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Maui Electric Company 

October 15, 2006 Earthquake Outage 
External Communications Report 

 
I. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
As a result of a powerful 6.7-magnitude earthquake that occurred west of the Big 
Island at 7:07 a.m. on Sunday, October 15, 2006, an island-wide blackout 
occurred on Maui at approximately 7:08 a.m.  This was the strongest earthquake 
felt throughout the islands in the past 23 years, and has been recorded as the 
largest seismic event to occur in the U.S. in 2006 according to U.S. Geological 
Survey data. 
 
Maui Electric Company (MECO) personnel responded in a timely, appropriate 
manner by activating the company emergency phone tree to reach key 
department personnel and later major commercial customers.  Efforts were 
hampered by such challenges as sporadic reception and service from cell phone 
and land line providers; however, key MECO personnel were able to reach each 
other within 12-15 minutes following the blackout.   
 
In addition, without prompting, personnel located across the island also reported 
to the Kahului Base Yard within approximately one hour following the outage, 
while a civil defense/emergency services liaison for the company reported 
directly to the Maui County Emergency Operations Center (EOC) within 
approximately 40 minutes following the outage.  
 
Despite setbacks due to congested phone networks and poor cell phone 
reception, MECO initiated calls to and responded to calls from state and federal 
emergency responders, essential service providers, large commercial customers, 
media and the general public to advise them of the restoration efforts. 
 
Anecdotal comments from Customer Service representatives indicate that most 
customers were highly appreciative of the Company’s frequent communications 
and the accuracy of information provided throughout the restoration process. 
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II. OVERVIEW INFORMATION 
 
This review of MECO’s external communications during the October 15 
earthquake outage focuses primarily on (1) communications with the public via 
the media and through the Company’s customer service communication 
channels, (2) communications with specific commercial customers and (3) 
communications with key emergency responders and other government contacts.  
 
Staffing 
 
Formal external communications with customers, media and government officials 
during the October 15 earthquake outage were primarily managed and executed 
by MECO’s Administration, Customer Service and Energy Services personnel.  
Key managers, supervisors and staff members arrived at the Dispatch office 
located at the Kahului Base Yard between 8:15 – 9:30 a.m. and stayed 
throughout the duration of the outage.  Additional call center representatives also 
reported in to assist with incoming calls from the general public. 
 
In addition, MECO’s civil defense/emergency services liaison reported directly to 
the Maui County Emergency Operations Center (located in the basement of the 
Maui County office building) where he remained throughout the day.   
 
MECO also has a designated government relations liaison who called and left 
messages along with his cell number for the Maui Public Utilities Commission 
representative and the HECO Regulatory Affairs contact. 
 
Telecommunications Challenges 
 
As will be noted within this report, MECO personnel responding to the island- 
wide outage were initially hampered in their communication efforts by intermittent 
service and poor reception from telecommunications equipment and networks. 
 

·  Following the earthquake and outage, various department personnel 
initially tried to reach MECO’s Dispatch office but were unable to get 
through.  Calls to the company “Hot Phone,” a cellular phone that 
Customer Service uses after hours and on the weekends to connect with 
Dispatch, also did not go through.  The Field Services Supervisor who had 
been assigned the Hot Phone for that weekend sent a text message to the 
Dispatch office at approximately 7:30 a.m. requesting a call to her land 
line.  She was quickly contacted on her land line phone between 7:30 and 
7:45 a.m. by the Customer Service Manager who advised her of the 
island-wide blackout and confirmed that other staff were reporting to work, 
as she had been preparing to do. 
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·  Attempts by other Customer Service and Energy Services personnel to 
reach the Hot Phone were hampered by sporadic cell phone and land line 
service, however, personnel on their own accord arrived at the Kahului 
Base Yard to assist in contacting major customers.  Personnel began 
arriving between 8:15 and 9:30 a.m. and were briefed on the situation and 
restoration plans. 

 
·  Energy Services personnel who did have cell phone service made 

attempts to reach essential customers, making contact by about 8:30 a.m. 
to Maui Memorial Hospital and Kihei Wastewater plant to verify that they 
were operating on emergency back up generators.  Contact also was 
made to Kahului Airport with an update on the plans to restore the airport 
circuit. 

