
Rita
couldn’t
break the 
connection

Nearly 50 years ago, Hurricane Audrey offered a

valuable lesson—be prepared!

The lesson was well learned by a rural Louisiana

telephone company. Diligent preparation by loyal

employees—and a significant investment in under-

ground lines—enabled Cameron Communications

to stage a remarkable response when Hurricane

Rita devastated its service area in 2005.

Hurricane Rita, 2005

Hurricane Audrey, 1957



This hurricane [Rita] was devastating. It was one of the most powerful to

ever hit our area. We are blessed, however, because there were no lives lost.

—William L. Henning, Chairman, Cameron Communications, October 13, 2005



IN 1957, CAMERON COMMUNICATIONS
faced many daunting challenges following the
devastation left in the wake of Hurricane Audrey,

the foremost being proactive planning. How could a
company like Cameron Communications insure the
viability of its phone network for the future and
keep its customers connected when they needed
their phone service the most? What could be done
to rebuild the company’s infrastructure in such a
way that it would be shielded from the direct effects
of any natural catastrophe? The answer was forward-
thinking: rebuild the network underground. 

That’s exactly what Cameron Communications
did, and it was that kind of planning—plus the dedi-
cation and competence of its employees—that
enabled Cameron Communications to remain opera-
tional during Hurricane Rita, nearly 50 years later. 

Plan for the Worst and 
Hope for the Best

Since its inception in 1928, Cameron Commu-
nications has been a family-owned company, pro-
viding telecommunications services and products to
more than 12,000 residents and businesses in South-
west Louisiana and Southeast Texas. The company
learned a hard lesson from Hurricane Audrey, as did
so many other businesses: “plan for the worst and
hope for the best.” As a result, Cameron Communi-
cations carefully rebuilt its network, hoping that it
would never again have to face the destructive force
of another hurricane like Audrey, but knowing full
well that there was always the chance that its net-
work and the fortitude of its employees would be
tested again.

In September 2005, Hurricane Rita developed in
the Gulf of Mexico and on September 24, Hurricane
Rita struck Cameron Communications’ service area
with a fury that was reminiscent of Hurricane
Audrey, but even worse.

“As Hurricane Rita entered the Gulf of
Mexico, we all watched the storm turn and
take aim at the Texas coast. We feared the
worst for our smallest exchange in the
coastal communities of High Island and
Gilchrist. With 1,200 customers relying on
service, our Hurricane Response Team began
to implement our Emergency Preparedness
Plan for the Texas operation. We then real-
ized, as the storm shifted, it would impact
all of our customers in Texas and Louisiana.”

—Robert Large, Network Operations Manager,
Cameron Communications

Following through with years of emergency
preparation and planning, Cameron Communica-
tions began deploying its initial pre-disaster plan-
ning teams. Get generators and fuel in place, in case
of power outages. Have work crews and trucks stand-
ing by in areas that would be unaffected by the
storm, ready to roll back into the affected areas on a
moment’s notice. Make sure that employees and
their families would be accounted for before and
after the storm. Prepare for the worst and hope for
the best. 

“Those last few hours before Hurricane
Rita hit, as we were closing our offices, were
so surreal. It was just out of a disaster movie,
everyone leaving and saying goodbye and
hopefully getting together in a few days to
see how bad it was, but not knowing if any
of us were really going to make it. We didn’t
know what to expect. We didn’t know if the
company would be here when we got back.
We didn’t know if we would have homes to
return to. We didn’t know anything except
that we had to leave.”

—MeMe Reider, Marketing and Advertising 
Manager, Cameron Communications

The Cameron Communications offices were
closed at 8 a.m. Thursday, September 22, to allow
key personnel to complete final storm preparations
to the facilities. Employees were allowed to return
home and prepare their families and homes in antic-
ipation of the ferocious storm. Essential personnel
and their families were sent to the Cameron Com-
munications facilities in Elizabeth, La., where they
would be out of the direct path of Hurricane Rita.
Several key staff members remained at the Carlyss,
La., headquarters building to ride out the storm.

