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Commissioned by INCA to undertake this initial evaluation, Speight Brown is a small company 

of three associates, each with over 25 years experience at senior management levels in the                                                                     
telecoms industry and public sector 
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1. Executive Summary 
1.1 The Big Society Broadband project was undertaken by the Independent 

Networks Cooperative Association (INCA) supported by the Plunkett 
Foundation and Action for Communities in Rural England (ACRE) during 2011, 
with the aim helping drive forward the deployment of Next Generation 
Access to broadband in underserved areas of the UK.  The objectives were to 
develop models for the delivery of NGA in areas that were being left behind 
by current plans, develop appropriate partnerships to deliver those models 
and undertake some work on digital inclusion. 

 
1.2   The field of next generation broadband deployment is fast changing, heavily 
  influenced by government policy and the commercial decisions of BT and 
 other major players.  These factors influenced the development of the 
 project which proved flexible enough to respond effectively to changing 
 conditions.  
 
1.3  This report is an initial evaluation of the Big Society Broadband project. It is 
 based on feedback from people active in the field of broadband and Next 
 Generation   Access   who   had   in   some   way   been   involved   in   the   project’s  
 development and delivery – the  “expert  group”  - and/or been beneficiaries.  
 
1.4  There is a hunger for information and support for local projects, whether 
 delivered through county schemes or local communities themselves. The      
       project’s   approach   of   publishing   a   high   quality   guide   “Beyond   Broadband”  
 and  developing  an  online  information  hub,  the  “Knowledge  Base”  received        
      widespread support.  The Guide has been accessed over 1000 and the 
 Knowledge Base around 3500 times. 
 
Developing Models of delivery of NGA 
 
1.5  The  approach  of  developing  a  “hub”  of   information   for  network  developers  

 received a high level of support. Respondent users found the Beyond 
 Broadband guide and the Knowledge Base useful.      
 

1.6  Over  80%  of  the  Expert  Group  felt  INCA’s  work  to develop common standards 
 for independent networks – the Quality Marque – was very useful in helping 
 new networks interface with existing provision, attract service providers and 
 therefore improve their viability. 
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Developing Partnerships 
 
1.7  Extensive work to deliver this objective included meetings with government, 

 industry, organisations active in developing communities, and 
 representatives of local NGA projects and delivering a very successful 
 programme of events.  All respondent attendees found the events useful in 
 making contacts to develop partnerships and said they would attend future 
 events.   Over 80% of them found the events useful in helping them develop 
 partnerships. 

 
Digital Inclusion 
 
1.8  The Expert Group confirmed support for the approach and INCAs work to 

 develop models that may reduce barriers to using digital technologies, 
 namely access and cost, got some recognition.  However, the original  
 intention to undertake work to directly address digital inclusion suffered 
 through the changes in priorities described more fully within the report. 

   
GENERAL 
 
1.9  We judge that the project has been worthwhile and represents good value 

 for money because: 
 
 There was – and remains - overwhelming  support  for  the  project’s  objectives  

and approach within the public, private and community sector respondents  
 The reach of the project has been extensive  
 Beneficiaries value the outputs and welcome further work 
 It has enabled INCA to resource a valuable independent interface between 

the many players involved in broadband in the UK and begin harnessing 
expertise, interest, knowledge and opportunity to the benefit of areas 
underserved by NGA to broadband and 

 Tangible outputs with long term benefit include: 
 INCA  being  developed  as  a  “hub”  of  useful  information  that  is  

needed by network developers 
 The production of the Beyond Broadband guide and the 

Knowledge Base 
 Partnerships being developed as a result of involvement with 

this project – as reported by beneficiaries 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on the evaluation work undertaken we make the following recommendations: 

1.10  INFORMATION PROVISION 

 The  project’s  role  in  providing  information  has  proved  valuable.    INCA’s  current  plans  
 to publish a second edition of the Beyond Broadband guide and develop the 
 Knowledge Base are worthy of support.  Information about different projects, 
 business models, funding schemes, demand stimulation and technology approaches 
 should all be included. 

