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F O REWO RD
CONNECTED FUTURES is the first in a series of reports commissioned by Vodafone
Ireland which explores the impact and potential of digital connectivity in realising a vision
for Ireland as a ‘Gigabit Society’.
Our vision is that every consumer, company and community in Ireland will be an equal
member of the gigabit society with access to high quality services at high speeds – creating
possibilities for everything from equality of access to lifelong learning, to opening up new
markets to Irish companies through to harnessing improved connectivity for advanced
healthcare services.
Imagine a world in which people living in rural
Ireland have the same access and opportunity
as urban dwellers to take advantage of
the benefits of connected living: where
they have the option to study or work from
home; where older people can stay living in
their homes longer; where farms are more
efficient and profitable; and where businesses
can compete in a global marketplace no matter
where they are located.

ANNE O’L EARY
C E O VO D A F O N E
IRELAND

In compiling this report, the people of rural
Ireland were asked about their views and
aspirations for the future in the context of
ultra high-speed broadband availability.
What’s abundantly clear from the survey
results is that the economic and social
benefits such connectivity can bring
to the three million people living in rural
locations outside the five main cities are
almost incalculable.

New job and business opportunities will allow people to remain in the country without
sacrificing their lifestyles, rather than moving to cities or abroad. It will mean offering
employees better work life balance, cutting carbon emissions and lowering pressure on
housing in built up areas.
We also need to recognise the value of the rural economy and marketplace in its own
right. It is too significant a proportion of the population to leave behind. Supporting and
investing in rural Ireland will bring benefits to all of Ireland.
All these learnings and possibilities are reflected in this research which captures how
connectivity impacts on every aspect of life in rural Ireland.
Merely bringing rural Ireland up to the speeds enjoyed by towns and cities at present
isn’t good enough in our rapidly changing world. We have to think bigger and imagine
a situation where Skibbereen can compete with Singapore and Sligo with San Francisco
and where the people of rural Ireland will have an opportunity to learn, work, live and
prosper as part of a sustainable and fair society.
Brochure designed by PENHOUSE, Ratheniska, Stradbally, Co.Laois. | www.penhouse.ie
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A BOUT T HIS R E P ORT
“Rural Ireland has significant potential; the commitment shown, from communities of
engaged citizens to individual entrepreneurs, to supporting the development of Ireland’s
rural areas demonstrates a belief in their future viability, and is inspirational in its energy.
It is this energy and commitment that will provide the support necessary to allow Ireland’s
rural economy to emerge from the current crisis and move forward with self-confidence
and a renewed belief in its potential to contribute to national economic recovery.”
Commission for the Economic Development of Rural Areas.

THE CONNECTED FUTURES METHODOLOGY
Amárach Research conducted the research strand of the Connected Futures study
in the last quarter of 2015. Amárach carried out a nationally representative, faceto-face survey of 1,000 adults aged 18 and over at 100 randomly selected sample
points throughout rural Ireland; as well as a telephone survey of 100 micro businesses
(1-2 person operations) based in rural Ireland. Key findings from both surveys are
explored in the rest of this report.

There is a tendency to report on rural Ireland with a focus on problems and on the past.
This report takes a different approach: it is about opportunities and the future. It looks
at the future through the eyes of the people living in rural Ireland and those running
businesses there. So rather than experts telling us what future is in store for rural Ireland,
we asked people in rural Ireland themselves to tell us about the future they want.

When people think about setting up a business
or in a town they no longer ask about energy
or water services, they ask about broadband
connectivity. We estimate that at least
10,000 additional jobs could be created in
rural Ireland if there was reliable high speed
broadband available throughout the country.

DEFINITION OF RURAL IRELAND

Seamus Boland
Chief Executive Officer
Irish Rural Link

We have used the same definition of rural Ireland as that used in the CEDRA (Commission
for the Economic Development of Rural Areas) Report1 in 2013, namely:

ALL AREAS LOCATED BEYOND THE ADMINISTRATIVE BOUNDARIES
OF THE FIVE LARGEST CITIES (I.E.: DUBLIN, CORK, LIMERICK, GALWAY
& WATERFORD). IN ADDITION TO THE OPEN COUNTRYSIDE, THIS
DEFINITION OF RURAL INCLUDES LARGE, MEDIUM AND SMALL TOWNS.
In the 2011 Census there were 3.02 million people living in Ireland outside the five largest
cities: nearly twice the number living in the cities (1.57 million). In other words, the majority
of Irish people today live in rural Ireland (in towns and villages as well as in the countryside)
using CEDRA’s definition: highlighting its importance to Ireland’s future.
There are an estimated 1.8 million broadband users in rural Ireland who already spend
a combined annual total of €2.6 billion online on goods and services. There are
over 430,000 adults in rural Ireland using the internet to work from home: and nearly
150,000 of these choose to avoid commuting some or all of the time because they can
connect to work through the internet (that’s about 1 in 13 workers in Ireland as a whole).
And this is just the beginning: as broadband access and speeds improve in rural Ireland
over the rest of the decade then the effect will be transformative on the people, families,
communities and businesses already benefiting from digital technologies. We hope that
this report will contribute to and inform the nation’s conversation about the digital future
of rural Ireland in the years ahead.
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1

C h an gi ng
f a r m e rs’ li ves
f o r t h e b etter

RU RA L REA L I TI ES
A SENSE OF BELONGING

Moocall is a revolutionary gadget which
monitors the movements of a pregnant
cow and predicts to an accuracy of one
hour when it is going to calf. Launched at
the National Ploughing Championships
2014, the product proved an instant hit
with farmers at home and abroad and more
than 10,000 units have been sold across
27 countries in less than 18 months.

