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1 Foreword
Foreword by Councillor Sean Mc Dermott
Chair, ICBAN Telecommunications Working Group
As the Chair of the Irish Central Border Area Networks (ICBAN)
Telecommunications Working Group, I am delighted to commend to you
this summary report on the ‘Strategic Way Forward for telecommunications
infrastructure in the Central Border Region’ .
The main report is available on the ICBAN website at www.icban.com
This report has been driven by ICBAN and undertaken as part of a wider Central
Border Region Spatial Planning Initiative, which is supported by the European Union’s INTERREG
IVA Programme. This wider initiative aims to ensure regional commitment to joined-up planning
practices amongst stakeholders and seeks to maximise future investment in and development of the
Central Border Region. This work includes the development of a Vision Plan for the region, a Vision
in which it is expected that advances in telecommunications connectivity will be seen as key to the
future functionality of the Central Border area.
We continue to witness fast-paced advancements in the world of telecommunications technology.
This project attempts to provide a clear picture of the existing telecommunications infrastructure
provision, together with the related deficiencies, which exist within this region. Furthermore and
most importantly it has produced a series of actions and recommendations.
As the report explains, rural deficiencies are a reality and a source of genuine frustration to those
who are experiencing them, whether it is as a domestic or business user. Telecommunications
technologies, such as mobile telephones and broadband, are of paramount importance to SMEs
- the lifeblood of this region’s economy. To enable this sector to grow and expand and indeed to
attract much needed investment, it is vital that we have the technology to do so. Our concern is that
whilst our region currently lags behind in many aspects, if little is done to redress such imbalances
then the region stands to lose potential investment opportunities, exacerbating an inequitable quality
of life for rural communities.
A real challenge will undoubtedly be in delivering this on a cross-border basis. This initiative is a
unique and ambitious approach to helping tackle such challenges right across our border area, in
both jurisdictions of the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland. For our region to be competitive in
the future, it is vital that we have comparable levels of connectivity to other advanced areas.
The publication of this work is only an initial step, albeit an important one. It is the implementation of
the report that is the next key stage. ICBAN has an important role to play in facilitating the coming
together of all the stakeholders identified, for it is only through combined efforts and joined-up working
that we can make good on efforts to implement these actions and recommendations.
Finally, I would wish to record our gratitude to the participants at the consultation events, to everyone
who completed surveys and to all those who provided input into the preparation of the report.
Chair, ICBAN Telecommunications Working Group
The views and opinions expressed in this document do not necessarily reflect those of the European Commission or the Special EU
Programmes Body.
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2 Executive Summary
2.1 Introduction
The Irish Central Border Area Network (ICBAN) has commissioned this report to provide a
comprehensive assessment of the current broadband and mobile telecommunications infrastructures
and services within this cross-border region, and to draw up a detailed action plan to help drive the
development of the telecommunications environment in the region.
The ICBAN region comprises the local authority areas covered by ten stakeholder local councils. Five
councils are from Northern Ireland and they include: Armagh City & District, Cookstown, Dungannon
and South Tyrone, Fermanagh and Omagh. Five councils are from the Republic of Ireland: Cavan,
Donegal, Leitrim, Monaghan and Sligo.
The region has a strong and growing micro business and Small Medium Enterprise (SME) community,
enormous tourism potential and is continually seeking to target inward investment. However, this
is dependent upon a world class telecommunications infrastructure, without which the region, its
businesses and residents are at a permanent and significant disadvantage.
The research uses a combination of workshops and surveys to examine the demand issues
affecting business and residential users, and a combination of interviews and desktop research to
examine the supply issues impacting communications providers. It builds an in-depth picture of the
telecommunications infrastructure and services in the region and develops a fuller understanding of
the infrastructural deficiencies and the issues affecting users and operators.
The result is an action plan that has implications for ICBAN in how to support current central government
initiatives, and how to highlight the region’s issues in order to influence evolving government policy.
It has impact on the participating councils in terms of streamlining and aligning the planning regimes,
and the role and potential for council sites in addressing coverage gaps. The action plan also
involves the private sector in the form of the Communications Providers, who will benefit from the
above improvements and consequently increase their investment in the region.

