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This issue:
Broadband for all 
constituents – the 
challenge for MPs  
and industry

How fast is fast enough?
Lack of access to broadband can lead to social and political exclusion. For  
politicians, the race is on to ensure all constituents are connected.

Access to broadband Internet can bring 
many benefits for UK citizens in areas 
including education; employment; 
business; leisure; and accessing online 
public services.

Lack of access, conversely, reinforces 
social exclusion, as warned by EURIM – the 
Information Society Alliance in a briefing 
developed for last year’s Parliamentary 
candidates (http://bit.ly/8X748l).

Within government, broadband access 
will be vital for public officials and citizens 
to make effective use of the ‘G-Cloud’, the 
government’s secure cloud computing 
programme beginning development this 
year. Broadband access also underpins 
the ‘telemedicine’ revolution, allowing 
people to be cared for better and more 
cheaply in their homes.

Then there is its power to drive 
innovation. “It was take-up of broadband 
that allowed services like Skype and 
Wikipedia to be invented and deployed”, 
says Malcolm Corbett, CEO of the 
Independent Networks Cooperative 
Association (INCA). “Next generation 
broadband will enable a whole load of new 
things to happen including connections 
between citizens and public servants; 
and low-cost videoconferencing for small 
businesses.”

What is broadband? In general terms, it 
is fast internet access that is ‘always on’.

Broadband access technologies 
include the telephone network; the 
cable network; optical fibre; wireless 
technologies, including ‘WiMax’ that 
carries long distances; and 3G – and 
soon 4G – mobile phone services (for a 
good basic description of all of these, 

see the Parliamentary Office of Science 
and Technology’s report ‘Next generation 
broadband access’ (http://bit.ly/
bOOTL5).

Precisely ‘how fast is fast’ is a matter 
of debate, but broadband is generally 
understood to mean access at two or three 
‘Megabits per second’ (Mbps), around 50 
times faster than dial-up connections, 
with ‘next generation’ or ‘superfast’ 
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broadband running at speeds of up to 
100Mbps (note all these speeds usually 
just mean the speed from exchange to 
user, or the ‘download’ speeds – the 
‘upload’ or ‘backhaul’ speeds are usually 
slower in these ‘asymmetric’ services 
– since fast upload is not required for 
most uses). To put this in perspective, at 
100Mbps users can download a feature 
film in little more than a minute.
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A moving target?
Not everyone is convinced of the merits of aiming for higher broadband speeds 
at the possible risk of delaying universal service. At a recent ‘Parliament and the 
Internet’ conference (www.parliamentandinternet.org.uk), panellists pondered 
broadband take-up, the ‘digital divide’, and the role of mobile services in the 
future of broadband access.

“The reality is that nine million people in the UK have not been on the internet 
at all. If we do things faster, where does that leave those nine million?” said 
Julie Minns, head of regulatory and public policy at mobile network provider 
3UK.

“For government policy, the main issue should be ensuring universal 
broadband is delivered, and you don’t risk widening that digital divide.

“We need to be focusing on whether the market has competition functioning 
properly, driving up services.”

Minns said she is also concerned that government broadband policy is too 
focused on fixed provision – fibre and telephone lines – despite the fact that 
mobile internet access will soon exceed desktop computer access.

“If you are talking about 1Mbps, mobile is by far the easiest to roll out in rural 
areas – but then you are talking about spectrum access. The structure of the 
800Mhz spectrum auction is going to be absolutely critical.”

However Matt Rogerson, senior public affairs manager at Virgin Media, said 
mobile was not the answer for many consumers. “There are going to be areas 
where fixed line access is not practical, and you are going to use mobile. But 
mobile broadband should be treated separately because it doesn’t enable sorts 
of services people will want in future such as high-definition streaming TV.”
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the roll-out of next generation broadband 
in their areas. Together, these play into a 
third issue: the balance in each area of 
cost of access versus speed of access.

This trade-off between cost and 
capability lies at the heart of most 
debates about broadband at local and 
national level. All budgets are limited, 
so which is better – that as many homes 
and businesses should have access to 
the fastest broadband speeds available 
to current technology; or that even more 
homes and business, perhaps even every 
single one, should have access to some 
kind of broadband, but at lower speeds?

Decisions will be taken area by area, and 
constituency by constituency. But these 
trade-offs must always be borne in mind, 
and must be managed carefully, if new 
digital age ‘not-spots’ and inequalities are 
not to be opened up.