Community life is thriving in rural Ireland and most notably,
the time people spend together socialising. Nearly half
the people in our survey see family members and friends
– who live within walking distance of their homes – every
day. Most others see family and friends at least once a
week or more often. Being close to family and friends is

72%

SAY

FEELING

SAFE

IS
VERY

IMPORTANT

an important aspect of where they live for more than 9
in 10 adults. Indeed, daily contact is higher among those

Moocall co-founder Niall Austin came up
with the idea for the product back in 2010
when he lost a heifer and her calf because
he wasn’t aware that the cow had gone
into labour. Having realised this was a
common problem, Niall researched to see
if a solution could be found and Moocall
was born.

living in the countryside than in towns or suburbs.

SECURITY
Being part of a community is important for 80% of the
adults in our survey, rising from 59% of 18-24s to 89% of
over 65s. A sense of community also provides a sense of
security, which is one of the strongest aspects of the areas
in which people live. For example, 7 in 10 say that ‘feeling

At the heart of the device, which weighs
just 290g and fits unobtrusively on the
cow’s tail, is a sophisticated algorithm, an
accelerometer – like that found in a Wii
handset – to detect the tail’s movement,
and a Machine to Machine global SIM from
Vodafone which sends an SMS alert to two
mobile phones to ensure that the farmer
can be present when calving occurs.

safe’ is very important when it comes to their location;
while over two thirds say that ‘being away from crime’ is
very important as well.

QUALITY OF LIFE

35%

SAY

HAVING A

BIGGER HOUSE
IS AN IMPORTANT

BENEFIT
OF RURAL LIVING

The benefits of living in rural Ireland are not just confined to a sense of community
and safety. One-in-three says an important benefit is having a bigger house than if
they lived in a city. Many reference a tranquil lifestyle away from the city (important
to 9 in 10); while 3 in 4 say living in rural Ireland means they are in a better place to

Scariff, Co. Clare farmer Pat Jones bought
three of the units immediately when he
saw them on sale in his local agricultural
supplier. “We have had CCTV here for a
number of years to monitor the cows when
they are coming up to calving but the
Moocall unit is far superior.”

raise children. Furthermore, a healthier, less stressful and less polluted environment
is also very important to two thirds of rural residents. There are also more practical
advantages to living outside the main cities: over half say having a short commute to
work is a key aspect of their location.
Nevertheless, as we’ll see later in this report, in the absence of an improving digital
infrastructure in rural Ireland there will undoubtedly be pressure on people of working

The fact that the unit alerts the farmer
regardless of their location is one of its
main selling points. “We had one customer
who was on holiday in Portugal when he
got an alert from his Moocall unit one
night”, says Niall. “He was able to call his
neighbour and ask him to go out and tend
to the cow.”

age to relocate to cities (or, indeed, abroad) if they cannot meet their communications
requirements while remaining in rural locations.

Photo: Niall Austin, Moocall with Pat Jones, farmer
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EASE OF ACCESS
There are trade-offs to living in rural Ireland:
access to important amenities can be more
limited than in cities. Indeed, our survey
shows that only a minority are within walking
distance of public transport (bus stop, train
station etc). This falls to just 28% of those
living in the countryside or small villages.

However, one group that appears more
isolated in terms of access to key services
is the over 65s population in rural Ireland.
In comparison to other groups, they are less
likely to live within walking distance of a
pharmacy or a GP or health centre. And they
are also less likely than other age groups
to live within walking distance of public
transport.
This is a powerful reminder of the importance
of amenity and access in influencing the
decisions of older people – and others –
when it comes to whether they remain in or
move from rural Ireland.
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LIVE

WITHIN

WALKING
DISTANCE
OF

SCHOOLS

ACCE SS TO AM E N I TI E S

45%

0
OVER

65’s

WITHIN

WALKING
DISTANCE
OF A

PHARMACY

% within walking distance of access to amenities

While access to some services improves the
closer you get to cities (e.g.: supermarkets
and entertainment venues), there are some
amenities that are ‘easier’ to access in small
towns than in the suburbs. For example,
87% of those living in small towns are within
walking distance of the post office – falling
to 77% of those in the suburbs. Likewise,
82% of those living in small towns are within
walking distance of a bank – falling to 78%
of those in the suburbs.

