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Each year after the Rural Symposium, we release 
the communique document in its final form 
usually with a set of recommendations around 
priorities and actions. This year we have found 
that the document is longer and the actions that 
we’ve identified from the event and subsequent 
workshops are significant and focused on the 
longer term.

We believe we have an opportunity to reset the 
dialogue around improving rural connectivity 
to provide real long term benefits to rural 
communities through ensuring the current 
programmes deliver on time.

Outlined on the next page are the five high level 
actions that we believe will make a difference and 
that we, and our partners, should advocate for. 
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Actions

1
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Building on the work and investment to date, we support 

the call for a 10 year strategic, multilateral plan for 

improving rural connectivity in NZ.

Our end goal should be to ensure that the rural 

experience is at least equivalent to urban, recognising 

the requirement for a multi-technology approach.

This will require a change to the funding model to a more 

transactional and end-user focused approach to ensure 

continued investment in network capacity, capability and 

offering enhancements such as free installs of CPE, as is 

the case in UFB.

This end-user focused approach should be supported 

by rolling out a publicly available national connectivity 

register, allowing users and providers with a view of the 

best form of connectivity available at their location, as 

well as providing real life experience reporting.

All of this will fail though if users are not aware of their 

options or the opportunities they are missing out on. We 

need a concerted and planned awareness programme 

delivered at the community level.

10
YEAR
PLAN

$
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TUANZ Introduction and Comments

On Wednesday 16th September and Thursday 17th 
September, we hosted the 2020 Rural Connectivity 
Symposium through an online format. For the 
last five years we’ve hosted the annual rural 
connectivity symposium in Wellington to be close 
to the Government and their decision makers on 
investment in rural connectivity.  This year we had 
wanted to bring the full focus back to the sector 
that this is all about - rural Aotearoa New Zealand - 
so we were planning to host the 2020 Symposium 
in Hamilton, the Mighty Waikato.

However, the Covid-19 pandemic caused 
significant disruption for many events and plans 
for 2020. With New Zealand experiencing a series 
of lockdowns at various alert levels across the 
country just three weeks out from the original date, 
we were forced to step back and consider our 
options. 

The topic of the future of rural connectivity is too 
important to give up on. Cancellation was never 
an option on the table.

But as we have all learnt  this year is the 
importance of a Plan B, C, and even D. It became 
clear that as we would be at Alert Level 2 until 
at least September 17th we shifted the entire 
event online over two afternoons with post-event 
regional workshops to gather the stories and ideas 
from the community.

Day One started with a recorded ministerial 
welcome from the then Minister of Broadcasting 
and Communications, Kris Faafoi, who was 
followed by Graham Mitchell, CEO, Crown 
Infrastructure Partners about the progress on 
the Government’s programmes to date, as well 
as an update on the Connected Marae Project. 
Mike Smith, Chair of WISPA and CEO of Ultimate 
Broadband spoke on behalf of WISPA and Anna 
Phillips, Sales Director of Kacific Satellite gave us an 
update on Satellite Broadband developments. We 
finished out the session hearing from John Proctor, 
CEO of the RCG, about the progress so far and 
what’s coming from the Rural Connectivity Group.

Day two kicked off with a hard-hitting presentation 
from Vanessa Oakley, General Manager, Strategy 
& Business Operations, Chorus. The theme of 
this session was setting the scene and looking at 
what’s next.  Our support partner panel discussed 
what is happening in rural New Zealand and 
highlighted a number of positives and challenges 
due to connectivity, or lack of. Unsurprisingly, much 
of the discussion centred around the Covid-19 
pandemic. However, other issues such as banks 
phasing out the use of cheques and the increased 
drive towards online banking was also highlighted.

We know from talking with our rural partners that 
many suffer under significant constraints and that 
there still remain gaps between the experience 
of rural and semi-rural households and the 
experience of urban New Zealanders. 

However, a number of positives arose both during 
the event and the discussions from the post-event 
workshops. The Rugby World Cup and Covid-19 
both drove the need for connectivity and later 
proved the capacity and capability of much of our 
existing infrastructure. Covid-19 especially showed 
the importance with employees needing to work 
from home, children completing education at 
home, and physical isolation leading to a need to 
remain socially connected. 

Of course there are still challenges. These 
range from the traditional ones of trying to 
work towards ubiquitous coverage of quality 
connectivity, to educating people on what 
is already available, right through to the 
challenges in the way we farm, including how 
we encourage the uptake of IoT and other 
innovative on farm technologies.

