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1. Introduction 
 
This is a welcome opportunity to provide you with evidence from relevant experience. Its 
purpose is to help inform and contribute to strategic thinking about the delivery of broadband, 
particularly in a rural environment. Society and businesses are rapidly becoming “tech 
dependent”.  It is essential that rural communities, its residents and visitors, are provided with 
the same facilities and service as the remainder of the UK population. 
Success is essential in this mission if it is to halt the economic decline and depopulation of 
Scottish Rural Communities. 
 
This evidence arises from experience in community projects in rural Scotland and in industry.   

 

2. Background 

 

I live in Appin, Argyll.  I am a Community Councillor, secretary to the Appin Community Trust 

and Chairman and founder of the Appin Community Development Trust.  I was a founding 

director of GigaPlus Argyll – the failed broadband project for Mull and neighbouring 

communities.   

As a recent retired executive with a past career in industry, my experience most relevant to 
broadband includes 10 years in IT. This was as a consultant with a major computer 
manufacturer and IT Director with an automotive and aerospace FTSE PLC, where I managed 
the successful installation and operation of IT business systems and private networks across 45 
locations. 
 
I am a private residential user of two broadband services. 
 

• Appin (Satellite) – I live in a location without any fibre or ADSL delivered services 
because of the distance from the local infrastructure and exchange. Broadband is 
delivered by satellite.  

• Cyprus (Wireless) – where I also spend significant periods of time, in a rural location as 
a subscriber of a local wireless based broadband service - Holitec. 

 

3. Service requirements 

Broadband has become a utility. Much has already been said about the requirements for 
bandwidth and speed, and the need for parity. In addition to speed however there is need to 
ensure those who are dependent on non-standard means of delivery can receive volumes of 
data at the same cost as with other delivery media.
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4. Some key principles to overcome barriers to delivery  

The biggest barriers to success are failure to properly manage implementation and on-going 
management. This must be achieved successfully using a proper professional organisation with 
a proven track record. 

 
1. Minimise the number of organisations involved:  In order to manage budgets, utilise 

funds efficiently, and standardize equipment, the number of organisations involved in the 
delivery of broadband should be minimised.  The optimum would of course be one 
installer and network operator, and one overall governing body for Rural Scotland which 
would be responsible for commissioning and service level monitoring. 
 

2. Robust sustainable financial model:  Funds should be aggregated up within 
professionally led organisations. They should not be divided into small elements left to 
diverse or amateur organisations or communities which are more difficult to oversee or 
hold accountable. 
 

3. Broadband is an essential utility.  Infrastructure funding should be from public 
sources. The failure to provide it universally is a result of both market failure, and 
strategic failure in the way that BT and Openreach have been managed and regulated. 
 

4. No reliance on community enterprise for funding:  There should be no reliance on 
community or social enterprise for funding. By its nature this relies on volunteers and 
“hero-champions” and is not sufficiently guaranteed. It is most certainly not appropriate 
for subscribers to be subject to a lottery based on whether they are lucky enough to live 
in a postcode which has abundant suitable skill and talent. In most cases the skills, 
knowledge, and capability to oversee a long-term sustainable broadband service are 
generally beyond community volunteers. 
 

5. Ongoing operations funding should be provided from subscriber fees, at normal 
market rates. To avoid financial discrimination, particularly for deprived population 
groups, any deficit should be provided by public funding. 

 
 
5. Broadband Architecture and Technology 

 
The adoption of the principles above leads to two potential technical architecture options. 
Openreach extension or parallel wireless.  Any chosen technology must be proven already. The 
pros and cons should be pro-actively evaluated to decide which is the best solution for rural 
Scotland. 
 
1. Openreach Extension - Extend from the local “outer limits” of the existing Openreach fibre 

network to properties using mixed compatible technology. Much of the technology and 
equipment is commercially available. It would be reasonable to expect this to be fast-tracked 
through any necessary R&D design and approval procedures, especially if Openreach is the 
installer/supplier. Although utilising an essential mix of technologies to meet requirements, 
the variety should be managed to a minimum and may include: 
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a. Smaller FTTC cabinets with some fibre to the property to overcome distance and 
topography barriers 

b. Wireless to smaller cabinets 
c. Wireless to the property.   

 
This “Openreach Extension” architecture option should offer faster implementation, and 
avoid the need for establishing large-scale back-haul connections.  

 
2. Parallel Wireless - Superimpose an alternative architecture, parallel with Openreach, over 

wide areas based on such as wireless technology 
 
This option does provide flexibility on infrastructure ownership, if there are advantages for it 
not to be owned by the commercial operator. 
 
