Heat is already the deadliest form of extreme weather in the United States.! The threat is only
continuing to grow as the climate changes, the U.S. population ages, and many of the socioeconomic
disparities that increase heat risks continue to trend in the wrong direction.?*4 But despite the clear and
growing danger of rising temperatures, most Americans have a relatively low perception of heat risks.>®
This may be starting to change in the wake of mass casualty events such as the 2021 Heat Dome in the
Pacific Northwest.” Nevertheless, NWS needs to better understand how the public perceives and
responds to the health threats of heat to fulfill its mission of protecting life and property from the
ravages of extreme temperatures.

NWS has the opportunity with this research to fill many critical knowledge gaps, including:
e Ranking heat waves. The idea of ranking and/or naming heat waves has recently gained traction
in the United States and around the world.® California became an early leader in this space with
a 2022 law that directs the state Environmental Protection Agency to develop an extreme heat
ranking system by 2025.° However, a recent technical brief by the World Meteorological
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Organization cautions there is no “convincing evidence” that ranking or naming heat waves
would increase public safety.'® For example, it is not clear how such a system would (a) translate
across geographies; (b) interact with warnings from the NWS or other authorities; or (c)
positively influence real-world household or institutional behavior.’* NWS should shed light on
these critical issues and help forestall potential messaging conflicts that could hurt heat
preparedness and response efforts.

e Minimizing warning fatigue. High temperatures do not have to occur during a heat wave to
cause significant health harms.'? But what should heat warnings look like in a world where every
day during the heat season may be too hot for some communities—especially along the U.S.-
Mexico border? As baseline temperatures increase and multi-day heat waves become more
frequent, longer lasting, and more severe under a changing climate, NWS should investigate
how to minimize warning fatigue while still getting timely and actionable information into the
hands of communities.'?

e Maximizing warning effectiveness during compound events. Warm-season events such as
hurricanes and wildfires are increasingly coinciding with, or occurring in close succession to,
potentially deadly heat waves. NWS should consider investigating how best to ensure that
disaster survivors will also be prepared for extreme heat, especially when there is a significant
risk of power and water outages.

e Improving heat information equity. There are myriad stories of extreme weather warnings
gone wrong, such as during the 2017 Thomas Fire in California when officials failed to issue
Spanish-language alerts.'* Even when severe weather warnings are provided in multiple
languages or formats, they may not carry the same meaning or level of urgency.>
Furthermore, households with lower adaptive capacity (e.g., because of insufficient funds or
lack of social connections) may not be able to take advantage of “boilerplate” recommendations
to keep themselves safe.’” NWS should, in partnership with state and local officials, assess how
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to provide clearer information in multiple languages and formats on protective actions that the
most at-risk households can feasibly take.®1?

e Protecting workers from heat. The lack of information equity is particularly acute in workplaces
that depend heavily on Indigenous employees whose languages are mainly oral, not written.?
Furthermore, employers often restrict use of personal cell phones or other electronic devices in
a bid to reduce injuries or to increase productivity.?! NWS should research how to best design
and convey sector-specific occupational heat warnings for employers and workers that address
these equity issues, and that will be most relevant to the level of heat risk people face in
particular jobs.?

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on NWS'’s proposed heat research, which has the potential
to improve lives and livelihoods in a warming climate. Please let us know if you have questions or desire
further information.
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