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VIRTUAL RURALITY: A Snapshot of Telecommunications in Rural Northern Ireland

Formed in April 2012, the ICT 

Thematic Working Group 

was facilitated by the Rural 

Network for Northern Ireland 

and consisted of members 

from each of the 7 Local Action 

Groups. The aim of the group 

was to ‘examine the potential 

for ICT developments in rural 

areas and to consider how the 

Rural Development Programme 

can support jobs and growth 

in rural areas through the 

effective application of ICT 

and e-inclusion strategies’.

Membership: 

•  SWARD: Loraine Griffin 

(Chairperson), Barry Boyle

•  ARC North West: Cllr Allan 

Rainey, Cllr Dermot Nicholl, 

Elizabeth McNerlin 

•  Down Rural Area Partnership: 

Josef Hoeritzauer 

•  GROW South Antrim: 

Bob Adams

•  Lagan Rural Partnership: 

Des Meredith 

•  North East Region: William Cross

•  SOAR: Bryan McLaughlin 

The Managing Authority (DARD) 

played an active and supportive 

role throughout the process. 

Achievements: 

•  Engaged with relevant 

organisations such as Ofcom, 

Logon NI and ICBAN;

•  Heard firsthand 

telecommunications experience 

from Website NI (Benburb, 

Co. Tyrone), whatsonni.com 

(Upperlands, Co. L/Derry) 

and the Milestone Centre 

(Carrickmore, Co. Tyrone);

•  Designed, disseminated and 

analysed over 600 surveys 

on ICT/Mobile/Broadband 

Provision and Usage within 

Rural Northern Ireland; 

•  Participated in a study visit 

to Cybermoor Networks Ltd, 

a community broadband 

initiative, in Cumbria; 

•  Completion of a ‘snapshot 

of telecommunications 

in rural areas.’ 

Thematic Working Groups are advocated across 
European Networks as a means of supporting 
and informing the implementation of current EU 
Rural Development Policy. They can contribute 
to the understanding and diffusion of ‘know-
how’ and experiences and improvement 
of policy implementation effectiveness.

About The ICT Thematic Working Group
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Ministerial Foreword 

Introduction

Telecommunications in rural areas, 

especially rural broadband, is a highly 

emotive issue. Whether this concerns 

access or lack of access, cost or 

customer service experience of end 

users, the debate is constant.

However, in today’s advancing world 

access to reliable telecommunications is 

becoming an essential part of everyday 

life. As noted in the Department of 

Enterprise Trade and Investment (DETI) 

Telecommunications Action Plan 2011-

2015 ‘broadband digital communications 

and networks are as important today 

as electricity was a century ago, 

supporting the growth of innovation 

and the development and delivery 

of new applications and services.’

Governments increased desire to do 

business online, supporting on or off-

farm business efficiency, improving 

customer service, supporting business 

growth, enhancing education and 

learning and promoting greater 

opportunities for collaboration are all 

reasons to strive for a reliable and future 

proofed telecommunications sector.

High quality communications is seen 

by the European Union as an essential 

tool for unlocking the potential of 

rural areas and making them more 

attractive places to live, work and visit.

It is against this backdrop that the Rural 

Network for Northern Ireland formed an 

ICT Thematic Working Group (ICT TWG),  

which has produced this snapshot 

of telecommunications in Northern 

Ireland. It presents information at a 

moment in time in what is a dynamic 

and rapidly changing scenario.

I 
welcome the opportunity to 

write the foreword for this report 

given the significant interest 

I have in rural broadband.

The report has been prepared by the Axis 3 

ICT Thematic Working Group, comprising 

members of each of the 7 Local Action 

Groups and represents a snapshot in time 

of telecommunications in our rural areas. 

Access to improved telecoms can be a 

catalyst for rural businesses and communities; 

and a means of communication with the rest 

of the world for those outside urban centres.

The stimulation of home grown innovation, 

entrepreneurship, service delivery and 

opportunities for foreign direct investment 

are all enhanced by the availability of 

good communications infrastructure.

My Department has been at the forefront 

of investment into telecommunications 

infrastructure in rural areas and by March 

2015 will have invested £7.5m in addressing 

rural blackspots for broadband.

The latest investment will see £5m targeted 

directly at rural areas of high deprivation 

that currently have no access to broadband. 

In addition to improved infrastructure, it is 

also imperative that other barriers to online 

participation are continually challenged. 

DARD is working on a number of 

initiatives to overcome these barriers 

which will increase awareness, skills 

and confidence for rural dwellers to 

engage with the online world.   