Our ongoing message arising out of the event is 
very much in line with our overall vision of ensuring 
NZ makes the most of the digitally connected 
world. While we have achieved great things so far, 
there is still more that needs to be done. 

We know that connectivity is key to digital 
businesses and a force for social good and so 
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remain committed to the idea that the end goal 
is where rural NZ (or even semi-rural NZ) has the 
same connectivity experience as urban NZ. 

We think our symposium is and will remain a 
unique chance to bring together many of the 
stakeholders involved in sharing this vision to 
hear the latest plans and to share ideas. Whether 
that is online, in-person, or a mixed-approach, 
we will continue to lead the charge in facilitating 
the discussion.

I hope you enjoy reading this communique, 
and that it provides you with questions, ideas 
and even prompts you to seek solutions to the 
challenges ahead.  Rather than just a summary of 
the presentations as they occurred, we’ve written 
this communique around the key themes as we 
saw them over the event, and conclude with our 
suggestions for and priorities for rural connectivity.

Craig Young
CEO, TUANZ

Wellington Workshop
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Government Programmes

Government Policy

In his opening speech, the Hon Kris Faafoi, 
reiterated the Government’s view that Internet 
connectivity is “increasingly vital for bringing 
communities together”. And rural connectivity is 
increasingly important to rural communities given 
their isolated locations and in times of global 
pandemic.

Closing the urban and rural digital divide   

The Government considers that while their 
initiatives for RBI2 (Rural Broadband Initiative 2) 
and Mobile Blackspot are “both tracking well”, 
they do recognise that there are issues with areas 
that are not “urban” enough for UFB2 rollout, 
but not “rural” enough for RBI2. More generally 
the Government recognises that people without 
access to sufficient internet connection are at risk 
for missing out on “contributing to and benefiting 
from the economy”. 

Highspeed broadband is also being supplied to 
marae across New Zealand as part of the Digital 
Connectivity programme, which was initially 
targeted to rural marae to “accelerate digital 
inclusion” but has now been extended to include 
urban marae.

The Impact of COVID

The global pandemic has placed considerable 
pressure on Rural Networks and has 
highlighted the importance of having “resilient 
telecommunications infrastructure that can 
withstand unprecedented digital needs of all New 
Zealanders”.  This has led to an increased demand 
for communication services with a “new normal” in 
how we use digital technologies in our daily lives, in 
our communities and economy. 

Government Programme Update

Rural Broadband Initiative

Crown Infrastructure Partners (CIP) is the Crown 
entity responsible for running a number of 
programmes addressing connectivity challenges 

in New Zealand. On the progress of the Rural 
Broadband Initiative 2 (RBI2) and Mobile Black 
Spot Fund (MBSF), Graham Mitchell (CEO) said 
there has been significant change in outlook 
and pleasing progress has been made towards 
their targets since the last Rural Connectivity 
Symposium. Progress to June 2020 saw 52,000 
rural end users gaining improved access to 
broadband (+22% on last year), 630km highway 
kilometres of mobile coverage (+33%), and mobile 
coverage for 50 tourism areas (+18%).

As a result of the pandemic, the 
Government set up a $50m Infrastructure 
Release Group (IRG) Programme to 
address what TUANZ has called “The Stale 
Donut”.  The challenge of this programme 
is that the initial technology that was 
deployed in the Rural Broadband Initiative 
1 (RBI1) was good for its time but had very 
large serving areas. An average RBI1 tower 
served 500 households, while an average 
RBI2 tower serves only 80 households. 
The difference between the RBI1 and RBI2 
towers is exacerbated by lifestyle blocks 
appearing on the outskirts of urban areas 
leading to a higher unplanned demand 
being placed on that initial investment.
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Graham also made the point that there is a 
significant opportunity to use IoT networks to 
make agricultural producers more productive, but 
industry needs to develop programmes to assist 
farmers to get this technology into use. 

High Uptake of UFB in Rural Towns

With subsequent extensions, the UFB network 
is reaching further than anyone ever thought it 
would. CIP has reported that the uptake in some 
of the smaller towns is higher than the uptake in 
urban areas. In every case, CIP are seeing above 
forecast uptake.

COVID-19 Impact on Programmes

The partners received essential service status 
over lockdown. RCG achieved 29 towers on air 
during the first lockdown with WISPs completing a 
number of builds and focussed connections.

