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Explanation of issue/crisis and objectives: 

On 1-3 March 2018, The ‘Beast from the East’ combined with Storm Emma causing major 

issues for the power network with winds of 90mph and 50cm of snow in some parts of our 

region. 

23,000 properties across Cumbria, Lancashire, Greater Manchester and the Peak District 

lost power as high winds blew trees and debris onto overhead powerlines and drifting snow 

made it almost impossible for engineers to access our equipment to make repairs. 

As per our Communications Incident Management Plan, our objectives were to: 

1. Provide 24-hour communications support for the organisation, media, customers and 

key stakeholders giving consistent, timely, useful and reliable information, keeping 

pressure off frontline responders  

2. Paint a picture of the scale of the incident engineers were up against and how hard 

we work to restore power to encourage understanding and goodwill 

3. Reassure customers and key stakeholders that we were in control and capable of 

handling the incident by keeping them regularly updated 

4. Put customers and their safety at the heart of what we do by promoting public 

safety/health/welfare advice and information 

5. Ensure customers know who, how and where to contact us to get further information 

by including range of contact details at every opportunity 

 

Research, planning and strategy: 

Research: 

We review our incident plans every year, taking in learning from latest incidents and learning 

from others through industry groups and continuous team development. 



Following major storms over Christmas 2013, major flooding in Lancaster and Cumbria from 

Storm Desmond in December 2015, and numerous smaller incidents since, our plan has 

been tried, tested and refined over several years. 

Planning: 

In addition to updating our incident plan we also: 

 Hold an annual comms incident training exercise for the whole communications team 

to provide support when an incident hits. 

 Hold annual media training for c20 senior managers, focusing on storm response to 

ensure enough cover during an incident. 

This year’s developments to our plan were to: 

 Proactively contact broadcast media with updates rather than just rely on social and 

emailed updates 

 Increase our communications around safety 

 Send out a post-incident report to MPs and key stakeholders sharing information 

about the incident and our response. 

Strategy: 

Our overarching strategy is to take a very proactive approach to stay in control of the 

message and facts of the incident. Our focus was on showing the scale of the incident and 

that we were doing all we could, while also ensuring w e continued our comms post-incident 

maximising visibility of our teams’ efforts. 

 

Tactics and their implementation, including creativity and innovation: 

Tactics and their implementation: 

We issued nine formal news updates throughout the incident, as well as numerous individual 

updates on social media about particular areas while coordinating responses to customers 

with our contact centre. 

Updates were issued even when there was little to update on to ensure everyone had the 

latest information and no vacuum was created. Updates led with positive messages of 

number of properties restored, and included images to demonstrate conditions. 

We set up our incident communications room on same floor as our operational control room 

to ensure quick sharing of messages. Our rota was staffed 24-hours a day by members of 

the wider communications team. 

Creativity and innovation: 

Following our first use of a summary infographic following storm Desmond in 2015, we 

developed a do-it-yourself infographic template in a PowerPoint deck, enabling the speedy 

creation of infographics without the need for a designer. 



As part of our latest review into our plans, we had agreed to send a post-event incident 

summary report to our MPs and key stakeholders. The report was written and issued within 

an hour of the incident being closed, highlighting key facts, conditions, our response and 

feedback from customers. 

During the incident we learned from our control room that a walker had seen a long branch 

hanging from an 11,000-volt overhead powerline and had tried to remove it himself. 

Thankfully he was ok, but if the branch had been wet it could have easily conducted the 

electricity and killed him instantly. We took the opportunity to use this example to reinforce 

key safety message to stay away and contact us from any damaged lines. 

We spoke directly with the man to obtain more information and a quote which he agreed to 

provide and also received permission to use a photograph he had taken. We issued this 

immediately to media and it was quickly picked up by a host of nationals including Sky, The 

Guardian, The Telegraph, The Sun, BBC Radio 2 and Radio 4, as well as key local media 

including the Manchester Evening News generating 27m opportunities for customers to see 

our safety messages. 

 

Demonstrate how negative impacts were avoided, positives achieved and 

improvements made: 

Our proactive approach put us ahead of the game from the start, allowing us to quickly 

become the authority on power cuts in the region throughout the incident. We gave realistic 

information without overpromising, using imagery to show where access issues were 

restricting our engineers’ abilities to restore supplies. 

 

Measurement and evaluation:  

Outputs: 

 Nine press releases issued over 36 hours 

 320 tweets sent 

 27m opportunities to see/hear our key messages in local and national media 

 350,000+ impressions on Twitter 

 980 clickthroughs to our website 

Outcomes: 

 27,000 hits on the website and 80,000 page views between Thursday and Saturday 

(equivalent to a month’s traffic) reducing calls to our contact centre 

 No reported safety issues (except the near miss involving the branch on the line). 

 Throughout the incident we worked closely with Local Resilience Forums and 

received lots of positive comments from customers and stakeholders. 



 Positive sentiment on social media was more than 90% despite the power cuts and 

conditions 

 Praise internally from our board and externally from stakeholders in response to our 

issuing of our post-incident report. 

 
 

Budget and cost effectiveness: 

Our response was entirely managed in-house, however some activity throughout the year 

contributed to our research, planning and strategy: 

 Media training £10k 

 Externally facilitated crisis communications incident exercise: £1k 

 