52%
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DIGITAL EMPOWERMENT
Three-in-four adults living in rural Ireland have
broadband at home: or about 1.8 million people
when we apply our survey finding to the Census
2011 estimate. So progress towards digital
integration between rural and urban Ireland is
already underway. Nearly 7 in 10 have a smartphone
or iPhone, and just under half has a tablet or iPad.
Over two-thirds have a laptop at home. As more
devices are connected to WiFi in the home so the
need for faster connectivity increases over time.
Broadband penetration rises from 69% of those
living in the countryside or villages to 84% of those
in small towns to 91% of those living in the suburbs.
Indeed, that 22 percentage point gap in broadband
penetration (between village and suburb) is the
largest gap for any of the technologies in our survey.
There are other digital divides evident in the
findings. For example, if we look at the penetration
of digital technologies by age, we see that over
65s are less likely to own technology than younger
adults with one exception: the landline telephone.
Some 87% of over 65s has a landline compared to
70% of all adults in rural Ireland. However, when it
comes to broadband, fewer than half of over 65s
has broadband at home.
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22%

BROADBAND

GAP

VILLAGE v SUBURB

18%

IN

COUNTRYSIDE

SAY

THEY
CAN’T
GET BROADBAND

% of People with each Technology at
Home in Rural Ireland
Each Technology

% at home

Flat screen TV

81%

Broadband

76%

Landline telephone

70%

Laptop

68%

Smart mobile phone/iPhone

68%

WiFi

59%

Paid for TV services (e.g.: Sky/UPC)

56%

HDTV

47%

FEWER THAN HALF OF OVER

Tablet/iPad

47%

Ordinary mobile feature phone

47%

65s IN RURAL IRELAND HAVE

PC

31%

BROADBAND AT HOME

Portable games consoles

28%

Netflix

18%

Kindle/other e-reader

14%

Smart TV

13%

Home surveillance system (e.g.: Phonewatch)

13%

Photo: Pupils from Ratheniska NS, Stradbally, Co. Laois
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Wav es w eeper
S ea A dv en t ur es
These findings remind us that
people in rural Ireland already enjoy
considerable benefits from access to
digital technology and infrastructure.
But as we note later in the report,
there is significant potential for even
greater benefits – for communities
and businesses, not just individuals
– should the digital infrastructure in
Ireland be improved in the near future.
Among the one-in-four living in rural
Ireland who do not have broadband
at home, the main reason given for
its absence is a lack awareness of the
benefit of having broadband in the first
place: rising to two-thirds of those aged
65 and over. Similar patterns are seen
in other countries, and it highlights the
importance of measuring and seeking
to close the digital gap between
different communities in Irish society.

24%

SAY

BROADBAND

SPEED
TOO SLOW

The firm diversified into coasteering
– coastal orienteering – in 2014. “We
can still offer boat chartering services
but this is our main area of activity
now”, says Tyrrell who explains that
coasteering involves helping groups
find their way from one point on the
coastline to another taking land, sea,
cave and whatever other avenues
are available.
The business has grown since then and
has invested in a range of equipment
including kayaks, wet suits, snorkelling
gear and surfboards, alongside a
new assault course. Wavesweeper
now caters for school groups, tourist
groups, sports club outings, hen and
stag weekends, family groups, and the
corporate market.

However, a fifth of those without
broadband say they don’t have
broadband because it is not available:
rising to 26% of those living in the
countryside or villages (equivalent to
18% of all adults in that part of rural
Ireland). An equal number say that
they lack the IT skills to use broadband,
rising to a third of over 65s without
broadband (and a bigger barrier in
their case than that of availability). So
the barriers to adoption don’t all boil
down to connectivity: self-perceptions
about needs and skills can be as
formidable a barrier as inadequate
broadband speed for some people.
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Local hotel manager David Tyrrell
founded Wavesweeper Sea Adventures
initially as a boat chartering firm aimed
at bringing different Wild Atlantic
Way experiences to visitors to the
Belmullet area of Co. Mayo. The boat,
the Wavesweeper, was appropriately
named after Celtic sea god Manannan
Mac Lir’s vessel.

All of the firm’s marketing and
advertising is carried out through social
media and the web. “This is huge
for us”, says Tyrrell. “We have GoPro
cameras and we take pictures and
videos and put them up on social media
to engage with customers and potential
customers. Facebook and YouTube are
very important to us. All of our business
comes as a result of social media and
word of mouth. We have put a booking
and payment engine on the website so
when someone books a group they can
send a link for each member to
pay directly.”
Photo: Wavesweeper, Belmullet, Co. Mayo
Inset: David Tyrrell
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C r e at i n g
a p ow er fu l
l e ar n i n g
e n v i r onm ent

BROADBAND SPEED
One-in-four broadband users in rural
Ireland – or 450,000 people – say
their speed is too slow (rising to a
third of all users in the countryside
and 44% of those living in detached
houses in the countryside). Most of
those experiencing slow broadband
speeds simply ‘put up with it’, while
one-in-five are forced to go to cafés,
libraries, hotels or other venues with
faster broadband when required.

