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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Reliable communication saves lives. When wildfires, hurricanes, or other disasters strike, first responders depend on 
strong, resilient networks to coordinate evacuations, track fire lines, and deliver medical care under pressure. If those 
networks fail, communities are left vulnerable.

Fiber broadband’s role goes beyond connecting homes. Fiber is also the backbone of public safety. It gives emergency 
services the capacity, reliability, and low latency they need to function when everything else is breaking down.

Across the country, there are clear examples of fiber’s value in emergencies. In Siskiyou County, California, local 
provider Siskiyou Telephone has kept fire camps online when satellite systems failed. In Oregon, Douglas Fast Net 
pre-positioned fiber connections so fiber crews can plug in as soon as camps are set up. On Maui, Hawaiian Telcom’s 
hardened fiber infrastructure stayed online during the devastating 2023 wildfires while other networks collapsed. United 
Communications in Tennessee provides free fiber broadband to every fire and police station it serves, making public 
safety a core mission. And in Georgia, Peach Net is directly connecting local departments to fiber, strengthening day-to-
day readiness. 

These examples illustrate the same point: fiber broadband is not a luxury—it is life-saving infrastructure. Unlike stopgap 
technologies such as low-earth-orbiting (LEO) satellites, fiber can withstand extreme conditions, handle massive 
amounts of real-time data, and scale with new tools like AI-driven fire detection and emergency mapping. 

The stakes are only getting higher. With fires growing in the West, hurricanes intensifying in the Southeast, and severe 
weather hitting everywhere in between, communities cannot afford fragile communications systems. Fiber delivers the 
resilience public safety demands—before, during, and after disaster strikes. 
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INTRODUCTION: PUBLIC SAFETY VS. DISASTER RESPONSE

When we talk about emergencies, it’s easy to think first about the aftermath—how communities rebuild, how networks 
are restored, and how services are patched back together. That’s disaster response. 

But public safety depends just as much, if not more, on what happens before things fall apart. Public safety safeguards 
are the systems that keep communications from breaking down in the first place. They allow firefighters to coordinate 
in real time, police to stay connected during evacuations, the people in the community informed, and hospitals to 
communicate with ambulances on the move. 
Fiber broadband sits at the intersection of both. It’s a proactive safeguard and a critical backbone for response.  By 
delivering unmatched capacity, reliability, and resilience, fiber keeps first responders connected before, during, and 
after a crisis.  It also allows the community to stay connected and informed as to the status of the event(s) and any 
instruction to residents for evacuation or resolution.

Emerging technologies like fiber optic sensing push this even further. Using existing fiber, agencies can detect events 
such as ground movement, utility disruptions, or even traffic flow in real time- shifting from reaction to anticipation. In 
this way, fiber enables faster response times while also ensuring that when disaster does strike, communications don’t 
collapse. 

Fiber broadband is more than infrastructure; it’s the foundation for resilient communities. By enabling uninterrupted 
communications and, increasingly, real-time sensing, fiber strengthens public safety before disasters occur and 
accelerates recovery afterward. 

THE STAKES: COMMUNICATIONS IN AN ERA OF INCREASING DISASTERS

Wildfires, hurricanes, and severe storms are no longer rare—they’re multi-annual realities. As disasters grow in 
frequency and intensity, they stretch emergency resources to the limit and expose weaknesses of fragile communication 
systems. When networks falter, response times slow, coordination breaks down, and lives are put at risk.

First responders today need more than radios and phones. They rely on real-time data, video feeds, and digital tools 
that guide evacuations, track fire lines, and deliver medical support in the field. Increasingly, these tools are powered by 
artificial intelligence, yet AI is only as effective as the network it runs on. Without the speed, reliability, and capacity of 
fiber, even the best emergency technology falls short. 

Other communications platforms, such as LEO satellites, are often promoted as quick fixes. But their limits are well 
documented: congestion during high-demand, line-of-sight requirements, and weather disruptions all make them 
unreliable when consistency is most critical. Communities that rely on these stopgaps are gambling at the very 
moments when failure is not an option.

Fiber’s role as the backbone of public safety comes from its unique qualities. It offers the capacity to support massive 
data flows from sensors, cameras, and emergency applications. Its low latency enables split-second decision-making 
when lives are on the line. Fiber networks are also flexible—able to integrate with evolving technologies—and cost-
effective, delivering decades of resilience compared to short-term fixes.

The stakes are clear: when communications are strong and reliable, communities have a fighting chance. When they 
fail, the consequences are measured in lives lost. Fiber is not just about broadband expansion—it’s a cornerstone of 
modern public safety.
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CASE STUDIES

The impact of fiber on public safety becomes clearest when looking at how local providers have responded in real-world 
emergencies. Across the country, their work demonstrates that fiber is the difference between fragile stopgaps and 
reliable, life-saving communications.  
 

I. SISKIYOU TELEPHONE - CALIFORNIA 

Siskiyou County, in Northern California, faces wildfires almost every summer. Tens of thousands of acres can burn in 
a season, and large fire camps are set up to serve as command centers. These aren’t just temporary shelters, they are 
the operational hubs where firefighting strategies are developed, evacuation orders are coordinated, and crews stay 
updated on shifting fire lines. 

During one of these wildfires, the camp relied on Starlink satellite systems. Within hours, the network collapsed under 
the heavy demand of hundreds of users. That breakdown could have left crews without mapping tools, disrupted 
coordination with federal agencies, and slowed evacuation. 

Local provider Siskiyou Telephone stepped in, delivering 2.5 gigabit symmetrical fiber service within an hour and 
installing Wi-Fi access points across the camp. Because much of Siskiyou’s fiber is buried underground, the network 
itself survived the fire. With reliable fiber in place, fire crews regained full communications, operated mapping tools, 
and coordinated evacuations without interruption. The experience showed how fragile temporary systems can be, and 
how critical it is to have permanent, hardened fiber available when disaster strikes.  
 

