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The 999 emergency service - a brief timeline 

1882 The Exchange Telegraph Company introduces fire alarm call points in London. A lever in pulled 
in a dedicated street post to alert the local fire service. The idea is extended by other telegraph 
companies and in other towns. 

1930s Police call points are introduced along similar lines to fire alarm call points but using telephone 
rather than telegraph technology. 

1935 In November a serious fire at the London surgery of aural surgeon Dr Philip Franklin at 27 
Wimpole Street W1 (LANgham 1440) caused the death of five women.  The inquest heard that 
the Fire Brigade arrived at the scene before the operator had answered a neighbour’s call to 
alert them to the fire, and the Belgrave Committee was set up to study the problem of operators’ 
identifying emergency telephone calls. 

The Committee believed that there should be one number throughout the country to alert the 
emergency services and that the number must be easy to remember. The number had to be 
three digits long to work in London. It was important that emergency calls could be made from 
coin box telephones without inserting any money (at the time money had to inserted before 
making a call). The only number that could be dialled without inserting any coins beforehand 
was 0, but this was used to call the operator to connect a call. It was relatively simple and 
inexpensive to modify call boxes to allow the 9 to be dialled without inserting coins, and the 
choice of 999 was made. 

1937 On 30 June 1937 the 999 service was introduced to 91 automatic telephone exchanges in 
London.   A caller dialling 999 would be connected to the operator in the same way as a regular 
call, but light and sound signals in the telephone exchange would alert the operator that this 
was a priority call. If no operator was free to make the call, the operator would break off dealing 
with a regular call. 

In the first week there were 1336 emergency 999 calls and 1896 emergency calls using the old 
way of dialling 0. By the end of July around 13,000 genuine emergency 999 calls had been 
dealt with. 

1938 The 999 service was introduced in Glasgow.  

1946 The second world war (1939-1945) delayed the expansion of the 999 service but the 
programme continued afterwards with Birmingham, Bristol, Edinburgh, Liverpool, Manchester 
and Newcastle introducing the 999 service in 1946. 

1948 By March 1948 all the larger towns served by automatic exchanges had the 999 service. 

1976 All telephone exchanges in Britain are automated, allowing the 999 service to be truly 
nationwide. 

1986 999 service introduced for mobile phone users (replacing interim arrangements of 995, 996 and 
997). 
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