TECHNOLOGY
Old Phone Number, New Tricks

Google Voice takes one more step toward eradicating the traditional phone system.
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There are few technologies that I've promoted as relentlessly as Google Voice. In several columns and in a video, I've lauded the service for transforming how I use my phone. Instead of having one number for your home phone, another for your office, and another for your mobile, Voice gives you a single phone number for everything. When someone calls me, the service rings all my phones (or any subset of phones, depending on a schedule I've set). Plus, you can even answer your phone in Gmail (which is really handy when you're in a place with bad cell coverage but great Internet coverage).

But that's not all! Voice transcribes my phone messages and e-mails me the text, freeing me from the scourge of voice mail. Even though these transcriptions are often hilariously inaccurate, it lets me get the gist
 of my calls in an instant. It also lets me respond to text messages from my computer, which is much easier than fumbling
 on a phone. And, finally, because the service offers free calls across the country and cheap calls overseas, it has breathed new life into my home phone, which
 mobile phones had long ago promised to kill off. Best of all, Google Voice is free.

Yet despite my fevered proselytizing
, I'd be surprised if I've convinced all that many people to use Voice. For many years, Google Voice was open only by invitation. The service also took some time to add key features—like text messaging—and it's gone through a few buggy
 periods. (The site was unbelievably slow just after the Google acquisition.) But the biggest shortcoming, by far, has been Voice's lack of number portability. When you signed up, you had to pick a new Voice-enabled phone number. Since most of the service's features only work when people call your Voice number directly, that meant you had to give all your friends and work contacts new digits. For most people, this was a nonstarter
.

On Tuesday, Google fixed that lingering problem. If you pay Google $20, you can sign up for Voice with your existing mobile phone number. (You can find step-by-step instructions here.) Once you convert your cell number to a Voice number, it will get all the Google superpowers you've been missing, including voice-mail transcription and the ability to ring all your phones simultaneously. The catch
 is that the Voice conversion will require you to call up your cell provider, and if you aren't careful, it may end up costing you an early termination fee. If you're willing to put up with a string of potentially maddening interactions with customer-service reps, then I'd highly recommend making the switch to Voice immediately.

To see why porting your number to Google Voice could be an annoying process, you need to understand how the system works. Think of it as something like an old-timey phone
 operator. When someone calls your Voice number, Google routes the call through the Internet to your multiple phones. In order for you to receive calls, you need to have a service plan for each of your phones—that is, you still need a cell provider, and if you want to get calls at home, you'll still need to pay for a landline.

That's the complication in porting your mobile phone number to Voice. If you assign the number to Google without telling your mobile provider, then Verizon or AT&T will think you're canceling your plan. If you're under a contract, the phone company is going to charge you a fee for canceling early. Those fees can run into the hundreds of dollars depending on what kind of phone plan you have and how much time remains on your contract. (Verizon's fee for smartphones is $350, and AT&T's is $325.)

The other difficulty here is that if you assign your mobile number to Google Voice, your cell phone will no longer have a number. So now you've got to get your phone company to give your cell phone a new number. Once you do that, you punch that
 new number into Google Voice, and then when someone calls your old mobile number, Voice routes
  the calls to your mobile phone and to your other phones.

If that sounds complicated, just imagine the conversations you'll have with your phone company. David Kravets of Wired says he had to talk to 20 different people before someone understood he didn't want to cancel his service—that all he wanted was a new number for his phone so he could use his old number for another purpose. While I haven't gone through this process—I found it much easier to give everyone my Voice-assigned number as my main phone number, so I didn't need to port anything—I think Kravets' mistake was not calling his phone company before he made the switch
. You might have better luck if you first call your cell phone company and explain what you'd like to do—get a new number for your current plan and port your old number to Google. Then, once you get the OK, it makes sense to go through Google Voice's porting process. Indeed, TechCrunch's Jason Kincaid reports that after multiple calls to his phone company he was able to keep his old contract with a new number, thereby getting out of paying the early termination fee.

I hope Google can come up with some way of making this process easier. But it's hard to fault Google for the difficulties involved in porting; it's really the antiquated
 phone system that's to blame. The phone network still operates as if our phones are tied to specific, permanent devices and geographic locations. Voice is building a new, modern structure on top of this network, a system that works more like e-mail or instant messaging. Your e-mail and IM accounts aren't tied to certain computers; they're out in the cloud, and you can chat with your friends whether you're at home in Brooklyn or at an Internet cafe in Zanzibar.

Phones should work the same way. Why shouldn't you be able to reach me on a single number whether I'm at home or at work? And why shouldn't I be able to answer every call on my home phone, where I don't have to pay for airtime? Slowly but surely, Voice seems to be solving all of these problems. It's not perfect, yet. But with number portability—even totally complicated number portability—it's one step closer to perfection.
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�Main Idea, essential information


�Reaching clumsily.  In American football, a fumble is a big deal – when someone drops the ball.


�Breathed new life – to resuscitate from the obsolete


�Preaching, like a religious zealot


�Related to computer glitches or problems


�The opposite of a starter – when something starts before it’s even begun.


�The catch is the  inevitable problem in any promotion – nothing’s perfect.


�Old-fashioned


�To dial, to enter, to put in


�Transfers, sends


�change


�old, like an antique





