PHONOCARD® - a pay phone operated by prepaid

cards

P. Wible

The product division "Telephony' of Landis & Gyr has developed a telephone
operated by prepaid cards which is eurrently undergoing trials in various coun-
tries. After a reminder of the specific conditions which had to be complied with in
this particular application of the optical coding technique, this development is
described and the functioning of this new equipment and the experience gained
by putting it into service for public use are discussed.

1. Introduction

The outstanding development of
telecommunications is characterized,
particularly in recent years, by spec-
tacular advances In the data transmis-
sion field. Telephone networks con-
stitute an ideal tool, of remarkable ef-
ficacily, capable of facilitating the ar-
rival of the “cashless society” which is
made possible only by an extensive
infrastructure, capable of rapidly
transmitting vast amounls of
numerical data. In this context, why
should not such an evolution also take
place In the very particular sector of
coin operated public telephones? In
point of fact, the use of a card instead
of coins offers definite advantages for
the user and thus constitutes a new
service.

2. Prepayment and postpay-
ment

When speaking of card operated
telephones, two fundamentally dif-
ferent modes of operation have to be
distinguished: prepayment and post-
payment.

The prepayment mode is that currently
used for coin operated telephones: the
money has to be introduced by the
user before it is possible for the con-
nection fo be made or, at least a
minimum amount must be inserted, il
being possible to add further coins
later, to allow the call to be prolonged.

In all cases, the money to be collected
corresponds to the subsequent period
of the call, which is thus always paid
for in advance. If the money is replac-
ed by a value-bearing card, while re-
taining the same method of operation,
then the card should be referred to as
a “debit" card. Such a card must be
purchased in advance. The credit
which it carries is reduced pro-
gressively as it is used, until it has
been completely exhausted. The pro-
cess is completely analogous to that
which has become daily practice in the
transport systems of many cities,
where the public transport undertak-
ings sell multi-trip bus and tram
tickets which have to be cancelled,
that is to say progressively consumed
as successive trips are taken. These
multi-trip tickets are in fact nothing
else but “debit"” cards, used instead of
money Iin the automatic ticket
machines.

In the postpayment mode, on the other
hand, the service is paid for afterwards
{on the basis of an account or record).
If the operation Is carried out by
means of a card, then it is a credit card
in the true sense of the term. This has
no intrinsic value; it merely allows the
holder access to the facility which is
accorded to him and is characterized
by a number of an account in which
the operation is entered. The postpay-
ment system for telephone use is
historically the oldest, since il has
already been used for a long time in
various ,countries, in particular in the
USA und the UK. This service at pre-
sent necessitates going through an
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operator wheo notes the account
number indicated by the caller, verifies
it and allows the call to be made,
noting its characteristics (date, time,
number called, duration, tariff). On the
other hand, it allows the card holder to
use any ordinary public telephone.

Making the procedure completely

automatic would necessitate:

- automatic reading of the card in the
telephone eguipment,

- transmission of the account number
to the central office responsible for
accounting,

- the cbligation for the user to dial a
secret code number in order to
check his identity by comparison
with the account number,

- the recording by the central office of
all information relating to the call to
permit subsequent accounting.

3. Advantages of the card
operated telephone

Whatever the system used, the two
modes, “prepayment” and "‘postpay-
ment” share the common advantage of
completely freeing the user from the
constraints inherent in the use of
coins: no need to make sure of having
a reserve of bulky and heavy coins, no
insertion difficulties, disappearance of
problems in making costly interna-
tional calls, no frustration when the
credit runs out, account always exact
{to the nearest unit of account), in
short, a high degree of convenience Is
offered to the telephone user. Now, it
is well known that a considerable in-
crease in revenue can arise from In-
creased convenience and, in the last
analysis, a higher utilization factor for
the equipment is to the benefit of both
the Administrations and the user.

The disappearance of coins also con-
stitutes an advantage for the
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