
 
 

 
EENA asbl 

Avenue Louise, 262 
B-1050 Brussels / Belgium 
Tel : +32 (0)2 53 49 789 

info@eena.org    
www.eena.org 

 is a non-for-profit association 
 

REACH112 – DISABLED USERS’ REQUIREMENTS FOR EMERGENCY SERVICES 

This report was prepared by a group of Organisations representing Disabled People especially for 
the project proposal named REACH112. REACH112 has been selected by the European Commission 
and starts on July 1st, 2009. 

Statement 

Access to emergency services varies from one country to another in Europe but some major trends 
may be described: 

Accessibility of both 112 and national emergency numbers does not exist in all European 
countries. 

When accessibility of emergency services exists, people with disabilities must often dial 
different numbers than 112 and mainstream national ones Localisation of emergency calls1 is 
not assured, although this is crucial for people with disabilities.  

 

People with disabilities are discriminated against while accessing emergency services.  It is also 
worth observing that in an emergency anyone (caller or operator) can be disabled and 
improvements in accessibility of emergency services can benefit any citizens  

Aim 

The aim shall be an access to 112 and existing national emergency numbers for people with 
disabilities in an equivalent manner to that enjoyed by other end-users.  People with disabilities 
shall be able to use their everyday communication means (e.g. terminal equipments and services) 
for reaching emergency services.   

Disabled User’s Requirements 

Contacting emergency services 

Emergency services shall be contacted via ordinary emergency numbers, if possible throughout 
Europe. As emergency numbers may vary from one country to another and from one type of 
disability to another, promoting the use of 112, the common emergency number, is the evident 
solution for this requirement. National emergency numbers may still be used in parallel.   

People with disabilities shall be able to contact emergency services via mainstream and assistive 
terminal equipments and services.  Diverse technologies are targeted.  Some of them are currently 
used to reach emergency services but these technologies are not satisfactory and shall 
progressively be replaced by other ones.   

Voice call though a telephone handset on PSTN – ie dial 112  

Voice call from a mobile handset  

voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP)  

and real-time text over Internet Protocol (ToIP).  

                                                 
1 The term “call” does not refer to voice phone call only, but to voice, text and video exchange of information. 
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Although Fax does not appear as the most satisfactory mean to reach emergency services, 
people with cognitive disabilities use it as their main communication tool.  Modern 
alternatives to transfer images such as MMS, videophone or total conversation must be 
provided and fax will progressively fade out where it is still used. 

SMS is often used by hard-of-hearing and deaf people but this mean is not satisfactory for 
different reasons: SMS can be put in a queue along with all other messages or even get lost; 
SMS is a store-and-forward medium which is difficult to localise and can hinder the 
interaction between emergency services and users  . A reply can be found in solutions that 
prioritised text messages that are dialled to emergency services.  Pre-programmed 
emergency messages with easy access can also be created. 

But in an emergency, rapidity and interactivity are key issues that can make a crucial 
difference. Real-time and bi-directional mode of communication using text (e.g. real-time 
text telephone, text-to-speech and speech-to-text technology, videophone or total 
conversation) are alternatives that must be provided   SMS should therefore be provided as a 
last resort when, at the moment of the emergency, users have no access to any more real-
time way of communication.   

Since the advent of new technologies and lack of compatibility, the use of text telephones 
is declining , even if this is still a mean of communication in some countries (e.g. in Sweden 
by hard-of-hearing people). Modern alternatives such as real-time text telephones , including 
over IP, videophone or total conversation must be provided and text telephony will 
progressively fade out in the countries where it still exist.   

Real-time text telephone is more robust than VoIP and uses less network resources, 
allowing for more calls even if the network is congested.  Every PSAP agent that can type is 
able to converse in real-time text – or on a PSTN text phone. If the PSAP agent does not 
know sign language, the emergency call can still be handled.  
It is accessible to speech and hearing impaired citizens. It allows direct, efficient and 
effective communication. 

Videophone. For sign language and lip-reading users, a sufficient bandwidth in both 
directions is needed to achieve the required full motion video flow of at least 20 pictures per 
second to be able to carry out a fluent conversation because, at lower picture frequencies, 
conversations become choppy, and signers frequently need to slow down and repeat 
themselves to make themselves understood. In an emergency, where seconds count, this is 
not acceptable. On QoS issues, emergency traffic needs to be prioritized by the 
communication providers.   

3G video calls. The current 3G UMTS video calls provide lower picture frequencies and 
lower image sharpness than originally needed for good sign language communication. But its 
availability in mobile settings makes it still very important as an emergency call medium. 
While providing emergency service with sign language interpreter support through 3G 
videophones it is also important to improve usability for sign language, introduce usability for 
lip-reading, and introduce real-time text as a complementing medium in next generation 3G 
services. QoS becomes even more important because of the lower bandwidth of current 3G.   

Total conversation and real-time text with simultaneously audio and video. This 
proposes all adequate means (real-time text, voice call and video, at the same time) that 
disabled people and people in general require. Each communication situation can be met with 
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a suitable combination of modes and media: sign language, lip-reading, typing, talking, 
reading, hearing, seeing each other etc.   

Need of supporting services to handle emergency calls by text relay services providing 
translation between text and voice,  video relay providing translation between sign language 
and voice, speech relay providing support for speech and cognitive disabilities,  text-to-
speech and speech-to-text technology, still including the use of the 112 number for access.  

 

People with disabilities shall be able to contact emergency services free of charge whatever the 
technology they use.   

Remark: In some circumstances, when the caller is injured or close to the site of the problem, 
then video (and real-time text) provides visual information to the emergency services; they may 
be able to see the injured people or obtain written details about the conditions. This will help them 
in evaluating the situation and in sending the adequate emergency rescue; this facility may be 
especially helpful to partially sighted people. 

 

Handling emergency contact 

Answering emergency contact 

When using SMS and text telephone, emergency services shall provide acknowledge of 
receipt to say that the emergency contact has been received, the emergency is being handled and 
when emergency services will be on place.   Operators who handle contact via videophone and 
total conversation shall be able to answer using sign languages. For this specific issue, the call 
could be processed using both emergency services and sign language relay centre.  

Localisation of emergency  

It is crucial for people with disabilities to be identified as they might not be able to describe their 
surroundings. The general solution shall be usable and applied simultaneously. 

Localisation information shall be available for all (landline, mobile, pre-paid card users, VoIP, etc) 
and developed simultaneously as it is developed for voice phone emergency. 

Dissemination of information on access to emergency services 

Informing people with disabilities on how to contact and use emergency services is crucial. 
Websites of emergency services, public bodies with responsibility for emergency services and 
telephone operators should be accessible.  Information made available to the public should also be 
provided in alternative formats.   

Further resources 

The descriptions of the problems and solutions in the INCOM report COCOM 04-08, chapters 3.1 
about emergency services, 3.2 about personal communication and 5.1 about deaf-blind people's 
communication, form a very valid base for the requirements and solutions agreed by European 
users, industry and authorities.   
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