2.2 Key Findings
The main challenge for the ICBAN region is encouraging further investment in telecommunications
infrastructure. Communications Providers do not have a sufficiently robust business case to
adequately address the broadband and mobile requirements of rural areas, with their low population
densities and low rates of urbanisation. Neither technology nor topography is a barrier to progress.
Current broadband infrastructure is not an issue for large corporates, mainly based in the towns.
However it does adversely impact SMEs, the economic backbone of the region, and residential
users.
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Northern Ireland
•

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 longterm implications for mobile broadband availability in the ICBAN region.

Figure 2.1 below shows the communications infrastructure availability across the UK1 in 2011,
demonstrating Northern Ireland’s strength in FTTC. However, the same figure also highlights
Northern Ireland’s weakness in mobile broadband (3G mobile) availability. The most recent report
on the Northern Ireland communications market2 by Ofcom highlights that 3G mobile coverage is
54% in Northern Ireland, by far the lowest 3G coverage in the UK.
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Figure 2.1: Communications Infrastructure Availability across the UK’s Nations

1

Ofcom Communications Market Report: Northern Ireland. Ofcom, 04/08/2011.

2

Ofcom Communications Market Report: Northern Ireland. Ofcom, 04/08/2011.

FTTC

[Source: Ofcom]

http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/market-data/communications-market-reports/cmr11/northern-ireland/
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/market-data/communications-market-reports/cmr11/northern-ireland/
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Republic of Ireland
The fixed line broadband infrastructure in the main county towns in the ICBAN region meets the
national and international connectivity requirements of larger enterprises based in those towns.
•

There is extensive mobile broadband coverage in the Republic. This has helped competition in
the market by providing a competitor broadband platform to fixed broadband.

•

The major infrastructural weakness in the Republic is the fixed line broadband telecommunications
infrastructure addressing smaller enterprises (and residential users), especially those businesses
based outside the main towns. The main contributory factor is a lack of investment in fibre-based
technologies such as Fibre to the Cabinet (FTTC). This adversely impacts the speed and quality
of broadband available to subscribers.

•

The installation of new telecommunications infrastructure is subject to planning regulations. Many
(though not all) local authorities impose development contribution fees on telecommunications
infrastructure. These fees, and the delays and the additional administrative burden imposed
by regulation on a local authority basis, impose costs on operators looking to roll out or extend
telecommunications networks.

Figure 2.2 below shows that the highest development contribution rates are levelled by authorities
with low population densities, with most of the highest density local authorities not levelling any
contribution charges.
35,000
Development contribution rate 2006
Development contribution rate 2010
Population density 2006

25,000

20,000
100
15,000

1,0000

10

Cork City

Dublin City

Limerick City

Dun Laoghaire

Galway City

South Dublin

Waterford City

Louth

Fingal

Meath

Kildare

Carlow

Wicklow

Wexford

Cork County

Limerick County

Monaghan

Westmeath

Laois

Kilkenny

Offaly

Tipperary South

Cavan

Sligo

Waterford County

Clare

Tipperary North

Longford

Kerrry

Donegal

Galway County

Mayo

1

Roscommon

5,000

0

Figure 2.2: Population Density in 2006 and Development Contribution Rates in 2006 and 2010
[Source: ESRI]
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2.3 The ICBAN Vision
The ICBAN vision for telecommunications infrastructure is that:

