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Broadband Briefing 

 
 Background 
 
 In December 2012, Gloucestershire County Council, in partnership with Herefordshire 

Council, embarked on a complex capital investment programme to build a future proof, world 
class, broadband network across the two counties.  

 
Focusing on areas of the two counties where no high speed broadband services (known as 
next generation access or ‘NGA’) exist and where there is a proven risk that regular market 
forces will fail to provide NGA services in the coming few years, the project, branded as 
‘Fastershire’, to help emphasise its rural focus, adopts a gap funding model, providing 
subsidy to BT, as the preferred contractor1, to improve the commercial viability of installing 
the necessary infrastructure to open up the wholesale market place to improve the 
availability, quality and choice of internet service provision for residential and business 
based consumers. 
 

 The area of market failure (across the two counties) which is eligible2 for publically 
subsidised NGA investment extends to approximately 152,000 premises, including 8,000 
business premises. However, complemented by the commercial deployment programmes of 
BT and other providers such as Virgin, which are targeting the urban areas more so, it is 
intended that by the end of 2015, 88% of premises in Gloucestershire should have access to 
Next Generation Access (NGA) broadband providing download speeds of over 30Mbps. 
Additionally, every premises will have access to the Government’s Universal Service 
Commitment (USC) of 2Mbps, as a minimum.  

 
 The full contract specification has been developed to be open to all available technologies 

and to comply with state aid guidelines. This includes ensuring that the level of subsidy 
offered is the minimum required to overcome the market failure.     
  

 Requiring in excess of £56m investment in total, including £7.5m from the County Council 
and £18m from Government, the core purpose of the infrastructure investment programme is 
to improve access to broadband services in those areas which, without subsidy, are likely to 
become increasingly marginalised; essentially, the County’s rural areas. This is a well 
supported ambition, recognising the economic and social inclusion benefits to be achieved, 
alongside anticipated public sector efficiency savings from the digitalisation of public 
services.       

 
  However, it is important to recognise that there are not nearly enough public funds available 

to solve the problem comprehensively. As a result, the programme is working to an optimal 
(non interventionist) deployment delivery plan, based on the most efficient and effective 
engineering solution, designed to maximise the reach of the infrastructure improvements 
across as much of the two counties as possible. 

 

                                                 
1
 Selected openly via a Competitive Dialogue OJEU procurement process (June 2011- Dec 2012) 
2
 The areas in Herefordshire and Gloucestershire that are eligible for public sector subsidy have been restricted 

to ensure that the project avoids distorting competition and will deliver better value for the public investment. The 
resulting ‘project area’ has been developed and refined following ongoing discussions with the industry, market 
reviews and updated data from BDUK (government broadband delivery agency). This was in addition to the 
formal State Aid public consultation held during August and September 2011. 



‘Fastershire’ is not just about technology however. The project also includes social and 
digital inclusion activities and an extensive, European funded, business support programme, 
designed to help small and medium size businesses get the most from fibre broadband and 
improve their competitiveness. As a result, it is expected that ‘Fastershire’ will help to boost 
the local economy across Herefordshire and Gloucestershire by over £430m (GVA uplift) 
over the next ten years. 

  
 

 Progress 
  
  Following a period of mobilisation, the project has been in full delivery mode since July 

2013. With the project area divided up into 14 ‘milestone’ areas, the deployment is effectively 
phased, reaching a peak in Gloucestershire in 2014-2015 and involving an estimated 1m 
working hours, 2,500 km of fibre laid, 800 structures and unfortunately, some local 
disruption. 

 
 The principal aim is to secure the economic and social sustainability of the counties rural 

areas by reaching as close to 90% fibre coverage as possible and 100% USC.  
 
 To date, 30 exchange areas and 125 cabinets are now ‘live’, offering over 28,000 premises 

the ability to connect to faster broadband, of which 13,000 have done so.  
   
