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PCST OFFICE '999' EMERGENCY SERVICE
By; S W Calkin

Introduction

Prior to 1937 subscribers served by an sutomatic telephone exchange wanting
to make an emergency call to the Police, Fire or Ambulance authorities either
dialled the public telephone number of the suthority required or dialled '0Of
for the exchange operator and asked to be comnected. No priority could be
given by operators to answerine such callas, as there was no means of
identifying them. In 1935, following a fire in Centrsl London,a delay
cccwrred in angwerinz the cell and a Parliamentary Question resulted in an
Inter-Departmental Committee being set up to review the position with the
following terms of reference:—

'To consider the best means of securing the rapid setting up of
emergency telerhone calls {such as calls to Fire Brigadea, FPolice
Ambulance and Toctors) ineluding the question of a special indication
to the exchange operating staff that such a call is of an urgent
nature; regard being had to the education of the publie in the
matter, and to the future development in automanual working'.

The Committee decided in faveur of introducing the code '999' ¢n & national basis
for all emergency services. This number would be answersed by Post Cffice
operators who would comnnect the call to the appropriate service,

The recommendaticns were accepted by the Post Uffice Board in June 1937 and the
1993 zervice was intreduced almost immediately, initially in Tondon. The
service was gradually made available in the 9 other major cities ie Birmingham,
Edinburgh, Glasgow, Leeds and Liverpocl, as modern autematic eguipment was
installed during the next few years,and at the same time a start was made to
introduce the system in the rest of the country where the telephone sysien was
suitable. At the present time the service ia available at about 95 per cent

of all exchanges.

The Fost (ffice connects 21l calls on the service free of charge and provides
the service at its own expense, without any contribution from the Emergency
Authorities.

Cperation

'999" calls are given priority of answer by selected Post (ffice operators who
connect to the appropriate authority as promptly as possible. Connection is
made elther by dialling over the public network, usuelly to an ex-directory
number, or by a direct circuit rented by the authority themselves.

Use of service
o national statistics are available; but as far back as 1957 a sample reccrd
showed that about 1,000,000 genuine emergency calls each year were being mads,

There can be no doubt that by now this number is greatly exceeded each year.

So much for the broad outline of the service; let us now consider in a litile
more detail how it works in vpresent day conditions.

Getting the call to the Foat Cffice Operator

8. In LONDOW all local telephome calls are handled by equipment kmown as
"directors" — & very early form of computer — which enable digits relating to
exchange names (now alas overtsken by the system of 'all figure numbers') to be
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