1.11  QUALITY MARQUE 

 The Quality Marque and open access platforms for local schemes can provide 
 assurance to project promoters, investors, technology partners and customers that 
 their projects are being developed to appropriate industry standards and more likely 
 to become viable and sustainable.  This needs the right level of support from 
 industry and government. 

1.12 COLLABORATION EVENTS 

 The   project’s   role in bringing people together to share knowledge and experience 
 and  to  make  contacts  proved  of  great  value.    INCA’s  current  plans  for  further  sharing  
 and networking opportunities – seminars, study visits, project promoters, online 
 discussion forums (e.g. the LinkedIn Group) and use of social media, should be 
 supported. 

1.13 ROSTER OF SUPPLIERS AND CONSULTANTS 

 As well as a small number of large players the sector has a myriad of smaller 
 companies capable of helping develop, supply and build projects.  INCA is the 
 obvious organisation to develop a register of suppliers. 

1.14 PROMOTION 

 Promoting the independent networks sector to government, local authorities, the 
 private sector and wider within communities is important.  Bringing these players 
 together to collaborate is essential to optimise investment in next generation 
 broadband.  

 INCA and the Big Society Broadband project have made a good start but more work 
 needs to be done to promote the sector in the mainstream, specialist and 
 mainstream media.  Raising awareness of the issues helps generate demand which in 
 turn helps the sector develop successful projects. 
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2. Introduction 
In November 2010 the Nominet Trust approved an application by the Independent 
Networks Co-Operative  Association  Limited  (INCA)  for  the  “Big  Society  Broadband”  project. 

The Project was set against the background of the development of Next Generation 
broadband technologies and applications and the difficulty of providing 100% coverage of 
first generation and next generation services on a purely commercial basis. 

Using the premise that the scale of costs and complexity involved in next generation roll-out 
required co-ordination of the public, private and community sectors, INCA put forward a 
“Big  Society”  approach,  arguing  that  neither  “big  company”  nor  “big  government”  solutions 
individually would be viable. 

INCA proposed to link private and public sector organisations with local social entrepreneurs 
to educate, build awareness and develop innovative projects in their communities; drawing 
together existing resources, advice and expertise and providing appropriate support.  The 
central plank of the approach was for INCA to act as a hub of information and knowledge on 
policy, regulation and industry analysis with a strong emphasis on technology and practical 
application. 

By using and adapting this approach, INCA working with partners the Plunkett Foundation 
and ACRE, aimed to support partnerships that would have the potential of accelerating the 
deployment of next generation access to broadband, working towards achieving wider 
coverage – ultimately 100% - with nobody left behind. 

The Nominet Trust supported this proposal with funding of £150,000. 

3. Objectives and Delivery 
3.1 The agreed objectives were as follows: 

 a. Creating and promoting innovative models for next generation community  
      broadband  development  that  can  scale  and  replicate  to  reach  the  “Final   
      Third”  of  the  population  (who  would  be  left  behind  if  no  action  were  taken) 

  Delivery of this objective was to be through: 

 Assessing needs within groups interested in NGA 
 Mapping infrastructure, competition, demographics and 

demand scenarios 
 Developing case studies for wide distribution 
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 Producing an Information Guide 
 Briefings on Industry, Public Policy, Regulation and Funding 
 A Training Programme for Mentors 
 Mentoring Programme 
 Peer-to-Peer support 

 b. Establishing sustainable partnerships to develop next generation broadband  
     services 

  Delivery of this objective was to be through: 

 A Partnership Development Programme 
 Local Workshops 

 c. Promoting social and digital inclusion with a strong emphasis on technology  
     and its practical application 

  Delivery of this objective was to be through: 

 A Digital Inclusion Workshop 
 The UK Online Centres 

4. Progress 

4. 1 Emerging Factors 

The environment in which this project took place was and remains dynamic and fast 
changing – demanding adaptations to the project to meet correspondingly changing needs. 

In December 2010 the   Government   published   Britain’s   Superfast   Broadband   Strategy, 
explicitly recognising the role of communities in the roll out of NGA. 

National public funding begun to be channelled through BDUK into local authority 
procurement processes. Importantly for local projects, the funding was aimed solely at 
capital costs and not available for spending on associated advice or project management.  
Pilots were announced in Autumn 2010.   

