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Connecting governments and organizations during disasters.

California Wildfires Case Study
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The Customer
California infrastructure stakeholders 
including governments, communities, and 
businesses as well as citizens that were 
devastated by the 2020 wildfires.

The Challenge
How to successfully prepare for and 
effectively respond to unpredictable 
wildfires in California to ensure 
communities and critical organizations 
remain connected and operational.

The Opportunity
Create a technology partnership that 
enables California infrastructure and 
organizations to effectively prepare, 
respond, and recover from emergencies, 
like the 2020 California wildfires.

T-Mobile Emergency Response Team 
effectively supports California 
communities and infrastructure in 
the face of record-breaking wildfires.

T-Mobile helps California  
government agencies and  
organizations stay connected  
when it matters most.
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The 2020 wildfire season was an unprecedented time for California both in the sheer 
number of fires and intensity. The state experienced over 9,600 fires, including five of 
the top 20 largest fires California has seen to date. There were more than 4.1 million 
total acres burned (an area larger than all of Connecticut), 31 fatalities, and over 10,500 
structures damaged or destroyed. This record-breaking season required as many as 
20,000 firefighters to respond throughout the year.

With wildfires continuing to burn more frequently each year, the country as a whole is 
facing declining air quality, making it imperative for states to have an effective action 
plan in place.

T-Mobile Emergency Response Team (ERT) has been establishing public and private 
partnerships throughout California since before the 2003 San Diego fires with the goal 
of ensuring continuity of communication for all effected parties when disaster strikes. 
Backed by America’s largest, fastest, and now according to umlaut, most reliable 5G 
network, T-Mobile ERT was there to provide the customer support team, mobile device 
inventory, and portable satellite networking systems California organizations needed to 
stay connected when it mattered most.
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2020 ushered in a host of unforeseen circumstances—the COVID-19 pandemic, a new 
remote normal for schools and workplaces, and a record-breaking wildfire season for 
the state of California. These unyielding fires torched millions of acres leaving the state’s 
infrastructure, organizations, and citizens hanging in the balance. 

One of the most important components to wildfire preparedness is establishing 
critical relationships at the federal, state, local, tribal, and private levels. This includes 
maintaining constant communication with utility companies, California first responders, 
and nonprofits as well as educational institutions, healthcare organizations, public 
safety agencies, and local businesses. T-Mobile ERT has been working with all of these 
groups for decades to set expectations and to help ensure resources are effectively 
deployed in the event of a wildfire.

Establishing diverse, strong relationships is critical 
in preparing for natural disasters.

Keep first responders and 
communities connected.
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Having a wide range of knowledge to pull from has proven to be one of the best 
tools when it comes to planning for a successful emergency response. Boasting 
over two decades worth of experience, T-Mobile ERT can foresee and plan for 
numerous outcomes in relation to wildfires and other natural disasters. For 
instance, oftentimes shipping and logistics of emergency-use devices can be 
affected during a wildfire by a myriad of situations such as road closures and 
evacuations, resulting in reroutes and delays of critical shipments. 

“One of the things I saw is the need to have caches of 
emergency-use type devices on hand. What we found 
during those wildfires is that airspace was closed thus 
delaying getting them into the area as devices had to 
be rerouted to Los Angeles and then driven down to San 
Diego,” said Nicole Hudnet, National Deployment Manager 
at T-Mobile ERT.

In conjunction with first-hand field experience, regular tabletop exercises and 
preparedness drills play a critical role in ensuring a successful emergency response. An 
entire village—T-Mobile ERT and local and regional network market teams—participates 
in these pre-disaster exercises so each organization knows the other’s strengths and 
weaknesses. Only then can realistic expectations be set between government agencies, 
telecommunication companies, and utilities, allowing potential gaps in the plan to be 
identified and filled either internally or through partnerships. 

All of these wildfire preparations are aimed at protecting the three crucial components 
that keep the T-Mobile 5G network up and running. 
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All of these wildfire preparations are aimed at protecting the three crucial 
components that keep the T-Mobile 5G network up and running. 

“Think of the three things that keep our network operating 
like the three legs of a stool. You have power, backhaul, 
and equipment like the cell tower and site. If any of those 
legs get knocked out, the site goes down,” explains Casey 
Muilenburg, National Deployment Manager at T-Mobile ERT.

The primary mission of all wildfire preparedness efforts is to get the network up 
and running. If the network can get back online, the community as a whole can 
begin to rebuild.
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Being prepared in the face of a disaster 
is important, but preparedness drills can 
only account for so much. Unfortunately, 
no one could have predicted the wrath of 
the 2020 California wildfire season. When 
unforeseen circumstances strike, T-Mobile 
ERT can jump into action by interfacing with 
all levels of government and establishing 
command centers in the vicinity of the 
affected area. These centers aim to organize 
the chaos and make the entire emergency 
response process more agile. This may 

Enact a timely and effective emergency response that’s 
powered by America’s largest, fastest, and now according 
to umlaut, most reliable 5G network.

Activating relationships to 
reconnect the network.
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include providing government agencies with 
tools to track their field trucks and logistics 
vehicles. Also, residents and businesses 
can submit insurance claims and check on 
the status of claims at these hubs, which 
provides a bit of relief during a very unstable 
time. Then, after these designated command 
centers are established, T-Mobile ERT 
begins to coordinate supply of the necessary 
deployables, temporary infrastructure, 
handsets, smartphones, and data services.
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During the Bay Area LNU and CZU wildfires, 
T-Mobile ERT supported evacuation and 
community resource shelters with a phone 
donation program that allowed people to 
get a free T-Mobile device for 30 days. The 
shelter managers also received handsets 
and permanent Wi-Fi solutions for the 
buildings. Additionally, temporary mobile 
infrastructure that included cell on wheels 

When the team is in response mode the top priority is 
mitigating risks in the moment, not fixing them. Rodney 
Cooper, National Deployment Manager at T-Mobile ERT, 
explains it best, “Really at end of the day it’s all about the 
decision making and making those right decisions at the 
right time. It starts off with ensuring you have the right 
pool of knowledge to help you do so.”

