Wealden District Council - NGF consultation response

Wealden Local Strategic Partnership – NGF consultation response


Response to BERR Consultation: Proposals to introduce a Next Generation Fund

We welcome the opportunity to respond to the above consultation.  Many of the questions are of a technical nature and we have not sought to engage with these.  We address specific questions at the end of this response, but begin by raising the key issues for Wealden, which should be considered as an answer to Question 1.  

Introduction

Generally speaking, Wealden Local Strategic Partnership welcomes the proposal for major investment in infrastructure.  However, we have great concerns about the proposed manner of roll-out of the Next Generation Fund.  The UK cannot afford to leave 10% of the country unable to participate, network, trade or access services.  Wealden residents and businesses cannot afford to be excluded.

In the immediate term, some places in Wealden lack any broadband access and in others it is very slow.  This needs to be addressed through the Universal Service Commitment as soon as possible, and in parallel with Next Generation (NG) roll-out.  The case of the non- Broadband enabled exchange at Isfield needs addressing as a priority, and we look forward to successful conclusion of the bids to fund this upgrade.
The nature of Wealden

Geography

Wealden is a large district in East Sussex covering 323 square miles.  Wealden is classified as one of the most rural districts in England (Defra).  The population is estimated at 143,343 comprising 62,700 households. Half of the population live in the five market towns; Crowborough, Hailsham, Heathfield, Polegate and Uckfield which range in size from 7,500 to 22,000 with the rest of the population living in the many villages and hamlets.

Young People

Over 29% of the 5–19 year-olds in East Sussex live in Wealden; 26,183 young people.

Businesses

Wealden had 8,200 businesses in 2007. Small and micro businesses form a fundamental part of the Wealden economy, with 80% of businesses in Wealden employing fewer than four people.  Firms in Wealden involved in professional, scientific and technical activities, information and communication, financial, insurance and real estate or other service activities employ 7,000 people (15.6% excluding the self-employed).

Deprivation

In Wealden, 79.2% of the Department for Work and Pensions' Working Age Client Group live outside the top 9 most deprived out of the 94 LSOAs (9.6%) in the District. In other words, 1320 people in the Working Age Client Group live in the 9 most deprived LSOAs, but 5010 live elsewhere in the District.

Needs we are seeking to represent

In Wealden, improved Broadband delivery is primarily a rural issue, and this is reflected in our response.  In essence Wealden is an almost entirely rural district, albeit with three market towns that have populations between 10,000 and 21,000.

We have reviewed the CLG report "An assessment and practical guidance on next generation access (NGA) risk in the UK".  We recognise that this presents a model of how Next Generation broadband rollout may proceed rather than a plan for it.  We are clear that while the national picture is clearly one of a rural-urban divide, at the fine scale of LSOAs, the division is more complex.  In the risk classification, a few of our more rural areas are considered 'green (watching brief)' while significant proportions of the LSOAs in Wealden towns are amber (mitigation action probable) or red (mitigation priority areas).  In all, nearly three-quarters of LSOAs in Wealden are given amber or red risk classifications, with the majority being red.

Consequently, our response is seeking to represent anyone in the District who would use broadband regardless of whether they live in a market town or a more rural location.  We do focus particularly on the cases of businesses and young people.

The 'digital divide' is not just rural–urban.  There are many reasons why people choose not to or cannot use the internet.  Government policy will need to minimise the social exclusion, especially from public services, however NGA is rolled out.  Introducing a policy that excludes 10% of homes from high speed broadband would be, however, a poor starting point, particularly from an equalities or equity standpoint.

Particular concerns

High speed broadband is already considered a daily essential for many people.  As internet content becomes increasingly 'bandwidth hungry', the lack of access to Next Generation broadband will become increasingly disadvantageous.

Young people

· School pupils are increasingly expected to use the internet to complete homework.

· Social networking and internet gaming are part of many young people's social development and recreation.

· Surveys of both young people and people of any age group repeatedly tell us that more and/or improved activities for teenagers are their highest priority for the local area.  Significant improvements have been made in Wealden, but high speed broadband clearly gives young people access to a broader range of activities.

· Our young people are the next generation of entrepreneurs.  At present, many young people leave the District to pursue better jobs, prospects and salaries elsewhere.  We need to try to encourage our young talent and entrepreneurs to remain in the District and the provision of good NG broadband provision will be important in this respect.

