[image: image1.png]





Under-Secretary of State - Dan Norris MP Right Hon Dan Minister for Rural Af Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State - Dan Norris
Updated Report on the Access to Broadband in the Rural SE
Jacinta Thorley

Rural Consultant for SERCC
Secretariat to the Rural Forum SE

1st September 2010

Background

At the Rural Forum meeting in November 2009, the Chair, Andrew Bowles and Hannah Bussey from GOSE, presented the findings of an Interim Paper on Broadband Access in the South East which had been prepared for the Rural Board.  
The Report highlighted that approximately 34% of households and 33% of businesses in the South East, do not have access to the minimum 2Mbps of Broadband and that it is in fact mostly rural areas which are affected. 

The Digital Britain Report and the then Governments Modernising Agenda and pressure for efficiency savings, was leading to pressure for Local Community Innovation in Broadband rollout.
Defra and the CRC had the rollout of rural Broadband as one of their five top shared priorities and Defra were working closely with BIS on Digital inclusion to ensure rural communities are not left behind.
The Analysis Mason Report had been jointly commissioned by Defra & CLG and would establish localities that were at risk of market forces not addressing Next Generation Access. Since it was expected that most ‘at risk’ localities, especially in the South East,  would be rural, Defra would use the Analysis Mason report to provide advice and guidance to help inform the decision makers – the BIS Digital Britain Team would consider carefully the report recommendations. 
The Interim Paper provided a snapshot of regional initiatives from the CRC and RDAs. However, these have since been significantly impacted by the cuts to RDA budgets and these suggested initiatives, apart from the RDPE ones, it is not certain that these will now  be taken forward.
The Interim Paper gave some examples of local innovative solutions being developed in Kent, Hampshire, West Sussex and Oxfordshire which communities and Local Authorities had taken forward themselves.
Following this Interim Paper and its recommendations and in the light of the Coalition Government’s reorganisation of regional structures, the withdrawal of the 50p tariff which was to be used to subsidise Next Generation Access, the roll out of Next Generation Access being put back to 2015 and the present uncertainty about where and how, this will happen, or how it will be funded in a time of government cutbacks, SERCC has prepared this update for the Forum. 
The update particularly addresses the key findings of the Broadband Interim Working Group, the recommendations their paper made and some issues raised by Forum Members.

Lack of Regional Ownership

The Report highlighted that there was a lack of regional ownership which would empower any organisation to act as a Champion for Rural Broadband in the South East. This has become an even more acute problem with the phasing out of SEEDA and GOSE, even though some projects will be funded through the ERDF.
In the light of these changes, and as one of the few regional organisations supported by Government and since the Forum has direct dialogue with the Minister for Rural Affairs, Richard Benyon, should the Forum consider whether part of its work is to take on this role as the Champion for Rural Broadband in the Region? 
There are opportunities to work in Partnership with the Country Landowners Association, ‘Final Third First’, which is the national coalition of groups and individuals working to get Broadband into Rural Areas www.finalthirdfirst.net and the Rural Broadband Partnership, which aims to provide information on the alternative broadband delivery options available and to assist those determined, to get broadband into rural communities. It helps communities and business build broadband propositions from the ground up. www.ruralbroadband.com  
Since the two most important issues for Richard Benyon are Rural Broadband and Affordable Rural Housing, there should be scope for a close link to Defra with this work.
If the Forum decides to take on this Champion role, it will need to consider what resource is available to it from Members to take this work forward. 

The Cost to the Local Economy of Poor Broadband Supply
The report highlighted that this was estimated to be significant, but that actual figures were unknown. The pace of change, the blurring of boundaries between what national statisticians classified as separate activities and the creation of whole new areas of activity make measurement problematic. On current definitions the Digital Britain sectors account for nearly £1 in every £10 that the whole economy produces each year. The National Audit Office commissioned the LSE Public Policy Group and the Oxford Internet Institute to develop a methodology for costing the impact of digital exclusion. This was out for consultation in May this year, but the results of the exercise have not yet been published.
However, it is clear that the lack of fast broadband significantly affects local economies. A sector that underpins so much of our business, collective and individual lives is a significant industry in its own right and its precise scale is evolving continually. Poor Broadband speeds mean rural business are finding it difficult to do simple things such as taking on line orders, on line banking, paying bills or filling in forms such as Tax and Companies House returns, some of which can now only be completed on line. One third of all farmers have no internet access and yet it is increasingly assumed they will file their forms for payment online. At the moment, the internet connections that are available in some rural areas frequently cannot support video conferencing, live streaming, webinars or training programmes. It is also a major issue for companies or small consultancies wishing to do online research.
Good broadband access provides a boost to local prosperity. Aberdeen university research found that 15 – 25% of in-migrants to rural areas were self employed micro workers or entrepreneurs, who set up SMEs locally. They created an average of 2.4 local full-time jobs each, with 12% employing up to four employees and 7% employing five or more employees. For these and all other rural businesses, the lack of good broadband access and speeds reduces their competitive edge.
Lack of Appropriate Rural Service Delivery Models
The Report suggested that there were no appropriate service delivery models. However, although it is true that there is no one delivery model that would be appropriate for all rural communities, there are in fact many delivery models being used. 

