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Introduction
Northern Ireland expects to have total broadband coverage, 512KB to every household and every business, by the end of
2005. So where does broadband fit into the devlopment plans for the region? Which users are best-placed to drive forward
uptake of the technology? What is the role of government intervention in these plans, both in terms of funding and in
terms of skills and social inclusion? These are some of the questions considered by our panel of 21 participants as they
analyse the needs of their region and aim to reach a consensus on the direction to take. 
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James KerrWelcome to you all. 
A couple of years ago, I made a radio documentary looking

at changes in the communications industry. In the pro-
gramme I had to explain in some detail what broadband was
and even among my supposedly media-savvy colleagues
there was a remarkable degree of ignorance. Much has
changed; most people have heard of the technology even if
they aren’t sure what it means or what it can do. 

BT has done much to stimulate the market in recent times.
This has led to the setting of trigger levels for exchanges and
this has resulted in a wave of community-level activism, the
result of which has been that the registered demand for
broadband has mushroomed. 

Those that evangelise the technology suggest this may be
one of the most profound technological shifts of our genera-
tion. I think there’s a sign in Nortel’s office that says: ‘What
do you want the internet to be?’ And in many ways that is
the nub of the issue. 

It is up to us as individuals and businesses to turn it into a
useful tool. More and more transactions are being done
online because more and more people have realised that the
internet gives them access to suppliers, products and infor-
mation in a way that simply wasn’t possible before. 

It is not just e-commerce; it is a whole way of accessing

information and indeed entertainment. The explosion in the
success of eBay also suggests that the national obsession for
car boot sales can be converted into the virtual world. It is
also a quick and easy way of keeping in touch with friends
and family around the world. For now it is email and very
soon it will be video chat and voice-over internet phonecalls
to our cousins in Oz.

For those in remote areas what can broadband do to bring
together scattered and isolated communities? What applica-
tions can bring economic advantage to them? To what extent
is home working from rural areas feasible? Not just if you
have a 512KB connection but a 2MB one? These possible
changes in the way we run our lives raise a range of other
issues: pricing and content for starters. 

For media organisations like the BBC there is some hard
thinking to do. A few weeks ago I took part in a BBC semi-
nar where part of the proceedings was to meet a group of
people who had been brought in and were rather dramati-
cally given the title of ‘broadcast assassins’. These were ordi-
nary people who didn’t watch television, but downloaded
what they wanted to see from the web by means of file shar-
ing; it was a concept that was new to me. How much of our
programme material could we and should we make available
online when the technology is there to download it, create
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your own schedule? It raises questions about licensing, pric-
ing, intellectual rights. We aren’t going to answer all of these
questions today but this forum does give us all a chance to
look at some of the issues that will affect our individual con-
stituencies in the year to come. 

I think it would be appropriate for me to ask enterprise
minister Barry Gardiner to give us his perspective on the
issue and tell us more about where government stands.

Barry Gardiner MPThe report prepared by the Centre of
Economic and Business Research last November for the
launch of the broadband industry group said that the intro-
duction of broadband could have an impact on the UK econ-
omy on the same scale as the introduction 80 years ago of
mains electricity. 

Eighty years ago nobody could have predicted that mains
electricity would lead to being able to vacuum your home, to
being able to see pictures televisually projected into your
home, could have thought that you would be able to use it
for the internet. It is a carriageway that brought an amazing
number of new applications on the back of it. 

There’s a story about the space race that NASA spent many
hundreds of hours of technicians’ time, many thousands of
dollars on an ambitious, gravity-immune ink-pumping pen
so that astronauts could write in space. The pen went on to
be a massive commercial success. The Soviets, instead, opted
to use a pencil. In all honesty, I suspect that there are some of
us here today who think that broadband is perhaps just a
very expensive pen when we could get by perfectly well just
by using a pencil. How many hospitals, how many schools,
how many roads or trains could we buy with the money

we’re using on broadband? I think they’re missing the point. 
We don’t want broadband for the sake of having broad-

band. We’re investing in broadband because it’s got a role to
play in getting us better schools, better health services, better
roads. To take another infrastructure analogy, there are very
few people who are track spotters, but there are lots of peo-
ple who are train spotters; few runway spotters but lots of
plane spotters. We’ve got to focus the debate not on the track
but on the trains, because that’s the way to persuade people
that the technology is not only useful, but essential. 

So, for example, in the Classroom 2000 (C2K) project,
£200m is being spent in Northern Ireland to deliver educa-
tional services through information communication tech-
nology. The project is in all 1,200 schools in Northern Ire-
land, primary, secondary, special needs, and they’ve all got
broadband connections to link up to it. It is a world-leading
project. But it’s about better schools, not about broadband. 

In hospitals broadband allows the transfer of patient infor-
mation, not only the written record but also much more
importantly scans and X-rays. Now, that requires greater
broadband speeds and ensuring other healthcare facilities,
including GP surgeries, have broadband to connect up to it.
It is about delivering better health services. 

Local engineering company Delap & Waller use broadband
to share information between their various offices, supplying
engineering designs to their customers UK-wide. There are
local companies developing electronic voting systems. Any-
one familiar with Northern Ireland knows that we have
already a first-class telecommunication system. The Star
Network, developed in the 1980s, was the first fully fibre-
optic network in the UK, and investment in our telecommu-
nications networks hasn’t stopped. 

The contract awarded recently by my department for the
delivery of equitable access to every household and business
in Northern Ireland, shows we recognise the importance of
broadband to every business, in every sector in Northern
Ireland. By the end of 2005, wherever you are in Northern
Ireland, wherever you are located, you will have access to
broadband at the same price, that is key, at the same price. 

