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Not all VoIP is created equal

Or

How to have your cake and eat it too

Every week BELD Broadband’s Help Desk receives calls from broadband Internet subscribers who use third-party Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP) services such as Vonage and SunRocket. These calls are usually complaints about call quality. The reason we receive such calls explains both the strength and weakness of these services.

VoIP is a protocol that handles dialing functions and translates analog voice signals into packets of data similar to music mp3s, though of lower fidelity. The packets of data are then routed across one or more networks in order to terminate in a telephone switch that connects the caller with the phone number being dialed.
These VoIP providers are in a strong competitive position in terms of price because instead of investing billions of dollars in infrastructure to reach a customer’s home like traditional telephone companies, they piggyback on existing Internet infrastructure for which other companies are already footing the bill. The financial benefits of this business model are self-evident and the cost-savings in infrastructure translates into very low rates for phone service to end-users. These comparatively low rates provide a powerful incentive for switching to third-party VoIP, and millions of broadband Internet subscribers across the country have already made the switch.

But the source of the financial strength of the third-party VoIP business model is also the source of its greatest liability. Because the third-party VoIP providers don’t own or control the infrastructure being used for their service, they can’t guarantee the quality of their offerings. The public Internet was never designed to accommodate the needs of real-time communications, and the updated Internet Protocols (called “Quality of Service”) that allow real-time communications stop at network boundaries.  

Because the average trip across the Internet passes at least 12 network boundaries and four different providers, the actual quality of third-party VoIP service tends to be unpredictable and inconsistent. And because the problems almost always lie with networks in distant cities that aren’t controlled by the provider, there is usually nothing the local Internet provider can do to improve performance. As a result, end-users trying to save money are usually stuck with marginal phone service while the third-party VoIP providers pass the buck by instructing their customers who experience quality issues to call Internet providers who can’t help them, either.

After receiving a number of calls from frustrated third-party VoIP customers, BELD Broadband started working on a plan to offer Braintree residents the best of both worlds—substantial cost savings with the quality of traditional telephone. We decided to hand off calls to a Competitive Local Exchange Carrier over a dedicated fault-tolerant connection and avoid the crowded public Internet. This way, the infrastructure is completely under our control so the quality is high. Because adding phone technology required only a minor addition to existing infrastructure, cost benefits are passed on to the customer.

After two years of advanced planning and implementation, we’ve finally gone live with our digital phone offering for Braintree. So far the feedback has been quite positive. Low price and high quality—who says you can’t have your cake and eat it too?
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