Rural broadband groups and communities have increasingly begun to take affairs into their own hands, with considerable success. Community campaigns across the UK have taken two forms. Many sought to secure the trigger level of demand set by BT, by signing up potential customers in the local area. However, some went further, bypassing BT altogether and setting up their own community Internet Service Providers (ISPs). The success of these local initiatives demonstrates both the depth and strength of rural broadband demand.
A guide to some of these initiatives, produced by the Commission for Rural Communities can be found at the link below. The guide is based on the experience of twelve early community broadband projects. The selected projects are rural, or have a significant rural element. Some are public sector oriented and some are private sector focused. The projects were selected to cover a wide range of technologies, types of organisation used to deliver the services and funding sources.
http://ruralcommunities.gov.uk/files/CA148Broadband%20in%20rural%20areas.pdf
Other examples of community led broadband solutions are:
Robin Hood Bay Broadband Co-operative - this not-for-profit co-operative was set up in order to bring high-speed broadband access to a coastal village community. It now provides residents with access to the normal range of Internet services and applications.

www.rhbmesh.net
The Austwick Community Broadband Association

Covers large areas and ensures that a number of households are able to benefit from

its broadband provision. An internet cafe is being set up in the village so that people

who do not own a computer can still take advantage of their community’s access to the

Internet. The association also provides training sessions and individual help for older

people who may have otherwise been excluded from the project.

www.austwick.org
Calder Connect Co-op 

Begun in 2003 with 50 people meeting in a room in Hebden Bridge, West Yorkshire – an area not even assigned a demand trigger level for broadband. Today, they offer Wi-Fi broadband access for just £15 per month. The co-op’s organisers – mostly local entrepreneurs from micro businesses and SMEs – can see the wider benefits they bring to the area. ‘We’re doing something worthwhile and pioneering,’ says their Chair, Anne Hadley. ‘We wanted to do something for the community, but didn’t want to be yet another charity shop; we wanted something new and exciting to do. Now we get to have meetings in pubs and put connectors in strange places like the top of church buildings. We’re doing it because we think broadband is fantastic.’
The Rural Regeneration Zone is implementing plans for a project to provide wireless broadband across a triangle’ of some 40 square miles between Leominster, Tenbury Wells and  Ludlow. The pilot area covers parts of three political constituencies and local authority areas, a population of 40,000 and, most importantly, a potential base of 2,500 businesses, many of whom will have had significant challenges with their broadband services. Delivered in partnership with Worcester based IT providers Airband Community Internet ltd, the project is offering universal coverage of 2 mb right across the footprint. Equally importantly, companies requiring higher specification service – even outside the main population centres – will be able to access in excess of 10 mb service in both uploads and download. As it is rolled out over a number of months from July 2010, the service will enable subscribers to access a bespoke package of broadband service depending on their individual requirements.  It is hoped that by 2013, two hundred and fifty companies will be using the service, helping to make the project self-sustaining following the initial investment from the Zone of £200,000 through the Defra RDPE.European Economic Recovery Programme. This is the first rural broadband project on this scale in terms of area, coverage and the offer to business
http://www.ruralaffairs.org.uk
Tariam
On July 21st this year a company called Tariam said that they were now able to provide satellite broadband to all customers in the UK – even those in existing ‘not-spots’ and rural areas.  ...
www.tariam.co.uk
Clear Mobitel

Clear Mobitel is piloting Long Term Evolution (LTE) wireless technology in Caradon in Cornwall. 

www.clearmobitel.com
The Rural Broadband Partnership

Provides further initiatives e Rural Broadband Partnership.

www.ruralbroadband.com  
A Poor Knowledge of Existing Service Providers

Forum Members suggested that the challenges and complexity of rural delivery made it difficult to have a good and up to date knowledge of service providers who would supply rural areas. This is a constantly shifting arena and BTs agreement on August 4th this year, to release the data showing which street cabinets will be connected to phone exchanges with optical fibre, in a bid to encourage smaller ISPs to provide optical fibre services to rural areas, has changed the game yet again.

However, there are several broadband comparative websites, which make finding a way through the maze of providers and available broadband speeds somewhat easier.
Broadband Expert 

This independent company gives an impartial broadband comparison service of packages from all the leading providers. It gives customer reviews and speed test data and enables people to carry out all of their broadband comparison research in one place. 
www.broadband-expert.co.uk
Broadband Checker

This site provides easy comparison of broadband services from UK Internet service providers. Visitors to the site enter their postcode and it will perform a live availability check for broadband ADSL, Cable and Satellite. It compares offers from several major service providers including Tiscali, BT, Orange, Virgin, AOL, Be Broadband and more. It also checks for LLU broadband services from several specialist providers. It will show the best offers available in the postcode area
www.broadbandchecker.co.uk
My Broadband Speed
This site enables you to test the speed of your current broadband provision.

www.mybroadbandspeed.co.uk
A South East Public Network Memorandum of Understanding
The Forum asked if this could be taken forward so that Public Service Networks (PSNs) could be used to increase local broadband access and download and upload speeds. However, there are European Legislation State Aid issues relating to Statutory Providers funding Private Sector use, so this memorandum has not yet been possible to take forward. However Kent and Hampshire County Councils are exploring the possibilities and challenges of extending their PSNs to wider use and the findings from this will be made available to the Forum.
Advocating with SEEDA

The Forum made a request that SEEDA should target ERDP money at innovative solutions to the delivery of Broadband in rural areas. SEEDA has now put out a call for Expressions of Interest from communities, businesses and Local Authorities in rural areas, who want to take forward community orientated, high speed Broadband projects.  They are looking for innovative Next Generation Access compatible projects, with if possible, 8mb per second. A decision on the successful projects will be made later in this year. However funds for this are limited, with only £375K available, so it is not likely to fund more than three or four projects.
Some Further Reading
The update above, addresses the issues raised by Forum Members when it last discussed the Rural Broadband issue. It is a continuing and so far unresolved challenge for rural areas, which is not likely to be solved in the near future, although many communities are now taking the solution into their own hands. For anyone who knows the generalities of Rural Broadband issues but would like some more in depth information and explanation, the Commission for Rural Communities has written an excellent report which is available at:
http://ruralcommunities.gov.uk/files/CRC04-BeyondDigitalDivides.pdf
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