How to Buy EAS Equipment 
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At its most basic level, an emergency alert system (EAS) is a simple receiver with a series of inputs and outputs that ensures a broadcaster’s reception and deployment of emergency messages sent by various governmental agencies. 

Because EAS products offer little or no revenue opportunities and typically run in the background, mostly unnoticed until needed, it can be tempting to go with the most bare-bones system possible. But with a few added functions, an EAS can integrate with a whole range of broadcast equipment — without added wiring complexity or space requirements — to create a more efficient emergency messaging platform that saves both staff and equipment resources. And, it’s more important then ever to save money. 
Especially with a growing number of broadcasters embarking on multicasting or centralcasting operations, a more robust EAS feature set has become vital. When shopping for new EAS equipment, the following features in particular should be at the top of your list. 

CAP Compatibility

In anticipation of the upcoming FEMA and FCC inclusion of Common Alert Protocol (CAP) requirements, it’s wise to look for forward-looking EAS technology - something that is CAP-compatible within a single box. Internal processing of CAP-formatted messages provides broadcasters a simple means for guaranteeing EAS compliance both today and in the future. While it’s possible to add support for CAP at a later date, internal CAP processing minimizes equipment expenses, allowing broadcasters to purchase a system today that will still be compliant in the future without additional hardware, wiring, or rack space. 

IP-Based Monitoring and Control
Selecting an IP-based EAS encoder/decoder provides greater ease of use and flexibility in configuring, monitoring, logging, and overall ease of system operation. Broadcasters should look for a Web-based user interface that’s simple to understand and can be accessed over any IP network, whether on a PC, Mac, or mobile phone, without special software or devices. This open accessibility makes it possible for multiple users, even in multiple facilities, to simultaneously utilize the device for alert monitoring or to set-up and review the system’s operational logs for compliance reports. 

Security Features 

While Web-based EAS access is a powerful tool for managing and monitoring your alert system, it also makes security more important than ever. Look for an EAS that provides tiered security access for maximum flexibility in system management. Unique user IDs and passwords allow selective access to specific operations for multiple users, keeping information accessible while preventing unauthorized or accidental modifications to controls and configurations.  

Centralcasting Support 

Many broadcasters are now managing multiple stations, even those located thousands of miles apart, from a central location. By linking multiple stations to a single point for monitoring and control, a more powerful EAS device presents new opportunities for efficiently managing emergency alerts via a centralcasting facility.

EAS technologies with centralcasting support enable significant savings in power, space, and equipment costs that would otherwise be necessary when hosting a complete decoding/encoding set at each remote station. In a centralcasting application, less equipment is required since a host unit (housed at the central facility) links via an IP network to on-site units at each station. While these on-site units are remotely monitored and controlled by the host unit, each on-site unit also is functional as a standalone encoder/decoder and thus able to ensure EAS compliance even in the event that connection to the host system is lost or broken. 

An IP-based interface allows the host facility to transport EAS events between remote units; access other station equipment such as media keyers, master control systems, character generators, and station automation; send EAS event logs to networked printers, servers, or storage systems; and even schedule email reminders and reports. In addition, full-featured Web control allows specific and precise control of EAS alerts based on FIPS code, event code, or station ID. This function allows broadcasters to program alert message insertion into multiple program streams so that programming disruptions are restricted to the correct target audience. 

Additional centralcasting support is available in EAS products that support streaming of emergency alert audio. This feature allows broadcasters to monitor audio and remote EAS sources that are across the building or across the nation, simply by streaming audio over the network and listening through an IP browser. Broadcasters can capitalize on significant operational and logistical savings by verifying monitored EAS sources regardless of their location. 

Integrated MPEG Encoding 

Selecting an EAS that features an integrated MPEG encoder allows television broadcasters to distribute and deploy emergency alerts without the need for additional encoding equipment. By creating an MPEG-2/MPEG-4 elementary stream for direct insertion into digital broadcasts, an internal MPEG encoder saves money, equipment space, and operational complexity compared to external MPEG encoding solutions. This integrated system also can improve signal quality because it prevents a needless decompression/compression process. 

Character Generator/Keyer Support

Broadcasters can further reduce installation and operational complexity by selecting an EAS that supports the latest generation of network-enabled character generators. More manufacturers are moving away from simplistic and outdated serial connections in favor of networking connections. It’s important that any EAS device be able to support both legacy serial as well as new network interfaces. 
Input and Output Options 

Traditional EAS units have simple GPI/GPO connections, while more advanced units are now offering a wider range of connection and interface protocols. By including support for serial, parallel, USB, and IP networking in addition to the traditional GPI/GPOs, a sophisticated EAS product makes it easy for broadcasters to integrate with a wide variety of equipment already in use at the facility, including character generators, crawl displays, master control systems, and station automation. 

With an ever-increasing demand for IP-networking connections, it’s important to know some EAS technologies also provide the option to expand the number of connections to support up to four discrete Ethernet ports. This unique capability provides multiple access points within a station so that broadcasters can segment an emergency alert network with dedicated links to automation systems, character generators, and the Internet. This same functionality can be used to dedicate access to specific EAS users, such as the news department, weather team, or an IT administrator. 

Alert Compliance Logging 

One of the most basic roles of an EAS product is to ensure and confirm compliance with FCC EAS requirements. As such, selection of the right EAS technology for each station should include analysis of the system’s ability to fully log compliance. Systems vary in the type of memory storage, so it’s wise to look for nonvolatile memory and the ability to export data to external storage for added security. One should be wary of EAS products that limit event logging. The best systems also store the audio portion of the incoming message, useful for post alert analysis or message verification. Moreover, any full-featured EAS should provide email reports of alert activity including non-conformance issues (e.g. weekly test) making it invaluable for remote monitoring and compliance management. 

Bringing it All Together

A full range of EAS products are available on the market today, ranging from simple and streamlined to feature rich. An IP-based EAS product that provides CAP compatibility, centralcasting support, a broad range of inputs and outputs, expansion for MPEG encoders or datacasting receivers, and enhanced security and alert logging features will help to reduce the resource demands placed on a broadcast station. For a “just in case” system that’s well appreciated when it’s needed and often forgotten when it’s not, the fewer resources required, the better. 
To learn more about Digital Alert Systems’ EAS products, call +1 (585) 765-1155 or visit www.digitalalertsystems.com. 

