
Better Broadband for Ashendon
The Current Situation
The Ashendon Community Led Plan identified, in 2013, that slow broadband was one of the five key drawbacks to living in the village. The importance of fast broadband needs little explanation: it is now vital for local businesses, education, social cohesion and convenience, and its absence depresses property values.
Most properties in Ashendon and Pollicott depend on their BT ‘phone line to get broadband. It has two signals: one for voice (telephone) and one for data (internet) over the telephone network.  Because the present BT copper wire distribution gives such slow broadband speeds (0.5 to 1.4 Megabytes per second (Mbps) at best) some residents choose to subscribe to alternative internet provision (including wireless/satellite/4G) offering faster connections. Thus we are in the 2%[footnoteRef:1]of the population that get speeds of less than 2 Mbps. [1:   OFCOM Connected Nations Report 2015] 

Since initial discussions with BT and the agency managing local public expenditure on broadband in 2014, there has been no progress in securing better broadband speeds, nor a firm date for any improvement. The Parish Council has therefore set up a Working Party to look at options to improve matters; members and Terms of Reference are at Appendix A.
This paper is the first output of the working party and herein examines how reasonably-priced, ‘better’ broadband could be made available to the entire village and concludes with recommendations. “Ashendon” here means both Ashendon and Pollicott.
Considerations for Better Broadband
Our considerations for what will make for better broadband in Ashendon are outlined below: 
· Speed - aim for at least “superfast” broadband: defined as delivering at least 24 Megabytes per second (Mbps) and an eventual capability of “ultrafast” speed: up to 1000 Mbps. 
· Cost - benefit the maximum number of households our solution must be as affordable as possible, preferably allowing a choice of internet service provider (ISP) and the resultant competitive pricing.
· Commerciality - suppliers expect a return on their installation investment and maintenance costs. Ashendon is a small village (106 households) and no supplier has yet invested in village-wide broadband distribution for Ashendon. The commercial viability of supplying superfast broadband to Ashendon is unlikely to improve without an initial subsidy from the supplier, public funds or the community. 
· Infrastructure Provider – robust network, consumer choice, timescale for installation, and scope for enhancement to higher speeds as available.  


Available Means of Distribution and their Characteristics
There are five identified possible means of supplying Ashendon with superfast broadband. Each is explained below together with considerations, and an assessment of the likelihood of achieving successful implementation in Ashendon.
· Fibre to the Home / Premises (FTTH or FTTP) 
· Fibre to the Cabinet
· Wireless Broadband
· Satellite Distribution
· Mobile Broadband
We conclude with our recommendation of which options are most likely to achieve timely success, and how to proceed. 


Fibre-to-the-Cabinet 
Fibre-to-the-Cabinet (FTTC) involves running fibre optic cables from a telephone exchange or other distribution point to street cabinets which are then connected to a standard copper wire phone line network to provide broadband to individual premises. 
[image: FTTC Diagram - Fibre to the Cabinet]
Westcott has Fibre to the Cabinet that services Ashendon. From Westcott a copper wire takes the signal – mostly underground – for 3 kms to a further connecting cabinet close to East Farm in Ashendon. The copper wire then continues via overhead wires around the village of Ashendon and hamlets of Pollicott. 
	Speed

	· Broadband speed currently available at Westcott is up to 80 Mbps
· Speed degrades to a maximum of 1.4 Mbps by the time it has travelled over copper to the edge of Ashendon. 
· From there the signal slows further over more copper wire around the village.
· The fibre network installed at Westcott is capable of carrying much higher speeds with further infrastructure investment (BT Openreach). 

	Cost:  

	· Public funding (see below) requires that is that ISPs have access to the network to deliver superfast broadband and competition drives down prices. 
· Westcott consumers have access to competitive deals from some 13 different suppliers at introductory offers from £6 per month for up to 17 Mbps. 

	

Commerciality:

	Public funding is available:
· BT Openreach
· FTTC is installed and maintained by BT Openreach as part of the government subsidised Superfast Broadband Programme. 
· This aims to provide superfast broadband to at least 95% of UK premises by 2017/18 and universal access to basic broadband (speeds of at least 2Mbps). 
· A wide network of very fast broadband has already been rolled out.
· BT has verbally confirmed that there are no current plans to extend the fibre cable to Ashendon under the government’s Superfast Broadband Programme.
· Ashendon is eligible for the Better Broadband Subsidy Scheme, currently at £350 per household/business. 

