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Public Audit Committee 
 

Fact finding visit to Mull – a note from the Clerk 
 

Background 

1. On Monday 18 May 2015, Mary Scanlon MSP and Tavish Scott MSP undertook a 
series of meetings on Mull in relation to the Committee’s consideration of the 
AGS report entitled Superfast Broadband for Scotland: A progress report. 

2. The Members met with representatives of GigaPlus Argyll, local businesses and 
representatives from Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE) and Community 
Broadband Scotland (CBS) in Craignure to discuss the moves taken towards 
establishing a community broadband project on Mull and the challenges faced by 
remote and rural communities in securing superfast broadband more generally. 

3. The following is a summary of the discussions held on 18 May and the key issues 
that were in discussions. 

GigaPlus Argyll steering group 

4. The Members met with Richard Thorne, Project Manager for GigaPlus Argyll, and 
Chris Baker, one of the fourteen members of the GigaPlus Argyll steering group. 

5. GigaPlus Argyll (formerly known as GigaMull) is a community-owned, island-
based project set up by the Mull and Iona Community Trust in October 2012 
aiming to provide a wireless-based superfast broadband service for various 
island communities across Argyll. 

6. As part of its Highlands & Islands contract, BT have liaised with CBS and local 
communities on the timescale for the potential roll-out of superfast broadband to 
certain communities to help inform those communities’ consideration of whether 
to wait for roll-out or to seek a community broadband solution.  

7. As part of this work, the scope of GigaPlus Argyll’s work was extended in April 
2014 in discussion with CBS and BT to ensure a critical mass of superfast 
broadband provision of up to 3,000 premises across 12 separate island 
communities. 

8. GigaPlus Argyll have recently identified their preferred bidder from their tender 
process and are now in the process of confirming the final contract award. 
Members heard that most of the delay from its original inception to providing 
broadband has been as a result of EU State Aid regulations.  

9. It is understood that these regulations mean public funding of over 200,000 Euros 
can only be used to extend broadband coverage in geographic areas where there 
is no current or planned provision of superfast broadband.  

10. GigaPlus Argyll have therefore worked with CBS and BT to “de-scope” areas 
from the planned roll-out of superfast broadband to meet these requirements. 
The steering group commented that they found the legal and technical support 
from CBS throughout this process to be of a very high standard. 

11. GigaPlus Argyll has 1200 subscribers who it says will receive a minimum 15MB 
connection for 90% of the peak period. Subscribers will be charged in the region 
of £150 connection fee and a £24.99 monthly fee thereafter. 89% of its funding 
has come from Community Broadband Scotland with 11% being sourced from 
elsewhere. 

12. GigaPlus Argyll will own all of the equipment, and will have trained operators on 
each island to maintain the equipment and assist with any local difficulties. The 
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steering group believes that the business model in place is financially sustainable 
but has required a time commitment in the region of 1000-1500 hours from 
volunteers since its inception.  

 
Local Businesses 

13. The Members met with local businessmen on Mull who raised a number of 
concerns with both current and proposed superfast broadband provision. 

14. A major issue raised by those at the meeting was the poor upload speed, and the 
detrimental impact this has on businesses who need to exchange large files with 
customers on the mainland. One example members heard about was an 
architects’ practice struggling to send high-quality presentations or graphic, and 
the use of memory sticks or travel to the mainland to use high-speed broadband 
was also mentioned. 

15. Another issue raised was the consistency in the reliability and the speed of the 
connection, which can make it difficult to send e-mails. This has been 
exacerbated in recent times with the change in peoples Internet use on the island 
as they stream content which increases the pressure on bandwidth. 

16. All stated that a reliable connection would be preferable to a higher speed but 
less reliable connection, and that seasonal fluctuations caused by increased 
usage during the tourism season also had a detrimental impact on speed. 

17. The importance of superfast broadband to the island’s economy was frequently 
raised by those present; for example, those involved in the tourist industry use 
online booking systems and are now moving to online systems for human 
resources purposes too. The challenge of depopulation posed by Mull having a 
poorer broadband service than other islands and communities was also 
discussed. 

HIE and CBS 

18. The members met with Campbell Cameron, CBS Adviser, Archie Macdonald, 
CBS Major Projects Manager, and Stuart Robertson, HIE’s Director of Digital 
Highlands and Islands. 

19.  CBS is a partnership between the Scottish Government, Scottish Enterprise, 
Highlands and Islands Enterprise, COSLA, Scottish Local Authorities Economic 
Development Group, Carnegie UK Trust, Cairngorms National Park Authority and 
Loch Lomond and Trossachs National Park Authority that provides supply chain 
support, funding and advice to local communities considering community 
broadband. It has received £7.5m in funding from the Scottish Government to 
support its activity. 

20. Both HIE and CBS took the view that GigaPlus Argyll had to “scale up” the extent 
of the project in order to attract bids for the tender. The concurrent increase in 
public funding required then required state aid consent to be sought. 

21. GigaPlus Argyll were the first group to go through the state aid process, which 
required an open procurement process that was technologically neutral (i.e. did 
not prescribe the use of a particular broadband provision technology such as 
fibre). 

22.  A discussion was had over the “catch-22” situation whereby a community may 
wish to pursue a community broadband solution if it was not to be included in the 
BT roll-out, but could not receive confirmation of whether or not it would be 



3 
 

included in the roll-out. HIE reported that uncertainty over the provision and 
speed of superfast broadband is due to the need to undertake detailed planning 
and engineering work which can alter the original project specifications.  

23. Another issue discussed was that community broadband solutions which result in 
a speed of 24MB or higher (the definition of superfast broadband in Scotland) 
preclude those communities from future BT broadband rollout due to the current 
status of State Aid regulations. 
 

 
Gary Cocker 

Assistant Clerk to the Public Audit Committee 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