“We are doing well on coverage, but we need to 
look at capacity. Demand and concurrent usage 
are increasing. Video is going to happen, it’s a 
data rich environment.” 

The RCG 

John Proctor, CEO of the Rural Connectivity 
Group (RCG) began his presentation by stating, 
“I think the RCG is a great example of industry 

players working together.” This collaboration 
between three competing mobile operators and 
then further partnership with Crown Infrastructure 
Partners has led to the build of a shared network 
under RBI2.

“We’re building in rural areas where any of the 
individual mobile operators wouldn’t afford to 
be able to give New Zealanders access to these 
crucial mobile and broadband services.”

John says that the increased access to mobile 
services is critical for access to emergency services 
such as fire, police, and ambulance in more remote 
areas. Following the end of his presentation, John 
shared a testimonial that read, “The tower helped 
emergency service locate our swamped van in 
the middle of the night during the big [Northland] 
flood, thank you so much.”

Progress

Progress has ramped up after a slow start to 
the programme. There were 145 sites live on the 
network as of 16 September 2020, with 3-5 sites 
being built every week. The 145 live sites serve 
around 12,000 homes, 450km of roads, and 
29 tourist hot spots. Of these 145 sites, 80 sites 
have been switched on since March this year. 
“We’ve worked with CIP to concentrate on priority 
regions,” John says. There are over 450 sites in the 
acquisition phase and a number of sites in many 
more regions being worked on right now.

Covid-19 was significant to the RCG. During the 
first lockdown they continued to build and turned 
on 2000 homes. “Those were people who didn’t 
have any broadband at all. So that’s 2000 homes 
that were locked down… couldn’t do schooling 
from home, they couldn’t work from home and 
during that time we were able to put them online.”

With internet use growth increasing 44% per year, 
if one of the RCG site runs out of capacity there 
is a fund available for network upgrades. More 
importantly, looking at the spectrum RCG has 
available, all three network operators have pooled 
their spectrum for the shared network, all of their 
sites have a plan in terms of how the capacity 

“We are doing well on 
coverage, but we need 
to look at capacity. 
Demand and concurrent 
usage are increasing. 
Video is going to 
happen, it’s a data rich 
environment.” 
— Graham Mitchell 
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will be grown. These plans include the use of 
technologies and spectrum as growth occurs.

“At the RCG we’re not just here to build the 
network, we are also here to operate the network 
– it is our network.”

What’s coming for the RCG

The RCG has been working hard to work with 
the regional wireless ISPs (WISPs), although many 
people are unaware that the RCG is a wholesaler 
as well. They currently have 37 registered 
wholesale parties, 20 co-location applications 
received from five different WISPs, and 247 RCG 
sites published for co-location. They also have four 
co-location builds that have been completed for 
WISPs and are in negotiations to purchase back 
the sites for their services.

The RCG will continue building 3-5 sites each week 
until they hit their goals and they are confident 
they will be able to meet these. 

Will there be a 5G roll out?

“Right now, the plan is to get connectivity. That’s 
the most important thing.” The connectivity  
being delivered is 4G network along with 3G as 
that is what people use on their phones and in 
mobile blackspots. The RBI2 network does have 
the capability to roll out 5G but John says it has to 
be about what’s most important to people in the 
area. 

Replacing critical communications for 
emergency services

The Government is investing in a modern Public 
Safety Network with secure and integrated digital 
voice, messaging, data and video capability.  
In February 2020, this major investment was 
committed to replace critical communications 
technology for emergency services. As Chris 
Goldsmith, Lead Entity Director NGCC, NZ Police 
describes, this investment is a “leap into the future” 
that will enhance real-time situational awareness 

Figure: Communications coverage for new public safety network.
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and enable our front-line men and women to 
deliver better outcomes for New Zealanders:
“It’s about how the application of modern critical 
communications can change the way our frontline 
responders deliver emergency services to our 
communities.”

Presently, our emergency services — police, fire and 
ambulance — are using a disparate push-to-talk 
network which, as Goldsmith describes, will not be 
usable by 2023. A significant issue with the existing 
network is that it limits critical communications to 
voice only. 

Limitations of the current push-to-talk network 
was brought to the fore when Whakaari (White 
Island) erupted on December 9, 2019 with 47 souls 
on the island. As Goldsmith explained, “We were 
in a situation where we could not communicate 
effectively with each other” and “video was 
scarcely available”.
 
