Fixed Mobile Convergence – a new opportunity for the channel
Since the early 80's when BT was privatised and Vodafone was synonymous with the mobile phone that looked and felt like it was attached to a car battery, both the fixed and mobile telephony worlds have seen huge innovation. Indeed competition from deregulation has also fuelled competition, the engine for innovation (if you still believe in the work of Adam Smith).  Yet mobile and fixed telecommunications have run in the same direction, but always seem to be on separate tracks, at least for businesses. Fixed Mobile Convergence, or FMC as it is commonly known, is set to change this.

Picture a typical office with people taking and making phone calls on their mobiles, paying mobile rates, stood within a few feet of a desk phone attached to the corporate PBX.  Sound familiar? Now remember the times when you have phoned a colleague on their mobile to see if they are in the same building or if they can still make the meeting.  All of this costs money and wastes time when you are leaving messages or ringing multiple devices to track someone down.

By tying WiFi enabled mobile phones (on premise GSM transmitter or even DECT can also be an option) via trusted Wifi Networks your mobile phone becomes an extension of the corporate PBX.  This makes all the features of a landline, like call transfer, hunt groups, call hold etc, available on the mobile phone. The big attraction here is that all phone calls made within WiFi range are now channelled via the PBX, so inter-company calls are now made over IP and therefore incur no charge. This includes home workers, other office locations, onsite contract workers or anywhere else a user encounters a trusted WIFI network.  It also means that external calls, including premium, 0800, international calls are made via the PBX and therefore at landline costs.  

Now for the tricky part, what happens when you leave the building whilst still on a call?  There are various techniques, but the essential part is that when the mobile phone starts to stray out of range, the FMC controller will set up a GSM call and seamlessly hand over the call to the GSM network.  This can also work in reverse; the important thing is that this is unnoticeable to the user.  In a good FMC solution, the rules around hand over and call control can be tuned and managed centrally, based on results and statistics.

FMC is set to become one of the key components to the increasingly popular Unified Communications stack.  Unified Communications defines voice as an application and expects that applications interact with each other, providing services and information from one application to another. FMC brings voice as an application to a new level with typical UC features, such as presence, but also providing richer information such as location. Once call costs have been reduced, it is the applications that will drive productivity and ongoing innovation to make this new technology more and more desirable to businesses.

So what's in it for channel partners? Importantly, especially in these cost sensitive times, the ability to offer a solution to customers that will enhance their existing investment with an ROI that is easy to measure and fast to deliver. This has to be a compelling proposition.
What to consider when selecting an FMC solution? Firstly, that the solution is able to support a wide range of mobile platforms (Symbian, Windows Mobile, iPhone, Blackberry) and the latest versions. Mobile phones are released every (3 months or so) and it is hard to control which particular phones are deployed across the enterprise. Also, consider the MD who turns up with a shiny new iPhone, expecting it all to work, it happens!  

The other key element is the PBX systems that the solution supports. Remember, if we are to enhance and leverage existing investment, it is going to be a very tough sale if you need to ask your prospective client to buy a new PBX to implement the solution. Support and testing with the main PBX suppliers is crucial.

Understand the roadmap that the FMC vendor has. Does it look like offering rich new application features that could enhance your clients business? This will be where visionary organisations will pull ahead of the pack as the core technology becomes commoditised.

Most importantly, ensure the solution actually works. Sounds obvious, but the handover technology has been expensive to perfect. If the basics of making a call, wondering around the building, walking to the pub whilst on the phone don’t work, forget the fancy stuff, users will revolt.

Who are the main players? Many of the PBX manufacturers are starting to offer FMC features in their solutions or OEM a solution. This is an obvious route to work with your strategic PBX vendor solution, but be sure that both the speed of mobile phone support is reasonable and that the application vision is strong. This is where the specialist players are marking themselves out, with open PBX, Mobile platform support, seamless hand over and applications features and API to integrate. The main players from the US are Divitas, Varaha, & Agito Networks, and from Europe Comdasys  & Telepo. Avnet’s opinion is that Agito are emerging as the likely leaders in this field.
FMC is an exciting area for both UC resellers and traditional Telephony resellers to call revisit their installed base and offer a solution that offers great business benefits and a return on investment in under a year.  