The critical success factor is whether we are able to develop
the next generation network needed to carry the volume of
data fast enough to keep up with the demands. Our broad-
band target today for Northern Ireland is actually, I think
my speech says ‘a modest’ but actually in a few years time it
will seem to be a ‘pathetic’ 512KB per second. That’s to every
household, to every business by the end of 2005. By the end
of 2006 the target is 2MB per second and, of course, we’re
already working on what companies are will need by 2010. 

So that’s how we are addressing the supply side, but actu-
ally the challenge right now is the demand side. We’ve got to
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give businesses compelling reasons to use broadband. This
will provide substantial new opportunities for digital con-
tent providers to commercialise new products in the ever-
expanding digital space. With a rapidly developing media
and computer games industry, that’s an area where I believe
we can really gain. 

Earlier on I referred to the urban myth of the expensive
NASA pen and the Russian pencil and, of course, the urban
myth is not the whole story. In the early days, both America
and Russia used pencils. But pencil points break and they get
into astronauts’ eyes, they cause shorts in electrical circuits.
Pencils, including the lead, also burn extremely effectively in
the 100 per cent oxygen atmosphere of a space ship. 

It was a private-sector company, Fisher, who developed the
space pen. They sold 400 to NASA for $2.75 each and they
recouped their R & D costs through commercial savings.
The Russians also bought them. 

Broadband is not an expensive pen when a pencil will do
the job. It’s actually the tool that we need to communicate
effectively and competitively in the modern world. The
question is how we can convince more of our businesses,
more of our citizens, to put aside their pencils and use it? 

James KerrNow the first of our preambles before the
debate from Richard Sterling.

Richard Sterling OBEThank you. Northern Ireland is a
peripheral region within the UK, and with the violent days
of its past behind us, many of the statistics for the region read
very well, with output growing and unemployment declin-
ing. The metropolitan core of this region is Belfast, a thriving
centre for services and for the new economy, which still
retains an engineering industry. It is also increasingly a
‘must-visit’ location for many and the regional tourism
product is reckoned to hold massive potential for the region. 

Eighty miles to the west of Belfast sits Northern Ireland’s
second principal city of Derry, also recuperating from a dark
history. Derry sits on the border and is located some 20 miles
from the fast growing town of Letterkenny, a major com-
mercial and services centre in the north west of the Republic
of Ireland. This north-west sub-region is estimated to have a
population somewhere close to 400,000, unhelpfully divided
down the middle by an international boundary. 

As a result, these two important centres at the core of this
sub-region sit back to back, with no inter-governmental pol-
icy to facilitate a sub-regional dynamic. High areas of disad-
vantage and unemployment, below average employment
participation rates exist on both sides of the border, and the
backbone of its economy over several generations has been
textiles and garment manufacture. It is estimated that more

than 8,000 manufacturing-related jobs in these traditional
industries have been lost over the last seven years. 

So where does broadband fit into the development plans
and can wider availability help address the challenges? In
particular will SME businesses,  increasingly important to
our economy, derive real benefit from broadband? 

There are ideas to create cross-border broadband linkages,
including the north-west. A stronger north-west could mean
a stronger Northern Ireland. Expectation is now moving
towards dynamic academic-to-business and business-to-
business collaborations and much project work in this envi-
ronment is already broadband requisite. This brings new
pressures on the business clients and partners. College and
university students can expect to benefit hugely from broad-
band, accessing course work, materials and libraries.

For enterprises in peripheral areas, wider opportunities
envisaged that would include new markets, where they can
gain access to new customers in core regions and metropoli-
tan areas, and beyond. Businesses located away from the cen-
tre might also expect efficiency benefits, perhaps through
electronic delivery mechanisms to higher quality or lower
cost services. 

Broadband should also offer enhanced access to diverse
communities, including rural areas, where citizens might
expect improved access to health or education.

The truth may be that many business people here do not
even recognise the potential of the internet. There is still
widespread confusion with poor understanding about what
the internet can do, let alone broadband. Broadband take up
is relatively small, and I would contend that the targets set by
Invest NI can hardly be called challenging. The opportunity
broadband creates for business efficiency comes from appli-
cations and content but change creates more change and con-
tinuous updating will be required as a consequence. SMEs
will require ongoing help and support here. 

As for gaining access to the new core markets, time will tell
whether the death of distance will really improve the perfor-
mance of peripherally located SMEs. Some will benefit but
some firms will have products or services that are not com-
petitive outside the local market, and others will need to put
in place mechanisms for providing them with direct presence
in remote markets if they are to compete effectively. 

To achieve success there is a need for serious develop-
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ment planning. Government shouldn’t be on its own here. 
There is a responsibility for communities to help bring

about important elements of these plans, but I believe that
initial support from the centre will be necessary. While we
very much want to deliver this, the Londonderry Chamber
of Commerce is not resourced for it. One thing I have
learned in my experiences in chamber over the past decade is
that business listens to business and listens even better to
local businesses whom they trust, such as chambers of com-
merce. Businesses can be wary of government, central or
local, and deeply suspicious of the motives of the telecom-
munications providers (telcos) when they come knocking.
So the business-listens-to-business message should not be
undervalued in regional and sub-regional planning and
should be worked on alongside the exciting myriad of activ-
ity underway to drive up usage of the new infrastructure. 

James KerrWell, the floor is now essentially open. Bill, I
hate to pick you on first but to what extent is there’s going to
be the demand for us all to have broadband by next year?

Bill Murphy In Northern Ireland, we have traditionally
lagged behind in the application of technologies, whether
they are simply mobile technologies or the internet. But we
actually have 20 per cent of all SMEs using broadband. If you
put that on a national level that’s very, very high, that’s very,
very good and I think part of it has come certainly from the
initiative of both advisors giving advice and also economic
incentives for businesses to get on and use broadband. 

