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Editorial 
The internet and broadband in particular, has quickly 
become an essential piece of infrastructure for 
individuals and companies. Ireland is still behind the EU 
average broadband penetration rate and there is less 
broadband penetration in rural areas than in urban ones. 
A commitment has been made by the government to 
provide more access to high-quality, reasonable-cost 
broadband, however, it remains to be seen whether the 
extent of this commitment will be sufficient to meet the 
needs of rural communities and the commercial sector. 
Evidence for the benefits of State intervention in bridging 
this ‘digital divide’ is, however, widely accepted – both 
economically and socially. 

This Spotlight looks at the economic rationale for 
widespread broadband provision. It also discusses the 
provision of broadband in Ireland, including the rate of 
broadband penetration and compares Ireland’s provision 
with other EU countries. In addition, it provides an 
overview of the policy context at both national and 
European level. 
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No liability is accepted to any person arising out 
of any reliance on the contents of this paper.  
Nothing herein constitutes professional advice 
of any kind.  This document contains a general 
summary of developments and is not complete 
or definitive.  It has been prepared for 
distribution to Members to aid them in their 
Parliamentary duties.  It is not for general 
circulation outside the Houses of the 
Oireachtas.  Authors are available to discuss 
the contents of these papers with Members and 
their staff 
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Access line: A circuit that connects a subscriber to a switching centre. 

Asymmetric Digital Subscriber Line (ADSL): Utilises a technology that transforms a normal telephone line into a high-speed 
digital line that enables access to telephony services and the Internet at the same time. ADSL provides always-on access to 
Internet or TV and Video on-demand services at speeds that are 10 to 40 times faster than a standard 56k modem. An ADSL 
line has a higher downstream speed (into the end user) than upstream speed (away from the end user). 

* Backhaul: The link from the cable head to (usually) the International Switching centre. Data is linked back to a network 
backbone i.e. the ESB figure of 8 network or to an Eircom exchange. 

Bits per second: Basic unit of measurement for serial data transmission capacity; abbreviated as K bps, or kilobit/s for 
thousands of bits per second; M bps or megabit/s for millions of bits per second; G bps, or gigabit/s for billions of bits per 
second; T bps or terabit/s or trillions of bits per second. 

Broadband: A service or connection allowing a considerable amount of information to be conveyed, such as television pictures. 
Generally defined as a bandwidth > 2Mbit/s although ComReg collects data based on the European Commission’s base of 
144kb upstream. The capability to integrate any type of communications signals (voice, data, image or multimedia) and carry 
them over a single broadband channel of 150-mbps and above, 4k regardless of their content. 

Broadband access: In simple terms this means access to broadband capacity (i.e. greater than 144 kilobits per second under 
current EC definitions of broadband). 

Broadband penetration: This measures take-up of broadband by multiplying the total number of broadband connections by 
total population (a per capita measurement) or by total households (a household measurement) in Ireland. 

Digital Subscriber Line (DSL): A family of technologies generically referred to as DSL or xDSL which are capable of 
transforming a normal telephone line into a high-speed digital line. These include ADSL (Asymmetric DSL), SDSL (Symmetric 
DSL), HDSL (High data rate DSL) and VDSL (Very high data rate DSL). DSL enabled lines are capable of supporting services 
such as fast Internet access and video or TV on-demand. 

Fibre Optic Cable: A transmission medium that uses glass or plastic fibres rather than copper wire to transport data or voice 
signals. The signal is imposed on the fibres via pulses (modulation) of light from a laser or a light-emitting diode (LED). Because 
of its high bandwidth and lack of susceptibility of interference, fibre-optic cable is used in long-haul or noisy applications. 

ICT: Information & Communications Technologies. 

Local loop: The access network connection between a customer’s premises and the local exchange. This usually takes the 
form of a pair of copper wires. 

Local loop unbundling: LLU was mandated by the EU in December 2000. It requires those operators designated as having 
significant market power) to make their local networks (i.e. the telephone lines that run from a customer’s premises to the local 
telephone exchange) available to other telecommunications companies on a wholesale basis. 

* MAN (Metropolitan Area Network): A telecommunications term used to describe a network serving a business and 
residences in an urban area. 

Narrowband: A service or connection allowing only a limited amount of information to be conveyed, such as for telephony. This 
compares with broadband which allows a considerable amount of information to be conveyed. 

** Next Generation Network (NGN): A packet-based network able to provide services including Telecommunication Services 
and able to make use of multiple broadband, QoS-enabled transport technologies and in which service-related functions are 
independent from underlying transport-related technologies. It offers unrestricted access by users to different service providers. 
It supports generalized mobility which will allow consistent and ubiquitous provision of services to users. 

* Wireless technology – radio: There are two ways to use wireless for Internet access. It can only do it via 'line of sight' - very 
fast but a limited range (up to about five kilometres), and transmission would be interrupted if something got in the way. For this 
reason, it usually runs from roof to roof but is highly useful as a tool to economically deliver broadband speeds to people in 
remote or hard rock areas where laying cable would be too expensive. 

Country codes for graphs 

AT: Austria; BE: Belgium; BG: Bulgaria; CY: Cyprus; CZ: Czech Republic; DE: Germany; DK: Denmark; EE: Estonia; EL: 
Greece; ES: Spain; FI: Finland; FR: France; HU: Hungary; IE: Ireland; IS: Iceland; IT: Italy; LT: Lithuania; LU: Luxembourg; 
LV: Latvia; MT: Malta; NL: Netherlands; NO: Norway; PL: Poland; PT: Portugal; RO: Romania; SE: Sweden; SI: Slovenia; SK: 
Slovakia; UK: United Kingdom. 