· Schools themselves have NG access needs, and this is covered in the East Sussex County Council response to the consultation.

Businesses

· A high proportion of business activity in Wealden involves home-working and small businesses.  This has been the growth sector in recent years.

· Wealden has a relatively high proportion of firms in the ICT, business and financial services sectors.  This sector is heavily reliant on communication; the 2007 East Sussex Business Survey showed 87% of firms in this sector used a Broadband connection 3 years ago.

· This is not just about maintaining a website – although that is clearly important for the tourism and hospitality sectors.  High speed broadband is essential for trade.  Businesses across Wealden must be able to trade on equal terms with the rest of the world.

· Wealden and the UK need to excel in 'high tech' business.  The more symmetrical bandwidths (relatively higher upload speeds) offered by Next Generation broadband are essential to the competitiveness, even viability, of these companies.  The 2 Megabyte Universal Service Commitment is completely inadequate for business.

· Less internet-oriented industries like farming and forestry (the most rural industries) still need good broadband access.  In fact, Government is pushing farmers further in this direction through HMRC's extended requirements for VAT and PAYE submissions to be filed online.  Beef and dairy farmers are also encouraged to apply for their stock's individual passports and report all cattle movements online.

· Farm diversification is encouraged at national and local levels.  This is put at risk if businesses are left unable to use the premises for internet-based work.
Wealden is already disadvantaged by poor transport, and e-business helps to mitigate that weakness.  It is essential to the prosperity and development of the area that Next Generation broadband is universally available.

Health

· The consultation documents recognise the growth of tele-health.  Providing services, including health, in rural areas is an ongoing concern and area of activity of the Wealden LSP.  NG broadband would be a significant boost to our ability to reach Wealden's rural residents, 11,053 of whom have a long-term limiting illness.

Implications for development in Wealden / the Local Development Framework

Planning future growth as part of the LDF without guarantees of improved broadband provision and full NG roll out would be detrimental to the development of sustainable communities, and is likely to increase levels of deprivation in the future. NG broadband access needs to be considered as part of our total infrastructure planning for new communities.  Many other rural areas in the UK need broadband coverage too, but being in the south-east, Wealden's business competitiveness at the local level is particularly threatened by neighbouring areas which do have the benefit of NG access. 

In areas where there is currently no or poor broadband provision, adding NG access to the range of developer contributions expected, will inevitably lead house-builders to prioritise sites in their portfolio to areas where NG broadband has been provided by the market. This would significantly reduce Wealden's potential to secure opportunities for the future socio-economic prosperity of its community.

An equitable solution

Since the market cannot currently provide services to rural areas either economically or to a sufficient broadband standard, this is an example of market failure where it is right that additional investment is made by the State in order to provide equity of provision.  Alternatively, licences awarded by Government should also require investment by the private sector in those areas which are uneconomic. Under the present regime broadband providers are more likely to keep improving the broadband services in urban areas, because of the level of competition there and the size of the markets currently available, than they are to extend significantly into rural areas. This continues to leave most rural areas at a severe and increasing disadvantage. 

Access to rural broadband is above all an equalities issue.  Driven in part by the need for efficiency, the Government and public sector in general, increasingly provide services, information, documentation, application processes and administration via website access online.  Schools, health services, central and local government services (including land-based business support) are increasingly requiring online access. Rural inhabitants are seriously disadvantaged by this trend and are increasingly discriminated against in terms of opportunities to engage at all levels with the public sector providers.

If significant impact is to be had in rural areas there does need to be some investment in those areas that are currently furthest away from open market delivery as there is currently no alternative and no likelihood of investment from the private sector providers. 

The Public Sector Network in East Sussex is not available for public access because of security conditions attached to Government Extra-net access.  Even if this barrier were overcome, the high levels of investment required to extend the network are not available at the local level.

We recognise the huge challenge faced, but need to get NGA capability to 100% of homes or as near to that as possible.  Using the consultation document's average cost of £654 per home, roll-out in Wealden would need of the order of £30 million.  This level of funding simply isn't available at a local authority level.

From a Wealden perspective, the only tenable response to the consultation is that the means of roll out must be changed to reach a wider number of people.  The only truly equitable option is for NGA capacity to be universal.  

Answers to selected questions

3.

What do respondents feel is the minimum bandwidth requirements, both download and upload, in order to qualify as a Next Generation broadband service? Are the requirements above regarding quality of service, including latency and reliability sufficient? What figures should we set on the bandwidth requirements?

