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BlackBerry network down across North America

TAVIA GRANT
Globe and Mail Update

The BlackBerry wireless email system of Research In Motion Ltd. has suffered a system
failure, according to the company's phone recording.

Waterloo, Ont.-based RIM didn't say when the problem may be fixed, an omission that.
could well cause consternation among the service's 8 million users.

“We are currently experiencing a service interruption that is causing delays in sending
or receiving messages,” the company said in a recorded message. "We wil provide
updates as soon as they become available.”

The company didn't return calls seeking comments and most RIM officials’ voicemail
boxes were full. There have been reports some services may now be working,
intermittently.

According to media reports, the system failed at
around 8 p.m. EDT Tuesday evening.
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When disaster strikes, your BlackBerry could come to the rescue

MARK HUME 

Globe and Mail Update

June 4, 2007
VANCOUVER — In Rob Moffat's world disaster is signalled by the soft, instantaneous beep of a BlackBerry.

When Mr. Moffat, an expert in mobile communications and founder of Wallace Wireless, thinks about the big threats that face British Columbia, he ponders floods, earthquakes, broken dams, tsunamis and wildfires. And for Vancouver, with the Olympics soon arriving, there is the additional danger of terrorism.

First responders have stacks of plans for dealing with catastrophes such as those, but Mr. Moffat recalls sitting recently with an executive in the company's crisis room, surrounded by stacks of binders. In each binder was a protocol for responding to a different disaster scenario.

"He looked at these shelves of binders and said to me: 'Binders don't work.' "

It was an admission from a corporate head that all the planning in the world doesn't help much if people don't have access to the information they need, when they need it.

"The problem is that in a disaster, most people run out of the building, and the binders get left behind," said Mr. Moffat, whose company specializes in technology that pushes vital information out to BlackBerrys in times of crisis.

He says the hand-held device that many people use only for business and personal e-mails is fast becoming one of the most important tools in disaster response.

In Chicago, he said, the fire department has put the floor plans for 12,000 buildings on its BlackBerrys. Now, when firefighters roll up to a burning high-rise, they can scroll through the plans and figure out where to go in and how to get out, instead of entering blind.

Mr. Moffat said he was told by former Littleton, Colo., fire chief William Pessemier, who was the incident commander for the fire and emergency medical response to the shootings at Columbine High School, that poor communications and a lack of information crippled response efforts.

"When the police showed up at Columbine," said Mr. Moffat, "they had all these different departments [eight SWAT teams from five separate jurisdictions] which couldn't communicate. Nobody could talk to anybody else.

"One team was asked to clear the science lab, but they had no idea where it was or who was supposed to be in it. They could have called that information up on a BlackBerry if they'd had the system in place."

In the recent shootings at Virginia Tech University, where 33 people died, school officials had no easy way to warn students or staff, nor did they have any way of communicating to police the data they had about who was where on campus.

"The real key in a situation like Virginia Tech is how fast you can notify 25,000 students. With global notification you could send SMS [short messaging system for text messages] to everyone in five minutes."

Mr. Moffat said that although the technology exists to turn hand-held devices into lifesaving tools, relatively few people are using it. "There are eight million BlackBerry users out there [in North America], but most people are just using them for e-mails."

He recently met with the B.C. government, which has 4,000 BlackBerrys, and is hopeful it will soon be using the Wallace Wireless applications. He also hopes to persuade officials from the Olympic Organizing Committee to move to the technology.

In a crisis at the Olympics he could imagine first-responders looking at their BlackBerrys to figure out how many people were in a given venue, then calling up the building floor plans. As the situation developed, updates could be shared instantly, with the data pushed to all emergency workers simultaneously. And, using PIN-to-PIN real-time messaging, responders could stay in constant touch with one another.

(Each BlackBerry device has a unique eight-digit number called a personal identification number or PIN.)

Because PIN messages are routed directly from one BlackBerry to another, by wireless carrier networks and BlackBerry communications infrastructure, the chain of components needed for transmitting is shortened, and the number of places where breakdowns can occur is reduced.

Although the BlackBerry service can go down, as it did during a system failure in April, it has proved to be one of the most reliable forms of communication during disasters.

BlackBerry users in New York, during the terrorist attacks of Sept. 11, 2001, and in New Orleans, during hurricane Katrina, found PIN messaging was often the only thing that worked.

"After 9/11 you didn't have to talk to people in New York about the value of BlackBerrys in a crisis. They all knew," said Mr. Moffat.

He is hoping officials in B.C. will get plugged in before the next crisis hits.
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