Sources: All defintions from ComReg personal communication or ComReg (2009) Quarterly Key Data, Explanatory 
Memorandum. http://www.comreg.ie/_fileupload/publications/ComReg0971a.pdf except where otherwise indicated. 
* denotes Department of Communications, Energy and Natural Resources (n.d.) Glossary of Broadband Terminology. 
http://www.dcenr.gov.ie/Communications/Communications+Development/Metropolitan+Area+Networks/Glossary+of+Broadban
d+Terminology.htm 
** denotes International Telecommunication Union (2004) NGN Working Definition. http://www.itu.int/ITU-
T/studygroups/com13/ngn2004/working_definition.html  
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Introduction – the importance of 
broadband 

The current global downturn has focussed 
attention on the potential role of broadband in 
economic recovery. Broadband investment has 
recently featured in fiscal stimulus plans around 
the world and forms an important part of the 
European Economic Recovery Plan. 

The main findings of this Spotlight are: 

• Broadband has a significant positive impact 
on national economies. Broadband is also 
highly significant for rural areas, both in 
terms of living and working conditions. 

• There are 1.3 million broadband 
subscriptions in Ireland (including mobile 
broadband). Total broadband subscriptions 
have grown strongly since Q2 2007. 

• 71.5% of residential users and 73.2% of 
business consumers have subscriptions with 
speeds of over 2Mbps, although few of 
these are in excess of 10Mbps. 

• Eircom’s market share of total broadband 
market has dropped from 45.6% in Q2 2007 
to 38.5% in Q2 2009. 

• Based on EU calculations, Ireland’s 
broadband penetration rate of 20.2% is 
below the EU-27 average of 22.9%. 

• Ireland’s ranking in the EU’s Broadband 
Performance Index is 23rd out of 29 
countries (EU-27 plus Norway and Iceland). 

• Ireland has been ranked 18th out of 70 
countries in 2009 by the Economist 
Intelligence Unit’s ‘e-readiness rankings’. 

A number of important broadband policy 
developments are happening in Ireland, 
including the development of Next Generation 
Networks. The National Broadband Scheme 
aims to provide broadband services to under-
served areas of Ireland. The Government set 
out the policy framework for Next Generation 
Broadband in June 2009, including a 
commitment to universal broadband access by 
2010. Other initiatives include the 100Mbps post 
primary schools project.  

The EU has also recognised the importance of 
broadband and set a target of an average EU 
broadband penetration of 30% by 2010. 

 

 

Broadband and the wider economy 
The telecommunications sector makes a 
significant contribution to both the Irish and 
European economies. The total turnover of the 
telecommunications sector in Ireland was €4.35 
billion in 2007 and €356.85 billion in the EU 
(European Commission, 2009a). 

The long-term benefits of broadband cannot be 
restricted to the direct economic and social 
gains; ICT plays an important role in education. 
Distance learning and learning support tools 
online are crucial inputs in ensuring equality in 
access to education. Large studies on 
broadband, however, tend to emphasize its 
economic benefits. 

MICUS Management Consulting GmbH 
produced a study on The Impact of Broadband 
on Growth and Productivity for the European 
Commission (EC) in 2008. Broadband internet is 
recognised for its strong impact on knowledge-
intensive activities in all economic sectors 
(MICUS, 2008). In fast-growing, high-value-
added economic sectors it is essential for 
creating sustainable jobs and economic activity 
(MICUS, 2008). This report states that the 
impact of broadband on national economies 
varies according to the level of broadband 
development. Specifically, broadband-related 
Gross Value Added (GVA) growth ranges from 
0.47% in the countries with less-developed 
broadband to 0.89% in the most advanced 
European countries (MICUS, 2008).  

Qiang and Rossotto (quoted in OECD, 2009) 
concludes broadband penetration of 10 
subscribers per 100 inhabitants corresponds to 
a 1.2% increase in per capita GDP growth in 
developed countries (OECD, 2009). 

MICUS argues that the successful development 
of innovative activities requires that countries 
are at the forefront of broadband development. 

In examining the role of ICT in any economic 
recovery, the OECD (2009) stresses the need 
for cost-benefit analysis of any public investment 
in telecommunication infrastructure by policy 
makers. Project selection should be based on 
projects which can deliver both strong 
immediate aggregate demand effects (e.g. 
employment created by rolling out the networks) 
and strong longer term aggregate supply-side 
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effects and increased capacity that other sectors 
can draw on. 

OECD (2009) states that all public investments 
in telecommunications should balance four key 
items – connectivity, competition, 
innovation/growth and social benefit.  

Broadband and the rural economy 
Across commentaries and studies the 
importance of broadband and the rural economy 
is a notable theme. The European Commission 
argues that: 

“Broadband could also enable… development of 
the rural economy by facilitating, for instance, e-
business, and better contact between farms and 
national and international markets” (EC, 2006). 

The importance of broadband to rural small to 
medium enterprises (SMEs) has been 
particularly highlighted in Germany. For 
example, the Federal State of Baden-
Württemberg has, through its Ministry for Rural 
Affairs, introduced a number of initiatives aimed 
at increasing access to higher-speed, higher-
quality broadband to shore up competitiveness 
for rural SMEs (Breitband, 2008). Furthermore, 
high speed internet was regarded as a necessity 
amongst young families seeking to settle down, 
and its availability was considered therefore a 
prerequisite in ensuring a vital community mix 
(Das Magazin1). The ability to attract young 
families is in turn seen as a vital ingredient for 
rural economies in ensuring adequate demand 
for local goods and services, as well as the 
continued availability of a skilled, vital workforce 
for local industry. 