The next Rural Development Programme 

2014-2020 will build on work completed 

to date, and will strive to ensure that 

rural areas have the same opportunities 

as urban when it comes to accessing 

broadband and online services.     

Michelle O’Neill MLA

Minister for Agriculture and 

Rural Development

“ This report seeks 
to raise awareness, 
highlight realities, 
capture potential and 
highlight solutions for 
telecommunication 
services within 
rural areas.” 
Loraine Griffin, ICT TWG Chairperson
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1.  Northern Ireland has the best fixed 

line broadband infrastructure in the 

UK, in terms of speed and access.

2.  Northern Ireland is in a leadership 

position in relation to access to 

superfast broadband when compared 

to other regions of the UK and Europe. 

While the availability of these services 

is better than anywhere else in the 

UK the take-up of these services 

has been slow, but is improving. 

3.  Northern Ireland has a higher 

proportion of premises in rural 

areas not able to access the basic 

broadband service of 2Mbps 

(estimated by Ofcom in 2013 to be 

almost 70,000 rural households).

4.  The ICT TWG survey found that 

telecommunications is now an 

essential component for rural living 

but there is dissatisfaction with the 

service received in terms of speed, 

reliability and customer service.

5.  The mobile telecommunications 

infrastructure and coverage is much 

worse in Northern Ireland than most 

other parts of the UK (Ofcom estimates 

that 4,500 rural households cannot 

receive 2G mobile and almost 45,000 

rural homes cannot receive 3G mobile). 

6.  The direct telecoms link to North 

America through Project Kelvin means 

NI has the best possible connection 

and provides improved resilience and 

reduced latency to US and improved 

connectivity to continental Europe. 

As a result of its work the ICT TWG 

propose the following recommendations: 

•  There are strengths and positive aspects 

in relation to rural broadband that 

are often overlooked given the focus 

on those areas with poorer connectivity. 

The Department of Agriculture and 

Rural Development (DARD) and rural 

stakeholder organisations need to be 

proactive to dispel rural broadband 

myths and be clear and specific about 

addressing problem areas and the 

reasons for no or limited connectivity.

•  Further promotion is needed to enable 

rural communities and businesses 

to understand the benefits of 

utilising ICT / Broadband. Case study 

development of rural communities 

taking advantage of ICT / Broadband 

would be useful to promote.

•  Future Rural Development Programme 

(RDP) Investment into rural broadband 

infrastructure should be specifically 

targeted and accounted for, given 

the geographies of rural areas. 

There are specific rural not-spots and 

slow-spots where future intervention 

needs to be addressed and targeted 

to enable communities to have access 

to at least the minimum service levels. 

The outcome of the recent DETI 

consultation has further informed this 

debate and should aid such targeting.

•  Through the RDP, DARD should 

initiate a programme to work with 

communities, local authorities, key 

agencies and providers in potential 

long term not-spot areas to explore 

and implement community broadband 

initiatives to find solutions. A tailored 

helpline service should also be included 

as a lack of co-ordinated assistance 

and guidance is one of the key 

frustrations for individuals / groups. 

A model similar to that adopted by the 

Scottish Government in Community 

Broadband Scotland would be beneficial 

in Northern Ireland and is worth review. 

•  Encourage broadband service 

providers to offer up to 3 month 

trial periods for new services such 

as superfast broadband and 4G 

WIFI, allowing customers to try these 

services and ensure they work before 

signing up for longer-term contracts. 

•  The future RDP should 

consider initiatives / measures 

to ensure maximisation of 

ICT for the rural economy, 

growth and jobs. Given the 

lead Northern Ireland has in 

access to superfast broadband 

infrastructure opportunities need 

to be encouraged and promoted 

to develop the economy and 

increase jobs in areas such as:- 

cloud computing, data centres, 

website development, site-

optimisation, e-commerce, social 

media / e-marketing, encouraging 

rural business development in 

ICT sectoral growth markets.

Key Findings

Recommendations
“ Needless to say 
access to Broadband 
within our home has 
made many aspects 
of our life much 
easier, e.g. shopping, 
entertainment.”

Survey respondent
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•  Further collaboration is required on 

initiatives and measures to provide 

opportunities for those digitally 

excluded due to low incomes, 

isolation, lower educational 

achievements or other barriers.

•  Support for skills and capacity 

building in ICT is still required. 

From an unemployment 

perspective there are significant 

skills shortage in the ICT industry. 

