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Written submission from Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE) 

Introduction 

Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE) is pleased to present written evidence on 
broadband provision in the Highlands and Islands. HIE has been involved for over 
ten years in co-ordinating public sector support to provide a good basic coverage of 
broadband, voice and text services. In this time almost £14m of public money has 
been invested in the region to improve its connectivity. This written evidence outlines 
the progress being made to provide Next Generation Broadband (NGB) as an 
enabling technology to support sustainable business and community growth in all 
parts of the Highlands and Islands. 

Background and Rationale 

Digital connectivity is an essential part of people's everyday lives.  Households and 
businesses view it as a necessity rather than a luxury.  There is an ever-growing 
demand for faster, reliable services which bring wide-ranging benefits to both 
businesses and communities. 

HIE recognises that the people of the Highlands and Islands want to be well-
connected. We also acknowledge the higher costs and challenges of delivering a 
viable service to some of the UK’s most remote and sparsely populated 
communities.  

The rollout of NGB across the UK takes the potential of the internet to a whole new 
level. It’s not just about faster speeds, but also about the range of activity that can be 
managed online. This could include a more stable service regardless of the number 
of people online at once, using your computer in a new way to access business 
software, or managing, uploading and transferring data online. 

Currently in the Highlands and Islands the availability of the fibre network which 
makes this kind of activity possible is limited. Commercial rollout of NGB services 
has started, but without public sector intervention, these would reach only one in four 
of the region’s premises.  

To secure a better digital future for the Highlands and Islands, HIE is leading on one 
of the most ambitious infrastructure projects in Scotland’s recent history. The £146 
million project is being funded in partnership with the Scottish Government, HIE, 
Broadband Delivery UK (BDUK) and BT.  

The Next Generation Broadband Project 

Through a standalone procurement managed by HIE, BT has been contracted to 
design and deliver the new infrastructure. There are three main programmes of work; 
backhaul, exchange upgrade and access build. 

By the end of this first phase of the project in 2016, around 84% of homes and 
businesses from across the region will have access to fibre broadband. 
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Backhaul 

The backhaul is the fibre backbone which will stretch from Argyll to Shetland, and 
from Moray to the Western Isles. To create the new backbone more than 800 
kilometres of land-based fibre and 400 kilometres of subsea cable will be installed. 
The subsea element alone is one of the biggest subsea engineering projects BT has 
undertaken in the UK.  

This network is a game changer for the region. Without it, broadband and other 
services which require backhaul, like mobile services, would be limited or impossible 
. It creates a vast infrastructure across the Highlands and Islands that offers a legacy 
for generations to come. The scale of the improvement is shown in Appendix 1. 

Exchange Upgrade 

As part of the rollout BT plans to upgrade more than 250 exchange areas across the 
region reaching 156,000 homes and businesses. Another 51,000 premises will be 
reached by BT’s commercial programme with the upgrade of seven exchange areas. 

Access Build 

Once the fibre backbone is in place, a spider's web of additional cable will spread 
across the Highlands and Islands to connect local communities.   

The way premises are connected will vary, but the method for the majority will be 
through Fibre to the Cabinet. Some customers will receive Fibre to the Premises 
(FTTP), fibre all the way from the exchange right into customers' homes and 
businesses. Ethernet, which can offer major cost and speed benefits for medium-
sized or large businesses, will become much more widely available and offer a more 
affordable solution for businesses.    

Project Timetable 

The first announcement of areas to be upgraded as part of this project will be in 
October 2013, with the first activation by March 2014. There will then be around 12 
quarterly announcements of exchanges until this first phase of the project is 
completed by the end of 2016. 

OTHER ACTIVITIES 

Innovation 

HIE’s wider ambition is to see faster, more reliable speeds available for all in our 
region.  With additional funding it is possible to extend the coverage of FTTC and 
FTTP beyond 84%. As part of the existing contract, BT and HIE will be assessing 
new and emerging technology options through a £2.5 million Innovation Fund, with a 
view to extend faster broadband to the most remote places.  

BT is investigating “whitespace” wireless, a wireless technology that uses portions of 
the old analog TV spectrum to transmit high-speed data.  The company is also 
trialling 4G LTE wireless. Although the trials have not yet reached the point of 
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producing commercial services, these technologies are promising, and work 
continues.  

Community Broadband Scotland 

HIE is also leading the nationwide delivery of the Community Broadband Scotland 
(CBS) initiative, which forms part of the national digital strategy. A partnership 
between the Scottish Government, HIE, Scottish Enterprise, COSLA, Carnegie UK 
Trust and both national parks, CBS provides advice, guidance and project funding to 
help communities deliver improved digital connectivity in the rural areas least likely to 
be reached by the NGB core investment programmes. Having established six 
pioneer projects, HIE is now working with a further 43 rural communities in some of 
our hardest-to-reach locations.  

Maximising the Wider Benefits 

HIE believes improved digital connectivity will transform how people live and work in 
the region and that it will provide a platform for future economic development and 
regeneration. In particular, NGB offers opportunities for new ways of working, 
innovation, enhanced public services, and access to international markets, and 
provides the infrastructure needed by growth business sectors including energy, life 
sciences, tourism, creative industries and business services. 

HIE’s activities are wider than providing the infrastructure.  We are also committed to 
supporting communities and businesses to make the most of the internet access we 
have now and to prepare for the new capabilities NGB will bring. 

o We are delivering an IT Business and Community support programme in 
partnership with Business Gateway which offers free advice, information, 
events and online resources.  

o We are working with Citizens Online to help people in our communities go 
online through the ‘Get IT Together’ project. 

o We are working with e-Skills UK to develop future IT talent.  

o We are supporting research and development in digital technology, including 
the Centre for Whitespace Communication. 

Conclusion 

HIE is continuing efforts to facilitate improvements in broadband speeds across the 
region, and we are acutely aware of the shortcomings of poor broadband 
performance. Delivering advanced digital communications across the Highlands and 
Islands presents both technological and geographical challenges, and we will look to 
the industry to develop new technologies and commercial options to improve 
services and ensure the benefits of broadband are experienced in even the hardest-
to-reach communities. Over the next few years we shall be working with BT, other 
suppliers and communities to improve broadband speeds, with our aim being to have 
next generation speeds available to everyone throughout our region by 2020. 
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Appendix 1 
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