“The ICBAN region will have an advanced broadband infrastructure
capable of delivering download speeds of at least 100Mbps to 50% of
premises, and delivering download speeds of at least 24Mbps to the
remaining 50% of premises by 2017”
This vision is achievable - these speeds are already available in the main cities in the Republic
and Northern Ireland. The realisation of the ICBAN vision will necessitate a mix of private and
public investment. Communications Providers do not have a sufficiently robust business case to
adequately address the broadband requirements of rural areas, with their low population density and
low rate of urbanisation. The business case therefore needs government support.
Each Government has already positively demonstrated its commitment to supporting the provision
of broadband telecommunications infrastructure, as evidenced by DETI’s support of the Next
Generation Broadband project in Northern Ireland and DCENR’s support of the National Broadband
Scheme in the Republic. Further support from both Governments will be required to fully address
the broadband requirements of the ICBAN region.
The ICBAN vision will only be achieved through the combined efforts of communications providers,
central government and local government. The communications providers will invest in infrastructure
and services, once there is a sufficient return on investment. Central government must support
the business case for broadband in rural areas, through public funding and through ensuring the
availability of state assets to facilitate the roll out of broadband infrastructure.
Local government has a critically important facilitative role in the areas of planning, asset availability
and local engagement. The next section summarises the recommendations that must be addressed
so that participating councils become the facilitators in the provision of better broadband services in
the ICBAN region and achieve the 2017 vision.
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2.4 Summary of Recommendations and Actions
Pillar I. PLANNING
Recommendations

Actions

Actors

Planning

• Examine planning legislation/practice as it relates to
mobile infrastructure in Northern Ireland, compared
to that operating in other regions in the UK;

ICBAN

I.1
Determine the
changes necessary
to the current
planning regime
regarding mobile
infrastructure to
encourage better
mobile coverage in
the ICBAN Region.

(NI)
Planning

I.2
Align
telecommunications
infrastructure
planning regulation
in the ICBAN region.

(ROI)

• Consult with mobile operators to identify what
planning legislation or practices act as barriers
to the roll out of mobile infrastructure in Northern
Ireland;
• Engage with the relevant planning authorities to
consider the best ways of addressing any barriers in
terms of planning practice; and

Local
Councils
Planning
Authorities
Operators
DETI
Legislators

• Engage with legislators to consider the best ways of
addressing any barriers in terms of legislation.
• Apply a consistent approach to telecommunications
infrastructure planning across the ICBAN councils in
relation to planning policy, procedures and charges;
• Agree and implement a transparent and consistent
system of (ideally low or no) development
contributions for telecommunications infrastructure
across the ICBAN councils;
• Engage with communications providers to
ensure that any barriers in terms of planning and
development contributions are addressed;

ICBAN
Local
Councils
Operators
DCENR
DECLG

• Consult with the Department of Environment,
Community and Local Government (DECLG)
regarding national planning guidelines, and with
the Department of Communications, Energy and
Natural Resources (DCENR) regarding national
broadband policy and planning. ICBAN can act as
a pilot region for new and revised processes relating
to masts, street furniture and road works.
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Pillar II. PUBLIC ASSETS
Recommendations

Actions

Actors

Public Assets

• Undertake an audit of all council properties;

ICBAN

II.1:

• Engage with operators in the UK to identify gaps in
mobile infrastructure and coverage, and to help select
properties of interest;

Local
Councils

Identify council
owned sites that are
suitable for hosting
mobile or wireless
infrastructure.

(NI)

Operators

• Agree a common approach by the councils to
commercial terms and conditions;
• Operate an open and transparent process in providing
access to council assets across the ICBAN region, and
• Encourage operators to share sites.

Public Assets

• Undertake an audit of all council properties;

ICBAN

II.2:

• Engage with operators in ROI to identify gaps in
mobile infrastructure and coverage, and to help select
properties of interest;

Local
Councils

Identify council
owned sites that are
suitable for hosting
mobile or wireless
infrastructure.

