Addendum to May, 2007 Municipal Wireless Snapshot Report

“When Crisis Hits the Fan – Muni Wireless to the Rescue”

When I wrote my report on the use of municipal wireless networks to improve crisis response and communication management (www.successful.com/snapshot-5-07.pdf), my tactics and scenarios were based on logical assumptions but not many real-world experiences. The recent collapse of the Interstate 35W Bridge in Minneapolis provides proof-positive that the potential for muni networks in disaster response is tremendous. 

When the concrete and steel span abruptly gave way in rush-hour traffic on Wednesday, August 1, the city’s municipal network was only one quarter completed and that section had only been operational for two months. There were no prior drills by either the city staff, the network vendor (USI Wireless) or the general population for a crisis response involving the technology, though the city had planned to use the network for emergency response.  

The following synopsis shows how some of the tactics similar to some of those presented in the report were employed based on the needs of the moment. Several references to these tips are included. If cities use Minneapolis as a model and incorporate the report’s guidelines, they can maximize the life-saving potential of muni networks.  

Effective crisis response with muni wireless 

As news of the bridge collapse spread, two separate response efforts were set in motion and later united: one by the city’s CIO Lynn Willenbring, and the other by USI Wireless’ CEO Joe Caldwell.   

Willenbring called her IT team together immediately after hearing about the collapse and they provided basic support and services from their offices for the city's emergency operations command center. The city's GIS staff prepared maps to distribute via the network to the public to use and to send to the disaster site for city staff dealing with traffic and recovery efforts (See report page 10 – Traffic Control). 

Caldwell called the City to find out how his company could help, but couldn’t get through because the cellular network was jammed. He decided on the spot to open the entire network to be free for 24 hours for any citizen who could use it. Network traffic surged from 1000 subscribers to 6000 concurrent users. People with Wi-Fi-enabled telephones could make voice calls, and anyone with WiFi devices could send instant messages, video, photos, e-mail or other data (See page 5). The company also sent crews to install BelAir Networks equipment to cover then un-deployed areas around the bridge area and also wireless cameras to help with recovery operations (See page 8 – “outdoor areas”).

The following interview with Lynn Willenbring provides some key insights to Wireless Minneapolis’ network-driven emergency response efforts.

1.      Were there security issues in terms of who could access what information over the network (e.g. regular constituents getting to info only meant for first responders)?
Willenbring: No.  Our wi-fi network has 3 components. We have 2.4 GHz for the public and a separate 2.4 GHz that is limited to City of Minneapolis staff. We also use the 4.9 GHz bandwidth for public safety personnel.

2.      How well did the network handle the sudden extra demand on capacity for GIS files and 6 times as many people within hours?
Willenbring: Very well. USIWireless did, however, bring extra access points to the immediate area to increase our capabilities.

The GIS information was standard City-type information related to streets and property.  We have a computer-aided dispatch system for our emergency responders that incorporates vehicle location to dispatch the closest units and for auto-routing.  Therefore, providing real-time street accessibility information was critical (See page 7 – Muni WAD).  

In addition, areas needed to be identified for the Command Center and staging areas for the media, families, and debris from the bridge. This required on-line access to our GIS-based property applications. And, as in many of these situations, we actually needed to print maps for emergency responders to carry. Our mutual-aid partners responded very quickly, but did not have the requisite knowledge of the area   It was also very useful for the Secret Service in preparing for the First Lady and then the President visiting the site.
3.      What is the role of the cameras being installed on the network, and how easy is this to do?
Willenbring: The cameras were installed to give the Emergency Operations Center and the on-site Command Center visual access to the on-going recovery operation.  Overall the camera installation was very easy. The cameras were purchased at a national electronics store, installed and operational within a few hours. The video feed is directed to a secure website for access by appropriate individuals (See page 9 – EMS). 

4.      How was effectiveness improved?
Willenbring: This would be a very lengthy answer.  Simply put, the ability to address all the GIS issues on-site, real time and to readily share information throughout the command structure was invaluable. 

5.      Do you know if emergency responders from different agencies used the network as a common/interoperable communication option to communicate or share data?
Willenbring: I am not sure if they did, but it was certainly available for their use.

6.      How long did it take to build out to cover the entire bridge area (Only the southern end of the bridge was live at the time of the collapse)?
Willenbring:  I’m fairly certain the mobile units were in place and fully operational within 12 hours of the collapse. One advantage along the river is clear line-of-sight capabilities as opposed to the tree canopy and other obstacles that interfere with transmission. We are building the Wi-Fi network as we speak, with the City divided into six, geographic areas.  The downtown phase, which includes the incident site, was the first phase because of the complexity in ensuring coverage in the high-rise canyon. 