· Connected Counties: 
· The Connected Counties programme is funded jointly by both Buckinghamshire and Hertfordshire County Councils, the Local Enterprise Partnerships for each county, BT and the Government’s Broadband Delivery UK team (BDUK). 
· Ashendon is not on the current programme for Connected Counties installation. 

	Provider:

	· BT Openreach are the network provider in Ashendon (via the Waddesdon exchange and cabinets in Westcott and at East Farm)



Working Party Activity: To confirm feasibility of using the Better Broadband Subsidy Scheme for a community installation of Fibre to the Cabinet at East Farm and installation of a new cabinet closer to Pollicott. For households giving permission, the eligibility for Better Broadband Subsidy Scheme vouchers is being checked with BT and a cost for community installation has been requested via BT Community Fibre Partnerships. See Append B.
Confirmation regarding plans for Connected Counties installation has been requested via Bucks Business First. See Append C for copy of letter sent to all parties where such confirmation was required by the working party. Bucks Business First has replied but has not addressed the specific enquiry made. 


Fibre to the Home / Premises (FTTH or FTTP)
Fibre-to-the-Home / Premises (FTTH/FTTP) provides an end-to-end fibre optic connection the full distance from the local telephone exchange to individual buildings. This diagram shows the means of distribution:
[image: FTTH/FTTP Diagram - Fibre to the Home/Premises]
	
Speed

	· Delivers the fastest speeds as there is no copper wiring.
· Up to [1000 Mbps] are now attainable.
· Sole use of fibre improves reliability over FTTC.

	Cost:  

	· AV Broadband:
· one-off connection fee - £150 for self-install, and professional installation is available for additional cost.
· £30 per month for an unlimited 30 Mbps service/ £38 for 100 Mbps and £135 for the top 300 Mbps 
· Gigaclear 
· £100 activation and optional installation fee of £129.99.
· Average monthly cost - £47.50 

	Commerciality:

	· To date no commercial FTTH/FTTP supplier has considered Ashendon. 
· Virgin confines investment to larger towns and cities. 
· Public funding has been made available via a joint venture company (95% owned by AVDC): Aylesbury Vale (AV) Broadband:
· Aylesbury Vale Broadband is pioneering a unique business model to eliminate the digital divide between rural and urban areas. 
· AVB is a joint venture, charged with building their own future proof fibre network to deliver at least superfast broadband speeds in rural areas of Aylesbury Vale in Buckinghamshire.
· £1.5 million was set aside from the New Homes Bonus
· 2015 - an initial £200,000 funded a superfast FTTH/FTTP pilot installation in North Marston and Granborough. 
· 2016 – a further £500,000 was allocated for extension to Swanbourne (now on line) and Oving.
· Ashendon is on the list of communities to be connected through AVB, subject to funding being available. no firm plans or timescales have been announced
· Smaller suppliers can bid for, win and deliver open public procurements at competitive costs. Gigaclear, for example, have recently secured €25 million of financing from the European Investment Bank to extend its fibre network in rural areas. 
· Gigaclear is currently installing a 1000 Mbps fibre network covering Grendon Underwood, Kingswood and Ludgershall which is due to be operational by end of 2016.  
· Gigaclear insists on 400-500 residences as a viable community 

	Provider:

	· There is currently no provider of FTTH/FTTP in Ashendon. 
· Aylesbury Vale (AV Broadband) provide FTTH/FTTP in North Marston, Granborough, Oving, Swanbourne, Grendon Underwood, Kingswood and Ludgershall. There are no plans for Ashendon.
· The working party has written to Gigaclear asking them to advise in writing, by 8th November at the latest, of any current or future plans to extend their network to Ashendon.



Working Party Activity: Confirmation regarding plans for AV Broadband and Gigaclear installation has been requested. Bucks Business First has replied but has not addressed the specific enquiry made.