Measures that support targeting, 

training and employer links could 

assist in addressing unemployment 

as well as skills shortages. 

•  Broadband is now considered a key 

utility and basic service and lack of 

adequate access is disadvantaging 

many rural businesses and dwellers. 

DARD, DETI and Ofcom should ensure 

future rural proofing of potential 

investment into broadband provision. 

•  Broadband Service Providers 

to afford greater customer 

care and consideration to 

the needs and issues of rural 

customers, particularly in 

understanding the geography 

of areas, clarity of information 

and explanation of issues. 

•  Future planning policy should seek 

to incorporate aids to potential 

broadband utility provision 

through ensuring that ground works 

associated with utility installations 

are shared where possible and 

‘future proofed’ to allow for ease of 

fibre optic broadband installation 

should it become available.

Ofcom predicts that by 2030, demand for mobile data could be 80 times higher than today. A study in 2013 (commissioned by BT conducted 

by Regeneris) indicated that superfast broadband could deliver a potential £750million boost to the Northern Ireland economy by 2018.

HOW CAN RURAL AREAS BENEFIT? 

There is immense potential 

for ICT and broadband 

connectivity to drive growth 

in rural areas. European Union 

rural development policy 

recognises this potential and 

broadband internet technology is 

acknowledged as an indispensible 

tool that will influence the long 

term prosperity of rural areas. 

An Effective Rural Development Tool

Collaboration 
and e-networks

THE 
UNKNOWN!

Enhanced tourism 
services and 
attractions

On-farm 
efficiencies

Engagement with 
Government

Innovative 
service delivery

New markets 
and customers

Online shopping Increased tradeFlexible working

Education and 
training options

Access to 
information

Online banking
Communications 
and social media

“ Internet service is 
a must, especially 
for rural areas. I 
don’t see how a 
farmer can exist 
without internet.” 

Survey respondent
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Connectivity in Northern Ireland has 

witnessed the telecommunications industry 

and Government working together to 

enhance the core telecommunications 

infrastructure. The UK Government has 

issued a commitment to ‘ensuring that 

virtually all households benefit from a 

speed of at least 2Mbps by 2017 and to 

provide superfast broadband to at least 

90% of premises with speeds of 24Mbps. 

In Northern Ireland, DETI and DARD have 

voiced their desire for Northern Ireland 

to be at the forefront of technological 

advances in terms of access to high 

quality, reliable telecommunications.

Communications Infrastructure – The Journey So Far

A mix of technologies has been used to deliver broadband services across Northern 
Ireland including fixed line, wireless and satellite. The above is not exhaustive of 
the types of interventions delivered, both by Government and other bodies.

BROADBAND CONNECTIVITY

2004-2006

Local Access Broadband Project where 

DETI invested £10million enabling Northern 

Ireland to become the first region of 

the UK, and Europe, to ensure that any 

customer, regardless of their location, could 

get a first generation broadband service 

of at least 512Kbps. For many this was a 

reality but some users in rural areas, with 

difficult geographical topology, were left 

frustrated as they struggled to gain access.

2008-2010

Project Kelvin is a direct international business level 

telecoms link to North America. Co-financed under the 

EU’s INTERREG IVA programme 2007-2013, DETI, in 

conjunction with the Department of Communications, 

Energy and Natural Resources in the Republic of Ireland 

awarded a €30million contract to Hibernia Atlantic. 

2009 -2011

Next Generation Broadband witnessed an investment 

of £52 million by DETI and the EU (ERDF Competitiveness 

Programme), DARD (European Agricultural Fund for 

Rural Development) and BT. This intervention sought 

to ensure that 85% of businesses in Northern Ireland 

would have access to next generation broadband speeds 

by 2011 (2Mbps in rural areas and 10Mbps in urban 

areas). The project resulted in upgrades to equipment 

across 166 exchanges and provision of 1,265 new 

access points. It is estimated that the DARD investment 

resulted in 14,400 rural dwellers directly benefitting.

2013-2015

Northern Ireland Broadband Improvement 

Project is a collaborative investment of £23.5 

million by DETI (ERDF European Sustainable 

Competitiveness Programme), DARD (European 

Agricultural Fund for Rural Development), the 

Department of Culture Media and Sport, through 

Broadband Delivery UK and BT. The project 

is targeting premises receiving no or very low 

broadband speeds and should bring more choice 

and greater speeds to over 45,000 premises. The 

project is scheduled to complete by December 2015. 
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MOBILE COMMUNICATIONS 
The Different Generations of Mobile Communication

The recent award of 4G licences aims to achieve 

near-universal population coverage for mobile 

broadband. One licence, awarded to Telefónica UK Ltd 

(O2), requires the holder to offer indoor coverage of 

at least 95% of the population of each of the four UK 

nations. Telefónica UK Ltd has indicated that it intends 

to meet this target by end of 2015. This obligation 

is to be welcomed and was one of the identified 

issues with the roll-out of 3G, where licensees had to 

provide and maintain a service where at least 80% of 

the population of the UK live, effectively meaning that 

targets could have been met whilst excluding many 

parts of Northern Ireland, especially rural areas. 