BT announced £2.5bn and Fujitsu £1.5bn investment.  DEFRA announced £20m of funding 
for community broadband likely to be focused on rural schemes in the final 10%. 

These developments resulted in a growing number of local schemes ranging from simple 
demand aggregation to speed up investment in particular areas to projects in communities 
aiming to organise their own funding and create or procure their own services. 

The main task of the Big Society Broadband project became to facilitate links between 
private, public and community sector organisations, to publish high quality information and 
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to create frameworks enabling promoters of local schemes tackle the wide ranging issues 
they faced in developing their own networks.  

4.2 Developing Sustainable Models 

Four methods of delivery quickly emerged as having the most potential in terms of 
addressing the needs of NGA network developers and having longer term benefit to the 
widest audience. These were: 

a. Developing Case Studies – Available on the website, these are based on projects 
that have demonstrated the real issues involved in deploying NGA from the point 
of inception where engagement of communities, politicians and potential funders 
was necessary to the practical issues of procurement, project management, 
maintenance and service provision.  These case studies include invaluable lessons 
for would-be network operators.   
 

b. Producing an Information Guide – INCA  had  produced   the  “Beyond  Broadband”  
guide at the end of 2010.  This provided useful high level information as a first step 
into  the  field  of  NGA.  Building  on  this,  the  “Knowledge  Base”  was  developed  by  a  
group of experts in their field, to provide much more in depth information, 
particularly targeted at people involved in local projects.  This is widely available 
through the Big Society Broadband website. A   second   edition   of   the   “Beyond  
Broadband”  is  about  to  be  issued. 

 
c. Briefings – INCA took every opportunity to promote the Big Society Broadband 

project to maximise the impact of the funding. Always against the background of 
the current situation in the areas of Public Policy, Regulation and Funding, the aim 
was to stimulate interest in developing NGA deployments and encouraging the use 
of the easily accessible cache of knowledge, available particularly through the 
website and within the INCA organisation.  

 
d. Quality Marque – INCA developed this concept of a common standard for 

independent networks with the aim of improving their performance in a number 
of  ways, enabling them more easily to : 

 Interface with other networks 
 Aggregate   
 Be attractive to ISPs 
 Be credible within the telecoms industry 

       This is an important part of developing sustainable models for delivering NGA and 
       work continued throughout the life of this project to test the feasibility of                               
       developing the Quality Marque and begin discussing potential ways forward. 
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   4.3 Establishing Sustainable Partnerships 

 a. Partnership Development Programme 

 A training session for ACRE development workers was delivered at their conference. 
 INCA also ran a workshop at the Plunkett Foundation conference in late 2010. 

 INCA organised four events which were widely promoted and offered attendees the 
 opportunity of gaining expert advice and making contact with potential partners. 

 In addition to this INCA ran workshops at the four NextGen roadshows and the 
 National Conference  

The website was developed to allow easy access to information and update users on 
 active projects as well as give details of case studies where contacts could be made 
 for those needing contacts. 

 The Chief Executive of INCA attended over seventy meetings throughout the life of 
 the project where the aims of this project were promoted and driven forward.  As an 
 example these included: 

 eight meetings with the Plunkett Foundation and ACRE to develop a 
partnership with them and use their wide experience in working with 
communities.  

 ten contacts with government including four in Europe 
 nine meetings with top private sector companies to discuss their NGA 

plans and financing for new networks 

 He and   INCA’s   partners achieved recognition of the issues nationally through 
 involvement in groups such  as the Broadband Stakeholder Group and appearances  
 in the national media. 

 b. Local Workshops 

 There was direct involvement in ten local projects with over 50 engaged through 
 conferences and events. Direct involvement ranged from workshops to meetings 
 involving smaller numbers of people – where advice on the whole range of 
 issues facing rural communities was available. 

4.4 Promoting social and digital inclusion 

 a. Digital Inclusion Workshop 

 Research into Digital Inclusion revealed that there were other organisations already 
 tackling this issue and better placed to undertake this work.  It was decided that  the 
 resources in this project could add more value to other priorities.  
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 b. UK Online Centres 

 Links were established with UK Online Centres, Race Online and Citizens Online to 
 begin developing a relationship to capitalise on work already underway and also 
 uses  INCA’s  expertise  to  its  best  advantage. 