The German think-tank Wissentschaftliches 
Institut für Infrastruktur und 
Kommunikationsdienste (WIK) produced a study 
showing the effects of insufficient infrastructural 
provision of broadband on rural competitiveness 
(WIK, 2008). Not only did SMEs suffer, but 
human capital development in terms of access 
to further education and learning materials 
which supplement traditional curricula at primary 
and second level were harder to come by, 
leading to a ‘backwater’ effect among rural 
citizens. Knock-on effects included house price 
inflation in neighbouring urban agglomerations 
and aggravated transportation challenges (WIK, 
2008). This inequity was aggravated by 
concerns for purchasing power where poor 
internet access acts as a barrier to rural 
                                                 
1 See Das Magazin online at http://www.neckar-
chronik.de/35672059 

households availing of increasingly complex 
online shopping markets (Gassner, 2008). While 
considerable policy attention has been devoted 
to the development of rural broadband in 
Germany, rural provision is still considered 
‘insufficient’. 

In September 2009, the Rural Business Seminar 
heard of the challenges facing rural business in 
Ireland, including the lack of broadband 
(O’Leary, 2009). 3 Ireland, the company 
contracted to provide access to the 10% of the 
population without it, told an Oireachtas 
Committee in June of this year that the roll-out 
of broadband will be completed by the third 
quarter of 2010.2 Completion of this project 
should improve both working and living 
conditions in rural areas. 

Broadband was launched in Ireland in 2002. The 
Department of Communications, Energy and 
Natural Resources (DCENR) has responsibility 
for the Telecommunications, Broadcasting and 
Energy sectors and therefore broadband is in its 
remit. The Commission for Communications 
Regulation (ComReg) is the statutory body 
responsible for the regulation of the telecoms 
industry in Ireland. 

Forfás (2007a) in its broadband benchmarking 
report identified a number of issues that need to 
be addressed to meet the broadband needs of 
business, including: 

• Addressing the regional differences in 
broadband performance; 

• Improving competition and the availability of 
advanced services offerings; 

• Future proofing Ireland’s 
telecommunications infrastructure; and  

• Enhancing demand side initiatives for 
business, e-Government and education 
(Forfás, 2007a). 

Since 2003 Ámarach Consulting have 
conducted surveys on behalf of ComReg on, 
inter alia, internet and broadband uptake. The 
results of the surveys are published by ComReg 
in quarterly reports. The reports show that the 
uptake of broadband in Ireland has been rapidly 
increasing. This section is heavily based on the 
most recent ComReg report on the Irish 
                                                 
2 The transcript of this Committee debate is at 
http://debates.oireachtas.ie/DDebate.aspx?F=BUJ2009061
7.xml&Page=1&Ex=11#N11  
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electronic communications market for the 
second quarter (Q2) of 2009. 

This section looks at broadband provision in 
Ireland, specifically the rate of broadband 
penetration, speeds, prices and providers. 

Broadband providers 
Ireland has approximately 80 broadband 
providers. Details of broadband providers in 
Ireland can be found on a website of the 
Department of Communications, Energy and 
Natural Resources at 
http://www.broadband.gov.ie/. The information 
includes the provider, product name, download 
speed, upload speed, contention ratio and 
monthly subscription fees listed by the type of 
connection. A map of Ireland showing NBS 
coverage areas is set out in Appendix 2. An 
interactive feature showing broadband coverage 
is available at 
http://mapviewer.broadband.gov.ie/ServiceByLo
cationSearchWF.aspx. The latter allows users to 
select a specific locality in Ireland and which 
then displays what broadband providers are 
available to provide a service in that location. 
Information on household access to broadband 
can in found in the L&RS Constituency Profiles 
online at 
http://www.oireachtas.ie/ViewDoc.asp?fn=/docu
ments/library/census_Introduction.htm&CatID=1
61&m=c. 

Figure 1 compares Eircom’s market share of 
total broadband subscriptions to other 
authorised operators’ (OAO) share3. It illustrates 
that Eircom broadband accounted for 
approximately 36.5% of all retail broadband 
subscriptions but is falling. 
Figure 1: Market share of total broadband market 
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3 This includes Digital Subscriber Line (DSL) and 
alternative access technologies (which includes mobile 
broadband subscriptions). 

Rate of broadband penetration 
The total number of active internet subscriptions 
was just over 1.46 million in the second quarter 
of 2009 and of that number 1.3 million were 
broadband subscriptions (including mobile 
broadband) (ComReg, 2009a). This marked a 
3.1% increase in broadband subscriptions since 
the previous quarter. ComReg estimates that 
the Irish broadband per capita penetration rate, 
including mobile broadband, was 29.5% at the 
end of the June 2009 (or 21.1% excluding 
mobile broadband).4 

Before 2002 household access was only by 
narrowband. The trend since 2002 has been a 
decline in narrowband subscriptions and an 
increase in broadband connections.  

Table 1 emphasises the contrast between the 
number of narrowband and broadband 
subscriptions in Ireland, as well as the decline in 
narrowband subscriptions. 
Table 1: Total number of active internet 
subscriptions 

Subscription 
Type 

Q2 ‘09 
Subs 

Quarterly 
growth Q1 
’09 -  Q2 

‘09 

Year-on-year 
growth Q2 
’08 - Q2 ‘09 

Metered 
Narrowband  134,217 -22.3% -45.9% 

Flat Rate 
Narrowband  24,038 -13.1% -41.6% 

DSL 
Broadband 687,870 -1.2% +12.5% 

Other 
Broadband5 617,165 +5.3% +39.2% 

Total Internet 
Subscriptions 1,463,290 -0.18% +8.9% 

Source: Reproduced from ComReg (2009a), p. 25 

Figures specifically on broadband subscriptions 
in Ireland by platform (or access technology) 
show that DSL remains the largest broadband 
access platform and that total broadband 
subscriptions in the Irish market have 
experienced strong growth since Q2 2007 
although this has slowed more recently6 
(ComReg, 2009a). DSL accounts for 52.7% of 
all broadband subscriptions. 

Table 2 shows broadband and internet access 
variations across counties in Ireland. 