So enablement is going to be there as promised and I think
the work has got to shift to getting people to understand
what the benefit is going to be, for home or for work.

Leslie Orr I travelled the nation last year with the DTI, and I
really think in Northern Ireland, in comparison to other
regions, we’ve made our mark in terms of having the vision.
This is an area where there’s joined up government, from
DETI, from Invest NI, demanding stimulation, from
OFCOM and the digital inclusion unit and it is an area
where we’ve got traction. Also, as the minister said, we
should nearly now announce the next stage, ‘broader band’.
Let’s congratulate ourselves, but plan to move forward.

Prof Gerard ParrThe term I’ve coined before is ‘elastic
band’ because it’s just as much band as you actually need.
There is a marginalised group called co-operative medium
enterprises (CMEs). They do not qualify for lottery funding,
they’re not a traditional business in terms of legal and taxa-
tion and employment and so forth, and yet they have oppor-
tunities to embrace internet technologies. At the University

of Ulster we have been approached by the co-op movement
in the UK and Ireland to try to put in place a 32-county ini-
tiative, feeding in the research capability of the university, the
tech transfer capability, and then the business process re-
engineering capability. CMEs have no real management
structure, as in a traditional SME. 

The banks have a key role to play in underpinning govern-
ment policy. We have lots of examples of where people come
forward when the banks shot them down, primarily because
they couldn’t see the need for a broadband connection in the
first instance, for a small co-operative or a small business. So
there are a number of issues concerning that. 

I’m a professor of telecoms engineering and I think com-
munications infrastructure is a utility that should be planned
into new developments like water, electricity and sewerage. If
you move into a new building and the infrastructure is there
you will use it. This needs to be moved forward quickly. 

Another issue in the Northern Ireland context is super-
janet, the national superhighway. Superjanet has already
been rolled out across England, Scotland and Wales. There’s
a cost implication there, and there’s also a government inter-
vention opportunity and, again t,hat’s something I think we
should bring to bear. It is not just businesses in the region
working hand in hand with government, from where I sit the
university sector has a key role to play. 

Leslie MorrisonOur remit within this is awareness raising
on the demand side to stimulate take up. It is interesting to
hear the statistics about 20 per cent of SMEs. We have been
funding the Orange programme, and it has several parts to it.
One part, of course, is the financial support for SMEs.
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Another was a reasonably expensive UTV and Channel 4
campaign that ended in February, costing just under
£900,000. There were 25,000 mail shots; there were 19, mis-
sionary awareness-raising seminars around the province. 

That programme is moving into a new phase. Clearly we
need to continue awareness raising, but also crack that prob-
lem of application and content; it is extremely difficult to
imagine something in a vacuum. We’ve identified six target
sectors: creative industries, ICT, aerospace engineering, con-
struction, food and tourism. We’ve collected case studies and
approached people in each industry and asked them for ideas
for applications of broadband to their business. I think it’s
more powerful to put some flesh on the bones. Lack of imag-
ination is one reason people find it difficult to use.

Bill McCluggageFrom an access perspective we’ve been
talking about businesses and educational facilities but where
we’re going to get the most benefit is in the home, where we
can link people with good content activities. So I think when
broadband is affordable in the home, we will be able to see a
real change in Northern Ireland’s capabilities to exploit
broadband. There’s a clear indication of a socio-economic
divide and there’s an age differential. 

Victor HewittWhat is the appropriate pricing model? The
point was made that broadband infrastructure should be
considered just like a public utility but utilities have different
pricing policies. At the moment, the pricing policy is a flat
charge, usually on a monthly basis, and the usage thereafter is
not metered essentially. Is that suitable in the province, in
our situation? Should we go to cost subsidisation where it is
more expensive to get it in some areas than others but, in fact,
you charge the same rate regardless of where you’re located?
I’m curious what views people have on this.

Ruairi JenningsOn broadband I think that’s what we’ve
tried to apply across our network, both in the north and in
the south of Ireland. I think if you look at DSL roll out from
the likes of BT or Eirecom, it is the same. I think when you
move up the chain to leased-line-type services, you tend to
see a difference in pricing. 

Bill Murphy I think one of the big differences between here
and the south is that you have massive competition on ser-

vice provision here. And it is flat rate and postalised; you’re
advantaged by your location, not disadvantaged by it. I think
you will get a fixed fee for a certain bandwidth and as newer
services and higher speeds become available, we’ll start to get
priced that way. So if you want to download a movie faster,
you’ll be priced to do that. Will the market bring down
prices? There’s no question, it’s already happening. 

Consumer uptake is being stimulated by prices coming
down, certainly at £40 people weren’t buying, at £27, £25,
£20, £15, they are. But it’s also what’s being made available to
them, what people can get for it.

Jim McCusker I agree with the compliment being made to
government for getting us to the position where we have
broadband available throughout Northern Ireland. But I do
want to take up one remark made by the minister about hav-
ing to give compelling reasons for using broadband. I think
the entrepreneurial firm is not a firm that needs to be told
how to exploit broadband. It must come from within. One
of the problems in Northern Ireland is that ICT is a very lit-
erate medium. We have 19 per cent of employees without
basic literacy and numeracy skills so they can’t use ICT. 

James KerrAn accessibility issue of another type.

Jim McCuskerYes, also, Richard is right that business will
not listen much to government. The ideal situation is that
each business should know how best to exploit broadband
for its activity.

Barry Gardiner MPWhat you’re saying is okay, you’ve done
your bit as government, you’ve set up the contract, it is going
to be available. Now butt out on this side of it. But you’ve
given us a big challenge in providing you with the essential
skills within the workforce to be able to make use of what is
there. Now, that’s a challenge I absolutely accept. 

