Emergency Service Organisations – 

Emergency Reporting System

Discussion Paper

Purpose

This document considers in brief some issues surrounding the replacement of the Emergency Reporting System (ERS) as currently used by the CFA in Victoria.  The discussion may also be relevant to other Emergency Service Organisations (ESO’s) located throughout Australia.

Background

The ERS is a service providing telephone notification of an incident to the personnel of some 1100 fire brigades throughout the State.  In some areas of the State it is used as the primary notification method, and in the more urban areas it is a backup for the CFA paging system.

It is understood that the current ERS service developed and provided by Telstra is to be withdrawn from service by mid 2002.

The cost to the CFA of the ERS has to date been heavily discounted by Telstra.  We understand the cost is approximately $2,000 per unit, per annum, giving an annualised cost of $2,200,000. 

The CFA aims to expand its’ pager service to provide statewide coverage over the next six years.  There will however still be areas for which pager service is not available and there will also be a need for a system providing an alternative notification method should the pager service fail.

Proposal

In its’ simplest form, Design Two Thousand Pty Ltd has proposed, via Tekace Communications, a system involving installation of one enhanced Call Diverter at each fire brigade station to establish a Priority Response System (PRS). This choice is immediately available with long term potential. Already the NSW Rural Fire Service is operating a trial unit. It is a simple and straightforward approach where all current Alert numbers can remain active with no perceivable difference to callers.

A caller is connected via the in-dial or alert line to the PRS, which, via a second line will cycle through the pre-programmed numbers of brigade members until a member (with PIN access) takes the fire call.  The member can then set off the siren, pagers etc. and access other features by DTMF tones transmitted down the line to the PRS unit.

Cost/Benefit

The beauty of the PRS solution is that it requires only a one time capital outlay of approximately $3,000 per unit (this includes installation and warranty), or $3,300,000 for the entire 1,100 site network. (A leasing alternative could also be considered)  The only recurring costs on top of this are Telstra call charges and line rentals.

During the transition from the ERS to paging, the PRS system would provide a primary means of incident notification.

Importantly, when the paging network roll out is completed over the next six years, the PRS can continue in operation as a back up to paging and be part of the new ERS network.

With a once only cost of $3,300,000 amortised over a ten year period this is an annualised cost of just $330,000, compared to the currently operating ERS system where costs approximate $2,200,000 per annum.  This generates an annual saving of $1,870,000 each year for ten years, a cumulative saving of $18,700,000.

It should be remembered that the PRS hardware cost is a one-time cost.  As such the system is able to provide backup for the pager network at effectively no cost, with standard line rental charges for lines that would be required at brigades anyway.

It is also possible to take advantage of conference facilities offered by Telstra to expand the system at annual costs of $660 per facility, plus an initial $110 set up costs. The Preset Conference product is part of the Nortel DMS CustomNet Spectrum( service, a sturdy platform that’s here to stay.

By utilising Telstra’s PSTN the ESO is also able to take advantage of any improvements and upgrades that may become available in the future, and be guaranteed of long-term operability and support – a future proof option, whether circuit or packet switched.

Summary

As with any ESO, redundancy and back-up communication channels are essential to their operations. The PRS, together with the Preset Conference facility, also provides all the features currently available with the ERS7.

With regional contact/control points, wide-area paging and conference facilities as outlined above, the CFA and other ESOs would have a comprehensive and extremely cost effective emergency reporting system.
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