                                                 
4 These figures are based on a population of 4,422,100 
from CSO data (ComReg, 2009a). 
5 The ‘other broadband’ category includes cable 
broadband, fixed wireless access, fibre, satellite and 
mobile broadband connections (ComReg, 2009a). 
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Table 2: Internet access by county, 2006* (% of 
households with a PC) 

County Broadband 
Other 

internet 
access 

Cavan 18.3 60.4 
Donegal 19.1 59.4 
Leitrim 15.8 62.9 
Louth 31.3 48.6 
Monaghan 20.0 58.1 
Sligo 21.8 59.8 
Laois 22.2 54.8 
Longford 20.6 57.6 
Offaly 20.4 55.0 
Westmeath 25.2 53.0 
Galway city 55.2 29.2 
Galway county 18.5 62.7 
Mayo 20.3 61.1 
Roscommon 18.3 60.2 
Dublin city 51.8 29.6 
Dún Laoighaire- 
Rathdown 

56.4 33.2 

Fingal 50.3 36.8 
South Dublin 55.1 30.9 
Kildare 36.8 46.7 
Meath 29.3 54.1 
Wicklow 34.9 49.0 
Clare 24.5 57.3 
Limerick city 42.8 34.1 
Limerick county 25.9 55.3 
North Tipperary 21.3 57.3 
Carlow 23.9 53.2 
Kilkenny 23.6 57.5 
South Tipperary 24.6 56.2 
Waterford city 53.4 30.7 
Waterford county 24.2 57.9 
Wexford 18.6 59.5 
Cork city  46.0 33.2 
Cork county 27.8 56.8 
Kerry 22.3 59.8 
Total 35.3 47.1 

Source: Reproduced from CSO (2008), p. 40  
Notes:  * Private households in permanent housing units. 

Broadband speeds and prices 
ComReg also provides information on 
broadband subscriptions by speed (see Figure 
2). This data shows that packages of between 
2Mbps - 10Mbps are the most common package 
with the trend of customers moving to higher 
speeds continuing in Q2 2009 (ComReg, 
2009a). 

A recent business programme on RTÉ Radio7, 
which challenged four fixed broadband line 
users to be the first to download a file, 
suggested that there are some services where 
“improvements can be made”. 
Figure 2: Broadband subscriptions by contracted 
download speeds 
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For business the speed of broadband is critical. 
In 2007, the highest speed available in Ireland 
was 6Mbps. Forfás noted “it costs four to five 
times more than considerably higher-speed 
broadband services in countries such as France, 
Germany and Hungary. Optimum development 
of the enterprise sector and of e-business in 
Ireland will require a wider range of higher 
speed broadband services to be available” 
(Forfás, 2007b).  

Higher speeds are now available but limited. 
Last year, ComReg argued that business had a 
clear demand for very high speed internet 
access but this was being largely met by 
commercial arrangements. However, this was 
not true for non-commercial sectors. ComReg 
notes that the National Broadband Scheme had 
a role in addressing such issues. 

The Government has made a commitment to 
equal or exceed broadband speeds in 
comparator EU regions by 2012. Given the 
importance of having high speed broadband, the 
recent news that Chorus NTL plans to launch 
Europe’s fastest broadband service (100 Mbps) 
to 600,000 homes is a positive development.8 

Regarding pricing, ComReg (2009a) shows that 
Ireland ranks 14th cheapest out of 27 EU 
countries, 20% cheaper than the average, for 
                                                 
7 See http://www.rte.ie/radio1/thebusiness/1303932.html 
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the lowest monthly residential DSL and cable 
basket for all speeds. Ireland is 9th cheapest out 
of 23 EU countries9, 35% cheaper than the 
average, for the lowest monthly business DSL 
basket (4-10Mbps) (ComReg, 2009a). 

Regular internet use (defined as at least once a 
week) in the EU grew strongly from 43% in 2005 
to 56% in 2008, and also occurring at more 
frequent intervals (EC, 2009c). In addition, it is 
now more inclusive, “with the most 
disadvantaged groups having progressed the 
most” (EC, 2009c, p.21).  

Broadband penetration in the EU 
According to European Commission’s most 
recent Progress Report on the Single European 
Electronic Communications Market, fixed 
broadband penetration continued to grow last 
year with 14 million new lines added, bringing 
the EU’s average fixed broadband penetration 
up to 22.9% in January 2009 (EC, 2009b). The 
EC has calculated Ireland’s broadband 
penetration at 20.2% based on a population size 
of 4.4 million.10 It notes that Ireland’s penetration 
rate is below the EU-27 average but growing at 
the same rate of 2.8% (ComReg, 2009a, p.39). 

Denmark has the highest rate of broadband 
penetration at 37.3% compared to the lowest 
rate of 10.9% in Slovakia (Figure 3). The gap in 
performance is, however, narrowing.  

Some Member States have performed 
particularly well by international standards in 
terms of broadband penetration. Nine EU 
countries have stronger broadband penetration 
rates than the US. DSL “remains the main 
broadband technology in the EU but alternative 
technologies are gaining ground (fibre and 
wireless)” (EC, 2009b, p.10). 

Ireland’s broadband household penetration rate 
for Q1 2009 is 56.8%, an increase of almost 
eighteen percentage points since Q1 2007 
(ComReg, 2009a). ComReg states that, based 
on the data used by Informa, “the Netherlands 
and Denmark continue to have the highest 
household broadband penetration with 83% and 
81% respectively” (ComReg, 2009a, p.38). 
                                                 
9 Excluding Denmark, Lithuania, Slovakia and the UK. 
10 As previously noted, ComReg (2009a) estimates that 
Irish broadband per capita penetration, including mobile 
broadband was 29.5% at the end of Q2 (or 21.1% 
excluding mobile broadband). 

