DRAFT 


Consultation

Emergency Call Answering Service – ECAS

Calls from persons with disabilities 
1. Introduction

The objective of this consultation is to firstly to provide information on the new Emergency Call Answering Service (ECAS); secondly, to outline the possibilities for its enhancement to further cater for callers with disabilities; and finally, to request comments from all interested parties, including individuals, organisations and companies, as to what additional enhancements or features would provide benefits for people with disabilities.
Based on this feedback further or more detailed analysis of the technical and economic issues involved in developing additional features for people with disabilities may be undertaken.
While this consultation has been triggered by the development of the ECAS, it is important to state that the ECAS is only one link, albeit a vital one, in the complex chain of emergency response, which also includes the network operators, the Fire, Ambulance, Garda and Coast Guard services, and to be aware that the successful development of any additional feature will require the co-ordinated efforts of all parties, including the wider community.
Comments and suggestions are invited from all interested parties, including individuals, organisations and companies, as to what additional ECAS service enhancements or features would provide benefits for people with disabilities when using the service.

2. Background
Currently, emergency calls to 112 and 999 are answered by eircom operators, who route the call to the appropriate emergency service, such as the Fire Brigade, Ambulance, Garda or Coast Guard.  The emergency services are responsible for the assessment of each case and the dispatch of emergency response personnel.  
Following the enacting of the Communication Regulation Amendment Act of 2007, a public tender for a concession to operate the ECAS service was issued.  BT Communications (Ireland) was awarded the concession and has recently commenced installing the new system with operators’ centres located in Ballyshannon, Navan and Dublin. 
3. Description of ECAS 
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Figure 1: Simplified overview of the ECAS service

The ECAS provides the following services:

a) receiving and handling calls to the emergency numbers 112 and 999;

b) Transferring such calls, together with available and relevant data associated with the call, to the appropriate Emergency Service’s call centre.
The ECAS receives and processes Emergency Calls from fixed lines, mobile terminals, and other devices and services examples of which are outlined below. 

4. implementation plan

The BT Ireland ECAS will be rolled out in a manner which will ensure that testing and the gradual transfer of services to the new system can be undertaken as smoothly and as safely as possible.   It is expected that the ECAS will be fully operational by mid 2010.
5. ECAS handling calls from persons with disabilities 

The current ECAS provides a Minicom service, which is a text terminal that operates over a telephone line.  The user dials a freephone emergency number using a Minicom text terminal and is directly connected with an ECAS operator who can receive the text and who can act as a relay between the caller and  the  emergency services. 
This service has been provided for many years and with advances in technology there is scope for its improvement and enhancement (please see section 6)
6. Public Consultation 
A number of service enhancements of the ECAS system are possible contingent upon enabling technological developments.  For example, the use of SMS text messaging to call 112 / 999 or the use of video calling to allow an emergency call to be made using sign language. 
While each of the possible service enhancements has merit, there are also constraints and limitations to usefulness.  For example, the lack of a guarantee of delivery for text messing is a risk for this service while the quality of cameras and network constrains may limit the usefulness of video calling in an emergency situation.
The emergence of mobile phones and other terminals with GPS (Global Positioning System) capabilities allowing the caller location to be determined where GPS satellite coverage is adequate, in addition to other caller location information systems, provides additional tools for service enhancements.
Also, the appearance of network and internet based services such as voice and video relay services and speech to text translation services provides an expanded set of tools for service enhancement.
A number of possible service enhancements are listed below as examples.  While the cost and technical feasibility of implementing these features has yet to be assessed, it is planned as a first step to obtain feedback from the interested stakeholders as to whether such services would be of benefit to users.  
The following example of service enhancements have been identified for consideration:

· Direct dial of 112/999 from a Minicom terminal; 

· Emergency Text (SMS) messaging using pre-registration;
· Emergency instant messaging and email;
· Emergency telephone call captioning;
· Video calling to allow an emergency call to be made using sign language.
Other, alternative or additional enhancements which would be beneficial may be suggested for consideration.  
6.1.1 Direct dial of 112 or 999 from a Minicom terminal

Approach

The service would be identical to the current Minicom emergency service except that in an emergency, the user could dial 112/999, instead of a special freephone number.
Advantages

· Since 112/999 is easier to remember than a freephone number in an emergency, it would offer a benefit to users.

Disadvantages

· The cost of implementation is likely to be high, and it is not clear at this point whether all technical issues related to the service could be resolved.
· Texting from mobiles is being used to an increasing extent; hence, it is not clear that an enhancement to the older Minicom service would generate significant use. 
Consultation

	Q1. 
Do you believe that the development of the direct dial of 112/999 from a Minicom terminal would be beneficial?  Please elaborate if possible.

A1.




6.1.2 Emergency Text (SMS) messaging using pre-registration

Approach

The overall concept is to allow users to communicate with the ECAS operator in an emergency situation, using text (SMS) messaging.
In one version of the SMS texting option, the user would start by sending a text message to an emergency number, and a text (SMS) dialogue with the ECAS operator would be initiated. 
Users would need to pre-register prior to using the service.  Pre-registration could also allow the system to display some pre-stored information about the caller to the ECAS operator.  
In another version of this service, the pre-stored information would be delivered to the ECAS Operator by a recorded announcement prefacing the communication.