5. Changes to the Project 
The emerging factors described above, the intention of ACRE to place greater emphasis on 
NGA in its own work, a  shift  in  some  of  INCA’s  existing  commitments  and on-going feedback 
on  the  project’s  activities resulted in the following changes: 

 Higher priority was given to developing the Knowledge Base 
 More events were involved 
 Priority was given to providing better directory and signposting services to make 

better links between project promoters, funders and other sources of support 
 During the course of the project Jendens (a private sector city institution) made 

proposals to create a franchise model for local schemes (set up as Broadway 
Partners).  Since the establishment of models for the delivery of NGA is fundamental 
to this project, it was obvious that work to establish feasibility would be valuable and 
may well save time in the long term. 

 Work with BDUK whilst their approach was developing, was essential to ensure that 
the role of local schemes is properly reflected in guidance to local authorities 

 Work with INCA members to ensure that the requirements are understood by 
government, particularly in respect to  access to existing passive infrastructure and 
other barriers to investment was undertaken 

 The new £20m Community Broadband fund presented an opportunity to deliver the 
objectives of this project so work with DEFRA and BDUK to access it became 
important 

 State Aid rules began to appear as a particularly difficult issue for local projects and 
improved guidance was provided to address their need 

Resources were realigned to deal with these changes - the mentoring programme and work 
on digital inclusion suffered the main impact. 

6. Results 

 6.1 Research Methodology 

 For this evaluation contact was made with thirty five “key contacts”- people active in 
 Next Generation Access to broadband who had in some way been involved in the 
 project.  They  included people working within communities on  local projects and 
 those  embarking on developing deployments, organisations working in 
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 communities,  experts in the telecoms field, the telecoms industry and government.  
 Nineteen responded (54%) and were interviewed. Some were authors of the 
 Knowledge Base.  This is referred to in this report as the  “expert  group”  – all being 
 highly  knowledgeable and credible in their own right.  Rates within this report are 
 proportions of that group of respondents.  

 136 people who had attended the events as part of the partnership development 
 programme were surveyed. 20 responded. Rates within this report are 
 proportions of the number of respondents.  

 Contact made through social media has been included. 

Developing Sustainable Models  

a. Quality Marque 

 This is the concept of a common standard for independent networks – (4.2 d refers). 
 The majority (84%) of the expert group who responded to this felt this work was 
 useful  with most saying it was  “extremely  useful”.  

 Two respondents felt that standards governing the internet generally mean that 
 there is no need to develop another common standard but there was general 
 disagreement with this view. 

 Important issues that were voiced include: 

 Achieving the standard should be affordable for small community 
networks 

 There should be no bias towards big players in the telecoms industry 
 INCA is well placed to drive this because of its independence  but 

there is a need for more backing from other bodies such as 
government and industry to develop an inclusive approach with 
credibility 

 LESSONS 

b. Roster of Consultants and Suppliers 

 INCA has proposed formulating a list of consultants and suppliers from which advice 
 and support could be drawn. 

 Respondents from the expert group felt the idea of devising a list of consultants and 
 suppliers who could help develop NGA deployment projects was useful.  (44% -
 “extremely  useful”; 33% - “very  useful”; 22% - “useful”  and  “sometimes  useful”- one 
 felt more work should be done before developing this idea) 
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 There was a view that this was the obvious next step to the materials already 
 available on the website and any list should be easily accessible from there. 

 One   partner   suggested   that   community   groups   need   someone   to   “hand-hold”  
 through the process of appointing consultants and suppliers and that it would be 
 useful if the type of advice be clarified at the outset.  The point being that because 
 broadband is such a specialist area, individuals within communities often do not 
 have the knowledge to seek the right advice and/or appoint appropriately.   

 Moreover, in the early stages of projects they do not have the finance in place for 
 pay for it.   