Whilst it is hoped that 4G rollout will provide a service 

to many not-spots areas, it is recognised that a 

small percentage of homes may not benefit. The UK 

Government, through the Department of Culture 

Media and Sport Mobile Infrastructure Project 

has commenced to address 2G not-spots across 

the UK, from which NI is expected to benefit. 

“ I run a self catering tourism business 
and people nowadays want instant 
responses. Lack of mobile coverage 
is a distinct drawback. If people can’t 
get an immediate response they just 
move on to another provider.”

Survey respondent

1990s: 2G – introduction of 
digital networks allowing voice 
and basic data transmission, 
eg. text messaging

2000s: 3G – offering an 
enhancement over 2G 
services enabling quicker 
data transmission typically 
between 384Kbps to 2Mbps

2010s: 4G - offering all 3G facilities with 
ultra fast mobile broadband internet 
access and much increased data 
transmission speed reported to potentially 
range between 100Mbps to 1Gbps
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Comparison At UK Level By Degree Of Settlement 

SUPERFAST 
BROADBAND 
COVERAGE

AVERAGE SPEED 
OF CONNECTION 
(Mbps)

Northern 
Ireland

Northern 
Ireland

Population greater 
than 100,000

URBAN

Population between 
2,000 and 100,000

SEMI-URBAN
Population less 
than 2,000

RURAL

United
Kingdom

United
Kingdom

Superfast broadband coverage in rural areas of Northern Ireland is substantially higher than the UK average and broadband 

speeds are higher than in other parts of the UK. 

98% 97% 91%

88% 76% 25%

26

21

22

18

14

7

Northern Ireland is in a leadership position in terms of availability of next generation access (NGA). However, Northern Ireland has a higher 

percentage of connections still receiving less than 2Mbps. Ofcom believes that many of these consumers are on slow lines where an 

upgrading to a next generation access network could significantly improve the service received. Ofcom also highlight that not all broadband 

connections provided by NGA networks will necessarily achieve superfast speeds. In particular, the speed achieved on a given line using 

Fibre to the Cabinet (FTTC) technology will depend on the length of the copper connection to the consumer’s premises, which tends to 

be longer in rural areas. In terms of the take up of a fixed access broadband service (either standard or superfast) Northern Ireland is below 

the UK average figure. However, when considering take-up of superfast broadband only, Northern Ireland is higher than the UK average.

What Ofcom Reports

Ofcom is the communications regulator within the UK which produces reports on the state of the communications sector. 

Some Ofcom statistics are illustrated below, taken from 2013 reports. For more information visit www.ofcom.org.uk. 

FIXED BROADBAND: COMPARISON AT UK LEVEL

Northern Ireland

AVAILABILITY OF 
NEXT GENERATION 
ACCESS SERVICES

PERCENTAGE OF 
CONNECTIONS 
RECEIVING LESS 
THAN 2MBPS

Premises with fixed 
access broadband 

FIXED ACCESS BROADBAND TAKE-UP

United
Kingdom

Superfast broadband 
connections

96%

73%

12%

8%

66%

72%

29%

22%
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Superfast Broadband availability and % of homes receiving less than 2Mbps: Select Northern Ireland Local Authorities (%)

Fermanagh

27.2%
11.4%

Strabane

24.0%
7.8%

Cookstown

24.4%
10.4%

Belfast

38.4%
13.7%

Newtownabbey

32.1%
13.3%

2013
2012

FIXED BROADBAND: COMPARISON AT NORTHERN IRELAND LEVEL

Fermanagh
SFA: 90.0%
<2M: 20.9%

Strabane
SFA: 93.8%
<2M: 18.4%

Cookstown
SFA: 87.7%
<2M: 22.1%

Belfast
SFA: 97.7%
<2M: 4.9%

Newtownabbey
SFA: 98.9%
<2M: 9.6%

The illustration above shows the disparity between some selected rural and urban Northern Ireland Local Authority Areas. 