Implementation would likely take longer than option 1. 
 
It requires the development of a sufficiently robust supplier in order to embrace the provision 
of a Scotland-wide service. Contractors are still small and embryonic and hence fragile as 
suppliers, with questionable long term sustainability.  Consideration may be given to actively 
seeking a more robust and capable contractor and operator organization that is willing to 
work with the technology already proven by these small suppliers and operators. 
 
Costs and build progress will be vulnerable to land-owners holding out for unreasonable 
compensation for hosting equipment, and the need to access large-scale fibre backhaul. 
 

With respect to technology, it must be accepted that any solution will require a mix of flexible 
technology to sweep up remaining properties. This is because there will always be those which 
cannot be reached by wireless due to topography or forestry, and those that are too remote for 
fixed wire. 
 
The 4G mobile phone network is not considered a suitable architecture alone, because in many 
communities there is no signal available a high proportion of properties. A full survey of Appin 
indicated only 45% have a mobile phone signal. 
 

6. Governance 
 
Robust governance is required to ensure the delivery of specific rural community requirements. 
It should be a single body, with one set of defined processes and procedures, though may be 
structured regionally. The key responsibilities should include strategy development, 
commissioning, regulation and service performance monitoring. Conceptually it would be 
focused around a small but well skilled “heavyweight” team, built with the necessary experience 
of technology, project management and contractual and financial matters. As the roll-out 
reaches completion the team would be scaled back to manage just regulatory and performance 
matters. 
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Supplementary Detailed Background Evidence 

Appin and Lismore 

Appin 

In late 2013 it was recognised that BT had not included Appin in plans for broadband roll-out. After 

consultation with Community Broadband Scotland a working group completed a survey and published a 

scoping report. This defined the current very poor ADSL performance and the community’s essential 

needs for broadband (exhibit: Appin and Lismore Broadband – Appin can be provided). The report is 

thoroughly detailed, and was submitted to CBS, HIE and BT. Its highlights were: 

- Key statistics: 

o Population 500  

o Addresses 314 

o ADSL subscribers 215 

o Businesses 35 

o # survey returns 105 

 

- Broadband speed is seriously below the rest of rural UK.  Of 215 Appin ADSL subscribers 25% 

received less than 2Mbps download speed. Some addresses with no service did not participate. 

The remaining 75% receive between 2 and 6 Mbps. 90% of addresses received less than the 

average speed of for Argyll. This compared to the then UK average of 14.7Mbps, and 9.9 Mbps 

for UK rural average. 

- Broadband is essential for the sustainability of the communities 35 businesses.  In addition 50% 

of households reported that broadband is used for work or business purposes. 

- The future viability of hotels and holiday rental properties is vulnerable to poor broadband. 

Guests and renters require the option to receive the same service as at home. Even with 

satellite broadband this is not possible due to download caps and charges. 

- Broadband is essential for supporting younger people in education. 

- Mobile phone services are not an alternative. Over 40% of households reported an “outside no-

spot” for a mobile phone service, and hence no ability to use this as an alternative. Local mobile 

phone services are still only at 2G level anyway. 

- For one postcode of 32 addresses, the average speed reported was 0.43Mbps, with some 

unable to receive any ADSL service at all. This is still the case. 

Appin joined in the kick-off of the GigaPlus Argyll project. By late summer of 2014, Community 

Broadband Scotland and HIE advised that Appin would be “scoped-in” to the BT roll-out, and no longer 

included in GigaPlus. CBS continued to advise none of the Appin postcodes can be included in GigaPlus 

or any other non-BT publicly funded project in spite of BT failing to deliver to all post codes. 

The service has not changed yet: 

- To date 5 FTTC cabinets have been installed of which 4 are connected but not live. These cover 

up to 6 postcodes.  

- The 4 worst served postcodes of 114 addresses have no planned improvement at all. 

- Attempts have been made to join the BT community partnership initiative with no result 
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Lismore 

The Appin working party was asked by Community Broadband Scotland to carry out the same exercise 

for Lismore. This was quickly completed in early 2014, and again submitted to CBS, HIE and BT. It 

reported in a similar way, with the overall conclusion that Lismore is better served than Appin, but still 

well below average.  

Lismore was included in the kick-off plans for the GigaPlus Argyll project. It remains “de-scoped” from 

BT and will now not receive a service from Gigaplus.  

