KPS CONSULTING

“Building an Access Bridge in Technology and Telecommunications”

3508 Albemarle Street, NW

Washington, DC  20008

202.363.5599

kpsconsulting@starpower.net
                                         December 20, 2005

Summary of NPRM on Internet and VRS Emergency Call Handling

On November 30, 2005, the FCC released a Notice of Proposed Rulemaking (NPRM) seeking comment on access to emergency services for Internet relay and VRS.
  Specifically, the FCC is seeking to determine the best methods by which Internet relay and VRS providers can determine the appropriate PSAP to contact when they receive emergency calls.  To do this, the CA must be able to determine both (1) where the relay caller is located, and (2) the appropriate PSAP that corresponds to that location.  The NPRM seeks feedback on a number of issues, outlined below:
User Registration.  On June 3, 2005, the FCC released its VoIP E911 Order, requiring providers of interconnected VoIP service to provide E911 service.  These providers must now obtain from each customer the physical location where service will first be used, prior to initiating service for that customer.  If the service can be used from more than one location, providers must also give customers a method of updating information about their physical location.  This is required so that they providers can transmit all 911 calls, including a call back number and the caller’s “Registered Location” for each call to emergency authorities.  

         The FCC now asks whether, in view of the above mandate, it should require VRS and IP Relay providers to similarly register VRS and IP relay users by getting them to provide, in advance of making calls, the primary location (a “Registered Location”) for their calls.  This would enable CAs to make calls to the appropriate PSAP.  The FCC also seeks comment on 
· how such a registration requirement would work for first time users of a particular provider’s VRS or IP Relay service;

· whether there are other means by which VRS and IP Relay providers can obtain Registered Location information, such as by linking the serial number of the consumer’s VRS or IP Relay terminal or equipment to their registered location. 
· whether the same rules should apply to both VRS and IP relay providers, or whether the different natures of these services require different solutions.
· whether the use of a registration system for IP relay and VRS is consistent with the functional equivalency mandate of Section 255.  In this regard, the FCC notes that although, in the past, consumers objected to a registration requirement because voice telephone users did not have to register to obtain telephone service, the recent VoIP order now imposes similar registration requirements on voice users.  In addition, the FCC notes that because many relay consumers already create profiles to facilitate the handling of their calls, requiring similar profiles through registration may not be “unduly intrusive or burdensome.”

· whether VRS and IP Relay calls could be structured in such a way that they include a VoIP call (i.e., to consider VRS and IP relay users also as VoIP subscribers subject to the VoIP E911 Order).  This would allow registration for interconnected VoIP calls to satisfy the registration requirement for users of VRS and IP Relay.  It would also allow emergency VRS or IP relay calls to be directed simultaneously to both the VRS or IP Relay provider and the emergency service tied to the consumer’s Registered Location on file with the VoIP provider.  (The FCC also asks whether this approach would make a difference for IP relay users who do not have broadband.)

· other ways in which the VoIP E911 Order may be applied to VRS and IP relay to ensure access to emergency services.
Privacy and confidentiality    The FCC asks the following specific questions related to privacy and confidentiality issues that may arise as a result of a registration requirement:

· whether there are any privacy considerations associated with having to provide location information; 

· whether the FCC’s TRS confidentiality rules are sufficient to address concerns about providing personal information through the Internet; 

· what measures providers have taken to ensure the privacy and security of relay calls; 

· whether the FCC should require specific information or place limits on the scope of information that providers can obtain; 

· whether the FCC should adopt any measures to ensure the confidentiality of the information provided.  

Mobility.  The FCC claims that VRS equipment tends to remain at the same location, while IP relay is used in a more mobile manner with any laptop or Internet-enabled device. [note from KPS:  I am not sure this is a valid assumption, as it is only a matter of time before VRS becomes mobile.]  Accordingly, the Commission requests feedback on how IP relay providers can be sure that they have updated location information from callers (i.e., that the Registered Location is the actual location of the person making the call).  The FCC also wants to know how to divide up provider and consumer obligations in this regard, for example, whether consumers should have to affirmatively report that they are at their Registered Location every time they make a call.  If they are not at that location, the FCC asks whether consumers should be prompted or required to provide that information.  (The FCC notes that its VoIP order prohibits providers from charging customers to update location information.)