The percentage of premises receiving less than 2Mbps shows a marked difference between urban and rural Local Authority 

Areas. OFCOM estimates that over 90,000 households across Northern Ireland are unable to access a basic broadband service of 

2Mbps and the vast majority of these (over 70,000) are found in rural areas. Figures are available for all Local Authority Areas.

The above map demonstrates that takeup of superfast broadband appears to be rising, with recorded percentage increases 

of over 70% in some areas between 2012 and 2013. 

“ Poor connection 
leaves children’s 
education and school 
studies limited” 

Survey respondent

SFA =  Superfast broadband availability (%)

<2M = Not receiving 2Mbps (%)

“ I want to set up a 
business working 
from home and 
slow broadband 
access is impacting 
upon my decision, 
indeed preventing 
me from doing this” 

Survey respondent

Superfast Broadband takeup (%): Select Northern Ireland Local Authorities
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2G and 3G mobile coverage (% of premises covered by at least one operator)

2G mobile coverage in Northern Ireland is comparable with the rest of the UK, coverage of 3G services are much less extensive, 

especially in rural areas. 

MOBILE COMMUNICATIONS: COMPARISON AT NORTHERN IRELAND LEVEL

No mobile coverage (% of premises): Select Northern Ireland Local Authorities

Fermanagh

11.5%
4.4%

Strabane

11.2%
4.9%

Cookstown

3.2%
6.0%

Belfast

0.0%
0.0%

Newtownabbey

0.0%
0.0%

 

3G
2G

2G mobile coverage 3G mobile coverage

MOBILE COMMUNICATIONS: COMPARISON AT UK LEVEL

“ Mobile coverage 
is very limited 
in Fermanagh, 
routing to Southern 
networks often has 
cost implications.” 

Survey respondent

A wide disparity exists between rural and urban local authority areas for the provision of both 2G and 3G coverage in Northern Ireland. 

Ofcom estimates that 4,500 rural households cannot receive 2G mobile and almost 45,000 rural homes cannot receive 3G mobile. 

These figures demonstrate mobile coverage in respect of ‘premises’. Figures are also available for coverage in respect of ‘landmass’.

• UK
• Northern Ireland
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What Our Survey Said

The ICT Thematic Working Group 

conducted its own research on the 

topic of accessing ICT, Mobile and 

Broadband within rural households 

and businesses of Northern Ireland. 

Over 650 hard copy questionnaires were 

issued, supplemented by email versions, 

and distributed across rural Northern 

Ireland via Local Action Groups and Local 

Rural Support Networks. At the closing 

date 630 returns (482 ‘household’ and 

148 ‘business’) were received. Whilst 

we would accept that the results are 

anecdotal in nature, this level of return 

should be acknowledged and noted.

The map indicates the location of 

survey respondents and demonstrates 

relatively even geographic spread.

•  9 out of 10 households have 

access to the internet

•  Majority (78%) use the 

internet daily

•  Only 3% of households 

do not have access to a 

computer or other device

•  37% of households have a 

smartphone, 35% own a tablet

•  1 in 3 respondents recorded 

speeds of less than 2Mbps

•  60% of respondents indicated 

their main connection was 

slower than anticipated

•  Almost 50% of respondents 

indicated an issue with their 

internet connection

•  98% of households have 

access to a mobile phone 

•  40% indicated dissatisfaction 

with their mobile phone service 

•   Main reasons for internet 

use– communications, 

online ordering/shopping, 

education, online banking, 

research, access to government 

services such as DARD and 

HMRC and home working

•  91% of business respondents 

need access to ICT to operate, 

with 80% maintaining a website

•  93% of business respondents 

have access to the internet

•  Almost 9 out 10 businesses 

using the internet daily

•  Almost half of business 

respondents highlighted issues 

with their internet service

RESULTS?
Headline survey results include: 

Comments to the survey revealed: 

Many respondents acknowledged 

the importance of reliable 

telecommunications services either 

within the rural dwelling or business. 

Whilst some indicated satisfaction 

with their level of service, other 

respondents referred to high levels of 

frustration, long protracted actions 

to achieve resolutions, resignation that 

their current provision is the best they 

can expect and concerns over the cost 

of a product which falls below their 

anticipated expectation. The need for 

investment in infrastructure, concern 

on divide between rural and urban, 

poor customer service from providers 

and concern at cost along the border 

with Southern Ireland were also 

cited as reasons for dissatisfaction.

