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[SLIDE 1] 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Madame Chairman, Ladies & Gentlemen,– Good Afternoon - my name is 

Tony O‟Brien & I am the Senior Manager and Head of the Emergency Call 

Answering Service working for the NRA in Ireland. Many thanks to the 

organizers for inviting me to come and speak with you and share with you 

an overview of the 112 service in Europe. So to the agenda for you 10-

minute exchange is as follows:  

 

 [SLIDE 2] 

1. What is 112? A very brief snap-shot of its resonance in our lives. 

2. How 112 is implemented within Europe and some examples of how 

the current structures vary and my thoughts on the practical 

implications of this 

3. I will try and put to bed some of the misconceptions about 112 



 

 

4. I will outline whether or not we are putting 112 to its maximum use 

an finally 

5. I will outline some of our challenges and opportunities as we move 

through the digital era. 

 [SLIDE 3 – what is 112?] 

„112‟ is nearly 20 years young (29/7/1991) has been in existence since 

1991; it operates and exists alongside other national emergency numbers 

(such as 999 in the UK and RoI and also in Portugal, Sweden and Cyprus). 

112 also exists as the „sole‟ number in some countries such as Denmark, 

Finland, Romania and The Netherlands. It is accessible in every EU MS and 

from the mobile, fixed and VoIP networks. It is of course free of charge to 

the end-user but we must recognise there are costs in providing the 

service and I will refer to this further.  

[SLIDE 4 – how is 112 implemented?] 

Some MS have opted to go for one national emergency number as I 

mentioned earlier whilst others have retained their national numbers and 

added 112 – in essence there is no technical consequence of doing so as 

long as both numbers are treated the same.  

 

I hope not to refer to too many acronyms but there is one that is 

important to understand and that is the term „PSAP‟ or Public Service 

Answering Points. Like the name suggests, it is the centralised physical 

location where the 112 call is handled by a specially trained operator. The 

structure of the method of handling 112 calls varies between countries 

and is differentiated by the method the PSAP is set up. In some countries 

(UK, Ireland and Netherlands), the method of set-up entails a PSAP 



 

 

answering all calls and only filtering genuine emergencies to the service 

requested by the caller. Whilst this adds a slight latency in the ES actually 

receiving the call, it does mean that the ES itself only receives the 

“genuine” calls.  

 

In some countries, the ES‟s (except the Police usually) sit side-by-side in 

the same control room and can quickly respond to calls for each other‟s 

services – in Madrid, this is evident in their very impressive 112 centre 

and further integration plans are in store. This is also the case here in 

Belgium and I understand that there are further integration plans here 

also. 

 

In Sweden, the emergency medical service staff are civilians but are 

specially trained and this is also in use in Austria also; In Scotland, the 

Strathclyde Police Force use civilians to take the initial call from the PSAP 

and then pass calls that require a resource allocation to the reps from the 

Police Force for dispatch. 

 

In Sweden, SOS Alarm is a public service enterprise owned by the Swedish 

Government, the county councils and the municipalities and provides 

other „alarm‟ type services too; In the UK and Ireland, the PSAP service is 

provided by a private telecom company; in the latter it came about 

following a tender process and commercial arrangement. 

 

Let‟s take a look at some European examples – in the UK, population 

c61m, there are 6 stage 1 PSAP‟s serving 222 Emergency Service Control 

Room. In Ireland, there are 3 PSAP‟s serving 45 ES Control Rooms for a 



 

 

population of c4.2m. In Sweden, population c9m there are 18 stage 1 

PSAP‟s. In Romania, population 22m there are 42 PSAP‟s. In Malta, 

population of c450k, there is 1 PSAP. The issue here isn‟t the max 

number of 112 centers but rather what the min number is needed to 

achieve the required levels of resilience. Any more than that is down to 

other considerations such as structure, legal responsibility of the 

municipalities, of central or local Government etc.  

 

In all cases, the price to the end-user (caller is free of charge). In all but 2 

EU countries the costs are borne in full by the MS; the UK and Ireland the 

cost of running the service is borne by the presenting telecom‟s network 

by paying a call handling fee to the PSAP provider. This fee is review 

annually by the NRA.  

 

In terms of providing a quality service, the term „quality‟ can mean 

different things to different people – Quality is all about what end end-

user receives by way of the service and is under-written by his/her 

expectations. This can be manifested in terms how the disabled 

community access the service, how promptly calls are answered and dealt 

with, how quickly they are routed and rerouted, the speech quality and 

how calls are prioritised. MS approach the provision of a quality service in 

different ways and levels of performance are often embedded within the 

national conditions of the MS – In Ireland, and I think this is unique in the 

EU, the quality of service is measured and monitored by the NRA and 

reported against c20 different performance indices; not all countries can 

do this but adopting a „service-level agreement approach‟ with the 

citizens however would a be good starting point however. 



 

 

 

[Slide 5 – myths] 

There are some mis-conceptions regarding 112. I‟d like to highlight these 

and in so doing stress that these are totally FALSE.  

 

1. 112 is managed by a super national org – it is left to each MS to construct 

its own policy, within the scope of the EU legislation of course. 