But let me put it in the domestic context, and ask: why is it
that the only woman sitting around this table is an engineer,
when what we’ve been talking about is how we get this into
the home? If you want to make sure it’s driven into homes
you’ve got to show the applications for the people who
spend most time in that home. 

Jimmy StewartC2K is about delivering a better educational
experience. You’re looking to develop the relationship
between the school and the home and the school and indus-
try; those are the areas that allow you to personalise the edu-
cational experience and to deliver literacy and numeracy in
ways that match the skill sets and the particular learning
styles of the individual. And you’ve got to have access to
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the services in the classroom outside the classroom as well.
In terms of making these services available we’re at the

infancy of this broadband development at the moment, and
we’re talking in terms of pricing models and delivery models
that don’t replicate the way in which water is delivered and
the way in which power is delivered into the home. We don’t
have a technology that looks like that, and one of the ques-
tions I’d have for the industry is: are we going to have a tech-
nology that looks like that soon, which will be demand dri-
ven? Because until we reach that model, where, if you turn
the tap on more you get more out of it, I don’t think you
really will have the potential to use the services that this
could deliver to us in terms of broadened access to resources. 

Not through what I would call probably a quite primitive
broadband solution but through one that will eventually
work like an electricity supply: when you want more power
to cooker a bigger chicken you’ll have more power.

Denis WolinskiLots of people simply don’t know whether it
is worth it, and whether they can afford it. If the price comes
down I think they’ll go for it. It was the same with digital
television; take up is now 50 per cent, because it’s much
cheaper, in fact, it’s free. BT moved the wholesale price down
by 70 per cent, which will bring the UK down from number
14 in the table of the 15 old EU countries; it will bring it
down progressively to ten by the end of this month, and to
four  by the autumn. The key driver is whether or not people
are prepared to pay for it.

Billy McClean In terms of access there’s a whole marketing in
awareness of what is available. I think C2K lends itself to
opening up this working in the community, businesses sup-
porting that and there are a number of initiatives to try to
raise peoples’ expectations what they can do in their commu-
nity. One of the other very significant launches was the home
computing initiative. We really need to get the message out in
Northern Ireland that, for those who are employed, here’s an
opportunity Gordon Brown has made available, to get a tax-
free computer at home; and for every employer in Northern
Ireland to ensure their work force have the opportunity to
take it up. We need to make sure we raise the profile of this
scheme in Northern Ireland. Of course, we also need to look
at the unemployed and maybe that’s for later on.

James KerrNow Bro’s presentation ‘Who drives the
demand for broadband and which sectors are best able to
lead the way?’

Bro McFerranNorthbrook Technologies set up about five
years ago with the expectation of out-sourcing around about

250 jobs in Northern Ireland. We’ve done that very success-
fully and we started off running the business on a 64KB line.
As the business has expanded, we’ve obviously required
more bandwidth and we have now got two 45MB lines, so
we’re ‘broader band’ consumers.

What broadband has enabled us to do is move up the value
chain from software and maintenance applications (that did-
n’t require bandwidth) to software development and design;
these are much higher value jobs. We are perceived as playing
a bigger part in our parent company’s business. We’re doing
business in Italy, Germany, and the UK; we have done busi-
ness in Japan. 

About a year ago we set up a contact call centre, initially
based here in Belfast. What enabled us to do that was using
voice-over IP technology. So, we are using lots of bandwidth
to enable about 70 or 80 people based in Belfast, to answer
calls from all around the US. We’re trying to expand that side
of the business now. We have another development centre in
The Quay in Derry with 130 people, with expectations to
grow to 250 or 300 but again we need bandwidth to do that;
so we connect Belfast to Derry. 

People have talked about distance elimination, but the tel-
cos are in the business of charging you for the distance elimi-
nation so it is proportional to the amount of space there is
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between each party. I don’t want to have a go at BT but BT’s
quote to connect Belfast to Derry was four times as much as
we pay for a line from Belfast to Chicago. We’re currently
with another provider that is doing it for twice as much. But
the paradoxical situation is that it would be cheaper for us to
connect Belfast to Derry through Chicago than it would be
to put a direct line in here and I feel we need to do something
about that. Charges should be proportional to the distance
rather than being proportional to the fact that we’re an inno-
vator or a pioneer of using this technology. We’re also hop-
ing to open a cash-processing centre in Strabane. Strabane
has got high unemployment, so we want to hire those people
but again we have to pay a large telecommunications cost to
connect Belfast to Strabane.

Currently broadband is a solution looking for a problem in
a way, and what we need to do is to look at the demand side.
On the business side it’s very good for moving large volumes
of data but do we have the volumes of information for the 80
per cent of the businesses that don’t use broadband? 

The ability of broadband to make us more competitive is
very much dependent on how much we get charged for the
broadband. If we can communicate very easily and use
broadband pipes across the Atlantic, it enables us to drive
down costs and reduce our costs per employee because we’re
competing with India, the Philippines or China. We need as
much broadband as we can possibly get but we need access
to that in the same way as we can turn on a tap, but we
shouldn’t pay more for the water that comes out of the tap
than somebody else does somewhere else in the world. 

Bill MurphyThe majority of services outside of private lines

are postalised in some way so there’s no issue of distance.
Having said that, I’m not so sure we’re serving the west of
Northern Ireland as well as we need to. But there are some
issues with domestic tariffing which aren’t right at this point
and need to be addressed. One of my goals is to enable this
region not to disadvantage it. We have dragged in over 10GB
of international capacity to Belfast that didn’t exist a year
ago, and we will have 100 per cent broadband within the next
18 months. When you put those two combinations together,
they’re very powerful; you don’t have that in India, or the
Philippines, or even Chicago. So there is an issue with dis-
tance, and Bro has rightly moved it up my priority list

Bro McFerranYes, Bill is working with us to push the idea of
home working. That’s a challenge for us all. I didn’t mention
that in my presentation, but it is an important area.