Access to high speed broadband, through
the SIRO network, has provided Ratheniska
National School in Co. Laois with the
opportunity to create a powerful learning
environment in which children can engage
in autonomous learning with the curriculum
adapted to the needs and capabilities of
individual children.
“The broadband connection has provided us
with access to an abundance of information
and the reliability to use it in the classroom”,
says school principal Pauline Dunne. “We
have been able to focus on collaborative and
open-ended learning tasks for the children.”

One measure of just how frustrating
slow broadband speeds are for some
people in rural Ireland is the fact that
44% of those with insufficient speeds
would be prepared to pay more for
access to higher speeds at home.
This rises to 52% of over 65s in the
same group of people experiencing
insufficient speeds.

The emphasis is firmly on the acquisition
of learning skills that involve problem
solving and social relations rather than the
transmission of facts. “We are now able to
rely on the web for a range of activities
with pupils using broadband for research,
to develop their coding skills and their
problem solving capabilities, to acquire
new knowledge and skills in areas such
as presentations.”

However, that said, the vast majority
– 81% – of people in rural Ireland
disagree with the proposition that
people living in rural areas should
expect to pay more to access the
internet than their urban counterparts
because it is more expensive to
provide the service there. Indeed,
70% disagree strongly with this idea.

High speed connectivity has also allowed
the school to adopt IZAK 9, a metacognitive
problem solving initiative developed by
Queen’s University Belfast. “The online
lessons teach children to work collaboratively
to solve problems through shared learning
strategies”, says Pauline.
Next on the list for Ratheniska is a plan to
reach out to other schools in Ireland and
abroad. “We plan to use broadband to
connect with other schools via Skype. We
also plan to use the technology to share
our experience of Transactional Strategies
Instruction (TSI), a literacy initiative
developed in the school, where children
work collaboratively to lead their own
learning across the curriculum”.

Photo: P
 auline Dunne, school principal, with children from Ratheniska NS, Stradbally, Co. Laois
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DIGITAL LIVES
Despite insufficient speed for some broadband
users in rural Ireland, our survey nevertheless
shows rural broadband users to be fully engaged
with the potential for digital technology to
change how they live, work, relax and educate
themselves.
The most popular use of the internet at home
is online shopping (for over 7 in 10 broadband
users) – a subject we will come back to in Part 2,
where we look at how internet access enhances
the day to day lives of people who live in rural
Ireland. The next most popular activity is email
(for two-thirds of users), followed by banking
and by the use of social networks such as
Facebook (both by more than 6 in 10 users).
Of course, an activity can be popular but need
not be regular: people tend to use the internet
more often for entertainment and news than
they do for shopping and banking.
Over half of rural broadband users watch videos
on YouTube, while one in four uses the internet
to watch content on Netflix. Indeed, half of
18-24 year olds in our survey use their home
internet connection to view and stream videos
and movies.
Broadband speed does, however, influence
online behaviour in rural households. Just one
example, while 36% use Skype to communicate
with friends and family, this rises to 40% of those
who say their broadband speed is sufficient,
but falls to 33% among those who say it isn’t
sufficient. Similarly, use of the internet for a
range of activities such as online shopping and
working from home tends to be significantly
higher in those households in suburban areas
versus those in the countryside or villages.
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65%

Our survey shows that people in rural Ireland have
embraced the potential of digital technologies in
general and broadband in particular to enhance
their lives. Their use of the internet goes alongside
strong family and community engagement, with
potential for technology to strengthen community
ties further.

RURAL

BROADBAND
USERS ARE

BANKING
ONLINE

24%

Internet Usage

USE

INTERNET

TO VIEW

NETFLIX

% Using
Broadband for

Online shopping

72%

Email

66%

Banking

65%

S
 ocial Networks
(Facebook, Twitter etc)

63%

YouTube

53%

News

44%

S
 kype conversations with
friends/family

36%

Jerry Kenneally

Sports

35%

Tweak.com

Music

33%

Online education

27%

Employment Websites

27%

O
 n demand TV e.g. RTE
player

26%

Netflix

24%

Games

24%

For work or job

19%

iTunes

17%

Radio streaming

11%

Betting sites

6%

Online dating sites

2%

Access to broadband should be a basic
right for citizens regardless of where
they live. It should be viewed as a utility
like water or electricity. Digital working
is part of everyone’s job now and high
speed broadband is critical for businesses
wherever they are.

As noted earlier in relation to digital technologies,
the use of digital services evident in our study is
a clear sign that people in rural Ireland already
appreciate the benefits of digital access and are
confident users of the services already available.
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Ph o n epak
W iFi do o r bell
MAKING A DIFFERENCE
The importance and contribution of digital
technology and broadband to the lives of
people living in rural Ireland cannot be
over-estimated:

57% of rural broadband users agree
that having access to the internet in
their area makes life easier

25%

Phonepak Corporate was established
in 2012 as a communications provider
to the SME sector. Since then the
Cootehall, Co. Roscommon based
firm has diversified to offer a wide
range of solutions including IP cameras
for farms. The firm’s latest product
offering is a highly innovative WiFi
doorbell which allows householders
to respond to a caller using their
mobile phone even while away from
their homes.