Hotspots and not-spots
The global Broadband quality survey 2010 
(see page 1) has shown that around three 
quarters of UK homes do already have 

It is important to remember, however, 
that speeds actually received by 
people are often less than advertised, 
for technical reasons or because of 
peak demand restrictions. Even within 
households, demand piles up: these 
days, the average household in the 
evening might have the adults wanting to 
watch HDTV online, and the kids wanting 
to do schoolwork, download music and 
play online games. If they want to do all 
these things unconstrained, it will already 
require ‘next generation’ download 
speeds of 20 Mbps or more.

Government policy on broadband has 
been taking shape slowly in recent years, 
hampered by hard economic times.

The ‘Digital Britain’ programme of 2009 
proposed a phone line tax of 50p a month, 
aimed at raising an estimated £175m 
a year for broadband infrastructure: 
however this was withdrawn following a 
media outcry.

A “Universal Service Commitment” to 
provide basic (2Mbps) broadband access 
for all has been kept by the coalition 
government, albeit pushed it back from 
2012 to 2015.

October’s spending review offered 
£530m over the next four years (and 
£300m more over the following three, 
according to some media reports) to help 
fund superfast broadband in remote rural 
area: of this, £300 million is being sliced 
from the TV licence fee and £230m from 
money previously earmarked for digital 
TV switchover. 

The government says around two 
million households will benefit, starting 
with a series of ‘Rural Market Testing 
Projects’ in North Yorkshire, Cumbria, 
Herefordshire, and the Highlands and 
Islands.

This investment formed a key plank of 
‘Britain’s superfast broadband future’, 
the strategy launched in December by 
Olympics, Culture, Media and Sport 
Secretary Jeremy Hunt. This promises to 
create a ‘digital hub’ in every community 
by the end of this Parliament; plus an 
investment of £50 million in a second 
wave of projects to test delivery of the 
hubs, in addition to the four rural pilots 
announced in the spending review.

Development of the universal service 
and next generation services will continue 
to be overseen by the body set up by 
the previous government, Broadband 
Delivery UK (BDUK - http://www.bis.gov.
uk/bduk ).

The new government has also set 
international comparison targets: Mr Hunt 
has said he wants UK to have the best 
broadband in Europe by 2015.

It is unclear whether this is achievable, 
as some other countries have stronger 
improvement policies: in Finland, for 
example, the government has promised 
universal access to 2Mbps by 2012; 
100Mbps for all by 2015, and the country’s 
citizens have a legal right to 1Mbps.

Currently, Britain stands at equal 
18th out of 72 countries surveyed for 
broadband quality and reach by the 
third annual global Broadband quality 
survey 2010 from Said Business School, 
Oxford University (http://bit.ly/9WPcoS). 
However, individual survey results are 
open to interpretation, and others rank 
the UK higher, for example coming  eighth 
in the 2010 global connectivity scorecard 
commissioned by Nokia Siemens 
Networks ( http://bit.ly/gy0uBJ ).

Closer to home, there are two main areas 
for MPs to concentrate on: coverage of 
basic broadband for all constituents; and 
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Inventing our way out of trouble
In March 2010 Virgin announced it was to pilot ‘overhead fibre’ – the use of 
telegraph poles to run optical fibre to people’s homes instead of underground 
(digging up roads is the biggest part of the usual cost of broadband access).

As this would often mean either erecting new poles or strengthening existing 
ones, this raises planning issues: but locally, it could be part of a mixed broadband 
solution, as long as BT’s terms and conditions for use of its poles encourage 
take-up, something that Ofcom will need to monitor.

The option of using infrastructure owned by utilities is also under active 
consideration by government.

Alston Cybermoor (www.cybermoor.org), an award-winning community 
technology project in rural Cumbria community backed by various public and 
private bodies, is trying out its own innovative ways to run fibre to people’s homes 
including under the eaves of houses, and through the sewers.

‘WiMax’ is a wireless broadband technology that can beam access across 
distances of 30 miles as opposed to nearer 30 metres for home Wifi. The problem 
with increasing WiMax, and enhancing 3G mobile phone services as well, has 
been a lack of availability of spectrum: however, October’s spending review has 
pledged a new auction of UK spectrum in 2011-12 suitable for delivering next 
generation mobile broadband.

An October 2010 report by consultants Analysys Mason for the Broadband 
Stakeholder Group found that for about 15% of households, terrestrial wireless 
technology could be a more cost-effective way of delivering high speed broadband 
than fibre to the cabinet.