Wireless Broadband
From the UK’s high-speed high capacity internet backbone a network of wireless link from point to point. The wireless signal used is low strength, but can cover many kilometers between aerials. All that is required is a clear line of sight between the aerials.

[image: http://173.254.28.86/%7Evillagf5/images/network-graphic.jpg]

	
Speed

	· A standard connection gives up to 24 Mbps download / 2 Mbps upload.

	Cost:  

	· (Village Networks) Initial normal installation costs £222 (+ additional wiring costs and professional installation support as necessary).
· A standard package is £30 per month with unlimited usage. 
· There is no access to competitive ISPs. 
· An extra £8 per month is charged for a Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP) telephone service.

	Commerciality:

	· One small company provider has invested in Ashendon - Village Networks.
· They set up on a profit re-investment basis and built the network.
· The subscriber base is around 1000 homes, home offices, businesses and business parks.
· The user-base is estimated at 4000 people.  
· There is no evidence of public funding projects.

	Provider:

	· Village Networks is a Buckinghamshire-based provider of fast broadband using wireless signals.
· Availability in Ashendon is limited to points within line of sight of the Westcott and Town Hill Farm (Chilton) transmitters.



Working Party Activity: Confirmation regarding plans for Village Networks for widening availability with Ashendon has been requested. No reply has been received.


Satellite Distribution
Satellite broadband offers ‘anywhere in the world coverage.’ A satellite dish gives two-way access to broadband services. Its main advantage is that it can supply virtually anywhere so long as there is a clear line of sight to the satellite. 
[image: http://www.thinkbroadband.com/images/guides/satellite/satellite-broadband-diagram.png] 

	
Speed

	· Up to 20 Mbps download and 2 Mbps upload are available.
· The service can degrade due to weather interference. 
· Low speeds can be experienced: the signal travels almost 22,000 miles to and from space, making it slower than other Internet connections. 
· Computer game players may find the delay unacceptable. 
· Voice chat or a VoIP telephone service may not function properly.

	Cost:  

	· Installation is £300 - £425 
· Monthly costs range from £10 - £70, use is limited according to package with free night time use, depending on the amount of use. Cost can be high for users who ‘stream’ video or play games online.  
· Equipment can be purchased outright with no contract or supplied on contract (normal minimum of 2 years).
· A satellite internet provider may have a Fair Access Policy, which limits the amount of access a customer has during a specific time.

	Commerciality:

	· Better Broadband Subsidy Scheme initially targeted satellite installation for households and businesses with less than 2 Mps.
· The scheme has now been extended to BT for use with fibre broadband solutions.

	Provider:

	· Europasat (Bicester) provide service to some Ashendon households.



Working Party Activity: Satellite distribution has been discounted as a solution to meet Ashendon’s needs: it is too costly, too slow and a large dish is required. It remains an option for individual households in Ashendon.
Mobile Broadband
Mobile Broadband uses the mobile phone network for access and can be used anywhere within a mobile coverage area. 
	
Speed

	· Speeds vary and provide an average of 7-12 Mbps on a 3G service and up to 60 Mbps on 4G.  
· Good mobile coverage in Ashendon is very variable.

	Provider:

	· Pollicott is served well by an EE transmitter from the Thame area. 

	Cost:  

	· Costs and use depend on the user contract ‘data plan’ 
· Unlimited use of 4G is not yet available from any provider.   

	Commerciality:

	· EE aims to provide coverage of 95% of UK Landmass by 2020
· So far EE has 97% population coverage
· Currently EE have achieved 67% geographic coverage 



Working Party Activity: Mobile Broadband is discounted as a solution to Ashendon’s needs: coverage and limited capacity mobile broadband would not be a viable solution. 
Recommendation
The working party has concluded that the following recommendations are made as an output to our initial investigation and work completed:
1. A technology leading ‘mainstream’ supplier is likely to be best placed to provide timely, robust performance improvements. 
2. We should continue in dialogue with Bucks Business First and AV Broadband to ensure future plans do not exclude Ashendon as plans are developed. 
3. The working party should pursue the Better Broadband Subsidy Scheme with a view to installation of Fibre to the Cabinet. This can be done independently of Parish Council through a Limited or Community Interest Company. The solution offers potential for a fast installation. Costs are not yet confirmed and working party next steps would include identification of suitable funding. Further details of the Better Broadband Subsidy Scheme are in Append E. The working party has also established the basis on which we should progress the project and details of setting up a legal entity to progress matters with BT are in Append F. 
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Append A

