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TX:  07.04.11 - Emergency Texts

PRESENTER:  WINIFRED ROBINSON


ROBINSON
People who are deaf should be able to text the emergency services on their mobiles - that's according to Ofcom, the regulator.  The idea has been trialled for a year, with money from the government, the emergency services, the phone providers Ofcom and the charity for the deaf the RNID.  Fourteen and a half thousand people have registered to use it and on average one emergency text is made every day.  Claudio Pollock is from Ofcom.

POLLOCK
A few years ago if you had a hearing impairment you were lost, you couldn't make 999 calls, you couldn't make voice calls and there was no alternative.  You would have no option but essentially to run out on the street waving your hands hoping that somebody else is going to make a call on your behalf, and that's not good enough.  Now because text based communication, through texting, has become commonplace in the United Kingdom and throughout the world that has been adapted to make sure that people can access the emergency services where they need it and when they need it, even if they can't use voice in order to make telephone calls and that really is a great leap forward.

ROBINSON
So just describe for me, would you, exactly how it works?

POLLOCK
Rather than making a 999 voice call, which isn't going to work for you, you can send a message to 999.  You have to register for that service, so before you're able to use that service you text the word Register to the number 999, you will receive a text back advising you how the service works and from that point on you can use the 999 text messaging service.

ROBINSON
Claudio, don't people who are deaf already have a service where they can in effect type conversation into the landline?

POLLOCK
Yeah, there's a service called the text relay service which deaf and speech impaired users can use, which is you have a piece of kit at home where you can type what it is that you want to say and there's a call centre that will translate that into voice, essentially you use text that's translated to voice and you can make normal calls.  You can use that service to make 999 calls, it's not that useful if you're out and about and your text relay equipment is at home.  We know, for example, now that for voice calls the majority of calls are coming in through mobile phones and therefore if you're deaf you need to have a similar functionality for when you're out and about.  All that this service does is it routes the text message to the text relay service centre and they will voice the call on your behalf and type back the response.

ROBINSON
Well one person who's used this emergency texting service is Sylvia from Bristol, she's profoundly deaf and she uses sign language.  Sylvia registered when the trial was launched and soon she was pretty glad she had.  An actor's reading her words for us.

SYLVIA
I attend my deaf club on a regular basis and on this particular evening it was a special occasion - over a hundred people were present.  Suddenly a lady collapsed, I could see that she was trying to breathe but she was really struggling.  There were only deaf people in the room, no one was hearing, we were all British sign language users and were unable to use the phone to call for an ambulance.  Everyone was panicking.  I texted the emergency services using the SMS 999 service.  It was brilliant.  I was able to list the details of the venue, as well as provide information about the lady and why she needed an ambulance.  They reassured me that help was on the way, they told me to keep her warm and that they would need to ask a few questions but that this would not delay the ambulance - such as, is she awake and does she have asthma.  I was able to answer these questions that came through one at a time in a number of texts.  I went back to the lady and told her I'd contacted the emergency services and to try and remain calm and that someone would be there to help soon.  After a short five minute wait we saw flashing blue lights and the ambulance arrived.  They approached the lady and were able to get her a little more stable before rushing her to hospital.  They confirmed that she'd suffered a heart attack but thankfully she made a full recovery.  

She was shocked to learn that I'd used this service, she'd never heard of it before.  Many other people in attendance that evening had no idea about this service and they were very interested in how to register.  It should become a compulsory service as it would give us the same access rights as a hearing person.  If I hadn't signed up I would have been forced to look around for a neighbour or a passer-by and ask them to call 999 for an ambulance.  Potentially this could have led to the lady not receiving treatment in time and as a result possibly dying.  This service is fantastic as it's made me feel on the same level as hearing people and allowed me to access the emergency services in the same timeframe that any hearing person would be able to.

ROBINSON
Claudio, it's obviously been a success, so will the mobile operators just extend it now?

POLLOCK
Yeah they've committed to do so and by making the system permanent they will make sure that there is enough of a backup, so if there's a fire in the facility there'll be another facility that can take over.  It's really good that everyone's got together to make this happen.  There is also a need to make sure that there's more publicity, it's very good if you happen to know about it but if you don't know about it and you haven't registered it doesn't help you.  So all of these things need to happen.  We have also consulted on now making the service mandatory - making it an obligation for this service to be provided for those users that have a hearing impairment.

ROBINSON
Is a similar service available in other European countries?

POLLOCK
As far as I'm aware it's the first time that this has happened on a national basis, there were a number of local trials in the UK but we seem to be first in moving in this direction.  There has been new European legislation which talks about a concept that's known as equivalence, which is saying that those users that have a disability must have equivalent access to emergency services as the majority of the population enjoy.  That European legislation means I suspect that other countries will be watching what we do and trying to deliver to that, which is exactly as it should be.

ROBINSON
Claudio Pollock from Ofcom.