Leslie MorrisonThe consumer side and business side seem
to me to diametrically different. I would imagine that the
consumer side is content driven and the business side is dri-
ven by your ability to improve your business. What you
need to talk to people about is how broadband is a way you
can cut costs and make a lot more sales. It is a way to make
money it is not really much more esoteric than that. I suspect
the consumer and the business demand drivers are very dif-
ferent. 

Anne ConatyFifteen months ago, when we were formulat-
ing the tender, we did an exercise with business where we
asked about their broadband needs. Most businesses were
coming back and saying ‘We use the internet for email and
our websites and 256KB would probably do us’. When we
pushed them and said ‘We’re trying to provide services for
the next three, four, five years, what do you think you need?’,
about 2 per cent were saying anything more than 512KB.
And one of the reasons was because they couldn’t visualise
why they would want to use it. 

We’re have been looking at the creative sector to tap into
these people with the bright ideas. But these people don’t
understand stock control systems and business, so there’s a
lot of work. I think the approach that Invest NI has been tak-
ing, that you go into a sector and try to work within that sec-
tor and paint the picture for that sector of what can be
achieved; that’s how we will take it forward. 

Regarding the end use of pricing, when we were doing the
tender, the top criterion we used was actually end-user pric-
ing. There’s no point in 100 per cent coverage of a service
nobody can afford. And those bidding knew that. Being a
good civil servant, one of the questions I asked was: would
you be interested in charging the end user more and 
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saving my department a bit of money?’ I’m glad to say most
answered: no. They recognised that, to make it affordable for
households was critical to having a sustainable service that
would continue after government money disappears.

So there was a lot of time and discussion on that, and I think
it has been reflected in the contract that went in place. 

James KerrLeslie, you’re not just encouraging the connec-
tivity, you have the programme in there to encourage busi-
nesses to join. Are you going to hold their hand as efficiently
through the next stage?

Leslie Morrison I hope so. With the sectoral approach set up,
with case studies of good application within your sector, the
next stage is to run that through the executive teams who
take it to their clients and say here is what has worked among
your peers. Talking to business and putting businesses in
touch with each other to understand applications.

Prof Gerard Parr In every school and college in the land
there’s a dedicated person for ICT activities and this asset
shuts down at 4pm. I sit on the board of governors of a
school and it is left to the principal to decide in an ad hoc way
if he should release these assets, open the doors. There’s
insurance, there’s staffing and so on, yet that is an excellent
asset already paid for by the state, gathering dust in the
evenings and at weekends. Parents are also consumers, they
may also be aspiring entrepreneurs This asset is already in
place. It can help simulate demand and promote awareness.

I’m not sure if there are any formal plans that this is led
from the DETI…

Barry Gardiner MP I think you’re absolutely right. In my
own constituency I have a project that is doing precisely that
with secondary schools; extending the school day. Making
sure that you can use those facilities for longer, for better, for
more access to the community.

Richard Sterling OBE I just wanted to come back on a point
in my preamble about SMEs and the fear factor. I wanted to
get some views from around the table, whether it is a wide-
spread problem. Even now we have chamber of commerce
members and businesses, that don’t send my information
pack by email, but post it. They don’t like printing off attach-
ments; they don’t have the secretarial support, so they want
them sent by post. So there’s a fear factor, a resistance. 

Do we need to get people more up to speed with the under-
lying activities rather than talking to them about broadband?

Prof Gerard ParrWe used to have an ICT course called

‘Teaching Old Dogs New Tricks’. I think a lot of people
don’t want to admit they have a problem with ICT literacy,
and more importantly with adult literacy, and they don’t
want to be exposed to their peer group, especially in business.

Leslie Morrison I do think it is important to separate broad-
band applications from email. More junior people in an
organisation understand it, fewer senior people. Trying to
convince the CEO he should become very computer literate
is probably a complete waste of time, but those who use it
can explain to him why he’s going to make money. 

James KerrOverall in this area there’s a generational issue.

Andy CartyComing back to resources in schools. A project
which has just been launched in Belfast Education & Library
Board has, at the centre of it, that those assets are available to
the community outside the times of 9am to 3pm. The next
step is to join up even more of the services available from
government and look at investment strategy that cuts across
government much more, broadband is just another enabler.

Billy McClean In terms of business support, we have a gener-
ation of ICT literate people coming through who maybe are
not aware of some of the business opportunities in Northern
Ireland. Are we really showcasing how you could use the
technology to do business in Northern Ireland?

Bill MurphyCornwall is ahead of us in in take-up and it was
bottom up by boot-straps. Very high unemployment, a lot of
EU funding but a very joined-up-thinking approach by gov-
ernment; business links, universities, pushing the whole
small business agenda, getting stuck into the community. 
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Prof Gerard ParrYou cannot look at this just in purely a
regional context anymore . I think there’s a real European
dimension here about mobility, wireless access to high-
xspeed, infrastructure and relevant applications.

Ruairi Jennings I think the Invest NI approach towards
SMEs working with the six sectors, and developing that is
the way to go about it. Certainly we’ve seen clusters of busi-
nesses talking to each other and one showing the other what
it has done for their business. 

In the residential sector, you’ve got to let people try it out,
see what it can do. Once people see the kids using it for edu-
cation, once you put in the hands of the consumer. they do
see the benefit. The more you can demonstrate it to people,
the more the consumer is really buying into it.

