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PRESS RELEASE

BMW Assembly Chairperson Welcomes
Re-launched Group Broadband Scheme
Councillor Connie Hanniffy, Chairperson of the BMW Regional Assembly has welcomed the re-launching of the County and Group Broadband Scheme by Minister for Communications, Marine and Natural Resources, Noel Dempsey.  The scheme aims to promote the roll-out of broadband access in rural towns, villages and their hinterlands through community-driven initiatives.

Councillor Hanniffy stated that “the widespread availability of broadband is essential for further development of rural towns and villages in the objective one Border Midland and Western region”.  She stated that broadband is essential infrastructure for business, service delivery, education and leisure uses. “The availability of broadband is now considered as important to business competitiveness as other traditional infrastructures such as roads, water and energy.  Broadband is also becoming more important for the efficient delivery of public services, and it enables people to work and study from home and can reduce the impact of peripherality as a reason for underdevelopment.”
“The high cost of providing broadband infrastructure has meant that cities and larger towns have always benefited first from the new technologies and many rural towns and villages have had to rely on basic telephone lines which are inadequate for the many uses to which this technology can be put.  This has put rural areas, throughout the BMW Region, at a huge disadvantage”.
Recognising this as an important issue for the region, the BMW Regional Assembly identified the potential of wireless based technology to provide a cost effective broadband service to rural towns and their hinterlands.  This had been shown to be a very effective means of extending broadband services to areas that do not have sufficient scale to qualify for conventional broadband services.  The Assembly was able to avail of EU and national funding to support 6 pilot projects, and this service is now up and running in all six selected areas.  

Councillor Hanniffy welcomed the fact that the approach that was used by the BMW Regional Assembly in the pilot projects was replicated in the Group Broadband Scheme announced by the Minister. She welcomed in particular the expansion of the scope of the scheme to include County Broadband schemes, higher grant amounts and the employment of Development Officers at regional level to support applicant communities.  “This was very much in line with the recommendations put forward by the BMW Regional Assembly in a submission to the Minister late last year as part of a review of the Group Broadband Scheme” she stated.  However, she was concerned that the high cost of backhaul connections had not been addressed in the scheme which posed a considerable barrier for peripheral areas. “A higher rate of aid for backhaul costs would help to ‘level the playing field’ for all promoters especially those most remote from the backbone network.”
Under the Group Broadband Scheme community organisations, working in partnership with broadband service providers develop joint proposals for the deployment of broadband.  These proposals are then assessed for their commercial and technical viability and grant aid is approved for capital set up and installation costs.
In conclusion, Councillor Hanniffy urged community groups to avail of the opportunity now presented to them and to put forward proposals for funding.  “Professional assistance is now available through local and regional authorities to enable groups to develop broadband proposals for their areas,” she stated.
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