MTA Commentary: June 15, 2005
State Signs E-911 Contract


An article in the April 22 Missoulian begins, 

Missoula County was without 9-1-1 service for a brief time Thursday morning after a fiber-optic line was cut near Helena.  The line was severed [around] 8:30 a.m. and affected cell phone coverage and Internet access, as well as long-distance phone calls for Butte, Anaconda, Deer Lodge, Warm Springs and Opportunity, said [a] Qwest spokesman …

This is a bad news, good news, bad news, good news story.  The bad news, of course, is that despite all the efforts to prevent excavators from digging up underground utility facilities like fiber optic lines or gas lines and the like, we continue to suffer from the results of dig-ups that put people at financial and even physical risk.  This also is illustrative of the amount of communications traffic that courses the fiber optic veins in our state and how much can be disrupted by a well placed dig up.

The good news is that in less than an hour emergency 911 services were restored, albeit in a rather jury-rigged manner.  And it took much longer to restore Internet, cellular, and long distance communications.  


And then there’s the bad news that this potentially disastrous calamity probably did not need to happen.  First, more care can and should be taken by any person or enterprise digging up any ground anywhere.  But perhaps even more important, communications backbone networks should be designed to provide redundancy; but incredibly, Qwest’s backbone apparently is not.  And just a little more bad news, or maybe bad luck, is that if this fiber cut had happened only six weeks later, the results could have been dramatically different.


Which brings me back to the good news.  Last week, the State of Montana’s Public Safety Services Bureau signed a contract with a consortium of independent telephone companies providing service over 80 percent of the state’s landmass to install a new, statewide, and state-of-the-art emergency, enhanced 911 communications network.  

Here’s how the network will work.  There will be two advanced technology selective routers, one in Missoula and the other in Billings.  These routers receive emergency 911 calls and direct the calls to the nearest public safety answering point, or PSAP.  There are 58 PSAPs scattered throughout Montana, and they’re run by local or county law enforcement or emergency service agencies.  The state’s two new selective routers will be connected by a broadband, REDUNDANT, network run by VisionNet of Great Falls.  VisionNet is itself a consortium of independent Montana telephone companies.

In addition to the selective routers, there will be two, fully redundant ANI and ALI controllers.  ANI stands for automatic number identification.  And ALI means automatic location identification.  Together, these controllers, linked to the selective routers tell the PSAP (that’s the 911 call center) where the 911 call is coming from and from whom.  Further under the new system, these ANI/ALI controllers are Internet-capable using the latest technology available.  That means that the PSAPs will have more control and greater functionality to adjust their services to program individual solutions as they see fit.  

Further, did I mention the new system is redundant?  That means if there’s a fiber cut on the backbone connecting the state’s two new selective routers, not to worry, traffic simply re-routes itself to a back-up router.  Or similarly, in the event of an ANI/ALI failure, the information will be retained in a back up system. Also this new technology gives PSAPs the ability to put their administrative lines within the centralized controllers at a much more affordable cost, enabling the PSAPs to realize the proverbial “more-for-less” bargain.
Enhanced 911 enables the PSAPs, or 911 call centers, automatically to locate callers.  This requires a fairly substantial database of information to be collected on addresses and other information that helps emergency personnel respond to an emergency and arrive at the right place at the right time.  The database under this new statewide system will also be accessible on the Web by PSAPs under a secure system that enables the PSAPs better to control information on a specialized basis.  

Finally, the new 911 network will have “reverse 911” emergency notification capability, which will enable emergency service agencies to notify large numbers of people in emergency situations like fire evacuations, hostage situation notifications, and other rare events when people in a targeted area need to be notified of threatening situations.

The state’s new 911 network represents one of the most advanced 911 networks in the country.  And it’s put together right here in Montana, by Montana’s independent telephone companies working together with the State of Montana.  
This is truly a win/win deal for Montana’s PSAPs, the State, and most of all, us citizens of Montana.

And that’s good news!
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