In this case, the user would first dial a special code that would trigger a call to 112/999 and provide a recorded announcement to the ECAS operator.  The announcement would give the caller’s name, indicate that there was an emergency and request that the operator switch to using text (SMS) messaging.  The ECAS operator would then communicate with the caller using text (SMS) messaging for the rest of the call.

The recorded message could be provided by a service provider who may provide a range of specialised services to people with disabilities and others. .

The advantages and disadvantages relating to both of these options are similar.
Advantages

· User familiarity with text (SMS) messaging, and the use of standard mobile phones. 

· It is essential for emergency text messaging in general, to have some form of pre-registration in place, to avoid abuse of the system.  The service provider offering the recorded announcement service could act as the registration agent.

· The pre-stored information or pre-recorded announcement would provide important information to the ECAS operator even prior to using messaging.

Disadvantages

· It is unclear whether where text (SMS) messaging can be made sufficiently reliable for emergency use as there is no guarantee of SMS message delivery.

· SMS is not a real-time service.  The slowness of a text (SMS) dialogue is problematic compared to other forms of communication.

· Message delivery order is not always predictable and so could give rise to confusion.

· It is not clear at this point whether caller location information can be provided.

· Where a special number is required to invoke a network based recorded announcement to the ECAS operator, it is not clear that users would easily remember the code and then manage the transition from activating the announcement, to the second stage of sending a text (SMS) during the stress of an emergency situation.  Testing may be required to demonstrate feasibility.

· For a network based announcement service, the service provider’s system would need to be sufficiently reliable to form part of an emergency call.
· The usability, suitability and practicability of the service remains to be proven. 

Consultation

	Q1. 
Do you believe that the development of Emergency Text (SMS) messaging using pre-registration would be beneficial? Please elaborate if possible.

A1.




6.1.3 Emergency instant messaging and email
Services based on other messaging systems such as instant messaging and email may be considered:  ie, allow users to communicate with the ECAS operator in an emergency situation, using instant messaging or email.

These services may have some usability characteristics, merits and constraints similar to those of SMS texting when used to contact the ECAS. 

Advantages

· Generally, a terminal supporting instant messaging or email has a suitable keyboard and is easy to use.

· Instant messaging is fast and it is usually possible to conduct an efficient dialogue.
· Instant messaging removes most of the delays and uncertainty that apply to email.

· Though less interactive than instant messaging, email is generally more reliable than SMS texting.
Disadvantages

· For both instant messaging and email, a text terminal with a keyboard is required for efficient usability.
· Message delivery is not instantaneous for either instant messaging or email and delays in transmission may occur which could undermine the integrity of communication.

Consultation

	Q1. 
Do you believe that the development of emergency instant messaging and email would be beneficial?  Please elaborate if possible.

A1.




6.1.4 Emergency telephone call captioning
Approach

The overall concept is to allow users to communicate with the ECAS operator in an emergency situation, using a special telephone on which the ECAS operator’s spoken words appear as text.

The transcription of the ECAS operator’s speech to text is provided by a captioning service which, acting as a relay between user and ECAS operator, transcribes spoken words into written captions, using voice-recognition technology.  

The user receives normal speech from the ECAS operator, as well as a text transcription of the words spoken, so that the user may refer to the text for missed words in the conversation.

The captions may be displayed on a special telephone or separately on a web browser, depending on the type of service provided.  
 Advantages

· The captioning service permits text to be delivered nearly simultaneously with speech.
· When combined with a pre-recorded announcement, it could provide important information to the ECAS operator.

Disadvantages

· A special telephone is required to use the service in some implementations.  Simultaneous use of a telephone and a web browser is required for other implementations.
· A relay point with a  call captioning service is required
· As the call captioning service may not be located in the same geographic region as the caller, the caller’s location may be difficult to establish.
· The need to dial a special number to engage the captioning service may weaken the reliability of the connection to the ECAS operator.

Consultation

	Q1. 
Do you believe that the existence of a call captioning service would be beneficial?  Please elaborate if possible.

A1.


6.1.5 Video calling to allow an emergency call to be made using sign language

Approach

The overall concept is to allow users to communicate with the ECAS operator using video telephony either directly linking to the ECAS services or linking through a network / internet based relay service.  In each case, the user would rely on sign language to communicate.

Advantages

· Signing may be faster and more reliable a communications means than alternative options.
Disadvantages

· The video quality of mobile phone based signing may not be adequate 
· May need strong 3G mobile network signals for successful communication as many parts of the country may not be well enough covered to allow effective indoor use of the service.
· Preregistration may be necessary in order to route calls to a signing-capable ECAS operator.  Alternatively, a networked based relay service may be required.
Consultation

	Q1. 
Do you believe that the existence of a video calling service would be beneficial?  Please elaborate if possible.

A1.




7. Submission Guidance
Interested parties are invited to submit ideas, suggestions and comments aimed at improving access to the ECAS service callers with disabilities.

Submissions should be addressed to:
Mr John Moore
Communications Division

Department of Communications, Energy and Natural Resources

29-31 Adelaide Road

Dublin 2

Submissions may be made by email to:   John.Moore@dcenr.gov.ie 
The deadline for receipt of submissions is:
Monday, 31st August 2009 at 4:00 pm
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