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Report on Bridging the Broadband Gap Conference, Brussels 14-15 May 2007

By Marta Pérez-Soba & Hilary Talbot
24th May 2007
Conference highlights

Following two high stimulating days of plenary and parallel sessions and visits to the stands of the 39 exhibitors showing best practice projects in EU27, we summarize below our main impressions:
· There is a clear commitment from all the participants (EU commissioners, policy makers, industry, regional and local authorities) to the continuance of rural society and rural economy and especial interest in supporting remote areas
· The availability of Broad band (BB) is becoming a fact in most countries and most areas; the next issues to solve are: how fast is it? How expensive? Should it be part of the universal service obligation?

· Why do we need BB in rural areas?

· Belief that BB (and in a broad sense ICT) is good for quality of life (QoL) and QoL matters in rural areas, particularly in terms of cost-effective service delivery. It promotes internal cohesion and reduces regional disparities. BB has a larger impact than expected on QoL. 
· BB is a key parameter decision of companies for rural attractiveness

· e-government is one of the driving forces for providing broadband (BB) to everyone by 2010; BB will be the main way for public authorities to govern

· importance of clear policy objectives which should be backed up by focused implementation

· Principles:
· provision of BB needs to be developed in the context of all the guiding principles of EU, e.g. to encourage free competition. A Green paper will be published in 2008 preparing all legal matters to be implemented in 2009
· central support from government helps a lot, but this can take a lot of forms: stimulating or aggregating demand to major long term investment
· intervention needs to be part of an integrated balanced strategy between the provision of infrastructure, on-line services and being used 

· Recognition that there might be market failure for rural areas
· How should the public sector intervene? Analyze the specific needs and what is appropriate among all the options for your territory; being very regionally and locally driven; very flexible

· BB development is moving from infrastructure to services and applications for citizens (e-health, e-inclusion, e-governance, e-learning). The target is to reach an investment services/infrastructure ratio of 2

· Private versus public investments: three types identified (i) in urban no need of investments because they are already connected; (ii) in rural, sometimes is needed an initial public investment when it is proved that the areas is not attractive for private; (iii) remote areas, public investment is needed and some times is not working due to social reasons. Public aid should be used to ensure that the development of infrastructure into services will be at affordable costs.
· Investment in infrastructure and services will not be successful without building links between local and regional authorities ( Integrated balanced strategy.
· Future proofing: what you do, do it for 10 years time and also increasingly think about using one telecoms system to provide integrated voice, data, TV/entertainment services with fixed or mobile reception.  In order for the full benefits of the internet to be gained in rural areas, the provision should be state of the art to allow services such as ehealth to be delivered remotely.
· Impressive commitment of people presenting their projects, some of them are even not from the regions; a lot of public-private partnerships working really good
· All the examples are different ( very rich and innovative

· Local authorities are the key players; BB strategy is a bottom-up approach. There is a need for coordination of the different authorities to ensure funding and good use

·  understanding the unique needs of each community
· Wireless technologies are the future in remote areas due to their flexibility; however, in general terms BB should be open to all the technological possibilities (DSL, cable, satellite, radio, WiMAX, etc) choosing the most appropriate to the geography, opportunities and need, rather than to one technology.
Very interesting the BB applications in agriculture: access info, ‘wireless farm’, real-time information (e.g. climate conditions, harvest predictions), enables diversification. Project on e-learning for Catalan farmers 

Issues relevant for FARO-EU

· Challenges for rural areas are different than for urban areas; pay attention to the trade-off between economic growth and QoL
· Low investment in telecommunications is a key indicator for rural areas
· Indicators to monitor ICT penetration: expenditure for ICT as a % share of GDP, share of households that use internet in rural areas; % of enterprises that use internet
· Remote areas need to be considered separately (are the most challenging ones). How to identify them in our rural typologies? We should check the meaning different countries attach to 'remote' (and by association to not-so-remote), and to 'broadband', especially in data, but also in common usage - the Canadian presentation on remote areas was stunningly different from what we would think of in Europe.

· What is the role of public authorities in deployment of ICT/BB infrastructure per region? (mix public-private). Market failure might justify interventions. Role of LEADER funds to encourage use (training, etc).
· What is the engagement in public services of people in rural areas?
Useful links to projects relevant for FARO-EU
www.birraproject.net (with a very interesting eLadder application and manual form)

www.connectedcommunities.co.uk )

www.globalvillages.info
www.crc.ca/broadband
www.knet.ca
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