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Opening Comments

Post Southern California Firestorm Workshop: Communications Lessons Learned.

Commissioner Timothy Simon

Thank you for coming to our workshop titled “Post Southern California Firestorm Workshop: Communications Lessons Learned.”

My thanks in particular to (names of local officials) for being with us today.
Now, let us get down to work.
The wildfires experienced in Southern California this year were a major disaster. Over 518,000 acres were burned and 3,132 buildings were destroyed. Over the course of the fires, 68,000 people were threatened and over 515,000 people were evacuated, most of those evacuations occurred here in San Diego County.

The California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection’s San Diego Unit chronicled the grim human and economic toll of the fires.  Eight people died in the fires and over 100 firefighters were injured in fire suppression activities.  The value of lost structures is estimated at approximately $300 million dollars, and fire suppression cost over $65 million.
Although the primary responsibility for responding to emergencies of this type rests with California’s Office of Emergency Services and state and local emergency responders, the California Public Utilities Commission has an important behind-the-scenes job in ensuring that the California’s communications infrastructure plays the critical role assigned to it in such emergencies.  We are uniquely positioned to ensure, through our review of utility operations and investment decisions, interoperability of communications systems in ways that promote public safety. 

As it happens, legislation passed in 2006 directed the Public Utilities Commission to investigate whether additional actions were needed to ensure the reliability of backup power, both in the network and in the home, in the event of an emergency and to determine whether rules were needed to ensure that emergency notification systems work as intended.
The Southern California wildfires provide an opportunity to learn from real life experiences what we can and should do. The fire had direct impacts on the telecommunications system. AT&T, the principal wireline carrier, reports that 1.5 million feet of copper wire and 500,000 feet of fiber optic cable were destroyed. 2000 utility poles, which I called telephone poles in my youth, were destroyed.  Even underground phone cable systems were affected, with telephone wire cabinets destroyed or phone wires fused into a mess of copper and plastic. 
Despite this level of devastation, AT&T’s back-up power in the form of electric generators available in central offices, worked both to maintain telephone service when commercial electric power was disrupted and to assist SDG&E by providing power.
Preliminary reports indicate that Cox and other phone companies had similar good experiences in providing services during the emergency, and I look forward to learning these details over the course of today’s workshop.
From an emergency communications standpoint, one of the most important aspects of the firestorms was the extensive use of emergency alert phone calls to notify San Diegans of aspects of the emergency and the need to evacuate.  In San Diego County, over 350,000 emergency alert phone calls, often called “reverse 911,” were sent out during the firestorms.  To my knowledge, this is the single largest use of emergency notification systems during any emergency. 

In addition to the wireline network, the commercial wireless network provides services to the public as well as many emergency workers. We will learn how this network functioned in the emergency and seek to determine why, as the local press reported, so few emergency workers had arranged for the priority call routing that carriers make available to emergency workers.

During the fires, the operations of more than 50 cell sites were impacted. Later today, we will hear from the major cellular carriers operating in Southern California how this affected operations.  In addition, we will learn about new technologies and allocations of spectrum that will impact communications in an emergency.  In particular, it is anticipated that in the future emergency notification via text messages and calls to cell phones will grow in importance. Our presenters will give us a look into the possibilities and the steps needed to bring this to fruition.
Let me thank in advance all the participants in today’s workshops. We have an unprecedented opportunity to receive reports from cities and local agencies, from carriers, from the operators of notification systems, and from participants in CPUC and Federal Communications Commission proceedings concerning current and evolving communications technologies.  Our goal today is not one of finding fault – it is one of figuring out what worked, what didn’t, what constitutes “best practices”, and what steps the CPUC and state government can take in improve operations in the future.
Finally, let me end on a somber note.  On average, every three years California suffers a major emergency or other catastrophic emergency.  The good response to the current emergency results in part from experiences gained in the fire emergencies of 2003. As government officials, it is our responsibility to make certain that the lessons we gain from the most recent experience will be learned before they are needed.
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