Further results available from Rural Network for NI: info@ruralnetworkni.org.uk
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What Others Say

DETI consultation on the provision of a 2 Mbps 

Broadband Service across Northern Ireland

DETI conducted a consultation exercise in mid/

late 2013 to identify potential intervention areas 

for 2 Mbps and 24 Mbps services in line with 

the aforementioned UK Government 

targets. Analysis of the outcomes of 

the consultation by DARD/Rural 

Network NI would suggest that 

over 47,000 premises in rural 

areas have limited broadband 

choice and/or the available 

speeds are less than 2 Mbps. 

The following map reflects 

the location of these across 

rural Northern Ireland. 

Irish Central Border Area Network (ICBAN) Regional Telecommunications Action Plan

This report was published in 2012 and provided a picture of the existing telecommunications infrastructure provision, together with related 

deficiencies which exist in the ICBAN region (comprising five councils from Northern Ireland - Armagh City and District, Cookstown, 

Dungannon & South Tyrone, Fermanagh and Omagh; and five councils from the Republic of Ireland - Cavan, Donegal, Leitrim, 

Monaghan and Sligo). Key findings in respect of Northern Ireland are outlined below and reflect some of the findings of this report:

•  Northern Ireland currently has the best fixed line broadband infrastructure in the UK, in terms of speed and 

access. However there remain fixed broadband not-spots in rural areas that need to be addressed.

•  Northern Ireland has substantially lower mobile broadband coverage than any other region in the UK. This prevents 

many potential subscribers from accessing a mobile broadband service. It also reduces the level of competition in the 

market because the fixed broadband platform in rural areas lacks a widespread mobile broadband competitor.

•  The planning regime for mobile infrastructure in Northern Ireland may be too onerous, being tougher than the corresponding 

regimes for England, Scotland and Wales. This may have acted as a disincentive for operators, encouraging them to 

install sites elsewhere in the UK, with long-term implications for mobile broadband availability in the ICBAN region. 

www.icban.com

Maximising Access to Services, Grants and Benefits in Rural Areas (MARA)

The MARA project is a cross departmental regional project funded by DARD and managed by the Public Health Agency (PHA) 

targeting those living in or at risk of poverty and social exclusion across rural Northern Ireland. A trained enabler visits vulnerable 

households to carry out a comprehensive holistic assessment. Household access to the internet forms part of the assessment.

As at March 2014, over 9,500 responses were analysed with 55% of respondents indicating that they did not have internet access.

Of those that did have internet connection, broadband, as opposed to dialup, was the most popular type of internet access with 98%. 

Broadband Slow-Spots within rural Northern Ireland

Broadband Slow-Spots

Settlement Population > 4500
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Take up of broadband is not universal, 

so what is the situation with those who 

do not access online services. For some 

it is a voluntary decision not to engage, 

there is a lack of interest and preference 

to engage with the ‘offline world’. In a 

2010 study by Ofcom, 6% of households 

voluntarily chose not to have internet 

access at home. The ICT TWG survey also 

identified respondents who simply did 

not wish to engage. For others, however, 

barriers to online participation exist.

What About Those Not Online?

There are a growing number of alternate 

operators, including community enterprise 

initiatives, which can demonstrate that 

tailored approaches at a local level are able 

to deliver fast and reliable broadband to 

rural areas unable to access mainstream 

broadband solutions. The 2013 Carnegie 

UK discussion paper: ‘Going the Last 

Mile: How can broadband reach the final 

10%’ discusses this in more detail and 

explores different options for future public 

investment in rural broadband in order 

to secure the best outcomes for remote 

communities. http://carnegieuktrust.org.uk/ 

The UK Government has recently announced 

an additional £10 million for a competitive 

fund to market test innovative solutions 

to deliver superfast broadband services to 

the most difficult to reach areas of the UK. 

Potential technologies that could be piloted 

under the new fund for remote areas include:

•  Using 4G mobile signal to deliver ‘fixed 

wireless’ superfast broadband’.

•  Using fibre direct to premises.

•  Taking fibre from broadband cabinets 

to a distribution point further down 

the network, increasing speeds by 

reducing the reliance on copper.

•  Satellite technology.

BARRIERS TO ONLINE PARTICIPATION

Broadband 
Availability

Cost 
Education and 

Knowledge
Age Fear of Technology 

The Go ON NI campaign has recently 

estimated that 345,000 adults in 

Northern Ireland and thousands of small 

businesses and charities do not have 

the basic online skills to explore the 

internet’s vast and varied opportunities. 