Figure 3: EU broadband penetration, January 
2009
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Source: European Commission (2009b) 

Urban/rural variations in the EU 
Looking at the urban/rural variation across the 
EU, EC (2008a) shows that fixed DSL 
broadband network coverage in the EU in late 
2007 was, on average, available to 93% of the 
total EU-2611 population with the figure dropping 
to 70% in rural areas. Denmark, Luxembourg 
and Belgium have fixed broadband network 
coverage of 100% of the population, in contrast 
to broadband access of approximately 40% in 
Romania (25% in rural areas). Network 
coverage for rural populations is affected even 
in strong economies. For example, in Germany 
88% of the rural population are covered. Figure 
4 illustrates the position in December 2007. It 
shows that Ireland’s rural DSL coverage 
exceeds 70%. 
Figure 4: Broadband coverage in selected 
European countries, December 2007 
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Source: European Commission (2009c) 

Broadband Speeds 
Three quarters of broadband lines in the EU 
have download speeds of 2 mega bits per 

                                                 
11 Data was not available for Bulgaria. 
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second (Mbps) and above, a speed that 
supports TV over the Internet (EC, 2009b). 
Figure 5: Fixed broadband lines by speed in 
selected countries, January 2009 
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Broadband Performance Index 
The EU has also developed a Broadband 
Performance Index (BPI) which benchmarks the 
overall performance of the Member States on a 
range of factors including speeds, rural 
coverage, affordability, innovation and other 
socio-economic dimensions. The results of the 
index for July 2009 show that Ireland is in a 
group of countries (along with Hungary, Italy and 
Lithuania) which are described as having “low 
scores in the socio-economic context as well, 
coupled with either high broadband prices or low 
speeds, low competition levels or low take-up of 
services” (EC, 2009c, p. 15). 
Figure 6: Broadband Performance Index, July 
2009 

Source: European Commission (2009c), p. 16 

Telecom Investment in the EU 
Investment in telecoms in the EU increased for 
six consecutive years until 2007, we do not yet 
know the outcome for 2008 but it is likely to 
have fallen back due to the recession. 

 

EIU’s ‘e-readiness rankings’ 
Another international benchmarking assessment 
of ICT is provided by the Economist Intelligence 
Unit’s (EIU) ‘e-readiness rankings’. E-readiness 
is “a measure of the quality of a country’s ICT 
infrastructure and the ability of its consumers, 
businesses and governments to use ICT to their 
benefit” (EIU, 2009, p.1). The scoring criteria 
comprises connectivity and technology 
infrastructure; business environment; social and 
cultural environment; legal environment; 
government policy and vision; and consumer 
and business adoption. Ireland has been ranked 
18th out of 70 countries in 2009, an improvement 
on last year’s ranking of 21st. This is despite 
Ireland’s score out of 10 in 2009 dropping to 
7.84 compared to 8.03 in 2008. 

Despite the increase in regular internet use in 
the EU, the EC highlights that: 

“large gaps still remain, across countries and 
socio-economic groups, and a second digital 
divide, based on quality of use, is emerging. 
Empirical evidence shows that digital inclusion is 
largely driven by age and education levels” (EC, 
2009c, p.21). 

Therefore, there is a: 

“need for policies focusing on encouraging use 
of the internet, especially by the most excluded 
groups, by reducing psychological barriers and 
increasing familiarity with its 
possibilities/benefits, facilitating access for the 
old and disabled, reducing financial barriers and 
encouraging the acquisition of skills and their 
continuous learning (i.e. Life Long Learning)” 
(EC, 2009c, p.21). 

Despite increased coverage of DSL networks, 
the EC still considers extension of broadband 
coverage in rural areas to be “a policy 
challenge” in several countries where access is 
available to less than 50% of the rural 
population (EC, 2009c, P.11). 

Reasons for the Divide 
Despite progress made in regular internet use, a 
sizable proportion of the EU’s population never 
used the internet in 2008. The main reason for 
not having internet in the home relates to the 
perceived lack of need. Thirty eight percent of 
households in an EU survey responded that this 
was a reason for not having internet at home 
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(EC, 2009c). Trials aimed at closing the digital 
divide in disadvantaged areas suggest these 
perceptions do change once internet technology 
is introduced into lives (Wyatt et al, 2003). 

Other important factors are costs for equipment 
(25%) and access (21%), as well as a lack of 
skills (24%) (EC, 2009c). Research, however, 
shows that many non-users estimate the costs 
of purchasing computing equipment and the 
expenses incurred for internet access to be 
more than twice the actual cost (GLA, 2003). 

EC (2009c) suggests that it is not surprising that 
the barriers to broadband penetration are similar 
to those of internet use given the strong 
correlation between the two. Households with 
relatively low income have a rate of penetration 
less than half that of those with relatively high 
income (EC, 2009c). The data also shows that 
“households in sparsely populated and lagging 
regions also have significantly lower rates of 
penetration” (EC, 2009c, p. 27).  

The Department of Communications, Energy 
and Natural Resources has put in place a 
regional broadband programme. One element of 
the programme is building high speed, open 
access broadband networks in major towns and 
cities, in association with the local and regional 
authorities. It has done this through a variety of 
different schemes, namely the Group 
Broadband Scheme, the National Broadband 
Scheme and Metropolitan Area Networks. 

Group Broadband Scheme 
To encourage the rollout of broadband access 
the government set up the County and Group 
Broadband Schemes (CGBS).12 The objective 
was to help establish sustainable broadband 
services in towns, villages, rural hinterlands and 
under-served areas of larger towns on the basis 
of local/regional authority coordination and 
community driven initiatives. The scheme was 
open to rural communities of less than 1,500 
people. It enabled local communities to work 
with a broadband-service provider of their own 
choice, or to draw up and implement their own 
broadband plan, to launch a broadband service 
for local residents and SMEs. 

                                                 
12 It was co-funded by the Ecommerce and 
Communications Measures of the Border, Midlands and 
Western and Southern and Eastern Regional Operational 
Programmes of the National Development Plan 2000-2006. 

