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LESSON LEARNED

Emergency Communications: Deploying a Cell-on-Wheels Unit
Following a High-Profile Incident

SUMMARY

Emergency response agencies should consider requesting that private sector
communications providers deploy a cell-on-wheels (COW) unit following a high-profile
incident that may attract large media coverage. This will help to maintain cellular phone
communication coverage during post-incident operations.

DESCRIPTION

On Saturday, January 8, 2011, at 10:10 a.m. Mountain Standard Time, a gunman opened
fire on U.S. Representative Gabrielle Giffords and a group of citizens attending her
“Congress on Your Corner” event in front of a Safeway supermarket in Tucson, Arizona. The
gunman fired 31 rounds, killing 6 people and wounding Representative Giffords and 12
others. U.S. District Judge John M. Roll and Gabriel M. Zimmerman, a staff member for
Representative Giffords, were among those killed. Citizens acted immediately to detain the
gunman while congressional staff and two doctors, who were shopping at the Safeway,
provided first aid to the victims. Pima County 911 operators received the first call from the
incident scene at 10:11 a.m. A Pima County Sheriff's Department (PCSD) deputy arrived on
site at 10:15 a.m. and detained the suspect. A second deputy arrived soon after and
secured the shooter’s weapon.

Soon after the incident, PCSD recognized that
the mass shootings would generate significant
media and public attention. It anticipated that
Pima County residents, visitors, and media
staff would increase cell phone use during
response operations as well as during post-
response events such as memorial services.
The increased use could disrupt cell phone
communications capabilities of response
agencies.

PCSD requested that a private sector
communications provider in Phoenix, AZ,
deploy a COW unit to augment PCSD’s
communications capabilities. The COW unit
arrived to the incident site within 15 hours of the incident and was operational by the next
morning. This unit ensured that emergency communications were not disrupted due to the
increased use of cell phones in the area. The COW unit enabled agency personnel to
maintain communication capabilities throughout post-event operations, which included a
heavy national media presence.

COW Unit
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DISCLAIMER

Lessons Learned Information Sharing (LLIS.gov) is the US Department of Homeland Security/Federal
Emergency Management Agency's national online network of lessons learned, best practices, and
innovative ideas for the emergency response and homeland security communities. The Web site and
its contents are provided for informational purposes only, without warranty or guarantee of any kind,
and do not represent the official positions of the US Department of Homeland Security. For more
information on LLIS.gov, please email feedback@Illis.dhs.gov or visit www.llis.gov.
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