Working Party Members

Councillor Sian Miller (Lead)
Councillor Chris Rand 
David Crwys-Williams (Communications SME)
Peter Johnson (Broadband/Internet SME)
Kelvin White 
Sue Maldonado
Matt Howgate (Advisor: Consultant & Non-practising Solicitor)

No pecuniary or prejudicial interest with any Broadband Service provider declared. 

Terms of Reference Ashendon Parish Council Broadband Working Party.

1. The working party is to be led by Councillor Miller assisted by Councillor Rand. They may co-opt any individual onto the working party without reference back to the Parish Council.
2. The working party is to advise the Parish Council at each meeting of the Parish Council of the individuals comprised in the working party.
3. Each member of the working party must declare any pecuniary or prejudicial interest they may have with any Broadband Service provider.  
4. The working party is to examine all means by which Superfast Broadband can be delivered to Ashendon.
5. The working party can carry our consultations within Ashendon and negotiate with service providers and utilities reporting back to the Parish Council as necessary and ensuring that no moral or contractual obligation are entered into without the express agreement of the Parish Council.
6. The working party is to report to each Parish Council meeting on progress.


21/09/2016

Append B
16/11/2016 – from Johnstone,S,Steve,CQN R
Hi Sian,
thank you so much for this - the level of detail is astounding.
Just to update you -
i) The addresses and phone numbers have been sent to Openreach to allow the design and pricing of a solution.  There are one or two properties casuing me some concern as regards coverage - it's always a delicate balance between inclusion and cost.  I may have to come back to you on a couple.
I don't sent the names/email addresses to Openreach - they don't need to see personal data.
ii) Using the details on the file, I've just this morning, registered an application for a Broadband Voucher for each of the entries.  I'll give it a couple of days and then check to see if they have all registered ok.
Will keep you updated.
Regards,
Steve   
 

From: Sian Miller [sian@impetus.co.uk]
Sent: 14 November 2016 11:20
To: Johnstone,S,Steve,CQN R
Subject: Return of numbers from Ashendon
Hi Steve
Here is the completed form for your next step.
There are 86 returns in total which represents most of the village. 
Please let me know what the next steps are and the anticipated timeline. We have a Parish Council meeting on 21st November and I would like to be in a position to report something back to the meeting then if possible.
Many thanks for your help and support, please let me know if you need anything more from me. 
Append C
Letter sent to Gigaclear, Village Networks and Bucks Business First (re: Connected Counties and AV Broadband). 
19th October 2016
Dear Sir,
Ashendon Parish Council has set up a working party to identify viable options to get superfast broadband to our rather isolated village, currently obtaining 1.5 Mbps maximum from the nearest BT Openreach fibre cabinet in Westcott. One option open to the community is to apply for a subsidy via the BT Community Fibre Partnership scheme. However before taking any decisions we are contacting other possible providers to let them tell us what superfast service they might offer, and in what timescale.
A report is due to be made to the Councillors on Monday 21st November 2016. We would be most grateful if your firm could let tell us, in writing and by 8th November at the latest, what current or future plans you have to extend your network to Ashendon and Pollicott which has some 106 households.
Your reply should include a clear indication of the robustness of any proposals you make, especially as regards timescale, the future speed of the connection and costs.
Reply from Bucks Business First (Connected Counties)
From: Navin Sankersingh <Navin.Sankersingh@bbf.uk.com>
Date: 17 November 2016 at 07:11:06 GMT
To: "Irwin, Paul - (County Councillor)" <pirwin@buckscc.gov.uk>
Cc: "Tett, Martin - (County Councillor)" <mtett@buckscc.gov.uk>, Rob Burrows <robb@bbf.uk.com>, Heather Dean <heather@bbf.uk.com>, "Rippon, John" <jrippon@buckscc.gov.uk>
Subject: RE: Ashendon Broadband 
Dear Paul (and Steve)
Thank you for your email. I am now seeing this in my inbox yesterday but note it was dated 18 October so not sure if you attempted to contact me earlier but the email did not reach me.
Anyway, I will look into this and get back get back to you ASAP. Community partnership schemes are increasing and is viewed as a viable option.
Look forward to looking at this in more detail, and getting back to you
Regards,
Navin Sankersingh | Broadband Programme Manager
Buckinghamshire Business First
The Saunderton Estate, Wycombe Road, Saunderton, HP14 4BF
T: 01494 568959
M: 07825 060603
E: navin.sankersingh@bbf.uk.com
W: www.bbf.uk.com