WOULD

HAVE TO MOVE

TO CITY
IF DIDN’T HAVE

INTERNET
Nevertheless, looking ahead to the impact
of faster broadband we find that:

The new product was inspired by
the quite alarming rise in rural crime,
according to Phonepak managing
director Alo Bruen. “A lot of research
has shown that would-be burglars ring
the doorbell first to check if anyone is
home. Our system allows householders
to answer their doorbell regardless of
whether they are at home or not.”

25% would have to move to a
town or city if they didn’t have internet
access where they live

51% say access to the internet makes
it easier to meet people and make

57% think faster broadband and
better mobile coverage in the future
will make it easier to live in their area
than at present

friends

74% agree it is easier for their family
to keep in touch with each other
because of digital technology

63% feel that the internet means they
have all the same shopping options
as people living in cities
But 33% agree that their internet
speed at home isn’t fast enough for
all their family requirements

Broadband is the ‘great leveller’. It enables
people from all walks of life – and every
part of Ireland – to participate in and
enjoy many of the benefits that digital
technologies and services can bring. And
it doesn’t stop there: the role broadband
will play in shaping the rural economy and
future employment prospects is the theme
of the next section of this report.

The doorbell features a wide angle
camera, microphone and speaker
and connects to the home’s WiFi
system. An app, available for both
Apple and android devices, connects
the user’s phone to the device giving
an extra layer of security to the
householder. It can be connected to
the existing doorbell wiring system
or as a standalone device and is
easily installed by anyone with even
rudimentary DIY skills.

Furthermore, 30% say that slow and
unreliable internet speeds currently
prevent them and/or family members
from working from home

16

“We got the idea a few years ago and
researched it with our supplier partners
in Germany, and they developed
the device for us”, says Joe Bruen,
operations manager for Phonepak.
“We launched it at the 2015 National
Ploughing Championships and
interest has been quite encouraging.
It is an example of what broadband
communications can do for both rural
businesses and householders.”
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www.phonepak.ie

Photo: Phonepak doorbell on site
Inset: Joe Bruen
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RU RAL OPPORT UN IT IE S
THE RURAL CONSUMER
We noted in Part 1 that shopping is the most popular
online activity among rural broadband users. In this section
we look in more detail at their experiences and behaviour,
helping to quantify the size – and future potential – of
the digital economy in rural Ireland from the viewpoint of
consumer spending.
Some 1.06 million (59%) adults in rural Ireland shop
online. According to our survey, their average monthly
spend – including flights, clothes, subscriptions etc –
is approximately €160 per month. That equates to an
annualised spend of €2.6 billion by consumers in rural
Ireland: about half of the total estimated spend online by
Irish consumers in 2015. Women and those aged 35-44
account for a disproportionately high share of spending
relative to other groups in rural Ireland.
The main spending categories are clothing and travel,
followed by insurance and books. Regular purchases such
as groceries are still mainly done in supermarkets rather
than online.

SPEND
20% IN

COUNTRYSIDE

HAVE PROBLEM OF

COURIERS
NOT FINDING HOUSE
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70%

Travel/hotel related bookings or services

62%

Car/home/motor insurance

45%

Books

38%

Electrical goods (e.g.: toaster)

22%

Music/mp3 tracks (e.g.: iTunes)

20%

Perfumes and cosmetics

19%

Movies/film rentals (e.g.: iTunes)

18%

Groceries

11%

Furniture

5%

Flowers

5%

CUSTOMERS

52% have switched car
in the past three years

insurance online

24% have switched electricity or gas
supplier online in the same period

% Purchased
online

Clothing/footwear

BY RURAL

The internet isn’t just about spending money – for many
people it is a key channel for saving on expenditure.
For example, many people in Ireland use the internet
nowadays to switch between insurance companies,
electricity suppliers etc. This is equally true of rural
broadband users, for example:

32% have switched home insurance online

Shopping Online
Purchased online in last six months

ONLINE

Until recently, Ireland was unique in Europe in not having
a postcode system. The launch of Eircodes in 2015 will
undoubtedly help address the problems facing rural
residents in non-unique addresses (almost exclusively
living in the countryside). One-in-five online shoppers
living in the countryside or villages have had problems
with deliveries of goods ordered online because couriers
were not able to find their houses. A similar number say
that delivery charges stop them buying online.

54%

HAVE

PAID THEIR

PROPERTY
TAX ONLINE

If shopping and switching are popular online activities
among rural Ireland broadband users, so also is interacting
with government departments. Nearly 9 in 10 use the
internet to pay their motor tax, while more than half have
used it to pay their property tax online. Nearly 50% of
those surveyed have paid their water bills online. Finally,
some 4 in 10 interact with the Revenue Commissioners
(via ROS) as well. Those aged 45-54 and people living on
farms are much more likely than other broadband users
in rural Ireland to engage with government services over
the internet.

