Digital Connectivi

The range of services and opportunities which are exclusively available through
the internet has grown significantly over the past decade, and access to broad-
band is now regarded as a necessity by the majority of UK businesses and house-
holds. This has become particularly visible during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Welsh farmers manage 80% of Wales’ landmass, 68% of whom are situated within
Less Favoured Areas (LFAs) and many of which are what the UK Department for
Digital, Culture, Media and Sport consider to be ‘the most rural and remote’ of
premises. It is unsurprising therefore that most remote rural residences and
businesses are ‘disproportionately agricultural’ as stated in the Department’s Call
for Evidence on improving connectivity for very hard to reach premises.

The FUW has campaigned relentlessly over recent years for the reliability and
speed of rural broadband to be improved given that farmers of all ages are now
required to use computer technology for their online business transactions.

The FUW is fully supportive of moves which encourage the use of online services
where they are available and practical in order to reduce administrative burdens
and minimise the risk of errors, and has demonstrated this in terms of our support
for RPW Online and the instrumental work the Union has played in completing
online SAF submissions on behalf of its membership.

As poor digital connectivity evidently impacts directly on our rural communities
and farmers, the FUW maintains the need for the Welsh Government to invest into
rural infrastructure to enable farm businesses to capitalise on digital connectivity
opportunities and not be left behind, increasing the digital divide between urban
and rural areas.

Examples of essential online applications for farming businesses in Wales include
quarterly VAT returns, BCMS/CTS Online, EID Cymru (optional), RPW Online (essen-
tial), Online banking.

The importance of investing into such infrastructure must be recognised before
introducing an online multispecies traceability system, Cattle EID or online
resources as part of a future agricultural support scheme.

Poor digital connectivity also has a wider social impact whereby insufficient
broadband and mobile signals in rural communities have been highlighted as a
barrier to victims of domestic abuse from being able to access support. Such
concerns have been highlighted by rural mental health charities during the pan-
demic.

Moreover, given the rate at which rules relating to agriculture change and wiill
change in future, and the penalties associated with slight errors, it is essential that
such changes are communicated with the industry in accessible formats for all.

With access to reliable broadband still evidently below the national average in
many of our rural areas, and farm businesses representing a large proportion of
those with no broadband access, it is essential that the limitations of online
services and communications are recognised and that rural access to broadband
is increased.
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Ensure that investment into
rural connectivity is
proportionate to the reliance of
Welsh Government and farmers
upon current and future
online services

Recognise the limited extent
of broadband access in many
of Wales’ rural communities
and seek to ensure no business
is placed at a disadvantage as
a result of moves to further
online services

Ensure paper
alternatives to
online services are
made available
where necessary
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Recognise
broadband as an
essential public
service in Wales

Work with internet service
providers to ensure that all
premises within Local
Authority areas have
access to part or full fibre

technology before the
complete phasing out
of analogue
services by 2025

Seek to secure investment
into rural connectivity that
reflects the needs in current
rural ‘not spots’

Continue to allow farmers
and rural residents the
option of receiving
important information
by post
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