Append D
[image: ] 
URGENT: BETTER BROADBAND FOR ASHENDON – WE NEED YOUR HELP!
In the Community Led Plan one of the biggest issues was poor broadband speed and the impact now is hitting us hard: children are unable to do their school work fully, working from home is difficult, basic social and domestic tasks are hard to complete and house prices/sales are being affected. We urgently need better broadband and a working party has identified a number of options which will be shared at the Parish Council meeting on Monday 21st November.
One option is to install BT Fibre Broadband as a community project. To progress this option we need to provide a list of households/businesses in Ashendon, to BT, so that they can help us to secure a £350 subsidy for every eligible household. 
BT has confirmed that Ashendon and Pollicott will qualify for the Better Broadband Subsidy Scheme because we don’t have access to broadband speeds of at least 2Mbps and because we won’t benefit from the national superfast broadband roll out. 
Currently the scheme subsidises the cost of a BT Broadband installation, led by a community group, by £350 per household. This money could be used for Ashendon to pay to extend the BT Superfast Fibre Broadband from Westcott. Any shortfall in the cost would need to be raised by the village through e.g. crowdfunding, grant applications, fundraising etc. 
We have not committed to this option but by collecting the required information we can confirm the eligibility of each household/business and, therefore, be ready to use the funding to secure fast broadband for our community as quickly as possible. 
Right now, all we need is your permission to put your address and telephone number onto the list that BT will use to check eligibility and confirm that a voucher can be issued. By giving your permission, and even by claiming the voucher, there will be no contractual obligations or commitment to use BT or any other supplier for broadband if it is connected.
Please complete the details below and return either directly to the person delivering this leaflet or to Kelvin White at The Bakehouse, Lower End, Ashendon. Kelvin can collect your form if you call him on 01296 658072 or you can email your details to him at: kelvin.torteval@gmail.com 
	Forename
	Surname
	Address 
	Postcode
	Telephone number (landline)
	Email address

	
	
	
	
	
	



Thank you for your time and interest.
Append E - The Better Broadband Subsidy Scheme
The Better Broadband Subsidy Scheme is run up by the Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) to provide access to a subsidised broadband installation to homes and businesses in England and Scotland that don’t have access to broadband speeds of at least 2Mbps, and who won’t benefit from the national superfast broadband roll out. The scheme can provide funding for individual household access to Satellite solutions or community-wide access Fibre to Cabinet or, if offered by BT,  Fibre to Home. 
As part of this scheme, £350 per eligible premise, whether business or residential, can be claimed toward implementing a new fibre infrastructure for a community. So, for example, if 80 properties in a community have broadband speeds of <2Mbps and each claims for a voucher that gets approved, this gives the community £28,000 in vouchers to offset against the cost of a Community Fibre Partnership solution; the community needs to find the balance.
In essence the procedure is:
· The community sets up a “legal entity” through which BT will act and which is disbanded once the installation is active. We would need to take limited legal advice on what is the best type of entity to establish.
· The community approaches householders who get less than 2 Mbps over their BT line to ask if they would want their property to be connected to a new superfast BT network if it were available in the village. There would be no commitment.
The eligible property details and associated telephone numbers are collated on a spreadsheet for the BT Community Fibre Coordinator.
· From that sheet the Coordinator would get from BT Openreach a one-off cost of supplying Superfast broadband to the community. 
· BT will commercially estimate how much of the future business they might reasonably get from the new installation and abate the installation cost by an amount. 
· If the indicative cost is acceptable, and without obligation, each household individually (or through the legal entity as coordinator) applies for a “voucher code” from the government which has a value of £350 towards the provision of BT Superfast to the village.
· The voucher values are then combined to a total sum towards the BT installation cost.
· Once the voucher value has been approved that sum is ring-fenced by BT whilst the community raises the balance (if any) of the one-off BT cost.
· When the balance is available 50% is paid when the BT / local legal entity contract is signed, and 50% on completion.
· The whole process will take 12 months or more to complete.
Recommendation: In the absence of any assurance of a commercial proposal by Gigaclear, Village Networks, AV Broadband or BT (via the government Superfast Programme) to offer within the next two years, the Better Broadband Subsidy Scheme appears to offer the only current and viable chance of attaining superfast broadband in Ashendon. 


