Mount Rainier warning sirens repaired
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TACOMA — Emergency officials in Pierce County say they have corrected problems that have caused sirens to go off accidentally, falsely warning that there might be a giant slide of rock, ice and mud shooting off Mount Rainier.

Sirens have gone off accidentally half a dozen times since 2002 in towns such as Orting and Puyallup. Two sirens went off in February and one went off last month.

The sirens are deliberately tested twice a year. Emergency officials say they're concerned that the false alarms may prevent a quick reaction from thousands of people if a volcanic mudflow actually occurs.

They are getting ready for another siren test later this month or early next month. The alarms have shown their imperfection not only by accidentally going off, but also by sometimes failing to sound during tests.

Since 2002, Pierce County and other local governments have nearly doubled the number of sirens in the Puyallup and Orting river valleys.

Officials are educating the public about the warning system and the dangers of a catastrophic volcanic slide, known as a lahar, said Steve Bailey, director of Pierce County Emergency Management. The false alarms appeared to be largely the result of human errors, and have been fixed, he said.

But if the real thing happens and a lahar goes racing down Rainier's slopes, scientists say, Orting residents would have 30 to 40 minutes to go from the valley to safe ground.

There are 25 sirens in the valleys: six in Orting, four in Puyallup, three in the Riverside area and across the river, one in Sumner, two in the Alderton-McMillin area and nine in Fife.

The false alarms in Orting this year were programming errors by humans, Bailey said.

"We learned why they happened and fixed them," he said.

 Debby Grajeda, communications manager at Puyallup's dispatching center, said her city's false alarm last December was an operator error, and changes have been made to eliminate such mistakes. The causes of two other accidental sirens since 2004, one each in Orting and Puyallup, aren't known, officials said.

"If false alarms keep happening, people may start questioning the reliability of the system," said Ron Splain, Orting's fire chief. But he added that people will know if it's not an accident.

"If it's a real thing, sirens would go off longer," Splain said. "And they'll have more information" through the Emergency Alert Signal and local news media.
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