Real-time Response to Emergency Situations

Beyond voice-only capabilities, this modern critical 
communications future will integrate secure digital 
messaging, data, digital voice and video. Front-
line men and women will be fitted with ear pieces 
and personal devices that converge between 
radio and cellular to maximise coverage available. 

This equipment will enable emergency responders 
with better situation awareness, interoperable 
communications across agencies, access to 
databases and improved service delivery overall. 

“It is a very consoling thing to know that you can 
call us and we will respond - whether your house 
is on fire, someone’s broken in and assaulted you, 
or you’re had a heart attack. We are there for you 
and this investment is around helping our front-line 
responders be more effective in providing you with 
a better service.” 

“It’s about how the 
application of modern 
critical communications 
can change the way 
our frontline responders 
deliver emergency services 
to our communities.”
— Chris Goldsmith 
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Future Solutions

The case for fibre in rural New Zealand

UFB is an area where New Zealand has been 
ambitious about moving towards the gold 
standard of internet connectivity. Vanessa Oakley, 
General Manager, Strategy & Business Operations, 
Chorus says UFB was bold, future focused and 
forward looking and didn’t dance around with 
incremental detail. “We said what was the 
outcome we wanted for the country and then how 
do we get there?”

“We’re a country that prides ourselves on being 
ahead of the game in a lot of areas but I don’t 
think that we are in the rural space or in the space 
of digital inclusion.”

As an unashamed advocate for fibre, Vanessa said 
the objection to fibre is that it’s expensive, but 
she insists that all depends on what you think you 
are buying. She argues that fibre is the cheapest 
solution to provide connectivity for rural NZ if we 
think long term in a world of working and learning 
from home that we’ve really accelerated into 
recently. 

Vanessa argued that the first landlines we relied on 
in New Zealand over 100 years ago were probably 
thought of as really expensive, but today the cost 
would be seen as reasonable.  Funding of course is 
the key thing to think about and Vanessa suggests 
the government still can play a part to expand the 
roll out world-leading infrastructure.

Fibre build is good for the economy as it provides 
jobs both through the build, and enables 
ongoing opportunities for remote working, 
running a business, and learning. It also provides 
opportunities to upgrade other technology and 
reduce capacity issues in FWA RBI areas.

Of course fibre won’t be the answer everywhere 
in New Zealand, Vanessa says, and we need to 
look at what is the optimal mix of technologies 
for the different parts of the country rather than a 
piecemeal approach.

Vanessa believes that in a small country like 
New Zealand, we should be including rural New 
Zealand in the best connectivity and the best 
broadband. Her final question posed was, ‘How do 
we move this question along, get some ambition 
into New Zealand, and develop a roadmap 
that is sustainable in the long term for rural New 
Zealand?”

Recent developments in satellite 
broadband

New Zealand has fully embraced the digital 
age, the demand for data is growing, there is an 
increasing range of streaming services available 
- but there are people in rural New Zealand 
that don’t have easy access to communication 
networks.

— Vanessa Oakley

“We’re a country that 
prides ourselves on 
being ahead of the 
game in a lot of areas 
but I don’t think that we 
are in the rural space or 
in the space of digital 
inclusion.”

Anna Phillips, Sales Director, Kacific Satellite 
says there is no universal solution. Fibre, copper, 
and wireless networks are not always available 
or economically viable to deploy, especially in 
areas with low population density. But there is 
good news, Anna says, Satellite Broadband is an 
alternative solution that is going through a major 
shift at present.
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Applicability

Satellite is an obvious choice for areas without 
terrestrial options such as remote areas, in 
flight, and at sea. In New Zealand there are two 
immediate opportunities. The first is connectivity 
for rural and sub-urban communities, for farmers, 
agricultural, forestry operations and lifestyle 
blocks. The second opportunity is backups for 
business resilience if there is a fibre outage. 

Flexibility and Integration

Communication satellites support a variety of use 
cases to connect remote and distant areas or 
provide security to communications in industries 
where that matters the most. Anna says many 
governments are actively supporting the roll out of 
satellite technology to tackle the digital divide or 
support critical communication services.

“The real question is about flexibility. [The] 
connection [that] makes the most sense, is the 
most reliable, and provides the most bandwidth 
at any point in time and place. Ultimately, the way 
forward will be integration between the terrestrial 
world and the satellite world.”

