This is a bit long – please bear with me…
 
Earlier this week a message was posted to the list regarding the Vonage letter to the FCC.  NENA Technical Issues Director, Roger Hixson responded to that posting, and I wanted to follow up on the issue, reiterating Mr. Hixson’s comment and clarifying the position that NENA has taken from the get-go of these discussions.
 
It is important to understand that the NENA position was not developed in a vacuum.  Our activities and policy direction are a result of the incredible wealth of experience with Enhanced 9‑1‑1 technology, systems, practices and procedures from a variety of perspectives.  NENA always draws upon its membership base to contribute to our technical and operation recommended standards, as well as policy positions for the FCC and Congress.
 
NENA has learned through the development of Wireless E9‑1‑1 solutions that you have to anticipate the unintended consequences the regulations written today may have adverse effects on the solutions of tomorrow.  More importantly, we learned that solving problems through legislation and/or regulation consumes a great deal of time and sometimes can, at times, be counterproductive.  
 
We have talked a lot about Voice Over the Internet (VOI) problems and we have debated about different effects that technology is causing to the delivery of E9‑1‑1 services across the USA and Canada.
 
From the beginning, our focus has been on encouraging solutions.  Our foundational principal has never wavered.  That is, if a communications service (no matter the legal interpretation) functions like a telephone, in regards to 9‑1‑1, it had better act like a telephone.  This is a variation of an old adage, ‘if it looks like a duck and quacks like a duck, it better dial 9-1-1 like a duck.”
 
More than just dial 9‑1‑1, we expect it to behave in a similar manner as a normal telephone:  
 
      The 9‑1‑1 must route to the appropriate PSAP
      The call taker must be able to determine the telephone number of the calling party
      The call taker must be able to dial back to the caller, and
      The caller’s location must be presented to the call taker.
 
In other words, NENA promotes “Enhanced 9‑1‑1” as the standard of service delivery whether the call is placed on the public switched telephone network or through a VOI service.
 
Just as with the Wireless E9‑1‑1 experience, it isn’t as easy to just wish it was so.  NENA is seeing very timely results from our participation with the Voice Over the Network (VON) Coalition.  The points of agreement between NENA and the VON Coalition have spurred efforts to deliver 9‑1‑1 with comparable quality of service as with the public switched telephone network.
 
Sooner rather than later, we will have solutions that will route and connect “nomadic” VOI 9‑1‑1 callers to the appropriate PSAP with “enhanced” features.  That is the goal of the so-called “I-3” solution.  
 
In the meantime, we are participating with the solutions that will present the stationary VOI 9‑1‑1 callers to the appropriate PSAP with “enhanced” features.  In some cases, this is happening today.  By remaining on the policy and design team, NENA has been able to convey the message to the VOI service providers that E9‑1‑1 must be the standard of service – with or without regulation or legislation.
 
That is how and why we are seeing relatively rapid deployment of E9‑1‑1 functionality with VOI service providers.  NENA fully understands the consequences of misrouting the call and failing to provide the minimal information the caller needs to process the call.  Through our advocacy and participation, the VOI service providers are also understanding these issues and making commitments to find solutions.
 
One of the most problematic aspects of the NENA/VON Coalition Agreement is the FALSE understanding that the “I-1” solution calls for routing 9‑1‑1 callers to the local PSAP on an “administrative” telephone line.  
 
NENA never said that and we would never encourage that.  Regretfully, a misunderstanding of the expectation in the “I-1” solution has created a great degree of confusion and consternation.  Lets be clear, under no circumstances should a 9‑1‑1 call ever be routed to a 10-digit “administrative” telephone number.  
 
The NENA/VON Agreement says that the VOI service provider introducing service that had the functionality and appearance of a conventional telephone to make contact with the local PSAP or their coordinator to determine the best way to access the PSAP.  Clearly the intent was to route these calls to 10-digit “emergency” telephone lines that most, if not all PSAP’s maintain to receive emergency calls from outside of the 9‑1‑1 system, such as from a Telematics Service Provider reporting an Automatic Crash Notification, or a 9‑1‑1 transfer from a PSAP in another system.
 
The question of the NENA position on VOI service providers (including the Vonage question) is simple:
 
      For stationary (fixed point) customers, NENA expects all VOI service providers to develop solutions that provide E9‑1‑1 service for their customers (“Looks like a duck…”).  
 
      NENA accepted the notion that on an interim basis, VOI 9‑1‑1 callers may be routed via the public switched telephone network to the appropriate PSAP via their 10-digit emergency number, if that arrangement has been made between the VOI carrier and the PSAP.  This is expected to be a short term solution and, frankly, many of the VOI service providers are doing better than this by connecting to the 9‑1‑1 system in other manners.  As Mr. Hixson stated, this solution was temporary and the PSAP’s should see less and less reliance on the 10-digit emergency number routing; eventually it should be non-existent.
 
      NENA expects VOI service providers to develop “next generation” E9‑1‑1 solutions for the nomadic (mobility) VOI customer.
 
NENA could have taken the easy position and cast stones at the “intruders”, but we realized that we were better off by meeting with, and working with the VOI service providers to solve the problems that were not going away on their own.  
 
Perhaps most importantly, NENA understands that by demanding immediate regulation of the VOI service providers, we risk strangling innovation that may well provide long term value to 9‑1‑1 by introducing a new set of advanced features.  Under the current design, the cost of interconnecting 9‑1‑1 systems is very high, thus limiting the possibility of creating a “ubiquitous” 9‑1‑1 network.  With IP solutions, we may well be able to build a 9‑1‑1 inter-network so we could easily transfer the caller’s voice and their location data across systems.
 
The key is transparency.  The 9‑1‑1 caller and the call taker have come to expect a particular level of service that the VOI service providers need to make available.  NENA has been part of the solution and we will remain at the table to assure that the expected level of service is provided.
 
As I have said at a number of forums, my standard of service is to make sure that the product is “mom-safe” and that it is “call taker friendly”:  
 
      If my mother (or daughter or friend or neighbor) subscribes to a particular “telephone service”, will it connect them to the right PSAP when they need help from police, fire or paramedic responders?  The implication is obvious – the consequence of misrouting can be very dangerous.
 
      When that call is answered at my PSAP (or yours), will the call taker be able to communicate with the person asking for help and will the phone number and address be displayed?  If my call takers are annoyed by a technology, they certainly convey their thoughts to me…  Obviously I cannot support a technology that makes their job more difficult.  An unhappy call taker produces an unhappy PSAP manager…
 
At the end of the day, the efforts NENA is engaged in will serve the public (my mom) and the call takers by providing the quality of service they expect.
 
I appreciate the extraordinary efforts by NENA staff and the committee volunteers who are working very long hours on many fronts to achieve our goal of 9‑1‑1 across the USA and Canada.  I congratulate the NENA team on a job well done and I encourage them to stay the course in the many aspects of their work. 
 
See you in Long Beach!
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