
LETTER FROM THE PUBLIC AUDIT COMMITTEE TO THE DEPUTY FIRST 
MINISTER, DATED 1 JULY 2015 
 
At its meeting on 11 March 2015, the Public Audit Committee took evidence from 
Audit Scotland on the above report. The Official Report of the meeting is available on 
the Committee’s webpage at: http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/publicaudit  
 
At this meeting, the Committee agreed to a fact-finding visit to GigaPlus Argyll on the 
Isle of Mull to further inform its understanding of the issues and complement the 
evidence session with Audit Scotland. This visit took place on Monday 18 May 2015. 
The Committee also agreed to write to you on a number of issues raised in 
discussion. We recognise that the Scottish Government and Highlands and Islands 
Enterprise have each contracted BT to install broadband in the rest of Scotland and 
the Highlands and Islands areas respectively. Given this we would be grateful if the 
views of HIE and BT could, where relevant, be incorporated into your response.    
 
SPEED 
 
The Committee heard in evidence that there was an issue with how the variation in 
superfast broadband speed, both within communities and across different times of 
the day, was managed and advertised.  We heard that there are a variety of factors 
which can affect the speeds that people can expect to actually receive, and that the 
speed actually available may be considerably lower than the 40-80 Mbps defined by 
the Scottish Government as ‘superfast’. 
 
The AGS report also acknowledged that there was no universally definition of what 
speed is ‘superfast’ with a variety of phrases used to describe broadband 
technologies and speeds.   
 
The Committee requests from the Scottish Government and HIE confirmation 
of how they and BT will report on the range of speeds expected to be delivered 
in each area by superfast broadband as well as the speeds actually delivered 
in each area post installation.  
 
We also seek further information from the Scottish Government on whether it 
proposes to standardise the definition of ‘superfast’ broadband and the 
terminology relating to broadband speeds more generally. 
 
RELIABILITY 
 
During the visit to GigaPlus Argyll on Mull, Members heard how businesses could 
access a reliable connection that would not be adversely affected by additional use 
in the evenings or by the swell of population during the summer months. It was also 
mentioned that broadband connections rarely met the published speeds, which 
exacerbated the access issues on the island. 
 
The reliability of the connection was cited as a high priority, particularly for those 
whose tourism businesses rely on bookings over the Internet. Others also cited slow 
upload speeds affecting their ability to communicate with customers on the mainland 
as a major issue. The Committee would therefore seek information on how, 
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prior to installation, the Scottish Government, HIE and BT assess the required 
speed and potential level of use of broadband in communities to determine the 
technical requirements necessary to meet those needs.  We also welcome 
confirmation of whether the Scottish Government proposes to monitor and 
report on the reliability of broadband access post implementation. 
 
The Committee would also welcome clarification from the Scottish 
Government on how the Broadband roll-out has been “future-proofed” for 
future technological developments over the next five years. 
 
CONNECTION DATES 
 
On the fact finding visit to Mull, concerns over the reliability of the connection were 
matched by frustrations over the uncertainty of future superfast broadband 
connection dates. The local community trust opted to establish its own radio-link 
community broadband service with the help of Community Broadband Scotland. This 
project became GigaPlus Argyll as more islands and communities were added to the 
project, as it became clear that BT could not confirm when they might provide 
broadband to those communities. This project is now nearing completion with the 
recent awarding of a tender. However, it has required sustained voluntary work, 
financial and legal support from Community Broadband Scotland over the course of 
three years to reach this stage.  
 
In view of the three years it has taken GigaPlus Argyll to set up its project, we 
seek clarification from the Scottish Government on how it is streamlining the 
process for communities seeking to establish their own broadband solutions.  
 
We also seek further information of what discussions the Scottish Government 
and HIE have had with BT about how it might provide information on 
anticipated broadband delivery timescales to those communities considering 
establishing their own broadband solution.   
 
BT 
 
The Committee understands that detailed modelling and engineering work beyond 
the initial plans provided is required to give further certainty to communities on when 
they will know whether or not they will receive superfast broadband from BT. This in 
turn can influence whether or not a community may seek to pursue its own 
broadband solution. If this option is then pursued, we heard that this may preclude 
future investment in the broadband network by BT. Members also heard about the 
limited funding available through Community Broadband Scotland (CBS) as well as 
the additional legal work required to meet State Aid regulations by those who do 
investigate a community broadband service. 
 
The Committee would welcome confirmation from the Scottish Government as 
to how it assures itself that the correct balance is being struck between BT 
delivering broadband in remote and rural communities as compared with use 
of CBS funding to support communities to deliver their own solutions.  
 



The Committee also heard in evidence that BT was the only company to submit a 
final bid for both contracts. Given this, the Committee would further welcome 
information from the Scottish Government on how it is ensuring that value for 
money is being achieved from the public sector investment in superfast 
broadband  
 
In evidence the Committee heard that the contractual and implementation targets for 
broadband coverage are revised on an ongoing basis. We agree that it is important 
that these targets are robust and incentivised to ensure a maximum return to the 
public purse. We therefore seek an update on what the current contractual and 
implementation targets for broadband roll-out are, whether these will continue 
to be revised as the roll-out continues, and how the Scottish Government 
assures itself that these targets are challenging but achievable.   
 
AUDIT SCOTLAND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Finally, the Committee requests a response from the Scottish Government to 
the recommendations made by the AGS in her report. In particular, the 
Committee seeks further information from the Scottish Government on 
outcomes expected to be delivered for the £42 million for superfast broadband 
announced in February 2014 and how these outcomes will be measured and 
reported upon. 
 
Additionally, the Committee would seek confirmation from the Scottish 
Government as to whether it will report annually on the speeds delivered, level 
of take-up, the unit cost of providing access to each premise and other 
measures to allow benchmarking with other countries’ implementation of 
superfast broadband.  
 
Our normal practice is to publish relevant evidence that is sent to us on our website 
and we may also include it in the hard copy of any committee report. Therefore, if 
you wish your evidence to be treated as confidential, or for your evidence to 
be published anonymously, please contact the Clerk to the Committee, before 
you submit your evidence. Further information on the publication of written 
submissions is contained in the policy on the treatment of written evidence by 
committees which is available at: http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/help/31037.aspx 
Please take time to read this policy.  
 
I would be grateful for a response to this letter by Wednesday 29 July 2015.  Should 
you have any queries, please contact the Clerk to the Committee on 0131 348 5390 
or pa.committee@scottish.parliament.uk . 
 
Yours sincerely 

 

PAUL MARTIN MSP 
CONVENER 
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