Beyond Belief
Hurricane Rita’s path of destruction was felt

throughout Cameron Communications’ subscriber
base in Texas and Louisiana. Four of Cameron Com-
munications’ central offices serving lower Cameron
Parish were totally destroyed. Many communities in
the service areas were simply erased. Nearly 100 per-
cent of the homes and businesses in lower Cameron
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Parish were eradicated. The devastation was
as unbelievable as it was expansive.

Cameron Communications’ operations
in eastern Texas and the Pitkin, Sugartown
and Elizabeth, La., service areas were
impacted as well. Those offices were
stocked with generators, fuel, and supplies
in the event of power outages. As a matter
of fact, the team of first responders in the
Elizabeth office was able to monitor the
effects of the storm on the company’s
Cameron Parish central offices and remote
sites. They were able to literally track to
storm’s path of destruction as they watched
each of the normally functioning locations
go dark. 

“In the hours immediately follow-
ing the arrival of Hurricane Rita,
Cameron Communications received
offers of assistance from our valued
telephone industry associations and
other phone companies. Our peers in

Alaska, Montana and Oklahoma, not
to mention in our home territories of
Louisiana and Texas, were far more
generous and supportive than could
be imagined. The rapid response from
the National Telecommunications
Cooperative Association (NTCA), the
Texas Telephone Association (TTA)
and Louisiana Telecommunications
Association (LTA) was equally heart-
ening. Calls from these states and
organizations, plus the additional
offers of assistance streaming in from
across the country, provided much-
appreciated support toward our
restoration efforts. These groups
worked with Cameron Communica-
tions’ key personnel and vendors dur-
ing and after the storm, as replace-
ment equipment was ordered.”

—George Mack, President and General
Manager, Cameron Communications

Much of Cameron Communications
employees’ early efforts immedi-
ately following the storm were

centered on maintaining existing services
outside of Cameron Parish, due to extended
commercial power outages. All roads leading
into the affected areas of Cameron Parish
were impassable. Responding to the urgent
needs of the area, the FCC assisted by
immediately securing a Blackhawk helicop-
ter for an initial aerial assessment of the
damage by Cameron Communications’ net-
work staff. Within hours, representatives
from Cameron Communications and local
officials were surveying the extent of the
damage. The FCC and the State of Louisiana
Emergency Office of Communications
(EOC) were amazingly supportive, securing
anything the company needed, including
fuel on the Sunday immediately following
the storm.

George Mack
President and

General Manager,
Cameron 

Communications

Since the establishment of the Universal Service Funds,
rural service providers like Cameron Communications
have relied on the USF to help us live up to our prom-

ise of providing the highest quality communications avail-
able at affordable prices. The revenue provided by USF pro-
vides the financial support rural carriers need to continue
fulfilling that promise now and in the years ahead.

Prior to Hurricane Rita, Cameron Communications,
which serves 11 rural telephone exchanges in Louisiana
and Texas, had one of the most advanced communications
network in the nation, complete with a true “triple play” of
voice, data and video. The USF has enabled us to give our
customers, at a minimum, the very same options and quali-
ty of service they could have in any major metropolitan
market. Because of the support Cameron Communications
receives from the USF, we were able to return service to
many of our customers within days, not weeks or months
as would normally be expected after such a natural disaster.
Being a commercial company, this restoration effort was a
difficult financial decision, as we knew we would have to
get communication services restored to—at the very mini-
mum—critical customers in the area, such as local govern-
ment, energy companies and the strategic petroleum
reserve, to fulfill our carrier-of-last-resort obligation. This

decision was compounded by the unbelievable devastation
to the communities we served. The equipment replaced
and the cable reworked and the manpower directed toward
the restoration of communications would not have been
possible without the support from the Universal Service
Fund. We knew that we had the means to continue operat-
ing and not let the destruction of nearly 40 percent of our
customer base prohibit us from servicing our remaining
customers. 