 Common themes that emerged were: 

 The need for transparency, accuracy and confidentiality 
 A roster should be open and inclusive – not confined to INCA 

members 
 User reviews and references should be used to demonstrate track 

record 
 Could include existing resources e.g. SOCITM 

 Respondents were divided on the issue of whether consultants and suppliers should 
 pay to be included. 

c. Support for Local Projects 

 INCA’s  support  for  local  projects  was  generally  welcomed  with  only  one  of  the  expert  
 group saying that it was not useful. 

 One partner was keen that it be recognised that work to develop NGA projects in the 
 Final Third is still in the pioneering stage and that there is a need to undertake quite 
 a long process of engagement with communities to establish need, interest and 
 potential models of enterprise before technical telecoms expertise is needed.  This 
 partner is keen to work with INCA at these early stages of engaging with 
 communities to drive forward NGA deployment and develop models.    

 Important points: 

 INCA should be seen as independent 
 Local authorities should be included  
 Scoping work would be useful 
 Establishing need and potential costs are important to individuals (eg 

if fibre to the home is too expensive and people do not understand its 
benefits, it will not be used and in these circumstances a FTTH model 
would fail) 
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 Common themes: 

 A service to support local project should be provided free of charge 
 State aid advice should feature 
 The proposed roster of consultants could provide the advice 

 6.3 Developing Partnerships 

 a. Reach of the Project  

 All members of the expert group felt this approach was useful with over 70% saying 
 that developing partnerships is imperative to delivering NGA. 

  The reach of the project was extensive. 

 136 people attended the events that took place in Manchester, York 
and London 

 The NextGen events took place in Edinburgh, Kent, Essex, Nottingham 
and Bristol and were attended by 800 delegates 

 Local projects included East Midlands, Cornwall, Suffolk, Oxfordshire, 
Kent, Dorset, Essex, and Worcestershire 

 Government contact included DEFRA, BDUK, DCMS, DCLG and 
DG(Europe)  

 A workshop for staff of ACRE was held to promote the project and 
increase the knowledge of NGA in people directly involved in 
communities 

 The event in York reached nearly 20,000 people via social media 
 1000 people accessed the slides via Slideshare 
 Appearances on national television and radio widened the audience 
 400 printed copies of the Beyond Broadband guide were distributed – 

additionally partners in industry and government requested 
permission to reprint it - and it was downloaded from the website 565 
times 

 The Knowledge Base was available from the Big Society Broadband 
website and has been accessed around 3500 times 

 Sixteen (84% of respondents) of the expert group felt some success had been 
 achieved in linking private, public and community groups and there was a 
 certainty that events in particular were very successful in providing networking 
 opportunities.  Most felt unable to  quantify specific results so early after the 
 project’s  completion.  All attendees who responded found events  useful.  
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 b. Knowledge Base 

 77% of the expert group who responded felt that developing the Knowledge Base 
 was an effective way of delivering the project objectives. 82% felt it added 
 important information to the Beyond Broadband guide.  Around 76% felt that 
 both would be used – the Beyond Broadband guide as an introduction to NGA at  a 
 higher level and the other once more specific information was needed.  

 LESSONS 

c. The overwhelming majority of the key contacts recommended continual 
updating of the Knowledge Base – with only two preferring periodical updating. 

d. There was a common view that resources should be devoted to marketing and 
promoting the Knowledge Base and the website generally to raise profile and 
encourage its use.  This would also help INCA achieve the status of a single point 
of  contact for independent network developers and operators. 

FOR THE FUTURE 

 As part of the evaluation of the work undertaken as part of the Big Society 
 Broadband project the expert group were asked their views on how better to 
 support Final Third NGA deployments, City Projects and Digital Inclusion. 

 Ways to Develop Final Third projects 

 There was general recognition that much work remains to be done and that INCA 
 needs more resource to effectively engage with communities.  There was a common 
 view that wider marketing and promoting of activities is needed.  

 Respondents acknowledged that the work on the Beyond Broadband guide and the 
 Knowledge Base was a good start and should be continued.   

 Comments such   as   “a series of templates could be produced”, “it is important 
 that models be developed”, “a  range  of  models  for  varying  circumstances should be 
 developed”  and   “a   range  of   case   studies   should  be  developed” confirmed support 
 for the approach adopted in this project as did the view that information should be 
 expanded and available on the website.  