 
·  The civil defense/emergency services liaison reported to the Maui County 

Emergency Operations Center by 7:45 a.m. and had access to a regular 
phone line which had intermittent service. Cell phone reception was poor 
within the building’s basement, but the staff person also had a portable 
radio which allowed him to communicate with the MECO Dispatch 
Supervisor, Trouble Supervisor and company President who were at the 
Kahului Base Yard.  

 
·  Incoming calls from the general public to MECO’s trouble line (Dispatch) 

began almost immediately following the earthquake but most were unable 
to get through due to the flood of calls that clogged phone lines. Callers 
who were able to get through would have heard a generic message, 
although many calls were likely abandoned by customers choosing not to 
stay on hold.  A generic outage message recording was activated early in 
the outage and, in order to respond to the volume of calls, additional 
Customer Service representatives were called in to assist in answering the 
phones.   
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III. COMMUNICATIONS WITH MEDIA 
 
Concerted attempts were made to keep the media and public informed of the 
island-wide outage and restoration efforts.  MECO’s Communication Specialist 
distributed two press releases to on-island print and broadcast media as well as 
to The Honolulu Advertiser, Honolulu Star-Bulletin and four TV stations on Oahu; 
and conducted phone interviews and e-mail communications with Maui’s 
emergency broadcast station, Pacific Radio Group, with progress updates 
throughout the restoration. 
 

·  MECO’s Communication Specialist was called at approximately 8:00 a.m. 
by the Administration Manager who advised her of the island-wide outage.  
She reported from her home in Kula to the Dispatch Center at Kahului 
Base Yard. 

 
·  Since MECO’s civil defense/emergency services liaison was at the Maui 

County Emergency Operations Center from 7:45 a.m., restoration 
progress information was being disseminated by Civil Defense from early 
on to the emergency broadcast station – Pacific Radio Group – which was 
operating after the earthquake and which reaches the largest percentage 
of the island.   

 
·  After electricity was restored to the Kahului Base Yard slightly before 9:30 

a.m., the MECO Communications Specialist was able to access her office 
and computer to begin drafting the first press release.  At approximately 
10:15 a.m. MECO initiated media contact with the news director at Pacific 
Radio Group, via her personal cell phone.  The Communications 
Specialist reported what essential services and parts of the island had 
been restored to power.  The phone interview was conducted off-line and 
the information relayed on the air within 5 minutes after the interview. 

 
·  A second off-line phone interview with Pacific Radio Group occurred at 

11:10 a.m. advising that about 60% of the island had been restored.  This 
was followed by MECO’s first press release distribution at 11:20 a.m. via 
e-mail to Pacific Radio Group and The Maui News.  See Appendix “A.”   

 
·  By 1:15 p.m., most of the island had power except for a few isolated 

pockets.  A second press release confirming this information was 
distributed at 1:30 p.m. via e-mail and fax to Pacific Radio Group, The 
Maui News, radio stations KAOI and KONI (fax) and the Oahu media (fax).  
Due to busy phone lines, actual transmittal of the release took place 
between 1:30 and 3 p.m.  See Appendix “B.” 

 
·  See Appendix “C” for a media communications chronology. 
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IV. COMMUNICATIONS WITH CUSTOMERS THROUGH THE TROUBLE 
 LINE 
 
MECO’s trouble line is manned by the Dispatch office which responds to 
customer calls related to outages.  On October 15, 2006, immediately following 
the earthquake and island-wide outage on Maui, the calls to the trouble line 
exceeded the capacity of the Dispatch office and many customers heard only a 
busy signal when they dialed in.   
 
By 7:30 a.m., the Customer Service Manager and other Customer Service 
personnel had attempted calls to the Dispatch office numbers only to hear a busy 
signal.  Despite the inability to communicate with Dispatch, the key Customer 
Service staff were able to reach each other through working land lines and 
cellular phones, and most arrived at the Dispatch office between 8:15 and 9:30 
a.m.   
 