Not only that, if it had not been for USF funding,
carriers like Cameron Communications would no
longer be able to provide services after a disaster,

because the cost of rebuilding could not be recovered in
these high-cost, low-income areas. Rural customers would
have no way to communicate with the outside world, and
most families and businesses would not return to the area.
Such an event would beg the question as to who will serve
the energy companies and our nation’s strategic oil reserves
located in these areas. These communities—and our local,
state and national economies—would be doubly devastated.

Now, more than ever, the USF is critical for rural mar-
kets. It not only helps companies like Cameron Communi-
cations rebuild, but it also enables rural providers to serve
the customers that reside in these communities. �

Cameron Communications employees
access one of 20 damaged remote sites.

South Cameron Elementary School, one of three schools destroyed in lower Cameron Parish

USF:
Now, more
than ever



More than 20 remote sites and four central
offices, consistently providing Southwest Louisiana’s
largest parish with the most advanced voice, data
and video network in the state, had been decimated.

The number of downed power poles in Cameron
Parish easily measured into the hundreds and com-
mercial power was months away from being restored.
It took 62 generators to sustain Cameron Communi-
cations’ outside communications facilities through-
out Southwest Louisiana and Southeast Texas.
Cameron Communications believed it had adequate
emergency backup power supplies, but now it was
faced with a weather event that crippled the entire
operation. The massive task of relocating, maintain-

ing and protecting generators to power up the
remote central locations became the major focus of
the employees during the first days following the
storm. Fuel for the generators had to be secured and
delivered around the clock. In the end, Cameron
Communications’ planning and the dedicated efforts

of its employees are
what enabled Cameron
Communications to
restore phone service to
the affected areas in
days, not weeks. 

Immediately after
the waters receded, the
Cameron Parish Court-
house became the hub
of all area emergency
operations. Within one
week, Cameron Com-
munications work crews
successfully replaced
temporary emergency
communications pro-
vided by the Army
National Guard with
traditional voice servic-
es as they reinstalled
voice, data and fax
lines, including wi-fi

access and E-911
emergency services. 

“Unbelievable,”
said Clifton Hebert,
Cameron’s EOC
chief. “Within one
week of a catastroph-
ic event that totally
destroyed our parish,
we were up and run-
ning with traditional
landline communi-
cations as well as
Internet access and
even our E-911 serv-
ices.” He added,
“Cameron Commu-
nications’ quick
response and get-it-done attitude has redefined their
commitment to our communities.”

Resilience
“When we hit the ground in Cameron Parish the

day after Hurricane Rita and started setting up the
EOC in Hackberry for the OEP (Office of Emergency
Preparedness) in the western half of Cameron Parish,
Cameron Communications had dial tone, Internet,
and video before the search-and-rescue operations
had even been completed,” said Barry Badon of the
OEP. “The Cameron Parish OEP and all other disaster
services could not have performed at the level we
needed nor had the success we've had in supporting
the citizens of Cameron Parish if Cameron Commu-
nications had not been on-site to meet our needs.
This praise continues to be echoed by every OEP, fire,
EMS and federal, state, parish, and city official who
was surprised by the level of communications we had
available in our small rural community.”

Restoration of Cameron Communications’ facili-
ties was accomplished in the face of difficult
odds. Normal access to affected telecommuni-

cations remote sites and central offices was nearly
impossible because of water, debris, and a lack of
power—assuming the building you were looking for
was still standing. Cameron Communications crews
had to get into the damaged facilities as quickly and
safely as possible to determine what could and could
not be salvaged. It was imperative to get to those
areas of the remaining buildings where critical equip-
ment and components were, and to apply emergency
corrosion-control procedures as quickly as possible to
stave off the corrosive damage of salt water as a result
of Hurricane Rita’s 20-foot tidal surge. Recovery of
equipment that could be saved had to be done
immediately, in order to ensure rapid restoration of
communications services to the areas by the first-
response teams. Cameron Communications’ first pri-
ority was to bring communications to the one build-
ing that remained intact in downtown Cameron—
the Cameron Parish Courthouse.

continued on back

Equipment repair was
completed under difficult
conditions.

