
ravelers along the
West Side Highway
might notice IAC’s
Chelsea headquar-
ters because of Frank

Gehry’s striking architectural
handiwork—an angular glass
igloo amongst the block’s utili-
tarian garages. But the 16 stu-
dents in Daniel Shiffman’s Big
Screens class are drawn to the
smooth white wall in the lobby,

on which passersby can see Kool-
Aid colors pulsating to music.

The 120-foot-long, 11-foot-
tall video wall is one of the world’s
largest high-resolution video walls,
driven by a hidden network of 42
mirrors and 21 projectors. Shiff-
man charges his students in the In-
teractive Telecommunications
Program at the Tisch School of the
Arts to create displays for the mul-
timillion-dollar video wall, which

AT 120 FEET LONG AND 11 FEET HIGH,

THE IAC’S VIDEO WALL IS ONE OF

THE BIGGEST IN THE WORLD.

ust as those safety
booklets in airplane
seat-pockets depict
passengers placidly
slipping on oxygen

masks as the plane loses pressure,
emergency plans often operate as if
people will evacuate from a terror-
ist attack or natural disaster in an
orderly, single-file line.

NYU researchers have now
advanced emergency preparedness
beyond such assumptions with a
new digital model that simulates
minute by minute how a crisis
might unfold. Called PLAN C, or
Planning with Large Agent-Net-
works Against Catastrophes, the
software relies on hundreds of algo-
rithms to calculate response and re-
covery efforts during a disaster and
is the first to allow public-safety of-
ficials to test-drive their response
ahead of a crisis. “We want to con-
sider the worst case, because that’s
what you’ll probably see,” says Ian
Portelli, projectmanager forNYU’s
Center for Catastrophe Prepared-
ness and Response. “In many oth-
er simulations, people don’t have
children, they walk straight, there
are no wheelchairs, everyone speaks
English. That’s not real life.”

To better understand how civil-
ians behave in emergencies, the
PLAN C team—a multidiscipli-
nary group with funding from the
U.S. Department of Homeland Se-
curity that draws on faculty from
medicine, psychology, social sci-
ence, public health, computer

science, law, and other areas—
studied the outcomes of domestic
and international catastrophes, such
as Hurricane Katrina and the De-
cember 2004 tsunami in Sri Lanka
and Thailand. They
found that people
instinctively reach
out to loved ones in a
crisis, sometimes at
their own risk, which
means evacuees can
take far longer to
leave if they must
collect family mem-
bers scattered across
a city or region. This
knowledge, along
with focus group data
from first-respon-
ders, helped shape the
PLAN C algorithms.
“It’s hard to predict
human behavior,”
Portelli admits. “We
know how many
minutes we’ll have to
get you to a hospital
to save you. But how
will you behave in a
vulnerable situation
when your child is at
school and your wife
is across town?”

Along with social
dynamics, PLAN C
weighs what principal
investigator Lewis
Goldfrankcalls“all the
ingredients of a com-
munity”—hundreds

of variables such as city infrastruc-
ture and resources, commuting
patterns, and community beliefs.
One hypothetical supposes a sarin
gas attack on Manhattan’s trans-
portation hubs, including the Port
Authority Bus Terminal and
Grand Central Terminal. In this
case, the PLAN C software dis-
plays a Geographic Information
System map of the city overlaid
with color-coded circles repre-
senting hospitals, subway stations,
and other landmarks. It shows the
real-time crosscurrent of victims
fleeing and rescuers approaching
the scene, which can help planners
determine the optimal locations
for staging areas and expose
gaps in preparedness.

The team also replicated an out-

break of food poisoning that spread
to 8,000 people in Brazil in 1998
and plans to review the literature
on responses to last spring’s ty-
phoon in Myanmar and earth-
quake in China as it relates to the
next effort of modeling coastal
flooding in New York. The team
is currently able to simulate a dis-
aster on the scale of 300,000 casu-
alties (defined as anyone affected
physically or psychologically by a
calamity) and intends to increase
this to one million, while adapting
the software for other regions.
Goldfrank, who chairs the emer-
gency-medicine department in the
School of Medicine, says: “We can
take all the diverse characteristics
of a city like New York and make
order out of them.”
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emergency response

Predicting the
Unthinkable
CATASTROPHE SIMULATION
OFFERS NEW YORKERS A“PLAN C”

by Ted Boscia
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are then exhibited on-site for sev-
eral minutes apiece at the end of
each semester. Using screen-based
algorithms that can be linked to
weather satellites, ambient noise,
or physical movement, students
have generated works, such as a
flower that grows to a drum beat
(Flowerworks) and a cell-phone-
linked interactive game of shoot-
ing colored hearts (Let it Snow).

The sheer scale of the medi-
um, the unique aspect ratio, and
the real-time programming
would have been a near-impossi-
ble challenge 10 years ago, Shiff-
man says. But with Big Screens
now in its second semester, he
adds, “We’re pushing the limits
even further.”
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THIS HYPOTHETICAL SARIN NERVE GAS DISASTER, MAPPED BY A CENTER FOR CATASTROPHE PREPARED-

NESS TEAM, OFFERS PLANNERS A VISUAL SENSE OF EMERGENCY RESPONSE OVER A FIVE-MINUTE PERIOD.

interactive mediainteractive media

MEGA PIXELS
A NEW SPACE FOR
EXTREME PROJECTIONS

by Suzanne Krause / GSAS ’08