Consumer Notification.  There are various requirements in the VoIP Order that direct providers to notify consumers about the limitations of accessing 911 through VoIP.
  The Commission poses the following questions, which generally ask about the application of those obligations to VRS and IP relay providers:

· Should the Commission require that VRS and IP Relay providers specifically advise new and existing subscribers of the circumstances under which E911 service may not be available through VRS and IP Relay or may somehow be limited by comparison to traditional E911 service?  
· Should the Commission require VRS and IP Relay providers to provide appropriate warning labels for end user equipment used with their services?  
· Should VRS and IP Relay providers be required to obtain and keep a record of affirmative acknowledgement by every subscriber of having received and understood this advisory?  
· Should compensation from the Interstate TRS Fund be conditioned on compliance with these requirements?  
· What, if any, other requirements should be imposed on VRS and IP Relay providers in this regard?  

E-911 Network.  The FCC asks whether VRS and IP relay providers should have to use the Wireline E911 Network in transmitting E911 calls to the appropriate PSAP, rather than a 10-digit number.  (This is required for interconnected VoIP providers) 

PSAP Database – The FCC asks whether existing rules for the use of PSAP databases – which require providers to maintain and update databases, but do not mandate a single national PSAP database for all TRS providers  – are sufficient in the IP relay and VRS context.  The FCC specifically asks whether a national database for the handling of emergency calls by IP relay and VRS providers is appropriate, and if so, how such a database would be implemented and maintained.
Priority Access – The FCC understands that during busy periods, if a CA is not available to handle an incoming call, the IP or VRS caller is put in a queue.  To this end, the FCC asks:

· whether and how VRS and IP relay providers can identify incoming emergency calls so these calls do not need to wait in queue; 

· whether equipment can be modified to allow providers to promptly recognize emergency calls (to provide the equivalent of a 911 call).
Multiple Providers – The FCC asks whether IP relay and VRS users should have to register with every provider that they use, or whether a shared database could be established that would be accessed by all providers.  

Registration and Jurisdictional Separation of Costs – After noting that all VRS and IP relay calls are reimbursed by the Interstate TRS Fund, the FCC asks:

· whether a registration requirement for emergency call handling could be used as a mechanism to allocate TRS costs between the interstate and intrastate jurisdictions.
· whether, assuming all VRS and IP Relay calls continue to be compensated from the Interstate TRS Fund, an exception should be made for the costs of emergency VRS and IP Relay calls so that they are paid for by the states or the Interstate TRS Fund, depending on the jurisdictional nature of the call.  
· for input on any other alternatives for funding emergency VRS and IP relay calls.  
Timelines – The FCC asks for feedback on the amount of time it will take providers to implement solutions for emergency access, and whether there is any reason to continue to have different deadlines for VRS (January 2007) and IP relay (January 2008).  

           This summary was prepared as part of the RERC on Telecommunications Access, a joint project of Gallaudet University and the Trace Center, University of Wisconsin-Madison under funding from the National Institute on Disability and Rehabilitation Research (NIDRR) of the US Dept of Education Grant H133E040013.  The opinions offered herein are those of the author and do not necessarily represent those of the RERC on Telecommunications Access, the Universities or funding agencies.

�  In the Matter of Telecommunications Relay Services and Speech-to-Speech Services for Individuals with Hearing and Speech Disabilities, Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, CG Docket No. 03-123, FCC 05-196 (November 30, 2005).


� Under the VoIP Order, all providers of interconnected VoIP service must advise every subscriber (new and existing), of the circumstances under which E911 service may not be available through the interconnected VoIP service, or be limited in comparison to traditional E911 service.  VoIP providers must also obtain and keep a record of affirmative acknowledgement from every subscriber that they received and understood this advisory.  In addition, interconnected VoIP service providers must distribute to their customers stickers or labels that warn users when E911 service may be limited or unavailable, and that instruct subscribers to place them on or near the VoIP equipment.
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