National Broadband Scheme 
Initiated in 2007 by the DCENR to follow on from 
the CGBS, the National Broadband Scheme 
(NBS) aims to provide broadband services to 
the areas of Ireland that are currently not served 
and ensure that every reasonable request for 
broadband in these areas is met. 

In Ireland, population densities are among the 
lowest in Europe, especially outside the Greater 
Dublin Area, making the affordable provision of 
broadband to rural consumers a particular 
challenge. In recognition of this, the DCENR 
initiated a National Broadband Scheme in May 
2007. Minister Dempsey stated that the scheme 
would meet “every reasonable request” for 
broadband in rural Ireland, and would ensure 
minimum technical criteria and maximum prices 
(DCENR, 2007). 

Crucial to the ultimate affordability and overall 
quality of rural broadband will very likely be the 
extent of public funding commitment. The 
current indicative spending under the 
Communications and Broadband Programme of 
the National Development Programme (NDP) for 
the period 2007 – 2013 is €435 million. As the 
NDP does not specify allocations by scheme it is 
difficult to say what portion of this will be 
devoted to the NBS. It should be noted, 
however, that the financial commitments of other 
(mostly regional) governments to rural 
broadband development in the EU have been of 
a much more modest order. Regions 
comparable to rural Ireland, with dispersed and 
highly rural populations such as France (for 
example Brittany) have seen funding 
commitments in the tens of millions in recent 
years; mainly organised through the ‘regional’ 
tier of French government – where financial 
resources are the weakest (EC, 2008b; OECD, 
2001). 

More recent information provided by the 
Department states that “the total value of the 
investment required to implement the National 
Broadband Scheme is c. €223m, of which the 
Government is contributing €79.8m” (DCENR, 
2009a). The project is eligible for EU co-funding 
under the European Regional Development 
Fund (ERDF) 2007 - 2013. 

A key element of the design of the National 
Broadband Scheme is also the commitment to 
‘technology neutrality’, which was clarified to 
mean that “it is intended that broadband service 
delivered under the NBS will be broadly 
comparable to the products enjoyed in the 
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majority of currently served areas, now and in 
the future. This refers to both price and product 
specifications” (Clarke, 2008). 

Following the conclusion of a tendering process, 
the Department entered into a contract with "3" 
(a Hutchison Whampoa company trading as 3) 
on 23 December 2008 to implement and operate 
the National Broadband Scheme. The NBS will 
deliver broadband to certain target areas in 
Ireland in which broadband services are not 
available. Under the contract, 3 will be “required 
to provide services to all premises in the NBS 
area who seek a service. In order to facilitate 
competition in the area, 3 will also be required to 
provide wholesale access to any other 
authorised operator who wishes to serve 
premises in the NBS area” (DCENR, 2009b). 

The cost of NBS product will be €19.99 per 
month (including VAT) with a connection fee of 
€49 (including VAT) which covers the cost of the 
necessary equipment (DCENR, 2009a). 

Metropolitan Area Networks 
The Metropolitan Area Networks (MANs) enable 
telecommunications companies to provide 
cheap ‘always-on’ high-speed access to the 
internet. The MANs are publicly owned but allow 
all telecommunication operators open access to 
the networks. They are described as “fibre-
based and technology neutral resilient networks, 
which should ensure adequate capacity for 
generations to come” (DCENR, n.d.). 

To date, 27 MANs have been completed under 
Phase I of the programme and 65 MANs have 
been completed under Phase II of the 
programme. One further MAN is currently under 
construction (DCENR, n.d.). 

Phase I was completed by 2005 at a cost of 
€78m (DCENR, 2008). Funding of €80 million 
was earmarked for Phase II for provision in 
approximately 90 towns with populations in 
excess of 1,500 people (DCENR, 2005). 

The Phase I MANs are being independently 
managed for the State by e|net, who were 
awarded the 15-year services concession 
contract in June 2004.13  

                                                 
13 e|net was awarded the 15-year services concession 
contract to operate and manage the Phase II MANs in July 
2009. e|net operates as a wholesaler of access to the 
MANs and offers a full suite of products including ducting, 
sub-ducting, dark fibre, high level managed capacity, co-
location facilities and relevant auxiliary services (DCENR, 
n.d.). 

Recent policy developments  
In addition to the initiatives outlined above 
recent policy developments include: 

• The DCENR published a consultation paper 
in July 2008, followed by a final paper in 
June 2009 setting out the policy framework 
for Next Generation Broadband. 

• 60 MANs were constructed since 2007. 

• Building Ireland’s Smart Economy - a 
medium-term strategy for economic recovery 
was launched in December 2008 and 
contains commitments regarding broadband. 

• ‘Project Kelvin’ – in January 2009, the 
contract was awarded for this EU sponsored 
project will link Ireland with a 24,000 km 
transatlantic fibre cable that will connect the 
US and Canada with towns like Letterkenny, 
Monaghan, Castleblayney, Dundalk and 
Drogheda amongst others. 

• ComReg’s proposal to lower the prices 
charged by Eircom to its competitors for 
access to its network was endorsed by the 
EC in October 2009. 

• In May 2008 responsibility for developing the 
Knowledge Society was transferred from the 
Department of the Taoiseach to the DCENR. 

• 100Mbps Post Primary Schools Project – 
this was launched in June 2009 with the aim 
of delivering high speed connectivity to 
second level schools across the country. 

