NIRAN Report – December 2004
A Regional Network for Northern Ireland

Northern Ireland Regional Networking Ltd (NIRAN) is delighted to announce that as of November 2004, the high-speed broadband network linking all the province’s FE colleges and HE institutions is fully operational. It was back on 30th June 2004 that the NIRAN Limited Company
 entered a three-year agreement with its preferred supplier, NTL Business Ltd, for the provision of the infrastructure. On the same day NIRAN also signed a Regional Partner Academic Network agreement with UKERNA to serve as the local delivery agent of JANET services. 

[image: image1.jpg]



Seated above, signing the agreement between NIRAN and NTL are, from left to right, Nigel Macartney, Director of Information Services, University of Ulster, and Chairman of NIRAN Ltd and David Armstrong, Ntl Business Manager, NI. Standing from left to right are Tom Bennie, NTL Business Director, UK, Chris Kelly, NI Regional Network Coordinator of UKERNA, Will Haire, Permanent Secretary of Department for Employment and Learning [DEL], and Bob Day, Network Development Director of UKERNA.

The rollout phase was carried out over the summer months and was completed virtually on schedule by the 5th November 2004. This reflects a significant piece of work on the part of NTL, establishing the infrastructure – and by Queens University Belfast which has configured all the routing equipment and coordinated the switchover to the new circuits and routers. Additionally, the JANET NOSC provided assistance in the migration from the old circuitry to the new NIRAN. The entire rollout process has been managed and overseen by UKERNA’s NI Regional Network Coordinator, Chris Kelly. 
Membership and Bandwidth

The NIRAN network is now delivering a high-speed broadband network to twenty-three education and research institutions across Northern Ireland, viz:

· 16 Further Education Colleges; 

· 4 Higher Education Institutions; 

· Department of Agricultural and Rural Development Training Colleges; 

· The Armagh Observatory;

· The Economic Research Institute for Northern Ireland. 

Prior to the implementation of the NIRAN initiative, the vast majority of all NI JANET connected sites, including all the FE Colleges, have been connected to JANET and the Internet via 2Mbit/s circuits. NIRAN, however, will deliver true broadband network connectivity to JANET and the Internet – with minimum speeds of 10Mbit/s, rising to 34Mbit/s, 100Mbit/s and 1000Mbit/s for some sites. 
The NIRAN project will include circuits and routing equipment, each Nominated Connection receiving an appropriately sized circuit and an access router, delivered to its primary campus. This phase of the NIRAN project will be primarily funded by the Department for Employment and Learning, with significant contributions from the members themselves and from UKERNA.
Network Topology

The network will comprise a 2-PoP topology, straddling the region, with one PoP in Belfast and the second, some 80 miles away, in Londonderry. A fully resilient backbone circuit of 155Mbit/s - providing diverse physical routing - will connect the two PoPs. The access circuits will be a mixture of SDH and LAN extension technology and the access routers will be of uniform make and model. 
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Management Structures

The NIRAN Steering Group, which has been driving the project, has established a company limited by guarantee called NIRAN Ltd to own and manage the network over its lifetime. The company already has a Board of Directors reflecting its membership. A Management Advisory Committee and a Technical Advisory Group are being established to support the Board in its work, both groupings to be comprised of suitably experienced practitioners from the Member institutions. NIRAN has contracted the day-to-day network managing agent rôle to Queens University Belfast. 

Procurements and Rollout

The network procurement process was carried out by UKERNA on behalf of the NIRAN Steering Group, with procurement panels from within the NI education sector assisting in the process. The procurement process began in November 2003 and was completed on schedule, identifying the preferred supplier, ntl, by May 2004. 

In parallel to managing the network procurement process, UKERNA staff also worked closely with the NIRAN Steering Group to help procure and establish the NIRAN Limited Company and other services such as the Network Managing Agent and a website for the NIRAN, which may be viewed at http://www.niran.ac.uk/.  

First Impressions
Early anecdotal reports from NIRAN members are all extremely positive about the new network’s bandwidth provision and service. For example …
Gerard NcVeigh, Network Manager at Newry Institute, was looking forward to the advent of NIRAN. He explains: “The final year of the BA modern studies degree is delivered by the University of Ulster, using Newry and Kilkeel Institute premises. One of these modules is delivered using video conferencing facilities. We had experienced problems facilitating this using the old 2 Mbps connection through lack of sufficient bandwidth. The move to the new NIRAN 34 Mbps link has eliminated this shortfall now that the circuit has been replaced and staff and students can concentrate on the content rather than be concerned about the means of delivery.”

Michael Kane, the IT Manager at East Antrim Institute of Further and Higher Education, also immediately appreciated the improved network performance. “I accessed my college web-based email from home last night and the performance was amazing. Usually there is a five to 10 second delay in showing the emails. Now it’s instant – even my large graphic emails appear just as if I was accessing them from within the college. I also tried remote desktop from home, once again – amazing performance. It was very impressive. The introduction of NIRAN is going to provide students and staff with a faster, more enjoyable online experience.”

The NIRAN Chairman, Nigel Macartney, is conscious that the advent of NIRAN means that JANET-connected regional networks will cover all parts of the United Kingdom. The NIRAN Board is also confident that the NIRAN network will prove to be a major infrastructural development for the benefit of the Northern Ireland tertiary education sector and, potentially, for the community as a whole.  

� Trading as Northern Ireland Regional Area Networking Limited.
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