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SCDF dispatchers
to get help from Al

Speech recognition system can transcribe and log emergency calls in real time

© ISABELLELIEW

With Singapore’s emergency
dispatchphoneoperatorsreceiv-
ing almost 200,000 calls for
assistance a year, every minute
isvital.
Inanefforttoeasetheirwork-
load, the Singapore Civil
Defence Force (SCDF) and four
other government agencies are
turning to artificial intelligence
(AI), using a speech recognition
system developed to transcribe
and log each call received inreal
time - evenifitisin Singlish.
For now the system is pro-
grammed to recognise English

and Mandarin with some
Hokkien and Malay, though it
couldbe customised toincorpo-
rateothers.

Al Singapore, a programme
under the National Research
Foundation, is investing $1.25
million to set up the Al Speech
Lab, which developed the sys-
tem. The lab says it has created
thefirst code-switch, ormixed-
lingual, speech recognition
engine, developed using artifi-
cial intelligence, such as deep
learning technology.

“This will improve how
SCDF’s emergency medical
resources are dispatched and

enhance the overall health out-
comesofthoseinneed,” saidthe
SCDF’s director of operations,
Assistant Commissioner Daniel
Seet.

[t would dosobyreducing the
time it takes the SCDF’s 995
operations centre dispatchers
tologininformation.

The Al Speech Lab is led by
Professor Li Haizhou, an expert
in speech, text and natural lan-
guage processing from the
National University of Singa-
pore, and Associate Professor
Chng Eng Siong from the
Nanyang Technological Univer-
sity.
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The speech recognition system transcribing a simulated police report made in both English

and Mandarin. TNP PHOTO: TIMOTHY DAVID

Hesaid: “Thistechnology per-
forms better than commercial
engines as it can accurately
recognise conversations com-
prisingwords fromdifferent lan-
guages. It solvesaunique Singa-
poreproblem.”

Researchers collected over
1,000 hoursof combinedrecord-
ings of English and Mandarin
speech from Singapore and
Penang - a state that mixeslan-
guages in speech similar to that
in Singapore — andrecordings of
Singaporeans from radio sta-
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tions, YouTube and Sound-
Cloud.

The recordings are manually
transcribed to text. The system
then “learns” the association
between the text and the col-
lected samples. It knows about
40,000 English and Mandarin
wordseach,andhasanaccuracy
rate of about 90 per cent.

Details of when, where and
how the system will be trialled
haveyet tobe announced.
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