(COWs), small satellite antennas, and 
mobile cell sites were established to aid 
communication and connectivity. The team 
didn’t stop there though—it also supported 
firefighting efforts with a mobile fire-
retardant unit that aimed to slow down and 
stop the spread of the California wildfires. 

It all circles back to relationships and knowing when and how to activate those partnerships 
that you’ve already solidified throughout the years. For example, T-Mobile ERT partnered 
with Cradlepoint to obtain additional routers amidst the LNU and CZU wildfires. The team 
also worked with the Information Technology Disaster Resource Center (ITDRC) to provide 
the devastated communities with essential resources during response efforts. 
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Once the distressed areas in California were under control, T-Mobile ERT supported 
communities and businesses until the network was fully up and running. The local 
residents were able to use their T-Mobile devices they obtained for the 30-day 
minimum period. Recovery efforts also involved working with a variety of groups 
including emergency managers, city officials, and elected officials to confirm that 
they were conveying accurate messages to their citizens regarding the disaster relief 
efforts and progress.

T-Mobile supports affected communities and infrastructure 
until the network is completely rebuilt.

Regaining full use of power, 
backhaul, and equipment.
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The team will also work with the power companies throughout the year to determine 
the most severe and most likely wildfire zones in the state. By sharing this data between 
the two groups, the power company can then compile a comprehensive chart that ranks 
wildfire likelihood in each city on a scale of 1–4.

“What was absolutely amazing is that because of all the 
exercises we did, our network was extremely resilient,” 
remarked Muilenburg.

There’s also an extremely personal side to 
the 2020 California wildfires—the people 
and families that were directly affected 
and displaced. No one can truly understand 
the importance of communication until it’s 
gone. The ability to check in with loved ones 
during a chaotic and unpredictable time 
is imperative.

Each time T-Mobile ERT responds to a 
California wildfire, its breadth of knowledge 
and experience grows. This leads to 
faster response times and more efficient 
protocols in the future. In the end, the entire 
process comes back to preparedness—
it’s a cycle of safeguarding the continuity 
of communication. The goal is always to 
prevent the chaos that accompanies natural 
disasters from happening and instilling as 
much order if/when it eventually does.
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What sets T-Mobile apart from the rest is its relationships, partnerships, and wealth of 
experience. T-Mobile ERT has been responding to natural disasters like the 2020 California 
wildfires for more than two decades. During this time, T-Mobile ERT has developed 
solid relationships and trust across the public safety sector, not only in California, but 
throughout the country. Acting as the ultimate connectors between various forms and 
levels of government, the T-Mobile team was able to successfully plan, respond, and 
implement recovery initiatives in the face of the California wildfires.

Optimizing preparedness protocols and response 
efforts to provide successful support.

Develop partnerships and 
a wealth of experience.
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By joining forces with a strategic partner like T-Mobile, federal, state, and local agencies 
can better serve their communities with access to America’s largest, fastest, and now 
according to umlaut, most reliable 5G network. Plus, with 5G coverage in 9,100 cities and 
towns, 5G speeds in the most places, and 4G LTE coverage of 99% of Americans, T-Mobile 
can prepare virtually any community to be ready in the face of an emergency event. 

Like with the unprecedented 2020 wildfire season in California, natural disasters aren’t 
always easy to predict. By having solid wireless solutions—wireless hotspot data, tablets 
for mobile workstations, smartphones, IT security, device security, fleet management—
in place and at-the-ready, government agencies have the ability to effectively respond 
to these events and mitigate damages. T-Mobile ERT can offer Rapid Deployable LTE 
networks and commercial-grade Wi-Fi that cover a wide range of indoor and outdoor 
areas. Plus, T-Mobile 5G covers nearly 295 million people across 1.6 million square miles—
there’s no better signal coverage. 

“We’re a one-stop shop that provides the voice, data, 
communications, personnel, equipment, and the infrastructure 
in one team. You come to us and we coordinate that piece 
when communications are critical,” says Hudnet.
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T-Mobile for Government is ready and well equipped to support communities, businesses, 
organizations, and citizens in the face of major disasters like the California wildfires. With 
our 24x7x365 dedicated customer support team, mobile device inventory, and a national 
fleet of mobile cell sites and portable satellite networking systems, we’re committed to 
helping organizations stay connected when they need it most.

To discover how we can help transform wireless for your government agency,  
please contact us via one of the methods below.
24x7x365 Emergency Response Hotline: 888-639-0020
GETS Users: 254-295-2220
Email: ERTrequests@t-mobile.com 

T-Mobile ERT services are deployed based on need and availability; specific response capabilities may not be available. Capable 
device required for 5G; coverage not available in some areas. Some uses may require certain plan or feature; see T-Mobile.com. 
Most Reliable: 5G mobile network results in the US are based on an audit report conducted by independent third party umlaut 
containing crowdsourced data for user experience collected from September 2020 until February 2021. Full details can be found 
on: www.umlaut.com/en/benchmarking/USA. Fastest: Based on analysis by Ookla® of Speedtest Intelligence data 5G median 
download speeds for Q1 2021. Ookla trademarks used under license and reprinted with permission.
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