
 
Wireless 911: Leveraging Innovation to Promote Public Safety 

 
For more than four decades, the emergency communications industry has worked to develop 
and enhance the 911 systems that provide a vital link between the American public and first 
responders.  iCERT member companies, which include communications service providers, 911 
equipment manufacturers and service providers, and E-911 location technology integrators and 
developers, have made significant investments in the technologies, equipment, networks and 
services that support these 911 systems. 
 
The nation’s 911 emergency communications systems have provided increasing 
capabilities for consumers and first responders. 

Initially designed to provide basic emergency communications for traditional telephone users, 
911 services have evolved significantly in recent years.  Today, consumers can access 911 
services from virtually any wired or wireless communications device – including through VoIP 
services – and 911 systems have been enhanced to automatically report the telephone number 
and location of the 911 caller.  Through continuing advancements in GPS technology and 
various network-based solutions, the accuracy and timeliness of E-911 location information 
continues to improve significantly.  And, even greater improvements are expected in the future 
with the deployment of 4G LTE networks, small cell deployments, and the integration of Wi-Fi 
networks. 
 
Current E-911 location capabilities exceed FCC requirements. 

FCC rules require wireless service providers to provide the telephone number of the 911 caller 
and the location of the serving cell site for all wireless 911 calls (Phase I), and also to provide 
the caller location for 911 calls made from outdoor locations within a specified level of accuracy 
(Phase II).  Service providers utilizing network-based location technologies must provide the 
caller location within 100 meters 67% of the time and within 300 meters 90% of the time, while 
those utilizing handset-based technologies (GPS) must provide location information within 50 
meters 67% of the time and within 150 meters 80% of the time.  (Note: By 2019, the 150 
meter requirement must be met for 90% of calls).  The more stringent standard for GPS is 
attributed to its greater accuracy, and most wireless service providers have implemented, or are 
in the process of implementing, GPS-based location technologies.  The migration to more 
accurate GPS-based solutions has been supported broadly by industry and the public safety 
community.  As a result, the FCC has concluded it will phase out the network-based standard in 
the future in favor of a single more accurate handset-based location requirement. 



Data provided by the nation’s largest wireless service providers demonstrate that Phase II 
location information is provided at a very high level in accordance with the FCC’s rules.  For 
many Public Safety Answering Points (PSAP), accurate Phase II information is available for more 
than 95% of wireless calls, and this information is being provided with an increasing level of 
accuracy.  While the FCC’s rules do not specify a timeframe in which Phase II data must be 
provided, significant improvements have been made in the timeliness of Phase II data delivery.  
Current FCC testing guidelines assume 30 seconds as an acceptable time limit, yet 
enhancements in GPS-based solutions have yielded significant improvements.  Verizon, for 
example, indicates it provides Phase II data, on average, within 12-15 seconds and, in many 
cases, that information is available to the 911 call-taker when the call arrives at the PSAP. 
 
Indoor location accuracy is also improving. 

American consumers are increasingly relying on wireless communications, and as a result, the 
percentage of 911 calls made from wireless phones has increased dramatically.  This trend re-
emphasizes the importance of providing accurate location information regardless of where the 
call originates.  While indoor locations are especially challenging due to the limits of radio 
frequency (RF) propagation, the industry has already taken significant steps to improve location 
accuracy indoors.  Importantly, the high level of Phase II data delivery currently being 
supported by the nation’s largest service providers includes calls from outdoor and indoor 
locations, though Phase II yields for indoor calls are likely to be comparatively lower on 
average.  New technological solutions being developed by the industry are expected to provide 
even greater improvements in indoor accuracy.  Continued industry collaboration, through 
standards bodies and best practice initiatives like the FCC’s Communications Security, Reliability 
and Interoperability Council (CSRIC), is the best means to continue the technological 
advancements that will yield greater E-911 location improvements. 
 
Recent reports about degraded E-911 performance are inaccurate and may mislead 
public safety professionals, policy makers and regulators. 

Contrary to industry-provided data, recent statements by some suggest that E-911 performance 
is well below the standard set by the FCC.  The data referenced to support these claims has 
largely been misinterpreted because it has not taken into account the use of the “bidding” 
process used to obtain Phase II location information.  In accordance with best practices jointly 
established by industry and the public safety community – and endorsed by the FCC – wireless 
service providers deliver location information to a database, from which PSAPs pull the 
information using automated and/or manual processes (referred to as “bidding”).  PSAPs 
utilizing an automatic bidding process have generally experienced Phase II yield rates 
commensurate with data reported by the industry.  Given the benefits of automatic bidding, 
many PSAPs have begun to implement it as a standard practice.  The State of California, for 
example, recently rescinded a policy that discouraged the use of automatic bidding by PSAPs in 
that state. 
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