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Response provided under: Freedom of Information Act 2000 
 
 
Request:  
 
It's reported by BBC news that you are a user of the "What Three Words" 
location encoding system. 
 
Please could you confirm that this is, indeed the case, and that you have a 
contract with What Three Words for access to their system.  
 
If so, please could you also tell me how much you are paying annually for 
access to this service, and provide me with a copy of your contract with 
What Three Words. 
 
Please could also provide me with any internal communications regarding 
the adoption of What Three Words, in particular your assessment of the 
relative merits of instructing a caller to download and install a third party 
app as opposed to talking them through the steps necessary to obtain their 
latitude and longitude from their smartphone's default mapping app. 
 
Irrespective of the answers to the previous question, please can you let me 
know which other location encoding systems (eg, Mapcode, Open Location 
Code, Maidenhead Locator System) your call centres are trained to use. 
 
 
Response:  
 
What 3 Words is available to the Emergency Services – Free of Charge and as 
such we hold no contract with the company. The tool is used to assist as one 
of a range of options to assist in the locating of a caller. The service has access 
to the open site, the same as any other member of the public.  
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During a call – if a caller does not have the app they are not encouraged to 
download it, due to the speed of this process. Alternatively, they are provided 
with a link through an SMS that takes them straight to the mapping site.  
 
As you mention in your request – the talking through and coaching of a caller 
to identify their location takes time that by the very reason for their call is 
more often than not crucial seconds. The use of the application or sending the 
on-boarding text that takes them to the mapping site is quick and effective. 
 
Please see attached document which is the approved initiative form for What 
3 Words following the proposal taken to our Initiative and Evaluation Group. 
The initiative was then taken to all relevant internal meeting boards to be 
approved and reviewed.  
All other internal communications have been verbal with the exception of an 
article within our Service quarterly magazine, Beyond Cover 
https://www.cornwall.gov.uk/media/39718380/beyond_cover_august-
2019_web.pdf (page 11) and a staff internal intranet page was created for 
What 3 Words. 
 
The rationale behind the training, supplied by What 3 Words and is ongoing – 
is that due to the introduction of any new process in the service, sufficient 
training is required to operate any new process and/or system effectively. 
 
Cornwall Fire & Rescue services Critical Control Centre are trained in the use 
of Ordnance Survey National Grid references and at present no other ‘location 
encoding systems’. 
 
Information provided by: Cornwall Fire, Rescue and Community Safety 
Service  
 
 
Date of response: September 2019 
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very difficult to know where exactly you are in places with no addresses, identifiable 
landmarks or in the dark.  W3W State, ‘When people can’t describe where they are, 
they can use their phones to locate themselves by dropping a pin on a map – but it’s 
impossible to share a pin over a 999 call, and for that location information to be passed 
on to responders.  In these situations, emergency services spend valuable time and 
resources just trying to identify the location of the emergency. In some cases, saving 
these precious minutes can make the difference between life and death.’ 
 
I have sat with the Critical Control Management team to explain the initiative, who are 
excited and in support of the initiative. They believe that this will be a useful tool that 
they can call upon if and when identifying caller locations are difficult. They are also in 
support of using the tool on turn out sheets and to deploy appliances to specific 
locations at large incidents. 
 
w3w have published case studies from a range of emergency services, all of which are 
in support and have documented success stories. The NFCC workplace request that I 
have put out has returned a lot of responses advocating the use of the app and a few 
more that are currently trying to implement it. 
 
The initiative involves 4 key stages.  
Stage 1 is to make Critical Control Centre aware of the app and mapping site, its uses 
and the ability to send callers who do not have the app an SMS with a link – this will 
give the caller their 3 word address which they can relay to CCC for a highly accurate hit 
on their location. It should be mentioned that at this point, users with app downloaded 
do not need mobile signal as it downloads a small file containing word addresses in-case 
of this occurring. Furthermore, if educated 3 word addresses can easily be relayed by 
young children who could be unaware of their location.  
 
Stage 1 will occur simultaneously with stage 2 where the service could procure a plaque 
for every station and SHQ highlighting their three word address, this will then be 
promoted though social media channels and the media where possible. This stage will 
also be a good time to engage local businesses to determine their 3 word address and 
display it. This will again, encourage the individual user to download the app the more 
places that they see it. At this point information will be passed to crews around the 
county regarding the efficacy of the app and likelihood of 3 word addressable words 
appearing on the turn-out slips. Furthermore ICUs and TacAds will be made aware of 
the app and its uses at large scale incidents such as wildfires. This will benefit oncoming 
crews by the way of accurate directions to access points/RVPs/sectorisations.  
 
Stage 3 will be to work with W3W and Highways England to have a sign erected on the 
Devon Cornwall border to encourage visitors to the region to download the app in case 
of an emergency. W3W have already discussed their support of this financially as well 
as supporting the project implementation into our service.  
 
Stage 4 is to achieve an MDT overlay – which after talking to , is a 
possibility and offer resilience over mobile phones in the pump. After discussions and 
support from CCC it appears prudent to trial the internal workings of this plan initially – 
possibly with the 2 RT/LRV stations and 1 On-Call station with a large rural area such as 
St Keverne/Mullion where co-responding could also benefit. The external promotion will 
still run at this stage but the efficacy and trust in the product will be tested. There is 
room for this technology to benefit our service operationally in other areas such as 
designating hydrants/high risers at incidents/sharing locations with other agencies. A 
recent case study from the Police using this app was when a woman was raped – after 



calling the police and being unaware of the location the technology was able to be 
applied which resulted in the offender being caught and the lady being found. 
 

  










