Next Generation Broadband Access Strategy for the East of England

Proposed Activities

EEDA have been reviewing the likely provision of NGA (Next Generation Access to Broadband) across the region and, as a result, have developed a strategy to encourage wider availability of this key technology using some EEDA funding but also European funds from the RDPE (Rural Development Programme for England), where available.

The market will probably deliver NGA in most urban areas by 2012. EEDA's role in these areas should be to stimulate demand and encourage communication providers to offer services using initiatives such as EREBUS to register demand. Support for these activities will also come from a regional Digital Partnership which will also have the remit of promoting content and services.

The overall aim of the EREBUS (Eastern REgion Broadband Uplift Scheme) is to capture as much demand for next generation broadband services as possible in an information resource. The purpose of this resource is to demonstrate that there is sufficient demand to make commercial investment worthwhile. EREBUS does this by listing real world (potential) customers and the services which they require. The project will establish a database that will map demand (and supply) down to post code level. It will be freely available to anybody who needs it to provide a service.

In rural areas, a threefold initiative is proposed:

Firstly, the creation of a collaborative regional partnership called the Digital Partnership East (DPEast). This will be comprised of representatives from regional bodies, local government, other public sector bodies operating regionally, communications providers, umbrella organisations for community groups and commercial companies. The role of this body will be to act as a forum for information and the exchange of ideas as well as helping inform and shape broadband strategy across the region. It will also be a source for collaborative projects which might include infrastructure investment; local pilots; the sharing of content and services; the resolution of problems relating to planning issues; identifying opportunities for aggregating demand; material for demand stimulation and research. 

Secondly, establish the East Anglian Broadband Co Operative (EABC) which is designed to build on the INCA proposal (for supporting community groups) outlined  in the Digital Britain Report but offering a more hands on approach towards supporting community initiatives – for example offering a series of “broadband out of the box” solutions for last mile deployment (ranging from just demand stimulation to fully fledged fibre to the home deployments), acting as the fund holder for community bonds or other forms of investment and providing a shared engineering, maintenance, billing and support function for participating community groups.

SONGBIRD (Supporting Open Next Generation Broadband in Rural Districts) will aim to take fibre as deep as possible into the countryside - into areas where the market has no interest in delivering an effective, affordable product. It will chiefly operate as an open access network providing cost effective backhaul and middle mile capability to any communication provider or community group who wishes to deploy a last mile service to end customers. It will attempt to accomplish this by the use of innovative technical and funding solutions.

SONGBIRD is not conceived of as a monolithic structure but as a related series of smaller plans (between 10 and 20) able to best take advantage of local conditions. These local solutions will be deployed when there is sufficient demand identified within EREBUS to interest commercial communication providers or properly supported community groups in accordance with the underlying principles laid out below.

What is significant about the threefold initiative is that each of the elements complements and supports the others – the Digital Partnership brings together all interested parties to ensure that, wherever possible, there is a common agenda across the region that will ensure economies of scale and the best use of finite resources. The Co operative will enable community groups to deliver their services in a professional, sustainable manner and assist with the provision of backhaul services, when required. SONGBIRD will enable communications providers and community initiatives to bring next generation access to areas which were previously thought to be out of reach.

Underlying Principles

There are seven basic principles which need to be followed and which should be considered when reviewing any proposed activity.

PRINCIPLE ONE: NON-DUPLICATION: First and most important – do not duplicate commercial activities or intervene in areas where the market or central government initiatives will provide a service anyway. Instead, aim to assist the operations of the market in those areas and address market failure in other areas.

PRINCIPLE TWO: BEST AVAILABLE TECHNOLOGY: Secondly, we need to promote the recognition that there is a hierarchy of technologies: they are not all equal. We have to exhaust all possibilities of providing a better service in an area before settling for a lesser one. We should not prejudge which technology can be deployed, this will vary according to local conditions. Generally speaking, in descending order of desirability for our purposes the technologies are:

· Fibre to the Premises – PTP

· Fibre to the Premises – GPON

· Fibre to the Cabinet

· ADSL and variants (depending on distance to the exchange)

· Long Range Wireless 

· Satellite

In essence we would like fibre as close to homes or business premises as possible. Short term solutions with inferior technology are to be avoided.

PRINCIPLE THREE: STRATEGY IS REGIONAL, TACTICS ARE LOCAL: Thirdly, the best level to work at strategically is the regional one. Discussions on suitable standards are best undertaken at a high level as are agreements with suppliers, management of funds and research. However, the best level at which to decide on the “last mile” deployment of broadband services is the local one. The “Think Regionally, act locally” approach offers the best combination of economies of scale and the ability to take advantage of local conditions. It is vital for the success of the strategy that public sector, commercial and community organisations work together at both the strategic and tactical levels.

PRINCIPLE FOUR: BE POSITIVE, BE CREATIVE: Fourthly, one of the main problems which we face may be a defeatist mindset that is willing to accept third rate solutions to the problems of rural broadband. It is by no means pre ordained that rural areas will remain without an acceptable level of next generation broadband coverage for the foreseeable future. Leadership across the region needs to recognise the issues and work together; focusing on solutions not problems. Yet funds are tight so we have to think creatively about new forms of revenue and funding, as well as keeping costs to a minimum. We have to throw brains not money at the problem.

PRINCIPLE FIVE: BE PRACTICAL: Fifthly, the emphasis from this moment on should be on the practical. Any research undertaken should be for a practical purpose. Pilot projects should only be considered when there is a significant chance of the solutions used being adopted generally, ie they are scalable without being prohibitively expensive for regional adoption. 

PRINCIPAL SIX: NOT JUST PIPES: Sixthly, there is a tendency to leave this subject to technical people and engineers. This may be fine as far as the physical infrastructure is concerned but the motivation for (and the benefits of) next generation access lie with the services and the content which can be delivered over such an infrastructure. At least as much attention needs to be paid to these areas. 

PRINCIPAL SEVEN: AVOID A “BUILD IT AND THEY WILL COME” ATTITUDE: The seventh principle means that any infrastructure should only be built when there is sufficient demand from a variety of sources to support the ongoing operation of any network. 

Proposed Next Steps

We plan to publish guidelines  for expressions of interest for SONGBIRD bids into the RDPE (Rural Development Programme for England) by the end of 2009. This will include criteria to be used when assessing bids.

In each round, these expressions of interest will be reviewed by a panel of experts and successful entries will then be given help (where required) in preparing a full business case. This case will then be submitted for appraisal and approval in line with normal RDPE approval processes.  Successful applicants will then be offered funding. 

For the first round, expressions of interest will be expected by the end of January 2010. A second round may be held later in 2010.

If you would like more information about RDPE funding for broadband, please contact Steven Smith on 01223 484645
For general broadband inquiries, please email broadband@eeda.org.uk