A significant number of New Zealand households 
have used satellite technology for television which 
suggests a willingness to use the technology 
where it fits the purpose, where the price is right. 
Satellite services available in 2020 are significantly 
improved on those even five years ago. There are 
also a number of new networks under construction 
offering further satellite service options.

Kacific Broadband uses a new KA range that is 
more cost-effective than other bands, providing 
higher quality and faster speeds. Rather than 
the traditional wide-coverage beams, Kacific 1 
uses very focused spot beams. The spot beam 
architecture results in higher available capacity, 
higher data rates, and significantly lowers the cost.

Despite significant growth and innovation, 
Satellite Broadband still faces a key challenge – 
perception. The main barrier to adoption is the 
perception of cost, performance, and applicability.

The pricing for satellite capacity has been 
dropping due to the rise of high throughput 
satellites like Kacific 1. Anna believes that this 
trend will continue, or rather it must continue for 
the future success of the technology. Satellite 
operators will need to make changes to their 
business models to avoid a Kodak moment, and so 
the price will keep dropping.

Performance of Satellite

One of the known downfalls of Satellite Broadband 
is the latency. Unfortunately, not much can be 
done about the physics or distance data must 
travel. However, Anna says that at Kacific they 
have found the majority of customers choose to 
accept the higher latency in order to have faster 
speed and higher volume. In terms of speed 
and volume, Satellite Broadband offers a true 
broadband experience.

Kacific1 launch on SpaceX Falcon9
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Connectivity on the Marae is 
Transformative
 
Te uru o te whetu - Guided by the stars

Adam Ellis, Technical Director for Ngā Pūmanawa e 
Waru education trust, explained how connectivity 
on marae, when used in accordance with the 
tikanga of the hapū, can facilitate cultural 
exchanges and connection. 

Further, connectivity on marae encourages the 
younger generation to frequent the marae more 
often and reconnect with their hapū, extend their 
education beyond the school gate and, ultimately, 
address the digital poverty that exists.  

Transforming Marae

Bridging the equity gap 

From his work for Ngā Pūmanawa e Waru 
education trust, Ellis alerted us to a digital 
poverty that exists amongst our Māori children 
in the Wairakei area which was exacerbated by 
COVID-19 level four lockdown. He observed that 
“the statistics are frightening”:

• 8000 children in the Wairakei area alone were 
unable to connect with their education during 
level four lockdown; and

• 23% of senior school students failed to return to 
school after level 4 lockdown

Enabling connectivity on marae provides an 
opportunity for children to not only reconnect with 
their hapū, but to take learning “beyond the school 
gate”. As Ellis describes, this will require leadership, 
engaging whānau, the physical capability to 

— Adam Ellis 

“Connectivity on marae 
is a foundational step 
in facilitating education 
and cultural connection 
for our people of 
Aotearoa.”
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connect and appropriate safety measures in 
place. The Collective Impact Approach by the Ngā 
Pūmanawa e Waru education trust sets about to 
achieve just this. 

Contextualise the technology to the needs of the 
Hapu

An important consideration regarding connectivity 
on marae is that it must be contextualised to the 
needs of the hapū. As soon as technology enters 
the marae grounds, it should comply with a Code 
of Conduct co-constructed by the hapū to outline 
how technology should and should not be used 
—  an example being what would be considered 
acceptable usage during times of tangi.  

Immortalising stories

Finally, Ellis explained how connectivity on marae 
is transformative for re-telling and immortalizing 
stories of the hapū. He posed the question “What 
happens to our hapū homes if no one understands 
where they came from?” Using the example of 
www.gtas.nz, he explained how hapū can leverage 
digital technology to share stories of identity, 
values, historical events and of other cultural 
significance. 

Connectivity on marae is a foundational step in 
facilitating education and cultural connection for 
our people of Aotearoa.

Government programme helping Maraes 
become digital hubs for communities

There has been strong uptake and demand 
coming through from around the country that 
CIP are working through with their partners. The 
programme now covers urban maraes as well.
CIP saw significant uplift in demand post 
lockdown as the maraes began forming digital 
hubs for communities to help address the digital 
divide. Getting maraes connected gives whānau 
access to connectivity for schooling, business, 
coordinating, or networking when they can’t afford 
broadband in their own homes.

As of September 2020, 870 marae are eligible 
for the programme, 462 applications have 
been received, and 254 marae have been 
connected with the best broadband available. 
The broadband is fully funded for five years and 
maraes are provided all the essential hardware 
including a Wi-Fi booster, video conferencing 
bundle, and internet camera.

