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Anatomy of Early Stage Emergency Communications

September 8, 2011 Power Outage in California, Arizona and Mexico
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Background

A little before 4 p.m. on Thursday, September 8 a 
massive power outage occurred 
in Southern California.

This is a brief analysis of some of the early 
communications about the event from social media, 
the media, the utility 
and government agencies.
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At 4:16 the first notice I received 
was from a LA Times Breaking 
News alert.

This is an update 6 minutes later.
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I checked Google for 
stories on San Diego 
power outage. Went to 
the San Diego Gas & 
Electric website. It was 
down. I kept checking 
for the next 45 minutes 
or so. Remained down.
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Google now had stories about the 
outage at about 4:30. Links to 
broadcast channel websites. ABC and 
NBC affiliates had minimal news. 
Reported SDG&E had no idea of cause 
and no idea when it would be restored.
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Went to Twitter. 
Started to get some 
info.

Note: notice to not 
use phones. Traffic 
problems. CNN 
Breaking News was 
61 minutes late.
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With reference on Twitter 
to San Diego Emergency 
Management issuing 
warnings, I went to their 
website. No reference to 
outage at 4:45 p.m.
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4:50 Checked news websites.

Reporting area of outage. Only SDGE 
customers.No idea of cause or when 
restored.

Info now coming from non-SDGE 
sources.

But, they were reporting statements 
from SDGE. How was SDGE 
communicating with media?
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Ah yes, SDGE was tweeting. There first 
tweet was a 3:52 p.m.--about 14 mins 
after outage occurred.

I started to follow at about 5 pm.

SDGE reported on upcoming news 
conference.
But with power out, who could watch?

SDGE reports “an event happened between 
AZ and CA” First indication of cause. May 
not restore power until tomorrow.
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5:04 p.m.

SDGE site finally back up.
But, no reference to outage.
Apparently, it’s business as usual.
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LA Times continues to send breaking 
news email alerts. This one from 
5:25 p.m.

Clearly using SDGE tweets as 
source.

First reference I noted on CNN with 
“Breaking News” was about 6:30 
p.m. Coverage focused on Obama 
speech and potential terrorist threat.
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24 hour news cycle.

Report of power restored at 4:36 
a.m. on September 9.
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APS Message 
announcing cause

No sign of apology 
or empathy for the 
very significant 
problems caused by 
an operator error.

Seeking to minimize 
impact by talking 
only of the 56,000 
Arizona customers.
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Both SDGE and San 
Diego Emergency 
Management now have 
info updates on their 
website.

Too little, too late?
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Lessons?

Twitter was most valuable and fastest source of information.
Twitter was the primary means SDGE communicated with the media and customers.
Retweeting is the new broadcasting.
LA Times email alerts are an outstanding source of fast info
Websites from company and agencies far too slow in providing needed info.
SDGE website clearly not built to withstand crises.
SDGE effectively used Twitter with apparently a late start--but what if Twitter went 
down
Live video broadcasting through web critical for information continuity 

The Internet, news websites and social media are primary means of communicating 
in large power outages--access via smartphones recharged by car chargers

We are in the era of “you are the broadcaster”. To be ready, organizations must:
- make sure websites can handle traffic, geo-redundant & 
- post information on site fast and continuously
- use live video feeds
- use Twitter and other social media continuously

For goodness sake, if you are going to mess up the lives of 1.4 million folks, tell them 
you are sorry!
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