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Explanation of issue/crisis and objectives: 

At 3.44pm on Tuesday 9th October 22,000 homes and businesses in Ashton-under-Lyne 

and the surrounding area lost power when a digger on a construction site dug through three 

33,000-volt underground power cables supplying the area. 

The incident also affected the transport network with traffic lights, bus station and Metrolink 

impacted, just before rush hour. Significant engineering work had to be carried out to repair 

the network in an incident that lasted for two days with significant media and community 

interest. 

Our well-rehearsed and tested Communications Incident and Reputation Management Plan 

objectives include: 

• Provide 24-hour proactive communications response, providing consistent, timely, 

useful and reliable information to media, customers and key stakeholders, keeping 

pressure off frontline responders 

• 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 

• Reassure customers and key stakeholders that we're in control and capable of 

handling the incident by keeping them regularly updated 

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

safety/health/welfare advice and information 

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

by including range of contact details at every opportunity 

• Reduce complaints. 

 

 



Research, planning and strategy: 

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

through industry groups and continuous team development. 

Planning: 

In addition to updating our incident plan we also: 

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

• Hold annual media training for c20 senior managers to ensure appropriate cover 

throughout incidents. 

This year’s developments to our plan were: 

• More regular proactive contact with broadcast media with updates rather than just 

relying 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 for crisis comms is to take a 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 our post-incident comms 

maximised visibility of our teams’ efforts with key stakeholders. 

 

Delivery of tactics, creativity and innovation: 

During the incident, we set up our incident communications room on the same floor as our 

operational control room to ensure quick sharing of messages. Our rota was staffed 24-

hours a day by eight members of the wider communications team. 

We issued eight news releases to media with over 10,500 page views of the releases on our 

website and sent 49 proactive messages on social media while coordinating our response 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 the ongoing work. 

Throughout the incident we provided stakeholders with regular news releases, social media 

updates and kept colleagues and the local MP, Angela Rayner informed. 

Creativity and innovation: 

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

creation of social media graphics without need for a designer. 



We also filmed a video update from our incident manager and shared across social media to 

ensure we could communicate more information in one go. The video was seen by nearly 

9,000 customers. 

To restore power supply to our customers as quickly as possible, our engineers temporarily 

switched their supply to other areas of the electricity network and onto temporary generators. 

Although power had been restored, at lunchtime on Wednesday some parts of the network 

were showing signs of stress and a small number of customers experienced further short 

periods of power loss. 

During this time we proactively asked customers to conserve energy whilst we worked to 

repair the damage and get customers back to normal. We issued press releases and social 

media posts encouraging our customers to only use electricity where essential, and avoid 

using dishwashers and washing machines temporarily to reduce the pressure on the 

network. We worked closely with local businesses who supported us in reducing their 

demand. 

Previous work with our operations teams paid dividends in encouraging them to send us 

photos from site. Due to the dangerous work and conditions it was not simple to send a 

photographer, so we encouraged engineers to submit photos which we then issued to media 

and used on social. 

 

Demonstrate how negative impacts were avoided, positives achieved and 

improvements made: 

We were proactive in our approach, ensuring that customers were given realistic information 

without over promising. By using images from the incident we could show the scale of the 

problems and that our engineers were working around the clock to rectify the issue as 

quickly as possible. 

We promoted that our contact centre had proactively contacted 1,900 people from our 

Priority Service Register and delivered 300 free meals to customers that remained without 

power. This is part of our priority service promise, and ensured good sentiment from our 

most vulnerable customers, and more widely. 

 

Measurement and evaluation:  

Outputs: 

• Eight press releases issued through a period of 48 hours 

• 550 social messages sent 

• 8,500 text messages sent to customers 

• Over 1,900 Priority Service Customers proactively contacted 

• 4.9m opportunities to see/hear our key messages in local and national media 



• Manchester Evening News had a live online blog throughout the incident to keep 

customers updated and we arranged for a reporter to cover the incident live from the 

site on Tuesday evening. 

Outtakes: 

• 15,000 page views of our live power cut information page alone during the incident, 

with the highest amount of page views (11,500 on Tuesday) received in one day for a 

non-weather related incident 

• More than 290,000 impressions on Twitter and 49,000 reached on Facebook 

• Almost 2,000 click throughs to our website from social media 

• Over 350 new page likes on Facebook during the two days 

• Key messages were picked up by the Tameside Reporter, BBC North West Tonight, 

BBC Radio Manchester, Hits Radio, Capital Manchester and Revolution 96.2. In total 

we achieved 35 pieces of media coverage which promoted key messages from 

conserving energy to food vans. 

• Support from local MP in sharing messages. 

Outcomes: 

• No reported safety issues 

• Positive sentiment and increase in social followers for updates 

• Lower number of complaints than expected for this type of event 

• Praise internally from our board and externally from stakeholders, including MP 

Angela Rayner, in response to our issuing of our post-incident report. 

 

Budget and campaign impact: 

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. 

 


