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9-1-1 Emergency Telephone Service 

Celebrates 40th Anniversary

First 9-1-1 call was made in Haleyville, Ala. on Feb. 16, 1968.
Forty years ago this month the 9-1-1 emergency telephone service began operation with the first-ever call from Haleyville, Ala. This week, 911 centers throughout Alabama will remember the call by calling attention to the improvements that have been made throughout Alabama in the last 40 years.

Today, some 87 districts answer emergency calls from Alabama citizens, providing a life-saving link between those in need and the pubic safety professionals who stand ready 24 hours a day. 
“Alabama truly is the birthplace of 911 emergency calling in the United States,” said Donnie Smith, president of the Alabama Association of 911 Districts and director of the Chambers County 9-1-1 and EMA Services. “We are proud of the services we provide to the pubic and the hard working employees who stand ready to respond on a second’s notice.”

Alexander Graham Bell may have invented the telephone in 1875, but in 1958 Congress called for a universal emergency number to be implemented due to the large volume of emergency calls that were being forced on telephone company operators nationwide for all sorts of emergencies. Telephone companies were then forced to sort through the massive amounts of calls and deal with the emergencies as well as general business transactions.
Ten years later, in 1968, the president of the Alabama Telephone Company became inspired by an article he read in The Wall Street Journal announcing that 9-1-1 would be the official emergency number. Being a bit offended that AT&T and the Federal Communications Commission had overlooked the views of the independent telephone companies, he decided that the Alabama Telephone Company would be the first to implement the system.
On Feb. 16, 1968, the first 9-1-1 emergency system in the United States was deemed operational in a police station in Haleyville, Ala. Then Alabama Speaker of the House Rankin Fite made the first call, which was answered by then Congressman Tom Bevill. 
Here in _____ County, the activities of the 9-1-1 district are coordinated by a governing board composed of ____ citizens, including (list board members).
“The dedication of citizen board members is one of the key ingredients to the success of the local programs,” Smith added. “Placing local decisions in the hands of local citizens has ensured that the program has local support and is a key element in protecting lives.”

Today, the local 911 districts are working on the statewide implementation of what is known as “Phase II” technology, which allows those answering 9-1-1 calls to determine the exact location of a wireless telephone, even if the caller cannot speak. Funding to ensure the implementation of Phase II statewide was included in legislation enacted during the 2007 legislative session.

Additionally, a statewide study commission is looking for additional ways to enhance the operation of the local districts, including the establishment of a statewide communication network that would allow districts to handle calls for each other in times of extreme emergency.  The authorization for the network is included in legislation sponsored by Rep. Mike Curtis (HB 253) and Sen. Ted Little (SB220) during the 2008 regular legislative session.

“It is important that we continue to improve and operate as efficiently as possible,” Smith concluded. “We have come a long way in the past 40 years, but the citizens still depend on that voice on the other side of the telephone.”
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