  

Governance  

‘Fastershire’ is a partnership initiative. Being adjacent counties experiencing similar issues 
and frustrations, Herefordshire and Gloucestershire decided early on to collaborate and 
improve their collective strength in raising sufficient resource and procuring a suitable 
supplier to tackle the problem robustly. As a result, a project team sits within Herefordshire 
Council, representing the interests of both counties and having successfully managed the 
procurement process, now oversees the contract delivery. 

Corporately, the Chief Executives, Leaders and Cabinet Members from both Councils are 
closely engaged, as are the relevant Directors from each local authority, who provide 
important oversight in their roles on the Project Board.  

Project champions within the planning and highways sections of the local authorities have 
also been identified to help ease any deployment issues arising.      

As one of four national pilots originally3, Herefordshire and Gloucestershire pursued their 
own procurement process, rather than the framework approach since advocated by BDUK, 
which most other local authorities have been required to operate within. This has resulted in 
a bespoke contract arrangement which is considered to offer more management control, a 
tighter assurance/scrutiny opportunity and ultimately, the potential for more rural delivery.     

 

Next Steps – Fastershire Broadband Strategy 2014-2018 

Duly acknowledging that the current contract commitment, combined with the commercial 
deployment, to achieve as close to 90% fibre coverage as possible, may fall short, the two 
councils are currently considering the options available to tackle the areas of market failure 
which will continue to exist beyond 2015 in Gloucestershire and 2016 in Herefordshire, 

                                                 
3
 The aims of the pilot being to test approaches to the delivery of high speed broadband in rural areas   



respectively. Consequently, the Government’s recent announcement of the Superfast 
Extension Programme making available a further £250m to help achieve 95% fibre 
coverage, nationally, is particularly welcome. 

Herefordshire and Gloucestershire have been offered an indicative allocation of £10.98m 
from this programme, one of the largest allocations nationally. In addition, DEFRA have also 
announced that the new EAFRD4 programme 2013-2020 may be able to support rural NGA 
broadband projects in the final 5%.  

In order to be in a position to draw upon these additional resources, the two councils have 
produced a final 10% strategy (F10), drawing together the threads of remaining connectivity 
need and funding alongside a proposal as to how ongoing market failure, in terms of the 
availability of basic broadband infrastructure, can be tackled.    

The strategy is one of the first to be produced by a local authority and acknowledges the 
continuing importance placed upon rural broadband access by the Councils. It introduces a 5 
stage implementation plan/approach which acknowledges the significant contribution of 
private sector funding, as well as the achievements of the Fastershire project, to date.  

Whilst one option may be to extend the existing contract with BT, the strategy envisages a 
further round of procurement, which will be subject to Council Cabinet approval, in due 
course, as will the identification of further capital match, which it is anticipated will be a 
requirement to draw down the additional Government funding.  

It is also important to note that the final 10% challenge doesn’t just affect rural areas as there 
are urban enclaves that either have no commercial provision, or for whom the planned 
commercial investment has not enabled NGA speeds, for various reasons. In addition, 
‘100%’ is a moving target, as premises not yet connected get built. 

Delivery of the 2014-2018 strategy will necessitate a formal review of the market place 
(Open Market Review), plus a further state aid consultation, which will provide an opportunity 
to re-define the area eligible for investment. However, it should be acknowledged that the 
strategy is being developed in a highly fluid environment which makes planning for the final 
10% extremely difficult. It will therefore be subject to change and further refinement as the 
key parameters become clearer. 

 

Further Information 

A copy of the forward strategy can be viewed on the project website www.fastershire.com 
which has all the latest news and information on the rollout of fibre broadband across the two 
counties, plus a simple video explaining how the technology works. The ‘Where and When’ 
page of the site also has a postcode and phone line checker, so visitors can check the status 
of their area as the deployment proceeds. 

As the project delivery gathers pace, the website is being promoted as the principal source 
of information and updates about the project.              
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 EAFRD – European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development  