Wealden has a high number of small businesses, home-workers and self-employed people.  The poor transport infrastructure means high tech businesses are among those that can work effectively in the area, but only with high speed connections.

These businesses need greater speeds generally, but particularly upload speeds – much more closely approaching synchronous DSL than is currently available.

Reliability of service is clearly very important.

4.

Do respondents have views how the Next Generation Fund will be used and in particular the focus on fixed line solutions?

If the proposal to fund fixed line results in a lower number of addresses receiving NGA, we oppose that decision.  Fixed line solutions are likely to be expensive in more isolated rural areas, so alternative technologies should also be considered.

The unit cost of supplying fixed line solutions may approach that of alternative solutions in some rural areas.  Where this is the case, we believe that it is more important to expand the geographic availability of high speed broadband in spite of issues such as latency, than to keep to fixed line solutions that restrict the extent of service provision on financial grounds.

There are examples of services being provided in other countries (Republic of Ireland) using satellite / mobile technologies and these need to be explored fully for rural areas that are furthest away from the existing fixed line provision.

The "assessment and practical guidance on Next Generation Access (NGA) risk in the UK: Final report" states that 28% of addresses in the 'last 10%' currently have access to 3G mobile.  The NGA fund should consider the benefits of opening competition to mobile providers to upgrade to 4G in this 28%.  Presumably, many of these phone masts would be capable of providing faster broadband to some homes within the 70-90% NGA band.  If so, the reduced requirement for fixed line connection could release some of the NGA fund to subsidise this mobile provision.

5. What minimum criteria should we be looking at, bearing in mind the need for value for money, equity and flexibility?

The criteria should be high enough to enable businesses to compete nationally and internationally.

They should not be so high that the breadth of the roll out is compromised as greatly as under current proposals.

Given the rate of technological change and the duration of the project, some flexibility to adjust minimum criteria should be retained.

7.

In your opinion, would a regional or National deployment be a more efficient and appropriate use of the Next Generation Fund, and why? What other options are open to HMG in creating competition in the procurement process?

National deployment seems less likely to be able to meet the differing needs of different types of community that a regional or more dispersed rollout.  However, if national rollout made the difference between 90%, 95% or 100% coverage, that would be preferable.  In this regard the value for money principle needs to be applied, but without assuming that national deployment delivers long-term VFM.

9.

Would an “outside in” or an “inside out” approach to delivery be more effective and why? Are there other approaches that should be considered?

All potentially effective technological solutions should be considered.  This may include a partially wireless approach which would have implications on this question.

If an "outside in" approach is chosen, it should not preclude going 'further out' if the economics improve during rollout.

Starting at 70% seems unwise as invoking 'clawback' would clearly be an inefficient means of running the fund.

Working at the outer end where intervention is needed for any access in the foreseeable future should generally take precedence over areas that the market may reach towards the end of this decade.  However, the roll-out process should be smart enough to respond to specific needs that are widely agreed at a local level, without risking distortion.

The costs of the backhaul/core network should be included in the assessment of the likelihood of NG delivery, in contrast to the analysis presented in the "assessment and practical guidance on next generation access (NGA) risk in the UK" report.

10.

Where should the Next Generation Fund be used to intervene in the first instance, in terms of either location, or market deployment, in order to minimise the risk of distorting the market, and not chill planned investment?

The principles outlined in answer to question 9 should apply.

13.

Which areas of the UK should receive intervention from the Fund, and why?

No geographic areas where market rollout is unlikely should be precluded.  An even-handed approach is vital and this would be best achieved by planning universal delivery of NG access.

The "assessment and practical guidance on next generation access (NGA) risk in the UK" report raises the prospect of using social impact (rurality, deprivation and attitude to the internet) alongside cost of access.  If this is the best means of predicting market expansion of NG access, then it should be used.  However, applying it to prioritise areas of higher social impact (for example) carries the risk of a less even-handed approach and difficulties around choosing an appropriate threshold.  If adopted, such an approach would probably need cross-checking with local insight and in any case would require great care.  The report's social impact indicator makes up for the Index of Multiple Deprivation's (IMD) deficiency in rural contexts (averaging over wider geographic areas masks deprivation in rural areas) by balancing it with the rurality indicator.  We would strongly oppose use of the IMD alone.
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