‘The costs and capabilities of wireless and satellite technologies – 2016 
snapshot’ (http://bit.ly/dxFeg7) also shows that while satellite is more expensive 
to deploy than terrestrial wireless, it too can play an important role in the hardest-
to-reach areas.
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Broadband for all constituents: the challenge for MPs and industry

access to broadband, but that leaves a 
quarter of homes without, many in rural 
areas. A great many of these ‘not-spots’ 
correspond to areas not served by the 
country’s two main suppliers of fixed 
broadband to the home: BT and Virgin 
Media.

Virgin recently announced plans to 
offer more than 50% of the UK access 
to next generation broadband of up to 
100Mbps download and 30 Mbps upload 
by mid-2012, beginning with homes in 
London, the South East and Yorkshire.

Meanwhile BT is set to deliver next 
generation broadband using optical 
fibre to around two-thirds of homes by 
2015, although around half of these will 
only have access to speeds of 40Mbps 
through ‘fibre to the cabinet’ – optical 
fibre to the exchange box on the street 
rather than straight into homes.

BT has also announced a plan to 
connect 100% of homes in Cornwall 
using a mix of technologies, with £53.5m 
of funding from the European Regional 
Development Fund. The company will 
also put in £78.5m of its own. Part of the 
aim of this plan is to gauge take-up levels 
to see how economical it would be for BT 
or others to undertake similar projects in 
future without public backing.

Last year BT has set up an online voting 
website last year, the ‘Race to Infinity’, 
to identify further areas with demand 
for broadband by asking people to 
vote for it. However, the company said 
it would only consider areas with more 
than 1,000 votes, meaning many rural 
communities were too small to qualify. It 
has since announced six winning areas, 
mostly in the south of England (see www.
racetoinfinity.bt.com).

The solution – national or local?
The main policy debate currently is 
whether local areas should wait to see 
the fruits of the government’s national 
top-down plan, or take as much action as 
possible themselves, now, regardless of 
the priorities of Whitehall.

One model for successful national 
action is offered by Ireland, where a 
National Broadband Scheme (NBS - www.
dcenr.gov.ie/NBS) is set to provide 100% 
broadband coverage.

Following a competitive tendering 
process, the contract to run the scheme 
was awarded to network provider ‘3’ in 
December 2008. The scheme will deliver 
universal access to broadband via mobile 
wireless and satellite to target areas where 

If we are going to achieve universal and next generation 
broadband with limited public money, we are going to have to be 
really smart in how we deliver.

services were deemed insufficient, and 
3 are also required to provide wholesale 
access to other operators. As long as 

take-up reaches certain levels, the service 
will also be upgraded within the 68-month 
contract period at no extra charge.

In the UK, the key to meeting 
the government’s universal access 
commitment is likely to be a rather looser 
use of subsidy to catalyse different local 
mixes of solutions in different areas.

BDUK is currently working on plans for 
potential solutions, and is likely to create 
a procurement process whereby consortia 
of contractors and sub-contractors – 
‘enterprise partnerships’ – will bid to roll 
out access region by region.

“If we are going to achieve universal and 
next generation broadband with limited 
public money, we are going to have to be 
really smart in how we deliver – encourage 
private sector to deliver as much as they 
possibly can, look at all the technology 
solutions and think about policy levers 
that will enable deployment of these 
solutions”, says Antony Walker, chief 
executive of the Broadband Stakeholder 
Group.

“We have to be smart about timing, 
too – not pre-empt market solutions, but 
at the same time not generate so much 
uncertainty so the market doesn’t know 
what the government’s intentions are in 
these areas.”

INCA chief executive Malcolm Corbett 
says in intervening, the government 
should look to move straight to next 

generation solutions. “It is not worth 
putting sticking plasters on ‘not-spots’ – 
that would be a complete waste of money. 
We need to be looking for next generation 
solutions everywhere to future-proof 
services, bringing together public and 
private sector players to promote rapid 
roll-out of fibre.”

Communities themselves can also 
help raise investment by guaranteeing 
a base level of demand, he says. “We 
need to get some proper models in place 
to help people to do this, because it 
can change the economics if 50% of a 
community says I will sign a contract to 
have fibre – in fact, if just 35% sign up 
and you combine public sector support, 
you have a good chance of changing the 
situation dramatically.

“This is one area where Big Society 
really works”.

There are risks associated with creating 
a patchwork of local solutions, however, 
not least that different areas might end 
up with different qualities of service, 
says Antony Walker of the Broadband 
Stakeholder Group.