 There was a view that INCA should take learning from existing projects and agree 
 which models of delivering NGA work best in various circumstances.  

 Ideas that were put forward  included 

 The website should be developed and  become interactive – so people 
could get answers to specific questions easily 
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 Practical information such as the location of existing network with 
which new networks could link would be useful 

 Trialling models 
 “turn  key”  packages  be  developed   
 There should be some focus on existing solutions and plans to 

understand what the big industry players and the regulator intend to 
do before developing solutions that will need to complement those 
plans 

 Strengthen INCAs already leading role in lobbying  
 Link with local authorities and BDUK – act  as  “collaborator  convenor” 
 Gaining   an   agreed   definition   of   “final   third”   and   “NGA”   would   be  

useful 

 City Projects  

 A theme that emerged from the expert group was that INCA has a role in articulating 
 the  economic  and  social  benefits  of  NGA  to  begin  creating  “demand  pull”  as  well as 
 working  on  “demand  push”. 

 There was a view that this is an increasingly important area with the emergence of 
 government support for cities and the potential of reaching at least some of rural 
 areas by connecting to city networks.  

 Quantifying public sector savings through use of broadband was seen as a useful way 
 of encouraging deployment of NGA networks and wider use of existing networks. 

 There was support for working with agencies and industry to aggregate demand and 
 encourage unbundling local areas and to encourage BT to add city projects to their 
 NGA plans.  Working with regional approach of GO ON was seen a potentially adding 
 value to existing initiatives.  

 One respondent was keen that existing projects be audited – with consistent criteria 
 applied – so that impact and value for money invested could be judged before 
 moving forward. 

 DIGITAL INCLUSION 

 Only one respondent in the expert group thought INCA had no role to play in the 
 digital inclusion agenda. 

 There was a view that all of INCAs work including that within this project served to 
 lower barriers to digital inclusion, and a general recognition that other bodies were 
 actively engaged in measures to combat it. 
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 Ways for INCA to be involved included: 

 Signposting 
 Working with community groups 
 Organising seminars 
 By securing public sector investment in NGA 
 By advising on State Aid 

7. Conclusions 
7.1  We judge that the project has been worthwhile and represents good value for 

money because: 
 There was – and remains - overwhelming  support  for  the  project’s  objectives  

and approach within the public, private and community sector respondents  
 The reach of the project has been extensive.  
 Beneficiaries value the outputs and welcome further work. 
 It has enabled INCA to resource a valuable independent interface between 

the many players involved in broadband in the UK and begin harnessing 
expertise, interest, knowledge and opportunity to the benefit of areas 
underserved by NGA to broadband  

 Tangible outputs with long term benefit include: 
 INCA  being  developed  as  a  “hub”  of  useful  information  that  is  

needed by network developers 
 The production of the Beyond Broadband guide and the 

Knowledge Base 
 Partnerships being developed as a result of involvement with 

this project – as reported by beneficiaries 
 

7.2 A recurring issue throughout the research for this report was one of marketing 
and promoting INCA and the resources at its disposal – including those 
developed through the Big Society Broadband project.  

        It is evident that if more resources were devoted to promoting INCA as the single 
        point of contact for matters related to NGA in underserved areas and resources 
        such as the Beyond  Broadband guide and the Knowledge Base, the reach would 
        be even wider and the project even more successful. 

7.3 The extensive work undertaken through this project is valuable and it is 
important to broadband in the UK to maintain momentum in the dynamic area of 
NGA.  
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Respondents indicated a need to recognise the emerging role of local authorities 
and Local Enterprise Partnerships, their relationships with BDUK, their 
responsibilities for economic development and their potential involvement in the 
roll-out of NGA.  There is an obvious role here for INCA as an independent 
interface between the players. 
 
This perhaps has particular importance for the development of the Quality 
Marque.  There is an opportunity to set standards now that will integrate with 
larger projects in order to ensure that small networks continue to have a voice 
once the BDUK funding has been devolved.  The risk here is that BDUK funding 
will go to a few major industry players who fail or have no need to recognise the 
smaller networks resulting in perpetuating the situation of underserved areas, 
and wasting investment already made by local communities. 
 
Collaboration continues to be vital. 
  