II. DOUGLAS FAST NET - OREGON

Wildfires are also a recurring threat in Douglas County, Oregon, where fire camps are often set up in the same locations 
year after year. In the past, connectivity was makeshift, costing valuable hours as crews scrambled to get online. 

Douglas Fast Net saw the pattern and invested ahead of time, pre-positioning fiber infrastructure at known fire 
camp sites. Now, when a camp is activated, crews can plug in immediately and have instant access to high-capacity 
broadband. This foresight has kept response times short and operations smooth, ensuring first responders can focus 
on containing fires rather than troubleshooting communications. 

The impact extends far beyond emergencies. Fiber supports local hospitals in sharing records, enables remote learning, 
and even powers pole-top fire cameras that replaced older manned towers. An independent study found that fiber adds 
$28 million a year to the county’s economy-proof that its value extends far beyond public safety.  
 

III. HAWAIIAN TELECOM - HAWAII

The 2023 wildfires in Maui devastated Lahaina, destroying thousands of buildings and leaving entire communities cut 
off. Hurricane-force winds toppled power lines and cell towers, silencing much of the island’s communications grid 
when residents needed it most.  

Hawaiian Telcom’s Lahaina central office, with its hardened underground fiber network, remained operational. That 
continuity made it possible to reconnect 10,000 customers within days and restore crucial facilities like the police 
department and civic center. Shelters were equipped with Wi-Fi, phones, and charging stations, giving displaced 
families a vital link to information and loved ones. The Maui experience underscored the hard truth: when everything 
else fails, fiber’s resilience can keep lifelines open. 
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IV. UNITED COMMUNICATIONS - TENNESSEE 

Tornadoes and severe storms are a persistent threat in Tennessee. United Communications, which serves 11 counties 
and has built over 3,700 miles of fiber, has made public safety central to its mission. As a part of Project UNITE, the 
company provides free fiber broadband to every volunteer fire department it serves. 

That decision came after learning volunteers often struggled to stay at fire halls without internet access. By giving 
stations dependable fiber, United ensured responders are always connected, not just during a crisis, but every day. It’s a 
proactive investment in community readiness that pays off when disasters strike. 
 

V. PEACHNET - GEORGIA

Bulloch County, Georgia, has invested heavily in fiber broadband to support residents, businesses, and public 
services. Bullock Solutions, a local cooperative, has built nearly 3,000 miles of underground fiber, providing reliable, 
high-speed connectivity throughout rural and urban areas. Georgia Southern University extended its PeachNet fiber 
network to downtown Statesboro, linking the Business Innovation Group, policy and fire departments. This ensures 
first responders have fast, resilient communication during emergencies. Fiber also supports businesses, educational 
institutions, and community programs, including tech workforce training and public Wi-Fi access. High broadband 
adoption, 84%, helps vulnerable residents access essential services. By integrating fiber infrastructure with community 
needs, Bulloch County demonstrates how robust broadband strengthens public safety, supports economic growth, and 
keeps communities connected before, during and after disasters.   

Together, these examples paint a clear picture: when disaster strikes, communities can count on fiber. Local providers 
are proving its value every day in the field. 
 

POLICY & FUNDING IMPLICATIONS

Traditional federal and state broadband initiatives often favor one-size-fits-all solutions, such as satellite and fixed 
wireless technologies, which may not be suitable for all communities. In contrast, local providers have demonstrated 
the effectiveness of fiber infrastructure in enhancing public safety. For example, in North Carolina, MCNC’s fiber 
backbone supports the state’s VIPER system, enabling over 124,000 public safety users to maintain interoperable 
communications during emergencies. 

Recognizing the importance of broadband for public safety, the federal government has introduced funding 
mechanisms to support such infrastructure. The Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Agency (CISA) provides a guide 
detailing various funding sources for public safety communications including grants, bonds, and public-private 
partnerships. Additionally, recent federal tax incentives have been implemented to encourage public sector investment 
in fiber networks.

Upcoming legislative efforts, such as Minnesota’s HF 2279, aim to expand broadband goals and establish grant 
programs for multifamily dwellings, enhancing public safety communications in underserved areas. 

These developments highlight the need or policies that prioritize fiber infrastructure to ensure reliable and secure 
public safety communications. Supporting local providers who understand their communities‘ needs is crucial for 
building resilient networks that can withstand disasters and emergencies.

https://www.mcnc.org/who-we-serve/public-safety/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.cisa.gov/
https://www.us-ignite.org/blogs/fiber-gets-a-push-how-recent-tax-legislation-helps-local-broadband-deployment/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/bills/text.php?number=HF2279&session=94&session_number=0&session_year=2025&version=latest&utm_source=chatgpt.com
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CONCLUSION 

Public safety depends on communications that don’t fail when they’re needed most. Fiber broadband provides that 
foundation. It is not just a path to faster home internet — it is the infrastructure that keeps first responders connected, 
supports hospitals and emergency shelters, and ensures communities can respond quickly when disaster strikes.

The case studies from California, Oregon, Hawaii, Tennessee, and Georgia show what this looks like in practice. Local 
providers are already delivering the kind of resilient, high-capacity networks that fire crews, police, and emergency 
agencies rely on. Their experience proves that fiber consistently outperforms other technologies when the stakes are 
highest. 

As disasters grow more frequent and severe, it’s time to recognize fiber for what it is: critical public safety infrastructure. 
Communities with fiber are safer, better prepared, and more resilient. Policymakers and funders must make fiber 
deployment a priority, not just to expand broadband access, but to safeguard lives.