“The risk is that you end up with a 
lot of small networks that can’t really 
offer the same sorts of services – so 
for example you have different types of 
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Some users more equal than others?
Another issue looming in the background of the broadband debate is that of ‘net 
neutrality’ – the need to treat different internet users differently when it comes 
to prioritising their communication traffic. For example, network providers may 
want to hive off premium services for higher-paying corporate clients.

Any such moves are strongly opposed by many who feel it runs counter to the 
basic concept of the internet as an egalitarian, neutral platform. Others feel it is 
fair that people who pay more should receive more.

“Net neutrality is a very real issue, it is here and now, because current traffic 
management from the mobile operators and others can be brutal and if you have 
to ration capacity, it is not neutral”, says EURIM’s Philip Virgo.

“At the moment people are rationing, they have no choice, but they are not 
publicly debating or discussing what algorithms they are using to do so.”

Ultimately, Virgo says, the only way to remove rationing is if people pay for 
high volume use, whether the taxpayer, subscriber or advertiser. “It goes back 
to the old arguments about a ‘bit tax’.”
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communications available in urban and 
rural areas,” Walker says. “We haven’t 
bottomed out a lot of that stuff yet  – it’s 
going to be a crucial part of debate over 
coming months.”

Philip Virgo, secretary general of EURIM 
– the Information Society Alliance, agrees 
that all parts of society can pull together 
to create a high-speed network.

“If you combine potential public sector 
demand for broadband such as the NHS; 
defence; education; local government 
and the emergency services, you have 
enormous demand The best way for the 
UK government to support improvement 
of our broadband infrastructure would be 
to act as an ‘intelligent customer’.

“Then add in the massive amount of 
money spent on internet advertising – 
Google is already making more from ads 
than ITV is from TV advertising, and by 
content providers.

“Then there is consumer spend. 
When people talk about broadband they 
normally talk about nominal cost to an 
Internet Service Provider of £5 a month, 
but the odds are that most families, if 
you put together landline, mobile phones 
and subscription TV, are already spending 
£500-£600 a year on communications.

“If you put together all these spends, 
you end up with very big numbers. There 
is more than enough demand to pay for 
broadband over most of the country.”

Economics and business models are 
different in different parts of the country, 
but if you allow diversity of approach 
they will emerge, Virgo says. Like Corbett 
he sees the main problem as joining 
up these diverse solutions to form a 
coherent network, requiring work on 
interoperability and standards by bodies 
such as the government advisory body 
Infrastructure UK (http://bit.ly/gnfKaZ); 
and the COTS Project (Commercial, 
Operational and Technical Standards – 
http://bit.ly/fmmpxx) organised by the 
Broadband Stakeholders Group.

But perhaps most significant 
development for standards will be the UK 
launch this year of the Joint Open Network 
Exchange (JON Exchange – www.jon-
exchange.net/), Europe’s first wholesale 
broadband access market.

The exchange aims to span the gap 
between local innovation and wide-scale 
service provision using the ALA (Active 
Line Access) standard for wholesale 
broadband access, defined by Ofcom and 
the network standards body NICC.

What MPs can do – the ‘Constituency 
structure plan’
What can MPs do to ensure their 
constituencies – however rural – keep 
up with the race for ever faster and more 
widespread broadband access?

Politicians must first ensure they 
understand the current picture in their 
area, says David Harrington, regulatory 
affairs spokesman for business consumer 
body the CMA.

“My approach would be to engage 

every MP and enthuse them with a clear 
description of what has to be done in 
what could be termed a ‘constituency 
structure plan’, which could be integrated 
with other local authority structure plans 
that relate to the area.

A good starting point are the maps 
being drawn up by INCA which show 
where broadband is being planned by 
constituency, he said.

“Then a statement could be drawn 
up about what must be done in each 
constituency – what can be done, what 
must be done, and what funding is needed 
– mapped against what is already being 
planned, whether by BT, or other telecoms 
providers, or the community.”

All activity proposed should be 
community-driven and market-based, 
Harrington said. “I don’t suggest there 
should be a huge public investment, 
but the creation of these local plans 
does need to be nationally co-ordinated. 
Central government’s job is to provide a 
framework for it.”

4    2011

Political pioneer
Rory Stewart, Tory MP for the Cumbrian constituency of Penrith and the Border, 
has become a national pioneer of knocking heads together to make broadband 
happen.

In autumn 2010 he hosted a conference drawing together all the key players, 
from minister for broadband Ed Vaizey to top level speakers from Ofcom, BT and 
host of other industry and community broadband experts and practitioners.

The simple act of bringing everyone together led to valuable debate on ideas for 
investment, partnership and competition to bring broadband to his constituency 
(http://bit.ly/aUpPA6).