Bill McCluggage I believe the home consumer is going to be
the big demander of broadband services. We have a whole
series of new platforms coming out from BT which will
allow you to migrate backwards and forwards over IP
between home phones and mobile; a new cell chip that’s
being worked on by Sony. They’re all aimed at the consumer
who is in the home at the moment. 

Anna CarragherYes, we’re looking already at things like
real player on radio, which means you can play back radio
programmes from the last seven days. Now, in broadband
you have got the possibility of doing that very quickly on
television. There’s also the possibility of bundling together
things, so you can bundle together all the sport or an entire
series or natural history programmes and have those down-
loadable so they burn out after seven days. That way you get
round the rights management of them, a huge issue for
downloading. And you can do that subscription or as a free-
to-air service. We can make the archive available, which is
extremely valuable for educational reasons. We can explore
ultra-local television going into particular communities and
providing them with an ultra-local service news on a loop,
video diaries, community access. We see our role in this as
demand drivers by being content providers. 

Denis WolinskiYes, there are huge amounts of content avail-
able; it comes back to the problem of price. In Paris a few
weeks ago, a new service was launched 8MB, for 30 euros a
month, 5MB of that you can have digital television, the other
3MB gives you broadband and voice-over IP. When the price
is right, people will take it up.

Barry Gardiner MP If we’re trying to get broadband into the
home, then it is the woman that is going to control that. And

the problem is we’re not informing her of the content and the
price to make it seem an attractive proposition.

Prof Gerard ParrThat’s a very valid point and one we’re
embracing in an all-island economy initiative I mentioned
earlier called CITSP 32, standing for Communications and
Information Technology Support Partnership in 32 coun-
tries, supported by the Dublin government. People are being
bombarded with information and they’re even more con-
fused. People are afraid to buy into technology that is going
to be obsolete in six months, 12 months. There’s the up-front
capital cost, the recurrent cost, but then there’s the notion
that this technology is going to be a waste of time.

Anna Carragher I just want to go back to what the minister
said in that I think the market in communication is
absolutely crucial if we go ahead. I think in Northern Ire-
land, given all the elements we’re talking about and given the
infrastructure, we all need to come together for a joint strat-
egy which will pull together the price, the content, the ser-
vice, the infrastructure, so that we have a similar coherent
message, particularly to the home user.

Andy CartyYes, business and community have brought
together a number of the big players in the community and I
really want to commend the digital inclusion programme
also supported by the eGovernment but let’s build the
awareness together. 

Price is important but the thing is value, and the value 
hasn’t been explained. Talk £20 a month to somebody: book
your holiday online and you can save that for the year. 

Meeting adjourned for lunch

James KerrBruce Robinson will open the afternoon session
with his preamble ‘Exploiting success, where do we start and
how do we expedite progress and overcome setbacks?’

Bruce RobinsonOne of the challenges for my department as
we move forward in Northern Ireland, is understanding the
economic environment where it is best for government to
intervene and what’s the rational for it. One of the main justi-
fications for intervention is that so much of the economy is
SME driven and small companies don’t have a lot of resource
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to spend exploring and understanding issues. So there is this
deficit of information, some of it if you like is a deficit of
understanding, and that’s a space that government can sensi-
bly occupy. But what we’ve also been keen to do is to stop
doing things, which is a real trick for government, especially
in this part of the world, because we’ve had an amazing apti-
tude for picking up issues that need to be dealt with and then
somehow morphing them on to continue to require resource
and energy and time, long after they’ve outlived the useful
role of government. This is about seeking to effect change. 

The other thing that influenced us was that, after the Star
Network was completed, the truth is that we saw govern-
ment intervention in Star exclusively about establishing the
hardware.

I think the demand stimulation job is done. And the reason
I think it is done is because of work that we’ve done on C2K.

About five months ago I was driving my daughter and her
friend to the cinema. They were chatting away, and her
friend said: ‘We hit the trigger level today’. And I thought:
there’s only one thing that can be about: broadband enable-
ment on the exchange. She lives out at The Temple, which
most people round here know, beyond the outskirts of
Belfast. She said: ‘Over 350 signed up today for broadband’. 

So from an economic development point of view, I don’t
think we need to do any more. I really mean that. The excep-
tion is in social inclusion and skills. Those are still big issues. 

The content issue is about a mainstream issue for Invest NI.
It is about creative industries, it is about newer technologies,
in the same way we responded to the opportunities in soft-
ware. There’s no need for absolutely special intervention in
the way there was on the securing of the contract. 

Precisely because of C2K, because we have all of the tools
to do a lot of this thinking. We’re creating people to come
into the workforce who will be highly literate and provide
the drivers. We did that before with software. We now should
fold our tent on all of this, and go off and start wrestling with
what we should be doing on nanotechnology.

Andy CartyOver lunch we were saying that one of the jobs
we have on this board is looking at an investment strategy for
Northern Ireland. If we could have had 20 primary health
care centres, which would have made a real difference to the
health of the community, how do we actually justify spend-
ing money on something that would have happened any-
way? I think sometimes we’ve got to step back and say, even
more so than Bruce was saying stop it now, do we need to do
this investment? Should government be intervening?

Bill MurphyBut without the government and EU assistance,
there’s no way that all of Northern Ireland would have been

served, not in any foreseeable future. Would we be able to
have the confidence to sit here, to talk about a post-enable-
ment world? No, we wouldn’t.

Ruairi Jennings I think value for money is certainly there
from the government’s side . In the South of Ireland, govern-
ment investment won’t achieve broadband into every home
in the south, so, you know...

Campbell Tweed In my community most of us live a bit of a
distance from population centres, and now access is not far
away for us. It is much appreciated. 

