
The Plunkett Foundation and the Carnegie UK Trust believe  
that governments and markets alone cannot meet the  
high aspirations of rural communities. Rural communities 
themselves, particularly in remote rural areas where 
distances are greater and the population more dispersed, 
must play a central role in achieving the services that they 
require. There is a need to reframe the rural broadband 
debate. We need to change from the current top down 
approach, where broadband solutions are not obvious to 
communities, to an approach that focuses on inspiring  
rural communities with what is possible using high speed 
broadband.

A handful of pioneering rural communities are already 
tackling this challenge head on by setting up a range  
of innovative community-led broadband enterprises. A 
leading example is Cybermoor Ltd in Cumbria. Some rural 
communities are seeking to stimulate demand from within 
their communities to attract better services from private 
sector broadband providers while others are engaging in 
local authority-led plans for broadband investment in their 
local areas. 

However, for many rural communities, solving the issue of  
high speed broadband provision can feel like an impossible 
problem. Due to the perceived complexity of the current 
technical broadband solutions, too few rural communities 
are being inspired at present to solve the broadband 
conundrum that they are facing. 

Meanwhile, the current model for community broadband
support is highly dependent on those individuals and 
organisations with an in-depth knowledge of broadband 
technology. These highly knowledgeable people are often 
also responsible for trying to co-ordinate support to 
communities to come together to solve the broadband 
problem. But this model, does not work for many rural 
communities as it assumes that those with technical 
knowledge are also able to deliver the whole range of 
different  types of support needed by rural communities. 
Instead, a range of different support is needed from a range 
of specialisms in order to give rural communities the best 
chance of success.

The critical question that needs exploring further is  
how to empower rural communities to take a more active 
involvement in their broadband future. A key component to 
addressing this question is making the community enterprise 
models available to rural communities more accessible both  
in terms of technology and in terms of the language used to 
describe them. It is also equally important to clearly explain 
to rural communities the range of ways in which they can 
influence their digital future outside of community-
ownership and community enterprise approaches.

Summary of conclusions
A basic premise of this paper is that a significant  
number of rural households, rural businesses and rural 
communities will not have access to good quality high  
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Loans and finance through the Big Society Bank should be 
supported and encouraged and European funding through 
Rural Development Programmes and European Regional 
Development Funds should be explored.

We makes the following 
recommendations:

UK and devolved governments should:
 •  Provide clear leadership on this issue, and have a robust 

strategy and commitment to provide long-term support  
for the development of community broadband solutions 
in rural areas;

 •  Ensure that this strategy encompasses the full range  
of support that community broadband enterprises 
are likely to need – including financial support, 
businesses advice, technical expertise and community 
development support;

Local authorities and other local public sector 
organisations should:
 •  Encourage, support, partner and invest in community 

broadband enterprises;
 •  Identify how their own IT infrastructure might support 

community broadband solutions;

The telecommunications industry should:
 •  Work with rural communities seeking to build their 

superfast broadband networks;

Rural and community enterprise support 
organisations should:
 •  Create partnerships between communities,  

support organisations and technical experts;
 •  Help pioneering community broadband projects  

make links with similar projects in other parts of the UK.
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speed broadband based on the anticipated level of 
deployment by governments and the market unless they 
take action themselves. This action, to a large extent, will 
require rural communities to take ownership in different 
forms of broadband networks and/or online services and 
ownership of their digital futures overall. 

To achieve greater levels of community ownership of rural 
broadband services – in whatever format – a number of 
issues need to be addressed.

1. Inspire communities
Demand for high speed broadband services must be 
stimulated by rural communities who are inspired by what 
they could achieve if they had access to broadband. Once 
this has been achieved, a community then needs to decide 
how to going about achieving it.

2. Improve accessibility
The accessibility of models that rural communities can use  
to introduce or improve high speed broadband services  
must be improved. This means that the language used to 
talk about the development and delivery of broadband 
services – from the technology used to the models adopted 
– must be appropriate and easily understood by everyone. 
There are  also valuable lessons to be learnt from other 
established community ownership models.

3. One place to turn to
It’s vital that rural communities know who to turn to if they 
want to take control of the issues of broadband provision  
in their area. This can be achieved by creating a partnership  
of people and organisations that are best placed to serve  
their needs – from technology and enterprise specialists to 
community development and rural development specialists.

4. Don’t overwhelm
It’s important that communities are given the most 
appropriate information for the stage of development  
they are at; overwhelming communities with information  
on the entire process when they are in the initial stages is 
counterproductive, and could discourage them from 
pursuing it further.

5. Explore new service models
Communities need to think creatively about using new  
and existing digital technology to deliver services. To do this, 
communities need to review what already exists alongside 
identifying what additional services communities need.

6. Explore innovative funding models
Communities will need access to finance to take control  
of high speed broadband whether they are going it alone  
or partnering with the public and private sector. Emerging 
funding models like community shares, Public Works 