Initially, the volume of calls clogging the phone circuits delayed the ability of 
MECO to communicate with the general public through its trouble line.  Callers 
who were able to get through the phone lines heard a standard recorded 
greeting:   
 

“You have reached the Maui Electric Company’s Trouble Dispatch Department.  
Please hold and your call will be answered in the order it was received.  Mahalo.”   

 
The call was either held in queue or dropped by the customer if they did not want 
to wait on hold.   
 
Around 8:22 a.m., a generic outage message was activated by MECO personnel: 
 

“You have reached Maui Electric Company’s trouble dispatch department. We 
are experiencing system outages at this time and are investigating the cause.  
We apologize for the inconvenience.  Mahalo.” 

 
By 10:30 a.m., additional Customer Service representatives had arrived to assist 
in answering phone calls.  The majority of customers were restored by 1:15 p.m. 
 
Later in the afternoon after power was restored to most of the island, an updated 
customized announcement was recorded for the trouble line: 
 
 “You have the reached the Maui Electric Company’s Trouble Dispatch Department.  

Today is Sunday, October 15, 2006, and it is approximately 2 p.m.  We are currently 
experiencing outages in the Keonekai – Maui Coast area and in Kahului, by the Onehee 
substation.  If you are calling to report an outage outside of the affected area, please 
remain on the line for the next available agent.  Mahalo.” 
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The remaining customers were restored by 2:32 p.m.  Phone representatives 
remained on duty to answer calls until about 3:30 p.m. 
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V. COMMUNICATIONS WITH SPECIFIC COMMERCIAL CUSTOMERS 
 
MECO account managers assigned to key commercial customers – including 
critical facilities and essential services – began calling their respective contacts 
from approximately 8:30 a.m. on the morning of October 15, 2006.   
 
From 8:30 a.m. to 12:30 p.m., the communications with these commercial 
customers informed them a) what happened, b) the gradual process and 
projected restoration of most customers by noon and c) later confirming when 
restoration had taken place. 
 
By 12:30 p.m., nearly all major customers had been restored.  
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VI. COMMUNICATIONS WITH GOVERNMENT OFFICIALS 
 
Local and State Civil Defense, Emergency Responders and other 
Government Agencies 
 
Following the earthquake and island wide outage, MECO’s civil defense/ 
emergency services liaison reported to the Maui County Emergency Operations 
Center by approximately 7:45 a.m. where he remained throughout the day to 
provide restoration updates directly to the local and state civil defense and 
emergency responders.  These also included the Mayor, County Managing 
Director, Deputy Director of the County Department of Public Works and 
Environmental Management, Maui police and fire chiefs, among others. 
 
The liaison also attended all briefings and reported back to MECO using a land 
line, cell phone and portable radio. The latter provided two-way communications 
to MECO’s Dispatch Supervisor, Trouble Supervisor and company President 
when poor cellular reception within the building hampered his efforts to 
communicate clearly. 
 
Having a MECO representative at the EOC proved invaluable, as MECO was 
able to communicate to the group quickly and with the most updated information 
available. 
 
At 8:26 a.m. on the morning of the earthquake, MECO’s government relations 
liaison left a message regarding the outage and his cell number for the Maui 
Public Utilities Commission (PUC) representative (on his cell phone) and by 8:30 
a.m., a similar message was left for HECO’s Regulatory Affairs director.  As the 
Mayor also was at the EOC, a contact had already been established though 
MECO’s  civil defense/emergency services liaison. 
 
After restoration had been completed, the final press release time-stamped at 
1:30 p.m. was distributed to Maui and Oahu media as well as the Maui PUC and 
HECO PUC contact. 
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VII. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATION 
 
The external communications efforts of the MECO emergency personnel 
responding to the island-wide outage on Sunday, October 15, 2006 were diligent 
and responsible and appear to have been very effective in keeping customers 
and key government contacts, including emergency response partners, informed. 
.   
 
Telecommunications 
Sharing information with the public was not without its challenges.  As the report 
indicates, communication efforts were hampered by sporadic reception and 
service from cell phone and land line providers.  Initially, getting information from 
MECO’s Dispatch office proved difficult as the high volume of calls clogged the 
circuits.  These are shared lines for both incoming and outgoing calls. 
 