Soon, through Fire Emergency New Zealand (FENZ) 
the package will also include the installation of IRP 
fire smoke detectors for buildings too. “They’re very 
culturally significant buildings that we really do not 
want to lose. So, having [smoke detectors] there 
will be a real benefit to the programme.”

While it has been a challenging initiative there has 
been extraordinarily rewarding and the feedback 
from the marae after they’re connected has been 
very positive. The training that will come along will 
assist them even more.

“We are reaching the far 
parts of New Zealand 
and I think it’s going to 
help immensely with 
the digital divide issues. 
With the Wi-Fi extenders 
that really does give 
a lot of benefit to the 
surrounding community.”
— Adam Ellis 

http://www.gtas.nz
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What’s happening in Rural NZ: Stories of 
our people

Economic participation while living rurally

Kristy McGregor of Shepherdess magazine shared 
the challenges launching a print publication 
business during a time of digital disruption 
(COVID-19). However, as she explained, good 
internet connectivity has enabled a work-life 
balance and potential to contribute to the 
economy:

“What COVID-19 has shown us, is that there’s 
no reason why you can’t have a satisfying job 
working from home while living rurally. There’s huge 
opportunity in tapping into a new workforce… who 
now have the opportunity to contribute more.” 

Young Farmers aspirations to leverage new 
technologies

Robert Barry of Young Farmers NZ described how 
the future of farming looks like drones delivering 
fertiliser, on-farm IoT connectivity and geo-spacial 
mapping where farms are visualised in layers of 
operational data. The technology will enable 
better monitoring, automation and operational 
efficiency. Land management and sustainability 
objectives (such as managing algae blooms in our 
waterways, for example) remain important.

What’s Next?

“[For the future of farming] we’re going to need 
more connectivity. Within mapping and geo-
spacial data we need to be able to access 
different layers of maps and see what’s happening 
in different areas.”

Delivering healthcare services to rural 
communities

Dr Sarah Clarke of Rural Health Alliance New 
Zealand (RHANZ) is a senior rural doctor with a 
background in expedition medicine to remote 
areas, including Antarctica. During COVID-19, 
Sarah and her team who were based in Rolleston, 
near Christchurch, leveraged online video 
conferencing tools to assess patients, meaning 
they can access healthcare services without the 
time and cost of travel. She explained how during 
the level four lockdown and COVID-19 response, 
“connectivity became so critical.” Further, it’s 
changed the way people interact with our health 
service, saving both healthcare staff and the New 
Zealand public time in their day.

“While connectivity does have its issues in some 
places, actually been able to shoot down to 
the local school or library, is still a lot easier than 
having to go to the nearest city for a [healthcare] 
meeting that could easily be done on zoom” 

However, this does not address challenges with 
physical access to medicine, pharmacies and 
blood tests and as she describes, there remains a 
rural health shortage. 

Mental health in rural communities remains a 
significant issue. Digital connectivity enables 
access to programmes and applications from the 
“comfort of their couch at 2am in the morning” 
either human-based or software-based tools. 

Rural families and the digital divide

Fiona Gower, National President of Rural Women 
New Zealand opened by expressing “it’s great to 
hear there’s progress, but there’s still work to be 
done”.

She recounted the pros and cons of trying to work 
through a global pandemic, while living rurally: 

— Kristy McGregor

“What COVID-19 has 
shown us, is that there’s 
no reason why you can’t 
have a satisfying job 
working from home while 
living rurally. There’s huge 
opportunity in tapping 
into a new workforce.” 
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The pros being the best zoom view (from the top 
of the hill, where she gets the best coverage), and 
the cons being mobile black spots on her property 
and dial-up speeds. 

Fiona raised significant points on the implications 
of the digital divide on how rural families live and 
work, including inability to access mobile banking, 
and reliance on cheques. As she explained, there 
are serious health and safety implications of not 
having coverage on the farm:

“If we don’t have cell phone coverage and we 
can’t reach our landlines, how can we get help? 
And we’ve seen that in terms of the Christchurch 
earthquakes, vehicle accidents on farms. If there’s 
domestic violence and we have to leave, how do 
we get help? How far do we have to go?” 

Rural will always be a challenge

In his presentation, the Chair of WISPA, Mike Smith, 
reminded us that New Zealand is not unique in 
its challenge to provide connectivity to rural and 
remote regional areas. Every country experiences 
this challenge, however, nearly every country has a 
Universal Service Fund (USF) in place to offset this.