Photo: Shop front in Skibbereen, Co. Cork
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DIGITAL WORK
If spending (and tax) is one side of economic
reality for people living in rural Ireland; then
the other side is income and work. Nearly one
in four broadband users in rural Ireland uses the
internet at home in relation to their work – or
about 430,000 people in total (sometimes known
as e-Workers). Men are more likely than women
to use the internet at home for work, and those
aged 35-50 are the most likely age group to
do so.
Among those remotely accessing work from
home, most use the internet to check email and
organise their diary in relation to meetings etc.
Nearly half use the internet at home to work on
reports and presentations, though only a third
have remote access to their companies’ networks
for work purposes.

Working from Home
% e-Working
Check email

81%

Planning and scheduling

47%

Work on reports/presentations

46%

Connect directly to the
company network

34%

Skype with colleagues/clients

24%

Sell online

7%

Access farming updates

6%

There are undoubtedly benefits from working
from home: some 19% of those using the internet
at home for work purposes say they don’t have to
commute to work because of the internet. This
rises to a quarter of those living in small towns.
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430, 000
USE THE
INTERNET
AT HOME
FOR THEIR

A further 16% say they can
avoid commuting on some
days of the week because
of the internet (typically
about two days a week).
To put this in context, if it
wasn’t for internet access at
home then nearly 150,000
workers in rural Ireland
would be commuting more
often or all of the time.

23%

OF

E-WORKERS SAY

SPEED

TOO SLOW

WORK

150, 000
WORKERS

IN RURAL

IRELAND
COMMUTE LESS

SO RIGHT NOW, RURAL BROADBAND FOR PEOPLE IN WORK REDUCES
IRELAND’S CARBON EMISSIONS BY UP TO 450,000 TONNES ALREADY.

A quarter of those who work from home –
or nearly 100,000 adults – say their current
broadband service is not sufficient to meet their
requirements for e-working, and that it limits the
work related activities they can do from home.
This rises to nearly half of those living in detached
houses in the countryside.

BECAUSE OF
BROADBAND

Photo: Arrabawn Co-operative Creamery, Nenagh, Co. Tipperary
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DIGITAL BUSINESS
To round out our analysis of the economic
aspects of the digital economy in rural
Ireland, we conducted a survey of 100 very
small or micro business owner-managers
whose businesses are based in rural
Ireland. The sample was generated from
a random selection of Vodafone business
customers based in rural locations.
Micro businesses are by definition smaller
and more flexible than larger businesses,
including SMEs. Micro business owners
often work by themselves or only have
one or two employees. Typically, the
micro businesses in our survey have 2
employees: the owner-founder of the
business and one other. They are also
more likely to work from home: in this
instance, 7 in 10 of the micro businesses
we surveyed did so.
A sizeable minority – 22% – of micro
businesses say their broadband service
is not sufficient for their current business
needs, though 7 in 10 say it is sufficient.
Among those who say it isn’t sufficient,
the main problems include difficulties in
downloading attachments, using cloudbased services and even simple apps. As
with private internet users in rural Ireland
frustrated by low speeds, half of the
micro businesses similarly affected say
they would be prepared to pay more to
access higher broadband speeds in their
business premises.
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The importance of digital technology and
broadband to running a small business in rural
Ireland cannot be over-estimated:

44%
THEIR INTERNET

92% of micro business owner-managers

AT WORK

69% agree that slow and unreliable

ENOUGH

44% say their internet speed at work

BUSINESS

requirements

SAY

SPEED
ISN’T FAST

FOR ALL THEIR

REQUIREMENTS

agree that having access to the internet in
their area makes it easier to run
their business

internet speeds currently prevent them and
their staff from working efficiently

isn’t fast enough for all their business

37% of micro businesses would have to
move to a town or city if they didn’t have
the internet where they live and work

62%
FASTER
SAY

BROADBAND

&BETTER

MOBILE
COVERAGE
WOULD ENABLE THEM

TO EXPAND THEIR

BUSINESSES

However, while there is a clear
consensus among micro businesses
about the drawbacks of inadequate
broadband speeds and the benefits
of better services, there is also a clear
consensus that people operating
businesses in rural Ireland should
not be expected to pay more than
their urban counterparts for access
to the internet for work purposes.
The result is almost the same as for
consumers (reported above): a full
86% disagree with this proposition
and 70% strongly disagree.

