
 
 
 
 

Parliamentary Internet, Communications and Technology 
 

Forum, an All-Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) 
 

PICTFOR Secretariat    ▪    1 Castle Lane, London, SW1E 6DR    ▪    +44 (0)20 3397 3318        
admin@pictfor.org.uk    ▪    @Pictfor    ▪    www.pictfor.org.uk 

 

General Election 2015: The Rise of Tech 
 

Tuesday 17th March, 6.00pm – 8.00pm 
Macmillan Room, Portcullis House 

 

  #RiseOfTech @Pictfor 

Event report 
 
The political relevance of the technology sector has soared since 2010. Technology underpins every 
sphere of 21st century life and as more everyday activities migrate online, digital policy is starting to 
take a more prominent position in policy makers and, voter’s, minds. In the run up to the General 
Election, an expert panel examined the forces that have fuelled technology’s dramatic rise up the 
political agenda in recent years. 
 
The panel: 
 

 Eddie Copeland, Head of Technology Policy, Policy Exchange (@EddieACopeland) 
 Katharine Peacock, Managing Director, COMRES (@KPeacock_ComRes) 
 Antony Walker, Deputy CEO, techUK (@techUKdepCEO) 
 Timothy Barnes, Director of Enterprise Operations, UCL (@timothy_barnes) 

 
Chair: Rory Cellan-Jones, Chief Technology Correspondent, BBC (@ruskin147) 
 
 
"We can take for granted that technology can do whatever we want it to do" 
Eddie Copeland, Head of Technology Policy, Policy Exchange 
 
Policy Exchange’s Head of Technology Policy opened up the session with the statement that tech can 
do whatever we want it to do. Copeland agreed that tech had shot up the political agenda and argued 
this was partly down to the realities of fiscal austerity and the associated need for public sector 
organisations to do more with less. He added that local authorities and the NHS were prime examples 
were technology was the solution to the quandary of having to do more with less. Despite the growing 
importance of tech politically, Copeland said that most people did not care particularly about tech, 
and that industry and parliament needed to get better at explaining how tech can make a difference 
to the things people care about. 
 
“The idea of 'digital government' is anathema. Private businesses are much more trusted than 
Government to handle our private data.” 
Katharine Peacock, Managing Director, COMRES 
 
Katharine Peacock, Managing Director at COMRES, focused her remarks around the growing 
prevalence of online political engagement. Peacock argued that whilst technology in itself would not 
win votes, social media was creating more opportunities for communication between MPs and the 
electorate. Attendees heard that in 2010 39% of MPs used Twitter daily whereas over 70% did now. 
Regarding the potential for tech to combat voter apathy and enhance political engagement, Peacock 
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revealed that the majority of MPs didn't believe that online voting would help the political disconnect, 
whilst 57% of voters thought it would. 
 
“The UK is the best place right now if you want to start a tech business.” 
Timothy Barnes, Director of Enterprise Operations, UCL 
 
Timothy Barnes, Director of Enterprise Operations, UCL, began by lauding the UK as the most 
attractive place to set up a digital business. Barnes also highlighted the capital’s fintech credentials, 
saying that there were more fintech enterprises in London than in anywhere else in the world. In 
recognition of tech’s dramatic rise, Barnes emphasised how tech had woven its way into every part of 
our lives and issued a policy plea to Government to stop thinking of ‘digital’ as distinct and accept  that 
tech was a part of everything we did. He praised Governmental efforts to open up data and said that 
the ability to identify yourself online was the next big policy challenge for tech. Barnes concluded by 
identifying immigration and the NHS as the two policy areas where technology could most improve 
current Government solutions. 
 
"This is not the tech election. But technology underpins every single issue that voters care about. In 
particular the NHS.” 
Antony Walker, Deputy CEO, techUK 
 
Antony Walker, Deputy CEO, techUK, introduced his comments with the reminder that the rise of tech 
has been a constant theme throughout the 20th century and that “we are continually on the brink of 
the future”. This aside, Walker suggested that this time it felt different and that the pace of change 
was phenomenal. Regarding this warp speed development, Walker pointed to the existence of a divide 
between tech optimists, those that are comfortable with tech, and tech pessimists, those 
uncomfortable with disruption. He suggested that the tension between these groups was caused by 
the fact that some people felt innovation was happening to them rather than for them. Walker 
concluded that whist tech would not resonate with voters on the doorstep, it was key to solving many 
of the issues they cared about. 
 
2010 – 2015: Tech – now and then 
 
In 2010, at the time of the last General Election, tech hardly featured – now all the main parties have 
high profile personnel responsible for the ‘digital economy’ and digital policy is likely to figure 
prominently in their respective manifestos. At a European level, the digital agenda is prevalent and 
the completion of a connected digital single market promises to generate up to €250 billion of 
additional growth (2014-19) creating hundreds of thousands of new jobs in the knowledge-based 
digital economy. 
 
Developments in tech have had an unparalleled effect on British society and politics. Technology 
companies in the UK are responsible for developing some of the most transformative technologies of 
modern times. Governments have a crucial role in maintaining a credible regulatory framework that 
mitigates dangers whilst allowing British companies to reap the economic and social benefits of the 
digital economy.  
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