Bruce RobinsonOne farmer I know was talking to me about
how some things were being done in New Zealand in the
diary industry. He was able to call up on the internet a set of
experiences in New Zealand. This guy has everything in his
computer from his milking parlour to his yields. It is as
sophisticated a business technologically as any process
industry that I’ve seen. 

Victor Hewitt I think as a matter of principle we need to be
quite careful about this. Bruce mentioned the Star invest-
ment and that is a good example of what economists would
call the ‘field of dreams’ approach if you build it they will
come. Well, that doesn’t often turn out to be the case. It is just
that there are opportunity costs here, other things could have
been done and can be done with the public money that is
going to be invested in this. So there are sacrifices being made
elsewhere and across different sectors and we have to be very
careful that we are actually getting a return.

Prof Gerard Parr I was warmed by Bruce’s comment that
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skills and social inclusion will be potentially the focus of
attention from now on. I’m wondering what formal strategy
is being developed to release those assets in the community;
it needs to be done province-wide today.

Bro McFerranWe are marginalising economically places like
Strabane because of the cost of telecommunications to those
areas. Now, this is somewhere where common sense can pre-
vail and government can intervene. 

Bruce Robinson I accept that entirely, Bro. But I was talking
more about the structure and the structured response. In a
couple of years’ time broadband structure will be in place, so
there’s no need for us to think about broadband advisors.

James KerrBut in the same way you look to help companies
improve their marketing overseas if they have a deficiency in
that regard, if people don’t know how to open an email that’s
probably holding back their business and you could and
should be doing something to help in that area.

Bruce RobinsonThe provocative bit is that, we’ve created
some 300,000 consumers. Now the vast majority of them are
under the age of 16, but they’re there, they’re coming into the
market, they’re creating the demand, the job is done.

Leslie MorrisonWe have electricity and water here, but they
don’t make us an international power house. If this is going
to be a utility like electricity is, it seems to me it is a necessary
condition to have sufficient provision. 

Bro McFerranBut, if you use electricity as an analogy, we get
charged through the nose for it; it disadvantages us. 

Leslie MorrisonYes, I agree with your cost point. But I was
moving on to thinking creatively about business models for
this stuff. That requires very hard thinking. You’ve got to
think hard about what exactly is the business model, why
would people do it here? Industry by industry, company by
company, you have to think about what they can use broad-
band for that will give them an edge over someone else? 

Jim McCuskerCould I come back to the point about the
economic case for intervention? Many of the briefings paint

a very rosy picture of falling unemployment, but when you
dig down into the statistics, only two-thirds of the working
population are in employment or connected to the employ-
ment market. That’s in excess of 300,000 people who are out-
side the labour market and of working age. There is a hard
core of male older people who probably have a literacy and
numeracy difficulty. C2K is fine for the future, but we’ve a
problem at the moment of people of 50-plus, particularly
males, who are most reluctant to admit they’ve problems.

But they will go to union representatives, they’ll go to
community representatives and seek help that way, but the
development of broadband will be lost in that major sector of
the population unless we do more to reach out to them.

Richard Sterling OBEYes. There’s an essential skill strategy
out there, which recognises ICT as the third essential skill
after literacy and numeracy, but if you haven’t got literacy
and numeracy, how on earth are you going to use ICT? I
hope government recognises that.

I’m not happy with Bruce’s fix-it-and-leave-it strategy.
Why is there no intervention to look at postalisation, you
know, to deal with the charging problem when we’re able to
do it with natural gas usage and with other things?

Bruce RobinsonThere’s a de facto postalised system for
broadband now in Northern Ireland, so that, for the ordi-
nary person there’s the same charge irrespective of where
they are in Northern Ireland and irrespective of whether
they’re getting ADSL or wireless. 

Richard Sterling OBEOn the low end that’s right. 

Bro McFerranBut where you want specialised services,
you’re going to pay through the nose. If everybody needed
an ADSL line of 512KB, you pay the same fee everywhere
but not when looking for the bandwidth that we want.

Bruce RobinsonThat’s like saying somebody who uses a lot
of oil needs a big storage tank for oil, so storage tanks should
cost the same whether they hold 1,000  litres or 25,000  litres.

Victor HewittWhy should there be a subsidy to that particu-
lar line to Strabane? We could grow tomatoes in Northern
Ireland if we spend the money on greenhouses and fuel them
up but it is simply not economic to do so. Costs do matter.

Campbell TweedBut the question is whether the bill is a 
fair one. It is whether in something that’s a wee bit out of 
the ordinary, somebody isn’t really sticking his or her arm
into it.
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Bro McFerranWe saw the same thing with airfares. If you
wanted to fly to Exeter you paid something like £300 for an
airfare from London. Now you get those for £20, £30, which
is more sensible.The same sort of policy needs to be applied.

Victor HewittWell, you have competition on those things,
which you don’t have here, you have a monopoly here, so it
is a regulation issue. It is not an economic issue.

James Kerr I want us to cover what we talked a bit about
before lunch, about the killer application that we haven’t
found yet. What other uses do we think that we can put this
technology to? Or is something like voice over internet
going to become so pervasive that we think, well, how did we
ever do without this? 

Leslie Orr I do hope that Bruce was just being provocative
after lunch, because  we’re really just at the start, folks. This
is the infrastructure for the knowledge-based economy. To
get to 500KB across Northern Ireland is the first step but
there’s a whole new phase ahead. We’re at the infancy of
applications; we are really at a stage of major technology
change and we need the infrastructure in place. 

We need a continuation of the plan that has been started so
well by DETI in terms of broader band for Northern Ireland
because that is the future of the infrastructure we need. 

With TV, 50 per cent of the population has switched to digi-
tal TV, but a big market discontinuity is about to happen in
2010 when analogue TV is switched off because, if we con-
tinue both services in parallel, we’re using up vital spectrum.