(ROI)

• Agree a common approach by the councils to
commercial terms and conditions;
• Operate an open and transparent process in providing
access to council assets across the ICBAN region, and
• Encourage operators to share sites.
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Pillar III. INVESTMENT
Recommendations

Actions

Actors

Investment III.1:

• Share survey data relating to address and post code
information with the department, and support the
department in its dimensioning of fixed and mobile
not-spots as part of its forthcoming fixed and mobile
services procurement processes.

ICBAN

• Engage with operators who are embarking on
extensive infrastructure roll out programmes, such
as mobile operators planning 4G mobile networks;

ICBAN

• Lobby DETI to ensure that government investment
in telecommunications is done fairly and equally
without disadvantaging the ICBAN region, and

DETI

Support DETI in
the identification of
broadband not-spot
areas for the forthcoming
fixed and mobile
procurement project.(NI)

Investment III.2:
Lobby for greater
investment in
telecommunications
infrastructure in the
ICBAN region. (NI)

Local
Councils
DETI

Operators

EU
Commission

• Evaluate the EU’s Connecting Europe Facility (CEF)
as it develops from 2014 onwards and determine if
there’s a potential application for this funding in the
ICBAN region.

Investment III.3:
Lobby for greater
investment in
telecommunications
infrastructure in the
ICBAN region.

(ROI)

• Monitor the ongoing development of broadband
policy, in particular the development by DCENR of
a National Broadband Plan due to be finalised and
released in July 2012;

ICBAN
DCENR
Operators

• Engage with DCENR to highlight the broadband
initiatives being undertaken by ICBAN to remove
barriers to infrastructure, and to attract greater
investment by operators;
• Lobby DCENR to ensure that government
investment in telecommunications is done fairly and
equally without disadvantaging the ICBAN region,
and
• Engage with operators who are embarking on
extensive infrastructure roll out programmes, such
as mobile operators planning 4G mobile networks,
and Eircom and its Next Generation Access (NGA)
programme.

Investment III.4:
Monitor investment
resulting from ICBAN
activities.

(NI & ROI)

• Monitor the level of infrastructure investment
and delivery arising directly from the broadband
initiatives being undertaken by ICBAN and its
participant local councils.

ICBAN
Operators
Local
Councils
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Pillar IV LOCAL ACTIVISM
Recommendations

Actions

Actors

Local Activism

• Engage with communities looking to implement local
broadband access solutions, providing support in
terms of planning and access to public assets;
• Harness local technology expertise in the form of
technical R&D skills from local third level institutions,
and ICT support skills from local businesses;
• Track access and quality issues through an annual
survey of communications services across the
ICBAN region;
• The Regional Telecommunications Action Plan
(RTAP) should be led by a Programme Manager,
responsible for the overall delivery of the action plan,
and there should be a Programme Champion within
each local council to ensure that each council fully
engages with the programme across all the functions
under its remit.

ICBAN

IV.1:
Support local
broadband
initiatives.

(NI & ROI)

Local
Councils
Local
Communities

Pillar V. DEMAND STIMULATION
Recommendations

Actions

Actors

Demand
Stimulation

• Support national broadband awareness campaigns
aimed at prospective business and residential users;
• Promote increased availability of online government
services;
• Encourage eWorking initiatives in local government,
and
• Track take-up through an annual survey of
communications services across the ICBAN region.

ICBAN

V.1:
Increase awareness
of broadband.

(NI & ROI)
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3. List of Acronyms
DCENR

Department of Communications Energy and Natural Resources in Dublin

DECLG

Department of Environment, Community and Local Government in Dublin

DETI 		

Department of Enterprise Trade and Investment in Belfast

ESRI 		

Economic Social Research Institute in Dublin

FTTC 		

Fibre to the Cabinet

ICBAN

Irish Central Border Area Network

NGA 		

Next Generation Access

NI 		

Northern Ireland

RBS 		

Remote Broadband Services (NI), Rural Broadband Scheme (ROI)

ROI 		

Republic of Ireland

SME 		

Small Medium Enterprise
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