Ashendon Broadband Working Party

Creating a Legal Entity
If the chosen option is to move forwards with the voucher scheme and thus to enter into a contract with BT Openreach (to run fibre optic cabling to the village) then BT Openreach require us to contract with them through a “legal entity”.  
A “legal entity” is a construct which is allowed, in law, to enter into contracts.  This legal entity could be an individual, charity or company but it needs to be able, in law, to enter into a legally binding and valid contract.
It is unlikely that any single individual within the village will be willing to contract with BT Openreach on behalf of the village as a whole.  Likewise, the charities that already exist within the village are unlikely to be able to enter into the contract as doing so is likely to be outside of their charitable purposes.
The obvious solution is to set up a new limited company, owned by individuals in the village and with directors appointed from the village.  That company can then enter into the contract with BT Openreach and handle all of the necessary financial issues.
Which Type of Company
There are two likely types of company that we could choose.  The most obvious is a normal private limited company (either limited by shares or by guarantee).  Such a company can be established online in less than 24 hours and for around £60.  In order to establish the Company, we would have to decide on the identity of both the shareholders and directors.
However, as our plan is to look for grants and to undertake fundraising to meet any shortfall between the value of the vouchers and the actual costs of installation, a more appropriate option might be to consider establishing a Community Interest Company.
A Community Interest Company (CIC) is a type of limited company which operates to provide a benefit to the community it serves. The purpose of CIC is primarily one of community benefit rather than private profit.
Establishing a CIC is a little more complicated than establishing a normal limited company in that the formation has to be approved by the relevant regulator (the Office of the Regulator of Community Interest Companies).  This process can take a few weeks and so we will need to start setting up the company sooner than later if this option is to be pursued.
The regulator will only approve the registration of a CIC if it is satisfied that a reasonable person might consider that the CIC’s activities are or will be carried on for the benefit of the community. This is known as the “community interest test”.  
A company will not satisfy the test if it carries on certain political activities, or if a reasonable person might consider that its activities are carried on only for the benefit of the members of a particular body or the employees of a particular employer.  
It seems to me that we should have very little difficulty in establishing a CIC.  The only possible objection that the regulator could have is that the CIC is being established for a single purpose (namely for the purpose of entering into a contract with BT Openreach for the supply of fibre optic cabling to the village).  For this reason, we may want to consider establishing the CIC for more general purposes and for maintaining it for other village activities after the broadband issue has been resolved.
Shareholder Liability
This will be a very low risk endeavour as the company is unlikely to enter into any contract that it does not have the funds to pay for.  Even if the company were to default on its payments then the liability of the shareholders would be limited to the value of their shares.  It is likely that each shareholder would hold shares of no more than £1 to £10 and therefore their liabilities would be limited to between £1 and £10.
Directors Liability
Provided that the directors do not trade the company negligently or whilst evidently insolvent (i.e. clearly unable to pay its debts) then they carry no personal liability.
Annual Returns
The overall turnover of the company is likely to be very low (limited to the value of the contract with BT Openreach for the provision of the fibre optic cabling to the village).  Once this project has been completed, we can either decide to close the company or to keep it open for future village projects.  In either case we are likely to have to file an annual return at Companies House and, if we set up a CIC, with the Office of the Regulator of Community Interest Companies.  We may want to consider engaging the services of an accountant to prepare that return.

Matthew Howgate
Solicitor (Non-Practising)
[image: MH%20Consulting%20Logos/m.howgatelogo.png]
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