GigaPlus Argyll   

Details of the GigaPlus Argyll project are available at the website www.gigaplusargyll.co.uk. 

The project failed due to the financial collapse of the supplier and installer. 

The project was structured with a steering committee/board made up from community representatives. 

Advice was provided by CBS, and during supplier selection by HIE, Atkins, and Farrpoint Consultants. It is 

not possible to fully detail the experiences or evidence in this short paper. The technical solution to be 

implemented would appear to be sound. The project was almost de-railed twice at the supplier contract 

stage. Also it has been seriously hampered by a confused business model, lack of skills and resources, 

poor planning and limited commercial awareness. Some communities suffered from serious  over-

ambitious expectations.  The following outlines the time-line, problem areas and issues which should be 

overcome in future. 

- Time-line  

 

o April 2014 – project kick-off by bringing together several volunteer representatives from 

communities. 

o ITT issued late 2014 

o Preferred supplier selected May 2015 

o Contract signed 2015 

 

- Current Status 

o Failed mid 2017  

 

- GigaPlus problems and Issues  

o Supplier Contract - the project was almost de-railed twice. Firstly at the final supplier 

selection meeting HIE declared that BT has “scoped” back in 2 of the Gigaplus 

intervention area postcodes – cherry-picking. 

o Second, at the contract signing stage. In spite of a clear plan for contract signature by 

end of August 2015, CBS and HIE decided to accelerate the process without the 

knowledge of the GigaPlus directors. This was in response to a misunderstanding of 

grant funding deadlines. The Chairman, alone was advised to sign in June 2015. 

o  This resulted in: 

 Omission of final contract detail review and negotiation.  
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• The consequences are that GigaPlus is contractually committed to 

governance responsibilities it does not have the funding to meet in 

future. 

 Omision of a GigaPlus financial model, based on the contract terms to ensure its 

sustainability. 

 Omission of supplier due diligence led to. 

• The financial sustainability of the supplier was unknown. 

• The supplier attempted to operate with limited resources, and an 

absence of sound project management and reporting, even though this 

was raised as a potential concern during supplier evaluation. 

 Several of the GigaPlus directors resigned, with the remainder disillusioned. 

(The writer and the chairman worked intensively to keep the project on track.) 

 Time wasted as Gigaplus later attempted to re-negotiate some of the contract 

terms, but without success. 

 

o Business Model - the business model for GigaPlus was flawed. Following the contract a 

financial model for Gigaplus was quickly finalised which showed it would face 

insolvency. This was presented to CBS on several occasions with requests to help resolve 

the matter. By early 2016, there were several outstanding expenses which could not be 

paid, with no prospect of income. In addition, the ongoing contractual responsibilities 

required ongoing funding. A meeting was secured with CBS to address the matter in 

April 2016. GigaPlus was advised it should seek ways of achieving commercial income 

from the network as a community enterprise.  Most opportunities had been signed 

away in the supplier contract. Discussions are continuing with the goal of finding a 

solution. At market rates there was not sufficient operating margin to accommodate 

supplier profit and the on-cost of a robust governing body or regulator. 

 

o Skills and Resources – GigaPlus lost skill and resource (all volunteers) when the contract 

was unexpectedly signed in June 2015. The responsibility and workload fell unfairly on 

two remaining key volunteer directors, and a project manager. Also the supplier, AB 

Internet was recognised as being short of critical skill during the selection process. This 

has remained a problem through implementation, and manifested itself as delay and 

inadequate planning and reporting. This should have been a major topic of due 

diligence. It also highlights the fragility of relying on community resource. 

.Cyprus Holitec 

This network of over 2000 subscribers has been in existence for around 8 years and is a good 

entrepreneurial example of a simple low-cost service. It complements the hard-wired network of CYTA 

(Cyprus Telecomms). It provides a wireless based internet and TV service to rural properties and 

communities which cannot be reached by CYTA. The technology is similar to GigaPlus, using Ubiquity 

type equipment. Joining cost now starts at €260. The download speeds generally exceed the specified 

package “up-to” speed. 7Mbps is generally experienced, which is just adequate for HD TV transmissions. 

Subscription rates start at €25.50 per month. There are no download caps. The scheme will also 

accommodate switch on – switch off for holiday properties. The network is progressively upgraded to 

reduce contention and improve performance. It is generally reliable, though vulnerable to outages after 

thunder storms. The after-sales service reflects the nature of a small supplier with limited resources and 

informal processes. It has been vulnerable to un-cooperative land-owners. 