An automated recorded message was activated with a generic outage message, 
which may have helped alleviate some of the caller traffic into the phone center 
as customers were informed that MECO was aware of and responding to the 
outage.   
 
Recommendation:  Staff should continue to activate the generic outage 
message as soon as possible.  It is recommended that more frequent updated 
customized recordings be made on the Trouble Line throughout the duration of 
the outage to provide more current information for callers who are waiting on 
hold.    
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APPENDIX “ A”  
   
 

 
 
CONTACT: Kau`i Awai-Dickson          FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 
  Maui Electric Company         October 15, 2006 

Communications Specialist        11:20 AM 
  (808) 872-3263 
 
 
As a result of the earthquake this morning, Maui Electric Company (MECO) 
experienced an island-wide blackout at approximately 7:08 AM. 

Essential services including Maui Memorial Medical Center, Kula Hospital, 
County of Maui, Maui Police Department and Kahului Airport were restored at 
approximately 9:30 AM.   

As of this time, MECO has regained 60% of its generating capacity.  Power has 
been restored to Hana and parts of central Maui, Kula, Wailea and Ka’anapali.   
Power on the islands of Lana’i and Moloka’i was not affected. 

The initial fault occurred when the earthquake tripped the vibration sensor on 
several of MECO’s Kahului and Maalaea Generating Station units causing them 
to automatically shut down.   

As power resumes, MECO requests the public’s help in turning on home 
appliances one at a time and not all at once. 
 
Maui Electric apologizes for any inconveniences this may cause and we thank 
the public for their patience and understanding.  Further updates will be provided 
as they become available. 

 

 
### 
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APPENDIX “ B”  
 

          
CONTACT: Kau`i Awai-Dickson        FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 
  Maui Electric Company                October 15, 2006 
  (808) 872-3263                 1:30 PM 
 
 
As a result of the earthquake this morning, Maui Electric Company (MECO) 
experienced an island-wide blackout at approximately 7:08 AM. 

Essential services including Maui Memorial Medical Center, County of Maui, 
Maui Police Department and Kahului Airport were restored within two and a half 
hours of the outage.  

At approximately 10:00 AM, additional restoration began in parts of central Maui, 
Kula and Hana.  As of this time, power has been restored to all Maui customers 
with the exception of isolated pockets in Kahului near Onehee Street and 
Kamaole in Kihei.    

Power was not affected on the islands of Moloka’i and Lana’i except for Manele 
Bay. 

The initial fault occurred when the earthquake tripped the vibration sensor on 
several of MECO’s Kahului and Maalaea Generating Station units causing an 
automatic shut down.  This shut down resulted in a “thermal lockout” or 
generators in an overheat condition, which required MECO to cool the units 
before bringing them back online.   
 
We request the public’s assistance in notifying MECO at 871-7777 of any 
outages that may occur following this notice.   
 
Maui Electric would like to thank the public for their patience and cooperation 
during this emergency situation. 

### 
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APPENDIX “ C”  
MEDIA RECAP 

Earthquake Power Outage 
October 15, 2006  

 
October 15, 2006 
 
Interviews: 
 
10:15 AM: PACIFIC RADIO GROUP – via phone 

RE:  Essential services including Kahului Airport, Maui Memorial 
Medical Center, County of Maui, Maui Police Department restored. 
Parts of Central Maui also restored. 

 
11:10 AM: PACIFIC RADIO GROUP – via phone 
  RE:  60 % restoration complete 
 
11:20 AM: PACIFIC RADIO GROUP – via e-mail 

MAUI NEWS – Ed Tanji via e-mail 
  RE:  PR1 (See Media Exhibit “A”) 
 
*1:30 PM: PACIFIC RADIO GROUP – via e-mail 
  MAUI NEWS – via e-mail & fax 
  KAOI, KONI via fax 
  HONOLULU ADVERTISER, HONOLULU STAR BULLETIN via fax 
  KHNL, KITV, KHON, KGMB via fax 
  RE:  PR2   (See Media Exhibit “B”) 
 
*Note that distribution began at 1:30, however, due to busy phone lines, actual 
transmission took place between 1:30 and 3:00 pm. 
 
 