New Zealand is a rare exception, although 
perhaps the government’s investment into RBI 
can be viewed as a substitute USF but Mike says, 
“We really feel this needs to be addressed going 
forward. What we’ve done so far has been great, 
but there is so much more to do.”

In order to keep ahead of the game and meet 
increasing demands of rural communities who 
want to be connected and want to do more, there 
are additional costs over and above the cost of 
the initial build.

“It’s not just building a tower or putting fibre in the 
ground, it’s upgrades and OpEx.”

— Dr Sarah Clarke

“While connectivity does 
have its issues in some 
places, actually been able 
to shoot down to the local 
school or library, is still a 
lot easier than having to 
go to the nearest city for a 
[healthcare] meeting that 
could easily be done on 
zoom.” 
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Tautoro South

A new funding model?

While the transactional funding of RBI1 and 
RBI2 has been good at getting infrastructure 
started, Mike says, government funding for rural 
connectivity cannot be modelled on the success 
of urban UFB. Fibre is an expensive once-only cost, 
wireless is much cheaper but needs ongoing input 
and upgrades as demand grows.

Getting fibre to rural towns is expensive but there 
are ways to leverage it. The UFB2 expansion 
programme in small rural towns allows the WISP 
community and the RCG to get closer to their cell 
sites or their wireless broadband sites to connect 
more people.

“Having that fibre closer is such a great thing, any 
more expansion there would be fantastic, but the 
reality is that fibre in the ground to rural is very 
difficult to justify across the country.”

Rather than continue with a transactional model, 
Mike says we need a long-term strategy where 
industry and government comes together with to 
achieve rural connectivity and keep it working in 
the future.

A multi-layer, multi-technology design and 
spectrum is everything.

There is no ‘one size fits all’ to connectivity.

“It’s really important that New Zealand knows 
there is a range of options and they can all 
work together to deliver the end result of full 
connectivity for our nation, and connectivity for 
our rural [communities], our primary sector, and the 
future of our country.”

Mike says that 4G and 5G will never be economic 
across the whole country for a number of 
economic challenges and other reasons. WISP 
wireless will remain critical in places where 4G 
and 5G are not viable. IoT is an exciting emerging 
technology and area of connectivity that WISPs 
will play a pivotal part in the deployment of, not 
just to rural, but across the country.

“Ubiquitous connectivity is achievable through a 
mix of technologies. We can have connectivity to 
everybody using a range of different platforms and 
technologies.”

A national connectivity register.

Over Covid-19, the Ministry of Education faced the 
challenge of limited information while rolling out 
their intention of getting students connected. The 
information of who’s connected, what’s connected, 
where the connections are is very limited and 
hard to get hold of. A national connectivity 
register, similar to that in the electricity industry, 
could provide a database linking addresses to 
connections.

Having such a national connectivity register would 
mean that when there was a national disaster, or 
we are looking at where to connect, or to provide 
equitable data for families that can’t afford their 
internet, we would know where the connections 
are and what’s available.

“This could have some real benefits for future 
and forward planning across the board, rural and 
urban.”
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Overview

In his opening presentation the Minister described 
the Government’s initiatives for RBI2 (Rural 
Broadband Initiative 2), Mobile Blackspots and the 
Digital Connectivity programme for connecting 
Marae across New Zealand as “tracking well”. 

Everyone recognises that despite the positive 
progress, there’s still work to be done and 
challenges to be addressed. The COVID-19 level 
four lockdown earlier this year demonstrated 
how critical internet connectivity is for social and 
economic participation, as well as for access to 
health and education services. 

Solutions to rural connectivity challenges are 
not only about providing infrastructure for better 
coverage and capacity (the “two cs”), but about 
understanding and delivering on the broader 
connectivity needs of rural New Zealanders. 
There’s also a strong need to ensure adequate 
support and information is available to rural New 
Zealanders within their own communities so they 
can be informed consumers.

We also recognise that investing in connectivity 
can help reduce investment elsewhere, such as 
remote learning and healthcare reducing pressure 
on infrastructure. There may also be secondary 
benefits such as helping key sectors achieve their 
sustainability goals.

Looking to solutions for rural broadband 
challenges, our rural symposium attendees 
discussed the importance of employing a  
“whole of New Zealand approach” with strategic 
alignment and collaboration between involved 
parties: government, RSPs, WISPs, infrastructure 
providers, Marae and community groups. 