Rural Broadband 
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The Department of Community, Rural and 
Gaeltacht Affairs in its Rural Development 
Strategy has recognised the important role 
which broadband penetration has to play in 
encouraging off-farm development of the rural 
economy, citing 2005 penetration rates as being 
only a quarter of the EU average and insisting 
“broadband should be regarded as a basic utility 
and ensuring universal access to it should be a 
key priority for the next NDP” (DoCRaGA, 
2007). This rather strong emphasis on “universal 
access” is not, however, reflected in the 
Regional Development section of the NDP itself, 
which instead promises only that “…by 2013, all 
the Metropolitan Area Networks (MANS) in 
Gateways and Hubs will have been completed 
and enhanced backhaul connectivity will deliver 
much improved and more cost-effective 
broadband accessibility in many of the 
Gateways and their wider regions” (NDP, 2007). 



State aid for Rural Broadband 
The Government strategy for the development 
of broadband has relied heavily on private 
sector innovation and policy mechanisms which 
support a market approach to broadband 
development. While this approach is entirely 
consistent with broadband development policies 
in most OECD countries (OECD, 2001), the 
outcomes for Ireland’s rural and sparse 
population will not necessarily be the same. A 
market-driven policy does not automatically 
guarantee regional equality of access where 
potential profits differ. Thus, a ‘market failure’ 
may arise. If so, some other mechanism must 
be employed to encourage development of 
networks and access in areas where the market 
return is negligible. This has been recognised as 
a defensible deployment of State funds by the 
EC, in a judgement authorising £3.4 million of 
State funding for the development of broadband 
in remote and rural areas of Scotland, which 
aims to bring “affordable Broadband services to 
all citizens of Scotland” (EC, 2008b). 

In Scotland 99% of households already have 
“affordable” access to broadband; these 
measures are designed to bring 100% 
affordable access. As such, Scottish State 
funding of £3.4 million (equivalent to €4.32 
million at the time) was provided for the 
remaining 1% of households. 

Policy challenges for Ireland 
In March 2009, the EC highlighted that 
broadband competition in Ireland “has been 
hindered by expensive and unreliable access to 
the incumbent’s network” (EC, 2009a, p.2). 
ComReg’s proposal to lower the prices charged 
by Eircom to its competitors for granting access 
to its network was endorsed by the EC in 
October 2009. Kennedy (2009) highlights that “if 
Ireland is going to build the next generation 
networks (NGNs), making LLU [local loop 
unbundling] a competitive marketplace will still 
be an important stepping stone”. 

In relation to the Metropolitan Area Networks 
project, the Comptroller and Auditor General 
(CAG) raised concerns about the prospect of a 
return on the State’s €176m investment in the 
short to medium term because of the slow 
growth in customers and revenue sharing 
agreements in place with the Managed Services 
Entity (MSE) (CAG, 2009). 

This raises the question of how best to provide 
broadband in under-served areas. While a 2008 
value for money report on the MANs project 

found that they had made a qualified but 
significant contribution to the development of 
telecommunications infrastructure it also 
identified that the MANs intervention seems 
“less suited to smaller urban centres, whether 
defined either in terms of outright population or 
in terms of the level of economic activity” 
(DCENR, 2008, p.6).  

This review called into question the future roll-
out of Phase II MANs in small towns. The review 
called for a moratorium on further MANs 
contracts pending a full review. 

Next Generation Networks 
The Next Generation Broadband report sets out 
government policy in this area. This includes a 
pledge that there will be universal access to 
broadband by 2010. It recognises the vital role 
for high speed broadband services in the 
Government’s targets to become a “Smart 
Economy” and a “Knowledge Society”. 

In the report, the key elements of government’s 
strategy are described as: 
• Promotion of private sector investment in 

Next Generation Broadband (NGB); 
• A regulatory framework, facilitating 

collaboration among operators; 
• An innovative radio spectrum policy; and 
• Targeted Government actions, where 

necessary (DCENR, 2009c). 

ComReg published a discussion paper in July 
2009, which looks at the range of factors which 
can enable or inhibit the development of these 
networks, and at the costs and benefits to be 
expected, in addition to how NGB is being 
deployed in other economies (ComReg, 2009b). 

The EU has acknowledged the importance of 
ICT in its policy areas. The i2010 Strategy, 
launched in June 2005, is the overall EU policy 
framework for the information society and 
media. One of its main objectives is the 
widespread introduction of broadband at 
affordable prices. In addition, a number of 
significant EU developments have taken place in 
relation to broadband policy, as outlined below. 

In June 2008, the Council of the European 
Union (CEU) called on Member States to “define 
ambitious targets for broadband penetration at 
the national level, with a view to reaching, by 
enhancing competition, an EU average 
broadband penetration of 30% compared to the 
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2007 level of 20%, and a national penetration 
level of at least 15% by 2010” (CEU, 2008, p. 4). 

Investment in broadband networks forms a 
crucial part of the European Economic Recovery 
Plan, which was launched in November 2008. 
Specifically, noting that up to 2010, the EU 
budget is unlikely to spend the full amount set 
out in the financial framework, the Commission 
will mobilise an additional €5 billion for the 
period 2009 – 2010 to improve broadband 
infrastructure and energy interconnections (EC, 
2008c). It identifies universal high-speed internet 
as a priority under the plan and describes how 
the Commission will work together with Member 
States to develop a broadband strategy to 
accelerate the upgrading and extension of 
networks. It is envisaged that a European 
broadband strategy would be developed by the 
end of 2009.  

In March 2009, the European Council approved 
the recovery plan. Financing of the plan includes 
provision of €1.02 billion on broadband and the 
Common Agricultural Policy health-check with 
flexibility allowed between funding the two 
strands. 

In September 2009, the EC adopted guidelines 
on public funding for broadband networks, which 
aim to ensure that state funding is compliant 
with EU state aid rules.14 The guidelines apply 
to both traditional broadband and Next 
Generation Access networks. 

                                                

The EU also recently outlined plans for 
investment of €18 million into research that will 
underpin next generation 4G mobile networks 
(European Broadband Portal, 2009). 

As shown above, the EU is undertaking a 
number of projects relating to broadband. It is, 
however, too early to tell exactly how these will 
interact with Irish initiatives. 

