Voice over the Internet
The Internet is pretty much an integral part of our daily with promises galore to enhance communications. An enhancement which we have today is the use the Internet for our day-to-day phone calls, known as Voice over IP or simply VoIP.  While this not really a new idea, the actual use of it for everyday folks is new. 

A normal phone call is initiated by picking up a handset to obtain a dial tone. A number is dialed, to let the phone server know where you want to connect. The server then connects the two phones. This called circuit switched technology because the phone company creates a dedicated circuit from one phone to the other. When the called is terminated that circuit is torn down and returned to the pool of available circuits. The switch is when some other parties use that circuit for their phone call. By and large we all expect that we will get a dial tone when we pick up the phone and for most of the time we do. It is a very reliable service.

In the early days, there was a real person who connected the two parties with a cable in the phone company’s office. That type of operator has been replaced by computer technology. The transition was not easy, nor was it cheap. There was resistance from unions and other people who were suspicious of the technology.
Our world has been in transition from analog technology to digital technology for years.  Adding voice to digital networks is a logical step. Digital networks use what is called packet switching. When you visit a web site, send email or engage in any kind of communication that traverses the Internet, your message is broken into packets that are sent to where ever you are communicating. At the other end these packets are reassembled so that the whole message is present. It is a bit like tearing the pages of a book out to send them one at a time finally having someone put them back together to reproduce the book.

Packet switching works well for the digital Internet.  If you have watched a television reporter on the other side of the world speaking with someone in the US, you might notice a one or two second delay in responses, caused by the distance the signal must travel. It is annoying if you are trying to carry on a conversation with such a built in delay. This problem is one of the obstacles that needed to be overcome for VoIP. The voice signal is broken up in packets for shipping over the network like everything else. The reconstruction still has to be done so that the listener can hear properly.
Early users of VoIP did not mind the limitations very much. People have been talking over the Internet for some time, but not as part of the phone system. Voice communication was limited to talking directly with another party, but it was more or less free. The rest of us want to be able pick up a telephone with the capability of talking with anyone, anywhere.  Now that is possible, but it costs money because the capability of making that connection needs a middleman.

The way it works is that you purchase a device that connects to your phone and your internet connection. That device will have an IP address that is associated with your phone, so that it can be found on the Internet. You will need to have a phone service provider to figure out the IP address of the phone you wish to call and make the connection. The good news is that the cost is significantly cheaper than standard phone service and long distance calls are not really that far away, so they are usually included in the basic service. 
In general, when you send email, you do not worry about how it gets to its destination. It does not matter that it ends up a mile away or 10,000 miles away. The phone will be almost the same. The difference comes when the person you call does not have VoIP forcing the connection to go through the existing phone system. Over the next decade or so, we will see most standard phone companies offer VoIP or go out of business. The cost-saving alone are a reason to do it. We see right now phone charges in the range of $20-$30 for phone service including long distance. 

Some of the cost savings come from the lack of regulation for Internet services which is a heavy burden for phone companies. This includes lots of regulations, taxes, fees and other issues. We can not realistically expect this continue. Where there is a revenue stream, there will be a tax collector. For now however, it is attractive: cheap telephone service with no taxes. 
The downside is that you need to have a high speed connection to network to take advantage of VoIP. If you have Duncan Cable High Speed Internet, then you have the basics. Voice communication becomes an add-on to your existing services. If you do not have it, then you are looking at more or less a straight swap in terms of your phone bill with basic service and long distance for high speed internet and VoIP. If you do not use long distance much then your cost will increase, so you have to look carefully at what you pay now and what you might pay with the changes.  
The quality of the VoIP phone call is on par with what you have, but your VoIP phone will not work if there is power outage as your phone does now. There are also issues with 911 emergency services. A cool positive feature is that you network phone is not limited to the area code where you live. You could have an area code from almost anywhere. In short, there are lots of things to consider before making the leap, but sooner or later we all will.
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