Asked to anticipate what impact faster
broadband access would have on their
business and we find that:

62% say faster broadband and better

We have seen in Part 2 that in rural
Ireland, consumers, employees
and businesses have already
adopted digital technologies to
improve their lives, their families’
lives and for their businesses.
We turn in Part 3 of this report
to look at the future of living and
working in rural Ireland, and at
the opportunities this will create
for higher standards of living and
job creation.

mobile coverage would enable them to
expand their businesses

45% say faster broadband would enable
them to attract the right staff
81% of micro businesses agree that faster
broadband and better mobile coverage
would make it easier to run a business where
they are based than at the moment
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SK I BBER E E N INIT IAT IVE

The Ludgate Hub in the heart of Skibbereen
offers space for up to 80 digital workers
and as many different businesses in a
specially revamped building. The Hub was
created as a result of the shared vision of a
number of business people with strong local
connections and enabled by the availability
of gigabit broadband from SIRO.
The Hub is the brainchild of a group of
business people including John Field, who
donated the building, Sean O’Driscoll of
Glen Dimplex, Anne O’Leary of Vodafone,
Leonard Donnelly, Oliver Farrell, Kevin
Buckley, and Adam Walsh.
The template for success is Kevin Buckley’s
firm, Spearline, which moved into space
offered by the local Credit Union when it had
four employees and has grown to 24 within
a few years. “The Credit Union had the same
basic vision as Ludgate”, says Oliver Farrell.
“If we could get three or four companies like
Spearline into Ludgate we’ll be looking for
more space within a very short time.”

IRELAND’S FIRST
RURAL DIGITAL HUB

The Ludgate Hub already has a large
number of businesses waiting to move in
when it opens its doors in the summer. “This
puts Skibbereen ahead of many other towns
in Ireland and that is very unusual for a town
like Skibbereen in South West Cork”, says
John Field. “Our vision is not just to catch
up on other towns, but to move ahead of
them. The connectivity and the Digital Hub
offer the town something tangible and very
significant in that respect.”
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Photo: Collection of imagery from around Skibbereen including Spearline Lab and Ludgate Hub
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There is an urgency required in delivering fit for purpose
broadband to everyone living and working throughout
the Western Region and indeed all rural areas. Quality
broadband is a necessary prerequisite to participation in
economic activity across all sectors, tourism, agriculture
and the creative sector through to financial services and
the vibrant life sciences sector in the West.

Deirdre Frost
Western Development Commission
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Photo: Wavesweeper, Belmullet, Co. Mayo
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CASE STUDY

3

O pe n i ng a
t ow n fo r o nli ne
bu s i n ess

FOR WHAT IT’S WORTH

The advent of gigabit broadband
is enabling the creation of a virtual
shopping mall in Skibbereen, Ireland’s
most southerly town. An initial group
of ten retailers are being assisted in
the process of becoming fully fledged
e-tailers as part of an initiative of the
Ludgate Hub – Ireland’s first rural
digital hub.

Sometimes you only appreciate the value of something
when it is taken away from you. How much would you need
to receive every month in ‘compensation’ for the loss of the
internet at home? That was a question we posed of rural
broadband users in our survey and the results are fascinating.
‘Consumer Surplus’ is the term economists use to describe
the difference between what people pay for a service and
what how much they would need to be compensated if
the service was removed. The difference between what
people pay for broadband and what they would need to be
compensated for its removal adds up to about €1,500 per
year. Scaled up to the total population of internet users in
rural Ireland and the combined consumer surplus stands at
nearly €2.7 billion every year.

E-street, as the new mall has been
dubbed, will enable retailers in the
town to reach out to customers across
the South West Cork region and
further afield.

€2.7bn

For the most part, the retailers involved
already have an online presence but
the move to E-street will introduce
them to online trading. “Some of them
already have websites but they are not
e-commerce enabled”, explains E-street
manager Gillean Guy. “We are bringing
the businesses along each step on the
journey to becoming fully e-commerce
enabled. We are also working with a firm
to provide a joint shipping service for
all of the retailers. The firm will drop off
and pick up from a central depot a few
times a week.”

VALUE OF CONSUMER

SURPLUS IN IRELAND
This tells us that broadband is already changing the lives
of consumers for the better – and the ‘social and economic
return’ on investment in better broadband access could be
enormous. It also tells us something about the potential
contribution of digital technology to rural lives in the future.
If citizens in rural Ireland are already enjoying a ‘surplus’
worth billions of euro from their access to digital products
and services, then think how much greater the surplus might
be with better infrastructure?

The next phase will see service
businesses being included in the
initiative. “We have concentrated on
businesses which are selling products
in the first phase. In the second wave
we will start to look at services like
businesses selling tickets for cruises
and other tourism offerings.”
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RU RA L F U TU RES

Photo: Designs, Interiors Shop,
Skibbereen, Co. Cork
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THE POSSIBLE FUTURE
What could access to faster broadband and better mobile
phone coverage do for rural Ireland? As it happens, quite
a lot in the opinion of the people who live there:

FOR FAMILIES & COMMUNITIES

Some 75% would welcome a future in which it
will be easier for second and third-level students to
study at home over the internet rather than travel
to libraries

Up to 70% would welcome a future in which
young people won’t have to move away from rural
Ireland as there will be more work opportunities
nearby thanks to technology
The growth of the population in rural Ireland as it
becomes easier for people to move there from
towns and cities would be welcome by 68%