2. 112 replaces national emergency numbers – as mentioned earlier 112 

acts alongside existing national numbers 

3. 112 is only for travelers – it is true that the benefits of 112 are often 

realised more by those of us who travel but the number exists for all 

350m of us 

4. 112 only works in some MS – again as mentioned earlier it functions 

everywhere within the EU 

5. 112 functions from mobiles only; again as mentioned earlier it is 

accessible from all the networks 

6. 112 functions not as well as national numbers – 112 calls are prioritized 

and handled the same 

7. 112 dictates how the ES‟s should be structured – no; this is created by 

the MS most probably at national government level 

8. And finally, 112 is a cost to the caller – no 112 is free. Some ES within 

different MS do charge the end-user of their service (ie house fires, RTA‟s 

etc) but this is separate to the status of 112 being a zero-rated call. 

 

 [SLIDE 6 – are we maximising 112?] 



 

 

Under the current conditions, there are varying levels of changes being 

brought to the way the 112 service is structured; some MS are making lots of 

changes to the way the 112 service is run; generally true for new entrants in 

the EU – these changes are brought by a combination of necessity and because 

of changes being made at the end-user level. However, more changes could 

arguably be made by some MS but are not because of the legacy of structures 

that exist and where the locus of power and control is often strong amongst 

some ES. A reluctance to accept centralised structures rather or even 

integrated structures does exist unfortunately and in my view is a lost 

opportunity to make the 112 service more effective and more efficient. 

 

There are some very interesting and exciting developments in the area of 

providing equivalent access to all our citizens, especially the members of the 

disabled community. The co-EU funded project „REACH112‟ is in full pilot 

phase in Sweden, UK, The Netherlands, France, Sweden and Spain and I think 

we are all excited by what is being learned.  REACH112 will test the ability to 

allow disabled users to communicate simultaneously in video, voice and 

text. Users will be able to connect between countries and different service 

providers on mobile and fixed IP networks. In fact the next generation of 

networks will mean that the traditional methods will be dramatically replaced 

by more IP based products and services; I will come back to this a little later.  

 

Using SMS to access the ES is becoming more popular; some MS such as 

Sweden, Denmark, Some parts of Spain, Luxembourg and the UK have SMS 

capabilities for the citizens with speech and hearing impairments and this is  

very welcome step; certainly not the „perfect‟ solution but very welcome 

nonetheless.  

 



 

 

EUT is changing rapidly; more and more smart-phones are entering into 

mainstream useage and with these come the add-on services such as mobile 

voice over internet protocol and geo-location based services. Such are 

changing the way consumers interact with products and services and the 

consumption of 112 is no different – as mentioned earlier, SMS is now a 

mainstream method for communicating with individuals and organisations; 

some countries have adopted this for the purposes of communicating with the 

disabled community but it does have some restrictions.  

 

In terms of caller location, there is a gap currently in terms of how MS 

implement their respective methodologies – calls from the fixed networks are 

mostly provided with full addresses but calls from the mobile networks 

generally arrive with cell id information or a deriviative of this. There will be an 

opportunity via the transposition of the Framework to set different reliability 

and accuracy criteria but the lack of technical standards in this area can mean 

that some MS will set their own. However enhanced Caller Location Information 

will better the 112 service and enhance it for all our citizens. 

 

One of the other areas of change is in the area of languages and how 112 calls 

are handled in the language of the caller. For example, would an Italian 

national making a 112 call in Sweden be able to communicate effectively, 

especially when the call is made in an highly –stressed state of mind? Nearly all 

the EU MS can handle calls in English, French and German calls are only 

handled in 13 MS and Italian calls in only 4 MS. The UK can handle over 170 

languages through an interpretation service.  Clearly, this is an area where 

more consideration is required and where more cross-service and cross border 

cooperation is needed.  

 



 

 

 

[SLIDE 7 – our challenges and opportunities] 

The new FM will be transposed finally by 25 May 2011 and each of the MS will 

interpret the Directives in line with the national parameters, including Article 

26 pertaining to 112. There are opportunities with this but there are also 

challenges –  

 

Major challenges in the area of awareness and proper use – this is evident by 

the level of awareness of 112 with only 26 % of citizens being aware of 112 as 

the EU-wide emergency number. False and Hoax calls still make up a 

significant percentage of the overall total of 112 calls and some MS suffer 

considerably more than others, with obvious consequences on resources and 

ultimately places risks on the service if not adequately managed. For example, 

in Denmark, the Czech Republic, Bulgaria, Ireland and Portugal the rate is 

about 70%. Some of these calls are related to faults in the telecommunications 

networks but unfortunately and disappointingly, a percentage relate to the 

malicious actions of our fellow citizens. So how can we improve matters? By 

pushing the messages at a local level and by encouraging our citizens to take 

notice of the work of the ES and to pay them the respect that they deserve. In 

particular we should be focusing a significant amount of the communication 

regarding 112 and its proper use on our young people, the next generation‟s 

decision makers!  

 

Speaking of next generation, the work regarding NG112 is a key focus area 

and a lot more work is need collectively to realise the full impact and potential 

improvements on the service.  

 



 

 

I‟ve already spoken about the challenges of technology and an example of the 

opportunities in this area relate to the e-Call project and the benefits that this 

service will bring to our citizens. It‟s „in-life‟ delivery is very exciting indeed.  

 

An area that I am very passionate about is the notion of end-user equivalence 

and I believe more and more resources, including research and development 

funding, should be applied to this area. I cannot think of a more meaningful 

and more rewarding initiative and it deserves all of our collective energy, 

support and recognition. There are challenges but with the expertise that is 

being applied to this area, they will be overcome.  

 

Finally, the 112 number is in my opinion all about quality. It‟s about measuring 

how we deliver it, it‟s about improving the way our 112 number is recognised 

and used by our citizens and its about us all of us pushing the barriers and 

changing the way we utilise it.  

 

Thank you for your attention. 


