National Programme for Broadband roll-out in rural and remote areas (EBA)
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Benefits of broadband for rural areas and less developed regions. 
Conference & Exhibition (Brussels, 14th -15th May 2007)

(http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/events/broadband_gap_2007/index_en.htm )

A) Summary and relevant figures

The goal of the NATIONAL PROGRAMME FOR BROADBAND ROLL- OUT IN RURAL AND REMOTE AREAS (EBA) is to reach a complete availability of broadband access in rural and remote areas across the national territory, with technical and economical conditions similar to those existing in urban zones before ending 2008.

This Program operates in co-operation with the Autonomous Regions and the Spanish Federation of Municipalities and Provinces promoting technological neutrality and operators competition.

More than 8.5 million inhabitants in the previously designated areas will be benefited from broadband roll-out in rural and isolated areas, divided into 14 participating Autonomous Regions and 3 more collaborating, with more than 5,700 municipalities, throughout the 2 phases carried out by the Programme.

Broadband Infrastructure finance will reach a total amount of 280 Million € promoting public and private partnership. Public investments have been co-financed with EC funds. When the Program concludes the population coverage will reach 98%.

B) Starting point

At present, Spain has an average broadband penetration within the OECD. Nevertheless this distribution is not uniform in urban and rural zones.

In 2005, broadband availability was inferior in rural areas compared to urban zones. But the main differences where held by the use of broadband in these rural zones, which was under 5% per inhabitant.

Besides, Spain has a population distribution similar to other European countries like France, where 25% of the inhabitants live in rural zones.

Therefore, the goal is clear: to reduce this gap in the use and availability of broadband.

However, the project faced some initial big difficulties: 

· Population ageing in rural zones.

· Local customs and habits driven by cultural changes.

· Geographical extension and widely dispersed population.

Broadband offers enormous benefits to rural and isolated areas, helping stem the outward flow of people and jobs, and making territorial management more efficient.

C) Program description

PEBA supports a global integrated approach to strengthen regional measures for rural development within Plan Avanza, the Government strategy to develop the information society, a main part of the National Reforms Program.

The Ministry of Industry, Tourism and Commerce has accomplished an unprecedented effort since the beginning of the National Broadband Programme in 2005 and has been among the first European countries to implement this sort of initiatives.

The Programme is being carried out in co-operation with the Autonomous Regions and holds the following principles:

· Minimizing the public aids distortion of the competition 

· Opening the financed networks 

· Promoting technological neutrality

· Co-financing with ERDF funds

The final goal is to reach a complete availability of broadband access in rural and remote areas across the national territory where no service is provided, with technical and economical conditions similar to those existing in urban zones before 2008. Rural and industrial areas and far residential areas are included.

As in all public-private partnerships, the Ministry has granted financial aids to operators in order to foster their investments in areas where there would unlikely have been any broadband deployment. Initial investments by the operators were estimated over 280 Million €, having approved public funds consisting of €31 Million € structural funds and 53 Million € zero-interest public credits throughout 2005-2008.

D) Available technology

Projects that are taking place in EBA are not limited to a single technology. At present, the following technologies are being used: ADSL, WiMax and Satellite, depending on the geography, roll–out dates and available technology.

Minimum requirements have been established related to speeds: 256 Kilobits per second downwards connection in the least favourable cases, although actually higher speeds are being offered. There is also a maximum monthly fee that the operators can charge at a reasonable price.

In 2006, the Minister Council agreed to advance investments of the Programme´s first phase from 2008 to 2007. As a result, 3,700 municipalities will count with broadband access at the end of the first phase.

E) Measures to promote the use of broadband. Programme Dissemination

Recent studies show that still today there is a small percentage of elderly people in rural areas that are involved in the use of Internet.

Apart from creating new initiatives for the roll-out and deployment of broadband under the second phase of the Programme, the Ministry has been working in close cooperation with regional and local administrations in order to manage the broadband program and the dissemination plan. Information and communication is essential when oriented towards citizens, businesses and municipalities of regions under the Programme.

The Ministry is also making combined efforts to promote supply and demand in order to promote the use of new technologies.

On the supply side actions are taken to promote competition and price reduction between operators, launching programs like “Ciudades Digitales” that aim to introduce and promote the Information Society in a local environment in order to exhibit their results. 

On the demand side, actions are promoting public e-services especially in small municipalities and creating a public access network. 

The Ministry is also offering zero-interest credits to buy computer equipments and broadband connections for businesses and citizens. These credits amount 700 Million € in 2007.
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