A Ten-Year Plan for Rural Connectivity

New Zealand has done remarkably well in 
connecting rural and regional communities. The 
success factors of this work have included the 
initial private investment followed by government 
investment, WISPs– small local businesses with 

The Challenges & The Solutions

can-do ethos, and the collaboration of mobile 
operators through RCG. But, more of the same is 
not the right solution, Mike Smith, Chair of WISPA 
and CEO Ultimate Broadband says.

“We need an agreed destination and a plan for 
the future.”

Achieving success requires a stated endpoint, 
a long term plan and timeline, understanding of 
the strengths and limitations of technologies, 
collaboration, and recognition of the costs.

We don’t want to find in 10 years that the gap, 
instead of narrowing, is widening. Technology is 
changing so fast as to what’s available but so is 
the demand.

Fit for Purpose Infrastructure and a Menu 
of Technologies

Over the last year, we’ve observed how internet 
connectivity is increasingly vital for rural 
communities given their isolated locations, and 
especially in times of global pandemic. There’s a 
“new normal” in how we use digital technologies 
in our daily lives, in our communities and economy.  
COVID-19 aside, it’s clear there’s a growing 
demand in rural broadband services, meaning 
that some services (like RBI1) are not suitable due 
to capacity restraints. Some services (such as 
satellite, or WISP wireless radio installation) are still 
met with cost barriers for consumers. 

We know that rural needs a menu of technologies: 
a multi-layer, multi-technology approach where 
4G, 5G, Fibre, Copper, WISP wireless and Satellite 

— Mike Smith

“We need an agreed 
destination and a plan 
for the future.”
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all have a place, since there’s no one size fit all. In 
developing innovative rural wireless solutions, we 
should understand the strengths and limitations 
of each technology – both from a technician 
perspective and from consumer/need-based 
perspective. 

Delivering Value: Beyond “the two Cs” 
Coverage & Capacity

As Adam Ellis, Technical Director for Ngā 
Pūmanawa e Waru Education Trust explained, 
on Marae, it’s not enough to simply provide an 
internet connection – the value is the degree to 
which the technology meets the needs of the 
Hapu. And this perspective on value creation 
is applicable for assessing the success of rural 
connectivity for the rest of New Zealand too.  

Coverage has been at the fore of rural broadband 
initiatives to date. However, discussion in the rural 
symposium workshops highlighted a need to look 
beyond the dichotomy of whether or not rural 
people are connected, and towards assessing the 
extent to which the connection satisfies the needs 
of our rural people. “It’s not just about speeds, it’s 
about the quality of connection,” one attendee 
stated.

Future goals should be defined as the outcome for 
end users. Needs-based reporting should include:
• Is the retail price accessible?
• Is the quality of service reliable?
• Is the speed and bandwidth satisfactory for 

completing online tasks?
• Does the connection cover the entire 

geographical property?
• Does the connection facilitate productivity 

technology and/or IOT?

A national connectivity register

Over Covid-19, the Ministry of Education faced the 
challenge of limited information while rolling out 
their intention of getting students connected. The 
information of who’s connected, what’s connected, 

where the connections are is very limited and 
hard to get hold of. A national connectivity 
register, similar to that in the electricity industry, 
could provide a database linking addresses to 
connections.

Having such a national connectivity register would 
mean that when there was a national disaster, or 
we are looking at where to connect, or to provide 
equitable data for families that can’t afford their 
internet, we would know where the connections 
are and what’s available. 

Service Awareness Barriers

A common theme from recent Symposium has 
been the large number of rural people still unaware 
of the connectivity options available to them. Two 
implications of this lack of awareness are that our 
rural people can struggle with connectivity that 
does not meet their needs, or they are at risk for 
paying more than they need to.

Presently, RSPs and WISPs have industry 
broadband maps available to them; but an 
independent broadband map for consumers to 
search for all the connectivity options available to 
them at their address would be a positive step.

In regional workshop discussions, there was 
consensus that service awareness education 
should be at a community level — farmer to 
farmer. Community groups, such as horticulture 
organisations, farming federation and regional 
community Facebook groups, are the right 
channels for rural people to help rural people  
learn how they can access connectivity that  
meets their needs. Contextual language to 
communicate service offerings is key here — for 
example, telling a farmer “you can check nitrogen 
levels from your phone”.

There’s opportunity for work by the government 
and Crown Infrastructure Partners to facilitate and 
support community level education.
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