As broadband availability reaches out to more and more people across 

the UK, focus is now turning to the ‘final 10%’ – those people across the 

UK who, because of their geography, topology and population densities, 

are unlikely be able to access mainstream broadband solutions. More 

remote areas of Northern Ireland will most likely fall under this where 

current technologies will be limited in terms of delivering a reliable service.

Many rural communities in Scotland are 

unable to get the broadband coverage 

or speeds they need to fully benefit 

from being online and so Community 

Broadband Scotland (CBS) has been set 

up to work and help communities who 

are currently receiving speeds of less 

than 2Mbps. This is a partnership initiative 

to help kick-start community-led 

broadband projects in rural communities 

with £5 million fund provided from 

the Scottish government to help bring 

next generation broadband to some of 

Scotland’s remotest communities. The 

CBS initiative acts as a one-stop-shop 

for rural community groups, providing 

them with information and advice to 

find solutions for broadband delivery 

in their areas. Communities are eligible 

to apply for seed funding under the 

initiative to enable them to obtain greater 

access to the internet. The first round 

of funding will focus on supporting a 

small number of community projects, 

which will be used as case studies 

for wider roll out across Scotland. 

http://www.hie.co.uk/

community-support/community-

broadband-scotland

Community Broadband Scotland: An Innovative Approach

Reaching the final 10%
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Unlocking Rural Potential – Case Study Examples

Farm Family Options – 
Collective Training 

ICT skills upgrading is seen as an 
important contributory factor towards 
increasing on-farm profitability. The 

Farm Family Options – Collective Training 
Programme seeks to equip farming families 

with basic ICT skills through a range of 
localised, bespoke and targeted training 
sessions. Funded under Axis 1 of the NI 
Rural Development Programme, these 

sessions aim to tackle some of the 
barriers to online participation. 
www.countrysiderural.co.uk

Website NI

A web design agency that 
has creatively used high-speed 

broadband to enable a small rural 
business to compete globally. Based 

in the historical village of Benburb, Co. 
Tyrone, the company takes advantage of 

access to high speed, high quality broadband 
to maintain its competitiveness and develop 

new market opportunities, including the 
establishment of a virtual presence in its export 

market. With excellent connection speeds 
it competes on a level playing field with 

high-tech business parks in the UK. 
The business was also supported 

under Axis 3 of the NI Rural 
Development Programme. 

www.websiteNI.com

Cookstown District Council 
Tourist Information Centre

A pioneering Smartphone Visitor 
Guide innovatively engages with 

visitors to selected rural sites within 
Cookstown District. The guide encourages 
users to visit a range of key heritage sites 

by showcasing a short video tour of each site. 
There are obvious benefits for the visitor in 
terms of the ease of accessing information 
at any time, as well as an enhanced visitor 

experience while visiting the respective 
sites. The project was supported 

under Axis 3 of the NI Rural 
Development Programme.
www.cookstown.gov.uk

ICT and reliable 
telecommunications 

can open up potential 
for rural areas as these 

case study examples 
demonstrate Farmvet Systems Ltd

Farmvet Systems Ltd provides 
software to the farming sector 

which enables the farmer to have one 
central ‘silo’ to hold all farm data. This 

‘silo’ can be populated from the farm’s own 
systems and from the systems of others who 
engage with the farm. The information can 
add value to the farms overall performance. 

The system can send alerts when a 
target is not met or a threshold is 

exceeded catching losses early and 
under-performance to cut costs. 

www.farmvetsystems.com

Chain Reaction Cycles

Through the addition of an 
online sales dimension to its 

business, Chain Reaction Cycles has 
transformed from a once small rural 

business into the world’s largest online 
bike store. The firm started out in 1984 as 
Ballynure Cycles, a small rural bike shop in 

Ballynure. Following the development of a mail 
order system, the family business established 

itself as Royal Mail’s biggest customer in 
Northern Ireland, Parcel Force’s largest 

export account and employer of 
more than 500 people. 

www.chainreactioncycles.com

“I believe that 
local businesses 
can only thrive 

when they exploit 
the internet.” 

Survey respondent
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As more services move online, access to 

fast and reliable telecommunications is 

becoming an essential part of everyday 

life in rural Northern Ireland.

This report sought to highlight the current 

situation as regards telecommunications 

in rural areas by utilising primary and 

secondary data research in what is a 

constantly changing environment.

Secondary data demonstrated that 

Northern Ireland, as a region, is ahead of 

many other areas of the UK and Europe 

in terms of availability and access to 

superfast broadband. This gives a ‘window 

of opportunity’ which will disappear 

rapidly as other regions catch up.