In Northern Ireland, we’re the size of a region that can
make these plans and make them happen as we’ve done in
broadband. If we take a lead and switch off analogue TV by
2006, four years ahead of the rest of the UK, we’re going to
release 118MHz of spectrum for broadband application or
broader band, and we’ll keep the province ahead.

Ruairi JenningsOn Leslie’s point, we had a delegation in
Dublin two weeks ago from South Korea, and in South
Korea one of the companies has five million broadband sub-
scribers on DSL services, the average being between 5MB
and 10MB download speeds, so they’re very advanced. But
they were here looking at what wireless broadband can do.

And really I guess the point there is that, as an economy,
Northern Ireland can’t be too complacent and think that one
solution or one technology is going to address all aspects of
this market.

We’re now looking at the next generation of wireless tech-
nologies. So just a note of caution on the spectrum issue.
Northern Ireland needs some form of build-it-or-lose-it
clause in the spectrum allocation to make sure that whoever
gets spectrum actually uses it for these new technologies.

Denis Wolinski James, can I, just on that, you know, we are
looking at the whole issue of spectrum trading and there will
be a review of that towards the end of year, so the way that
spectrum has been used in the past is certainly something
that is going to be looked at very closely. 

In terms of, you mentioned wireless technologies, I don’t
know if anybody saw last week’s New Statesman, but there
are 40 pages on the use of wireless technologies. But the
other thing about wireless and social inclusion is, you know,
wireless does offer opportunities for communities to
become, you know, much more in control of their own use,
and their access to broadband and the internet.

James Kerr Just before we wrap up, something that hasn’t
been mentioned is security and safety. If we’re all going to
have broadband connections and all our children are going to
be sitting in front of computer screens more often, have we
not a greater concern about what they might be exposed to,
and those in education, is there a real issue there? 

Jimmy StewartFor mothers, their primary issue will be
how secure is this service in terms of my kids going up to
their bedroom and using it? What can they access? It 
provides an educational resource, but it provides access to 
all sorts of other services that I don’t want my kid having
access to. 

So, you know, we need to be rolling out services for the
home market with an absolute emphasis on the security
attached to those services. Security levels must make the
home market comfortable and I think that will be a major
driver to the home.

Billy McClean Yes, just one story about somebody who has
had money taken out of their account can stop an awful lot of
goodwill in terms of trying to get more users getting access to
the internet.

Having said that, there are a number of initiatives that we’re
trying to kick off in terms of raising awareness and I think
there’s an issue for government in terms of leadership in
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Northern Ireland. If you go to Sweden, you go from the air-
port down to Stockholm you will know you’re in an infor-
mation society. If you travel from Belfast International to
Belfast, you will not. 

So I’m throwing out a challenge there to say: what do we
need to do in terms of leadership if we’re thinking about a
knowledge-based economy? How do we attract the sort of
industries we want around that and the opportunities that we
have with the broadband structure?

Campbell Tweed In Japan they’ve a very good way of mar-
rying the importance of their tradition but taking up what is
the very best of what is at the cutting edge and we have to try
and do that as well.

Prof Gerard Parr I wondered about the wider point, I know
there’s been some publicity about this event, about what the
plans are to more widely disseminate this to the consumer,
the citizen of Northern Ireland? 

I know it is a New Statesman event but briefly over lunch
we talked about how people know that this engagement is
taking place, that we can expect the headlines.

James KerrShifting away from the practicalities of all of
this, is there a danger that we become even lazier in our
thinking, this becomes even more of a cut and paste way of
finding information and real knowledge and real learning
actually disappears further out the back of the pipe? 

Barry Gardiner MPNo, no. I thought this morning we were
beginning to galvanise people, not just to discussing the
issues but actually to think about what we could do to drive
the whole process forward. But the way the conversation has
gone this afternoon, it is beginning to unravel what seemed
to be a growing consensus. 

To say that new ways of acquiring information are going to
make us lazy, is like saying let’s not have books, otherwise it
will all take our memory away. Let’s get real about this. Did
people say: ‘oh we can’t have tarmacademed roads, look at
the number of people going to be killed on the roads every
year’?

If we want to see our society give the opportunities to our
kids to compete, to succeed, then we have to give them the
tools and the wherewithal and that means all of us making
sure that the thing happens in a focused way, and that it hap-
pens in away that is going to roll it out in terms of economic
development. 

So let us not end up this afternoon all going away saying:
‘oh well maybe there’s too many problems, the technology is

here, let’s just see how it develops.’ Let’s actually decide that
we’re going to drive it on, that we’re going to try and co-
operate with each other, across sectors in the different ways
that we can. 

Government is playing its role, yes, Invest NI, is playing its
role to get business talking to business; the providers are get-
ting on with rolling it out. Let’s make sure we use and grasp
this opportunity. 

Billy McCleanTo be positive on that, you know, 20 busi-
nesses we’ve got round the table, who are committing over
£2.2m to match £2.4m from the government to implement
over the next two years, five areas of initiative to really make
this happen for the citizen, and that’s really joining up, I
think. 

So really we have a positive influence for the future, and we
need to make all of those things work and to drive it forward
as quickly as we can.

James KerrThis morning where Bill Murphy said to us
look, access will, as an issue, be largely be sorted within the
next year to year-and-a-half. We had quite an interesting
debate this afternoon as to how we’ve gone about that
process, and whether the government money and interven-
tion was the best way to do that. 

Competition is driving down the price. But we have to look
again at who is driving demand. What is the role of the
domestic consumer? The small business? 

Government’s role is evolving and it is important that we
have a debate about the type of policies and the initiatives
that government takes forward. 

Thank you all very much; I thoroughly enjoyed it. 
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