
Comments To FCC VoIP Forum

My name is Brian Rosen, and I have been working in the VoIP area for the past 4 years.  I have been very active in the development of standards for VoIP, and am currently heavily involved in technical standards for VoIP 9-1-1 in NENA and the IETF.  This is a personal statement as a private citizen and does not necessarily reflect the views of my employer, NENA, IETF or any other organization.

In my discussions with 9-1-1 operators, I have used the following example of why regulation of VoIP is difficult.  This example could easily occur today:

A patron of a coffee shop is sitting outside in the city of Chicago.  The patron has a laptop computer with a WiFi connection.  She has a VPN tunnel open to her employer’s computer network, and is running a VoIP application inside the tunnel that allows her to use her employers VoIP telephony network.  A car accident occurs and she uses her VoIP application to request assistance.

Her employer is the Sierra Leone Trading Company, and its VoIP service provider is Sierra Leone VoIP Service Pty.  Tracing the path of the “call” we see that it originates on the laptop in the coffee shop.  The laptop connects to the hotspot that gets Internet services from US Hotspots Inc., but that carrier is not providing VoIP services; it is only providing raw Internet packet service.  It has no relationship with the Sierra Leone Trading Company, and has no relationship with Sierra Leone VoIP Service.  It does have a private peering relationship with World Wide Packet Services, a U.K. company, which in turn has a peering relationship with International ISP, a Dutch company.  International ISP provides backbone packet services to Sierra Leone Networks Pty, which is the ISP serving Sierra Leone Trading.  So, the VPN originates in the patron’s laptop, transits US Hotspots, World Wide Packet, International ISP, Sierra Leone Networks, and terminates in the network of Sierra Leone Trading Company.  This is strictly a packet flow, and no carrier in the path so far is providing VoIP services.  

When the Sierra Leone Trading Company network gets the packets, it places a call through its VoIP carrier,  Sierra Leone VoIP Services.  SLVS determines that the call is an emergency call, and routes it to the Chicago 9-1-1 center.  By the standards we are developing, it would probably route the VoIP signalling directly to the Illinois 9-1-1 system, which in turn would route to the Chicago 9-1-1 system.  The packet path would undoubtedly transit several different Internet carriers that provide packet transit, but not VoIP service, SLVS and to the Illinois 9-1-1 system.

This will work; the call will route to the correct answering point, and help will be dispatched.  The question the Commission must deal with is whom in this path can it regulate?

It cannot regulate Sierra Leone Trading Company

It cannot regulate Sierra Leone VoIP Services Pty.

These are the only two entities besides the Illinois and Chicago 9-1-1 systems that are aware that the packets represent a VoIP call.

In fact, the only entity that the Commission actually is sure it can regulate is U.S. HotSpot Services, the uplink carrier from the coffee shop.  U.S. HotSpot Services, in this example, is not providing any VoIP services; it is strictly an Internet Service Provider.  It is not aware of the 9-1-1 call, is not aware of any entity in Sierra Leone, and has no contractual relationship with any party to the call.  It has relationships with the coffee shop and with its upstream Internet carrier, World Wide Packet Services.  WWPS may or may not be subject to FCC regulation, but is also not providing VoIP services, is unaware that there is a 9-1-1 call, and has no contractual relationships with any entity that does know.

To me, this means that the Commission cannot effectively regulate VoIP services as applied to 9-1-1 calls.  It can regulate the uplink carrier, as an ISP.  It could force such carriers to contribute to 9-1-1 funding schemes on the basis that the uplink carrier could provide packet services which were incidentally used to provide VoIP services and thus

9-1-1 calls.  It appears to me that if the Commission determines that it must collect fees from some carrier, that it must be every ISP providing packet service to residents or business.
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