
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
March 26, 2020 
 
Coronavirus Response Provides FirstNet Test  
 
The First Responder Network Authority’s (FirstNet) network is “performing exceptionally” as emergency 
response teams grapple with the coronavirus pandemic across the nation, Jason Porter, senior vice 
president-FirstNet for AT&T, Inc., which is building the nationwide public safety broadband network, 
said today.  
 
Mr. Porter discussed the network’s performance this afternoon during a conference call organized by 
FirstNet and AT&T. The call featured presentations with emergency response officials from several areas 
hardest hit by the coronavirus. 
 
Mr. Porter noted FirstNet uses 20 megahertz of spectrum dedicated solely to emergency 
communications, which has been useful because of the amount of traffic on other networks generated 
by the millions of people staying at home amid the pandemic. 
 
“At these times when people are consuming massive quantities of the Internet [for] video streaming and 
conference calls and everything else that they’re doing, it can congest a consumer network,” Mr. Porter 
said. “And that’s really the beauty of what the FirstNet Authority has designed. We're seeing the first 
responder network perform exceptionally. It is really handling the load well.” 
 
There has not been any real “congestion or issues” to deal with when calls are made between devices 
on the FirstNet network, he said, adding there has been some congestion in cases when a device using 
FirstNet communicates with a device on another network. 
 
In addition, he said, FirstNet’s response operations group has been “performing extremely well” at a 
time when they are seeing “demand far greater than anything we’ve seen before,” Mr. Porter said.  
 
The amount of traffic generated by first responders because of the pandemic is “almost like multiple 
natural disasters going on at the same time,” he said. “If you think about it, it’s almost like having a flood 
or wildfire in every city, at the same time.” 
 
The emergency response officials on the call outlined numerous steps they are taking to deal with the 
pandemic, and also provided guidance on what agencies need to do to make sure they are prepared 
going forward, including keeping their communications equipment up and running. 
 
Greg Rubin, communications chief for Miami-Dade Fire Rescue in Florida, highlighted the need to make 
sure radio equipment is in good working order and “ready to go” during what is an ever-changing 
response environment.  



 
Emergency agencies should also ensure that their backhaul capacity is operational, and that 
preparations are made for backup capacity in case of outages, he said.  
 
“I encourage you to reach out to whoever has control and oversight of your radio site to make sure 
they’re ready for this,” Mr. Rubin said. 
 
In addition, he said, agencies should make sure their radio transmission sites are secure. 
 
“As this thing goes on, there could be some opportunity for people to break into things,” Mr. Rubin said. 
 
Because the virus could lead to repair personnel shortages because of illness, emergency agencies with 
regular maintenance scheduled in the near future should consider “bumping that up,” Mr. Rubin said.  
 
Relatedly, agencies should ensure that they have any replacement parts they need in inventory now or 
as soon as possible to hedge against future deliveries being delayed because of the virus, he said.  
 
Agencies also need to have plans in place for cleaning all radio equipment used by first responders, as 
well as for cleaning call centers, Mr. Rubin said.  
 
They should also ensure they have trained operators to be able to perform tasks wearing masks if 
necessary, and make sure backup call centers are prepared to be used in case a primary call center has 
to be shut down or evacuated, Mr. Rubin said.  
 
Emergency response agencies also need to make sure they have plans in place for if their 
communications equipment fails, he said. 
 
In addition, because many hospitals are building temporary facilities to deal with an expected increased 
number of patients, emergency agencies should be in contact with those hospitals as soon as possible to 
discuss communications needs, Mr. Rubin said.  
 
“Do radio checks now. Make sure that’s not a problem, now,” he cautioned. —Jeff Williams 
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