UPPER DEVERILLS PARISH COUNCIL

BROADBAND ACTION GROUP

INTERIM REPORT MARCH 2009.

Background

The Upper Deverills Parish Council (UDPC) received requests for help from individual residents who have been refused broadband services or  found  the service when provided, unreliable,  slow and expensive.   The UDPC therefore set up an action group to quantify problems, investigate common causes and to address them. 

The Broadband Action Group (BAG) determined to identify more precisely the nature, scope and extent of these problems with a view to identifying courses of action to be pursued, by conducting a Parish wide survey.

A questionnaire (Annex A) was developed, produced and delivered to every dwelling house in the three hamlets. Notices were also printed in the monthly Parish News which is distributed to every dwelling house.  The questionnaire was also passed to OFCOM who were made aware of the UDPC concerns and actions.

Detailed analysis of the completed questionnaires (referred to as the survey) enabled the BAG to take the following actions:

a. Make this interim report to the UDPC advising that, it and the survey, should be passed to BT plc in order to persuade it  to review and improve real technical deficiencies such as speed and reliability  and also, in their favour, realise the level of scope for them to advance their own commercial  activities in this area.  The BAG has been advised that BT plans to upgrade the exchanges serving UDPC later this later this year and early next. These will be mainly software upgrades however BT need to be aware that less costly improvements to wiring and distribution are also needed to exploit such exchange upgrades. 

b. To enlighten other mandated and influential parties who are also vested with Broadband penetration and regulation in rural areas.

c. Provide by 12th March 2009, our interim findings as input to the Digital Britain interim report via The Department of Culture, Media and Sports and Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform.   Although based on a relatively small sample the BAG feel that it is a fair representation of the dis-satisfaction of rural communities with broadband service.  Further the adoption of an “up to 2mb” service as expressed  in the Digital Britain report would regrettably enable the current poor situation to continue unchanged in the future for many rural communities.  (The attached letter responding to this report (Annex B)) was approved by UDPC and posted before publication of this report in order to meet a deadline for response).

The Findings

Analysis revealed:

Extent of Survey Response:

The overall number of occupied dwellings by village and in total are: Brixton 30, Monkton 47, Kingston 73, total 150.

The  number of completed surveys were: Brixton 18, Monkton 27, Kingston 12 total 57, of which 46 are broadband users.  As OFCOM considers that rural broadband penetration is 59%, BAG consider it has achieved a 52% response level.
Why dial up users do not upgrade to broadband 

In our small sub-sample 11 dial up users gave their reasons and perceptions for not upgrading to broadband and prominent in these are denied service (33%) and the perception that  broadband speeds and reliability are poor (33%).

However several potential broadband users describe how they have been told they are too far from the exchange despite all their immediate neighbours having broadband service!  Is there a broadband telephone number lottery on the same exchange akin to the postal code lottery discussed in education and health services? 
Broadband Features

There was clear evidence of overall dissatisfaction with broadband speeds, both down and uploads as is shown in the charts.  Speeds were measured on several occasions by respondents using predominantly independent ISPs,  such as Think Broadband.

Analysis by village revealed average Download speeds (kbps)  in  Brixton  770, Monkton 515, Kingston 661,  whilst average Uploads were Brixton 307 Monkton 297,  Kingston 362.  Only 6 properties in the valley recorded speeds exceeding 1000 kbps the fastest being 1336.

Curiously there is wide disparity between adjacent houses.  Whilst recognising that house wiring and peak times influence speeds why does one house enjoy 900kb download when one  neighbour is told broadband is unavailable and another neighbour  achieves 490 Kb download? 

Brixton dwellings are served by the Sutton Veny exchange whilst Monkton and Kingston are served from the exchange in Maiden Bradley. Thus one can see that Kingston, being nearer to its exchange, does slightly better than Monkton. Brixton and Kingston are closely similar. However taken as a whole all speeds and the variability amongst speed are thoroughly unsatisfactory regardless of the exchange providing the service.   

Evidence is produced showing 53% of users are satisfied with reliability but conversely that a clear 43% are not satisfied.  This dis-satisfaction rate is far too high. 

Improvements “Wish Lists”

The survey also asked respondents to list as 1st 2nd and 3rd choices the improvements they seek.  This is depicted in detail in the charts but can be summarised as a desire for improved speed just exceeding better reliability in both 1st and 2nd choices whilst lower costs rate highly as users 3rd preference.  Although a 3rd choice this can be taken as evidence that given the dis-satisfaction with speed and reliability broadband is perceived as poor value for money. Many feel that they should be charged less for their inferior broadband than is paid by those receiving top quality services.
Internet Service Providers (ISPs)

The identities and numbers of declared ISP’s are shown in the diagrams.  10 independent ISPs were identified as being used of which BT and associates are the vast majority with 66%.

Telephones

The survey also sought to establish whether or not broadband had made any difference to the normal telephone service. 18% of users declared that it had, with lower volumes being noted.
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