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Director’s speech

Cathaoirleach of the Assembly, Minister O’Cuiv, Members, Ladies and Gentlemen can I re-echo the Chairman’s sentiments in welcoming Minister O’Cuiv here today to launch the CLÁR funded broadband initiative in the BMW Region.  I think that this provides an excellent example of National, Regional and Local working together.  The thrust of the Wireless Internet Broadband Programme is very much in line with the spirit of the CLAR Programme which aims to tackle the problems of the lack of services in rural areas and acts in many ways by topping up resources available through Exchequer or EU funding in these areas.

The rationale for the Assembly’s involvement initially came from a fundamental objective of trying to extend the benefits of a broadband to the region.  There was and is a clear need for wireless pilot projects to complement the roll-out of broadband in the 19 MANS which is funded under the e-commerce and communications measure of the BMW Operational Programme. Wireless Technology is recognised as a successful technology in the USA and Scandinavian countries and can provide to rural towns and villages the “last mile solution” which is one of the critical issues in extending broadband facilities from the existing mainline fibre connections.  The approach adopted by the Assembly reflected a need to obtain local buy-in from all sections of the local community together will close liaison with a licensed Telecom operator.  This necessitated the need for a consortium approach to successfully implement and manage the projects from a technical, administrative and promotional perspective.

In terms of eligibility the Assembly decided that rural towns with less than 2,000 population and who were not listed as part of the 123 towns targeted for broadband services under the National Development Plan would only be eligible.  It was also deemed necessary that the service be affordable to all section of  the local community, that it be financially and technically feasible and that clear proposals were made for marketing, network and customer support.

Calls for expressions of interest were issued in January 2003 and a total of 18 applications were received.  9 proposals were shortlisted for further examination and 3 have now been approved for funding by the Border, Midland and Western Regional Assembly under an EU Programme of Innovative Actions.  These are Ballyhaunis, Ballinlough, Strokestown and Virginia in Co. Cavan.  The Minister will shortly announce a further 3 projects approved under the CLÁR Programme.  At this stage can I personally thank the Minister and officials of his Department for agreeing to fund these 3 projects.  When we conducted the in-depth assessment of applications received, it became evident that we had more good projects than there was money available.  We made a case to the Department and after a period of negotiation it was agreed that this additional funding would be provided.  It was fortunate that three of these projects were in CLAR areas, but perhaps this shouldn’t be improbable in an Objective 1 Region.   The final tally will be that 9 town throughout the Region will benefit from this service.

Wireless service can provide a significant benefit for these areas.  It offers an “always on” service with significantly increased download speeds.  A monthly tariff of circa €40 for residential usage and €250 for very large business usage can offer significant benefits to business and private users.  In particular the relatively modest start-up cost of establishing a broadband wireless service offers significant value for money to the state and is extremely cost effective in comparison to costs associated with mainstream broadband. 

Some of the spin offs from the service are:

· Increases the impetus for BMW’s influence on regional Broadband Policy. 

· High Speed Internet access delivered to small towns throughout the BMW Region

· Cost efficiencies for Business & residential users and core public services. 

· Beneficial ownership of the service at a local level in most cases

· Projects to act as a catalyst to further funding availability on a Cross Border basis through INTERREG funding

· Demonstrate that wireless is a cost effective last mile solution

Already, ComReg, the Commission for Communications Regulations has invited the BMW Regional Assembly to present this project at its conference in October, as an excellent example of stimulating demand in rural areas.

Finally, we would consider that wireless solution should form part of a package of solutions in the future calls under the broadband measure in the Regional Operational Programme.

In relation to the town of Ballaghaderreen, Eircom, on behalf of CMOD (Centre for Management, Organisation & Development) are currently implementing a small number of trials on the provision of low cost, ‘always on’ internet services using DSL Technology in a number of towns throughout the country. These trials are part of the Government’s rollout of the Virtual Private Network (VPN) connecting public offices and government departments. 

Ballaghaderren is one of the towns selected for these trials. The trial project, which will begin very shortly, will be facilitated locally by the BMW Regional Assembly.

The initial three month phase of the trial will connect public bodies based in the town and within a 3km range of Ballaghaderreen. The follow on phase will offer a low cost, high speed DSL connection to local Businesses and residential users. 

Finally, can I pay a special word of thanks to Kieran Moylan and Michael O’Brien for the effort and enthusiasm which they put into the operation and appraisal of the projects.  Can I also record my appreciation to the people on the Appraisal Committee which included officials from the Department of Communications, Marine and Natural Resources, the Western Development Commission and the Department of Finance for the help and assistance they gave us in the evaluation of the project proposals.  A special word of thanks to Marie Dempsey from the Department of Community, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs who facilitated discussions for CLAR funding.  I think that the outcome of this pilot project will prove that this option can provide value for money for the state and local communities by providing an essential service for towns and villages in rural areas which will enhance the attractiveness of these areas as locations for business and will increase the opportunities for rural and regional development.
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