The primary data from survey responses 

demonstrated a demand for communications 

across rural Northern Ireland. However, 

some of the experiences reflected within the 

responses confirm that work is still required 

to secure fast and reliable connections 

to all Northern Ireland dwellers.

This report highlights the immediate need 

to be innovative. Innovative in terms of 

exploiting the potential that this ‘window 

of opportunity’ provides to develop new 

businesses, stimulate new markets, create 

new jobs that are in-demand in rural areas 

and establish new collaborative partnerships; 

but also to be innovative in assisting those 

communities that still struggle to enjoy a 

basic standard broadband connection, so 

that they too can achieve a reliable service 

at a reasonable cost and share in the 

same benefit afforded to many others.

The implementation of the key 

recommendations in this report will help 

ensure that the NI Rural Development 

Programme can help support jobs and 

growth in rural areas through the effective 

application of ICT and e-inclusion strategies. 

It is extremely important in today’s very 

competitive environment that rural 

communities enjoy reliable broadband 

connections and can recognise and embrace 

the opportunities that this presents.

A further report compiled by ABENI Ltd (in association with the ICT Thematic Working Group) is available. Contact info@ruralnetworkni.org.uk.

Conclusion

Greencastle Broadband Support Group previously submitted 

a response to the ICT TWG survey representing the views of 

143 residents from the Greencastle and Broughderg areas 

of Co. Tyrone. This response outlined the frustrations of a 

rural community that felt negatively impacted on due to a 

lack of access to a broadband service comparable to other 

areas. Whilst some residents could get a connection from 

one supplier, many could not or failed to achieve speeds 

greater than 1Mbps, with no alternative supplier in the area. 

Update: A Pilot Broadband initiative is currently in operation in 

Greencastle and is funded through the NI Rural Development 

Programme and Omagh District Council. The project is a 

partnership between Greencastle Community Association, 

Omagh District Council and North West Electronics. The project 

recognises the telecoms deficiencies of the area. This innovative 

project is an infil solution that utilises the newest wireless 

technology to provide substantive speeds (10-20 Mbps). It is 

anticipated that over 150 connections will be provided when 

the project completes. Key learning points from the project to 

date are potential difficulties associated with the acquisition 

of new wireless sites and the planning application process.

“ The importance of telecommunication 
technologies is continuously rising and thus 
providers in the Omagh District Council 
area must ‘run fast to stand still’, constantly 
playing catchup on areas benefitting from 
extensive telecommunication networks.” 

Kieran McCrory, Omagh District Council 

Cybermoor was established over a decade ago 

in response to a Government initiative “Wired up 

Communities” to connect disadvantaged communities 

to the internet. Alston Moor was selected due to its 

remoteness and the distance that people had to travel to 

access basic services. The original funding paid for PC’s 

for households, a wireless broadband network for homes 

and businesses and a community website. Now known as 

Cybermoor Networks Ltd, it is currently completing the 

installation of a Cybermoor fibre network project which 

will bring Next Generation Access to its customers. For 

more information visit www.cybermoornetworks.org.

 

A visit to this initiative formed part of the work 

of the ICT Thematic Working Group. The visit 

afforded group members the opportunity to see 

the determination of a community and hear about 

lessons learnt during its efforts to bring broadband 

to an isolated rural area. Further information on the 

visit is available from info@ruralnetworkni.org.uk 

“ The visit was very worthwhile. It is useful 
to see firsthand what communities 
can achieve, but they need supported 
to implement solutions.” 

Barry Boyle, ICT Thematic Working Group

CASE STUDY - GREENCASTLE, CO TYRONE
CASE STUDY: CYBERMOOR NETWORKS LTD,
ALSTON, CUMBRIA
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‘The European Agricultural Fund 
for Rural Development: Europe 

investing in rural areas’.

Rural Network for Northern Ireland

17, Loy St, Cookstown

Co. Tyrone BT80 8PZ

Tel: +44 (0)28 867 66980

Email: info@ruralnetworkni.org.uk

www.ruralnetworkni.org.uk

Follow us on facebook

The Rural Network for Northern Ireland is managed by the Northern Ireland Rural Development 
Council (RDC) through the Agri Rural Forum as part of the Northern Ireland Rural Development 
Programme co-financed by the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development

The Rural Network for Northern Ireland would like to thank the members of the

ICT Thematic Working Group for their time and energy invested into the group; and

also to other organisations and individuals who supported the group since its formation.     