While 81% would welcome a digital future that

FOR THE RURAL ECONOMY

WOULD WELCOME

DIGITAL

BOOST FOR

FARMING

Some 77% would welcome a role for digital
technology in making it easier for people to start-up
businesses in rural Ireland rather than in major towns
and cities

Up to 60% would welcome a future in which
people in rural Ireland won’t need to go to work in
offices because they’ll be able to work from home
most of the time
And 62% would like to see emigrants who moved
abroad to work being attracted to move back to rural
locations and work from there instead
Some 61% would welcome a future scenario

makes it easier for older people to remain living in
their own homes for longer

whereby broadband and mobile coverage enabled
people in rural Ireland to do more of their shopping
online

A combined 85% would welcome a future in

While 64% would welcome a boost for farming

which older people living alone will be monitored
remotely using technologies in their home
connected to medical professionals

A total of 82% would welcome an
arrangement for remotely monitoring homes to
provide in-home security

What is exciting about these findings is that it reveals just how
enthusiastic people living in rural Ireland are about the current
and future potential of digital technologies to improve their
lives and enable them to flourish where they live.
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64%

Of course, technology on its own isn’t enough, and the
potential for better access to digital technologies to unlock
new sources of growth and better job creation cannot be
underestimated.

as technology enables the automation of more
processes

Finally, 72% would welcome a digital future in
which foreign companies locate in rural Ireland as
digital technologies makes it easier for them to find
staff willing to work for them from home

Rural Ireland is ready to embrace the full potential of digital
future, including its potential to improve the wellbeing of
individuals and their families, and to help local communities
and employees flourish.
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CASE STUDY

C on n ecti ng
t h e f ar m to the
e n d c u sto m er

CONCLUSION
BRIDGING THE DIGITAL DIVIDE

From its base in Nenagh, Co. Tipperary
Arrabawn Co-op connects 970 milk
suppliers across 15 counties to
customers ranging from small rural
convenience stores to major multiples
and dairy products exporters, as
well as its own chain of farm stores,
and every other point in its supply
chain using advanced broadband
connectivity.

High speed broadband to businesses and homes
in rural Ireland is as important as basic utilities
like electricity and running water, and is critical to
Ireland’s economy.
Ireland has one of the most advanced and
competitive telecommunications infrastructures
in Europe. However, the extent to which our
rural population is dispersed is unique and rural
broadband in Ireland therefore requires relatively
more telecoms infrastructure than elsewhere in
Europe.

Milk is tracked from the time it is
collected at the farm gate to when
it emerges from one of the firm’s
processing units and is delivered to
the end customer. The co-op processes
350 million litres of milk each year and
each one of them is traceable back to
the farm which supplied it.

This study by Vodafone has presented – for the first
time – the experiences, needs and hopes of people
living in rural Ireland when it comes to the role
technology plays in their lives.
The report shows that people living in rural Ireland
are excited about the digital future for their families,
communities, workplaces and local economy and the
opportunities on the horizon. They are embracing
the prospect of change, and simply want the tools
to make the future happen sooner rather than later.

When Arrabawn milk is delivered to
a shop in Galway the sale is instantly
registered on the co-op’s ERP system
and the accounts for that customer
are updated. When one of the coop’s stores sells fertiliser or a pest
control product to a supplier that is
automatically registered on the
system in Nenagh and is posted
against the farmer’s account for
subsequent payment as well as for
bonus calculation.

We have seen from this pioneering survey of citizens
and businesses in rural Ireland that there are both
challenges and opportunities ahead on the road to
digital equality.

The opportunities are equally clear. Whether
as parents, shoppers, students, workers or
business owners, the people of rural Ireland
are openly embracing the transformative
potential of digital technologies on their
lives as individuals and in their communities.
By engaging directly with the people living
and working in rural Ireland, we hope that
this report will inspire others to see the
future potential of rural Ireland to contribute
to the national economy through commerce
and job creation, enabled by digital
technologies, to fulfil the needs of those
who live there and to play its full part in the
success of Ireland as a whole.
The future belongs to connected businesses,
communities and individuals. The gigabit
society in Ireland is within reach. With the
right structures and supports in place, and
stakeholders working together, Ireland
could become one of the most digitally
advanced nations in Europe.
Gerard O’Neill, Amárach Research,
May 2016

The challenges include major gaps in the availability
of adequate broadband speeds for households and
for businesses. Sizeable minorities of workers and
business owners are constrained in terms of what
they can do to be more efficient and effective. There
is a real imperative to harness the skills and talent of
our entire population if Ireland is to grow and sustain
our economy into the future.

This is just to scratch the surface of
how the co-op uses connectivity to
manage its business. “When you look
back 20 or 30 years you can see how
far we have come”, says Financial
Controller Mícheál O’Kelly. “We are
now on Electronic Data Interchange
(EDI), invoicing for all our major retail
customers, you just can’t send paper
invoices to the multiples any more.”

Photo: Labs at Arrabawn Co-op, Nenagh, Co. Tipperary
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