A Cameron Communications crew repairs a
remote station in Cameron.

Phone service was quickly restored
to the Cameron Parish Courthouse
after Hurricane Rita.



One Customer at a Time
Cameron Communications’ restoration efforts

continued in a manner designed to expedite a return
to as normal a life as possible for their customers. The
company’s first priority is to its customers, but at the
same time, its employees in many cases were now
without homes. As Cameron Communications began

to rebuild, it became obvious that it had an
equally important responsibility to its
employees, and sheltered some employee
families in its offices.
The company shelters provided cots and
community meals. A medical triage opera-
tion was set up at the Carlyss office to pro-
vide immunization shots and basic medical
treatments to the community. Despite the
occasional shortage of supplies, the employ-
ees and their families stuck together, rising to
the challenge of keeping to task—get phone

service up and running as quickly as possible.

Re-establishment of service begins in the compa-
ny’s central office and moves outward toward
the customers’ premises. “We want our cus-

tomers to know that we are here for them and are
working as quickly as possible to return all of their
communications services to them—voice, video and
high-speed Internet access,” said George Mack. “We’re
repairing or replacing our damaged equipment as
quickly as possible. Our ownership has been here for
generations and is taking an aggressive approach to
the restoration. Whatever it takes, we will restore
service to Cameron Parish. We have a moral obliga-
tion to live up to the promise our founder, W.T. Hen-
ning, made 80 years ago, and that is to provide the
most reliable communications services possible to our
customers. By the end of the first three weeks follow-
ing Hurricane Rita, Cameron Communications had
the capability to provide service in more than 80 per-

cent of the affected areas. Within the first
eight weeks, we were pretty close to 100 per-
cent. We’re here, we’re working and we’re
rebuilding. Cameron Communications is
open for business and ready to serve our cus-
tomers as they return.”
One of the first non-emergency customers
reconnected was the Lake Charles Pilots, a
group that helps ships safely navigate the
channel to the ports in Southwest Louisiana.
They were ready for anything that resembled
business as usual.
“There was no electricity, no radio commu-
nications, no cell phone coverage—nothing.
The area was totally black,” said Captain

Mark Foster of the Lake Charles Pilots. “You never
realize how we take our ability to communicate for
granted. I was never so happy to see a telephone
vehicle drive up.”

Rebuild, Restore, Reinvigorate
“Serving on the Governor’s appointed

team to oversee the redevelopment of
Louisiana, I have a responsibility to the com-
munity to ensure we have the resources and
commitment from the government to rebuild
our area. We have a responsibility to our fel-
low citizens, and I will not allow Cameron
Parish to be forgotten.”

—Tom Henning, Executive Vice-President,
Cameron Communications, and 
Member, Louisiana Recovery Commission

Cameron Communications has assured its sub-
scribers that telecommunications services in emer-
gency situations will be available. It will continue to
deploy modern digital switching technologies
throughout its entire network, offering the latest in
communications, information and entertainment.
Cameron Communications continues to invest heavi-
ly in its communications infrastructure and is staffed
with employees who, time and time again, have gone
beyond the call of duty.

Over the last year, Cameron Communications
has deployed another proactive project, an advanced
fiber-to-the-home network in Grand Lake, La., This
installation enabled an underserved community the
ability to receive next-generation fiber-optic commu-
nications for voice, video and data.

With more groundbreaking projects in the works,
the intrepid spirit of Cameron Communications
employees continues strong, keeping its customers
connected. �

www.camtel.com

1 800 737-3900

Progress in the hurricane-affected area is 
symbolized by two liquid natural gas plants 
being constructed in Cameron Parish.


