Update on the Mobile Phone Project – 11th July 2014
Over the past few years, Development Coll (DC) has investigated whether it could facilitate the delivery of mobile coverage to the Isle of Coll.  Early in 2013 the organisation was approached by the Scottish Government regarding a pilot project to improve mobile coverage in rural areas.  The idea was that the Scottish Government would encourage major communications companies to invest in the sort of rural area that would not normally be viable in a business sense.
Vodafone expressed interest in working with the local community and the Scottish Government to see whether a model can be created where mobile equipment is provided to the community, at the company’s cost, on the basis that Vodafone could use the mast free of charge. This would enable them to provide a mobile service across Coll by integrating it into its national network. The mast would then have to be maintained by Development Coll and the mobile service supported by Vodafone for at least 15 years.
As the first scheme of its kind in Scotland, the process for moving this forward has been far from straightforward, with a number of issues to be addressed and challenges to be overcome.  For DC, this has been quite an undertaking and has meant an enormous amount of time spent working on the project by the Directors on a voluntary basis.  
The community consultation in 2010 registered the will of the local community to see mobile coverage on Coll with 57% of respondents agreeing or strongly agreeing and 24% disagreeing or strongly disagreeing to lobby for mobile coverage on the island (working out as 70% in favour and 30% against, once those neither for, nor against are excluded).  Whilst there are obvious benefits from having mobile coverage on Coll, the Directors have had to carefully weigh up the opportunity and have spent the past few months working with the Scottish Government to scrutinise the offer and develop a sustainable business model.

Of most concern to DC is the need to minimise the risk to the organisation, and therefore the community, that the project may incur a deficit and use up resources that could be used for other purposes.  The Directors have evaluated the capital budget for the build and the potential income and expenditure associated with sustaining the mast and are satisfied that DC can proceed.  Several organisations have offered to contribute to the running costs, including Project Trust, the NHS, Scottish Fire and Rescue and Argyll and Bute Council.
DC have taken up a 15 year lease with a local landowner for an annual fee of £1, ensuring that costs are kept to an absolute minimum.  This effectively offers the community the use of the land for free and DC are very grateful for this generous contribution.  The organisation is actively pursuing opportunities to generate income from the mast, such as sub-letting space to other mobile providers. 

Planning permission for the mast was granted some months ago and the mast is planned to be deployed within the next month or so and is likely to be up and running by the end of the summer.
Frequently Asked Questions regarding the Mobile Phone Project
Lavinia Mclean-Bristol

1. When it is going to go up?
This summer, possibly August.  It should be fully functional by the end of September, we estimate.

2. Where is it to be built?
In the middle of the island, on a remote hill belonging to Grishipol farm.  There is no track to it, but it commands most of the island.  

3. Will it cover the whole of the island?
Tests taken along the roads show that the majority will have a signal although there will be pockets without coverage.  We would expect at least 75% coverage which compares well with many mobile masts elsewhere in UK.
4. How high is it and will it dominate the landscape?

Visual impact will be minimal from the road as the mast is a lattice tower of 15m in height.
5. Who is paying for it?

The Scottish Government is paying the whole costs of installation, and then donating the mast to Development Coll to run it in the future.  Development Coll has already received this money which amounts to £165,000.  The full budget of £165,000 has been allocated and Development Coll is responsible for making payment to the various contractors.  This project is one of a number of potential prototypes that SG will be assessing over the coming months in order to assess how mobile coverage could be provided in the more hard to reach rural areas of Scotland. There has already been considerable interest from other communities in the West of Scotland for similar schemes.
6. What about running costs?
The estimated cost of electricity, the main cost, is £1,000 per annum.  Several prime beneficiaries of the mobile coverage have offered to pay towards the annual cost of electricity (the NHS, Scottish Fire and Rescue, Project Trust and Argyll and Bute Council) for the next five years.  After that we hope it will pay for itself through commercial income from letting of space on the mast to other mobile providers.
7. What does the landowner gain from having this mast?
The terms of the lease are £1 a year, paid by Development Coll, a most generous gesture on the part of the landowner without which the project would have been very unlikely to progress.  In the future we hope that other mobile companies will wish to piggy back on this mast – with a potential income of around £5,000 per annum.  This would ensure the sustainability of the mast in the longer term and allow Development Coll to cover any ongoing costs relating to administration of the project.  Any commercial income gained from this in future would be split between DC and the landowner on a 70/30 basis, the usual legal position for sub-letting of this nature.
Having a mobile phone mast will not have any bearing on the performance of private wind turbines on the island, nor will it result in an increase in income or improved effectiveness of the turbines.
8. Is it costing the community anything?

No, the business model is such that no-one on the island is required to pay anything (other than usual cost of mobile phone calls) to use the equipment.  There has been no cost to purchase land or equipment and prime beneficiaries of the mobile coverage have offered to pay towards the annual cost of electricity (the NHS, Scottish Fire and Rescue, Project Trust and Argyll and Bute Council).  Everyone in the community (as well as visitors) will be able to make use of the mobile coverage or to choose not to if they prefer.
9. Will mobile phone owners need to change to Vodafone?
Initially the mast will only put out a signal for Vodafone, with the option for O2 to come on in the future.  However, there is pressure being put on mobile phone companies by the Government to stop the proliferation of masts in lucrative areas, and share with companies owning masts in remoter, less economically viable areas.

10. Why haven’t I heard more about this?
We have tried to make information available but it has been difficult to keep everyone informed as the project has moved on quickly.  It’s important to note that, until now, this project has been done on an entirely voluntary basis by Development Coll directors who have put many hours into ensuring the success of the project.

We did have two public meetings at An Cridhe to discuss this in 2013, including representation from the Scottish Government, Vodafone and Mono Consultants which detailed the equipment required with drawings and maps.  This was followed by open discussion at our AGM in early 2014, as well as monthly directors meetings at which the matter was discussed in detail.  Further to that, information was provided via the Development Coll website and a briefing on behalf of the Scottish Government was distributed in December 2013.

Now everything is nearly in place we can breathe a little.  I am very happy to answer any queries you may have from this – please email me at lmacbri@aol.com.
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