Ireland continues to lag behind leaders in the 
provision of broadband despite recent 
improvements, particularly provision to rural 
areas. Part of the explanation for this is found in 
Ireland’s sparsely populated settlement patterns, 
which are difficult to serve from the perspective 
of a profit driven provider.  

 
14 The guidelines are available at 
http://ec.europa.eu/competition/state_aid/legislation/specifi
c_rules.html#broadband  

At present a commitment by the Government 
has been made to provide fuller access to high-
quality, reasonable-cost broadband in the form 
of the National Broadband Scheme. Roll-out of 
the scheme is on-going and it is envisaged that 
full network deployment will be completed by the 
third quarter of 2010. 

State intervention is needed to bridge the ‘digital 
divide’. The advantages are both economic, in 
terms of the encouragement of SMEs in rural 
areas and the obtainment of better regional 
development, and social, in terms of a more 
balanced community mix and a fairer 
geographic distribution of wealth. The OECD 
(2008) notes that the government’s role in 
maximising the economic benefits of broadband 
is multiple. Specifically,  

“governments help create the macroeconomic 
framework conditions for a favourable 
investment and innovation climate and they play 
an important role as regulators, in setting 
standards, as infrastructure providers, 
customers and, innovators. Government funded 
basic research has often led to the development 
of ICT-related innovations” (OECD, 2008, 
p.301). 

Kelly et al (2009) note that most of the OECD 
countries that lead broadband penetration 
including Denmark and the Netherlands, have 
coherent broadband strategies. In this context, 
government strategies can play a highly 
significant role in developing broadband in their 
respective countries and by extension assist 
economic development and competitiveness. 

The potential role of broadband in economic 
performance and recovery is being recognised 
more than ever in light of the current global 
recession. Kelly et al (2009) note that 
broadband investment has recently featured in 
fiscal stimulus plans around the world, e.g. 
Australia and US. This Spotlight has already 
noted that broadband is an important 
component of the European Economic Recovery 
Plan. Details of the targets of selected 
worldwide broadband initiatives are set out in 
Appendix 1. 

There are, at present, a number of important 
ongoing policy developments in Ireland in 
relation to broadband. These include the 
National Broadband Scheme and Next 
Generation Networks projects. In Ireland, the 
provision of funding from the European Union 
for rural broadband should complement existing 
initiatives. 
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Table: Targets of the Broadband Initiatives in Selected Countries 

Speeding Up Existing Links  Countries Timeframe 
or Expanding Connectivity to Rural Areas 

Australia 
8 years from 
2010  

To deliver broadband at speed of 100 megabits per second (Mbps) to 
90 percent of Australian homes, schools and businesses through 
fiber-optic cables connected directly to buildings.  
The other 10 percent of people would get a wireless upgrade. 

Canada 2009-2012  To extend broadband coverage to all currently unserved 
communities beginning in 2009–10.  

Finland 
7 years 
(2009-2015)  

To provide ultrafast broadband to every household in Finland, with 
download speeds of at least one megabit per second by 2010, with a 
ramp-up to 100 megabits by 2016.  
Including households in rural areas. 

France 

5 years 
(2008-2012)  

To provide ultra broadband networks and 4 million households 
through FTTH access by 2012. Moreover, 400 cyber bases will be 
created in schools over the next five years and schools which already 
have access will be modernized.  
Provision of universal access to broadband Internet at 
affordable prices is to be made available throughout France 
before the end of 2010. 

Germany 
10 years 
(2009-2018) 

The second phase is to bring broadband access at 50 Mbps or above 
to 75% of the households by 2014. 
The first phase of the strategy is for all homes in Germany to 
have broadband access at 1 Mbps by the end of 2010. 

Ireland 
2 years 
(2009-2010) 

To provide broadband coverage and services to the remaining 
33% of the country and 10% of the population who are unserved 
with minimum download speeds of 1.2 Mbps. 

Japan 
2 years 
(2009-2010) 

Broadband infrastructure rollout plan for the rural areas, in order 
to address the digital divide, and to enable broadband access for 
use by cable TV, telecenters, disaster prevention programs, etc. 

Portugal 

2 years 
(2009-2010) 

For up to 1.5 million homes and businesses to be connected to the 
new fiber networks and improvements in high-speed internet, 
television and voice services. The Portuguese government had also 
set a goal of 50% home broadband penetration by 2010, and this 
latest investment should allow the operators to significantly surpass 
the target. 

Singapore 
5 years 
(2009-2013) 

For homes and offices nationwide to be connected to Singapore‘s 
ultra high-speed and pervasive Next Generation National Broadband 
Network by 2013; and for 60 per cent of homes and offices to have 
access to this new, pervasive, all-fiber network in 2 years' time. 

Republic of 
Korea 

5 years 
(2009-2013) 

High-speed Internet services to be upgraded to 1 Gbps by 2012; 
existing communications networks to be enhanced to Internet 
Protocol (IP)-based systems; subscriber capacity on 3G broadband 
services to be increased to 40 million. 

Spain 
4 years 
(2009-2012) 

To have greater reach of broadband in rural and isolated areas. 
This is done by focusing on centers with dispersed populations 
and extending the reach of trunk fiber-optics networks. 

United 
States 

2 years 
(2009-2010) 

To provide broadband service to unserved areas and improve 
service to underserved areas 

Source: Reproduced from Zhen–Wei Qiang, C. (n.d.) 
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Appendix 1: Targets of selected broadband initiatives 



 

 
Source: Department of Communications, Energy and Natural Resources 
http://www.dcenr.gov.ie/Communications/Communications+Development/National+Broadband+Scheme.htm  
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Appendix 2: Areas to be covered by the NBS 

http://www.dcenr.gov.ie/Communications/Communications+Development/National+Broadband+Scheme.htm
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