
 

 

Rural Connectivity – AI Summary meeting notes 
25th February 2026 
 
Rural Connectivity Challenges Overview 
Kerry Booth, Chief Executive of the Rural Services Network, presented an overview of rural 
connectivity challenges, highlighting that despite 90% gigabit coverage in urban areas, rural 
regions still have almost 40% without access to gigabit coverage. She discussed government 
initiatives like Project Gigabit and the Shared Rural Network, noting concerns about funding after 
2030 and recent contractor withdrawals in Cornwall.  
 
Digital Connectivity and Economic Growth 
Archie Ratcliffe, Interim Head of Public Affairs at the LGA, presented the Digital Communities 
APPG report "Reconnecting Britain". The APPG, chaired by Helen Morgan MP, focuses on digital 
connectivity and its impact on economic growth, infrastructure, and inclusion. It highlights the 
need for a commission to assess the UK's digital landscape, urging government funding for local 
authorities to improve digital capacity and address connectivity gaps. The report emphasises the 
importance of streamlining the planning process, enhancing data collection, and promoting 
infrastructure sharing. It also calls for a comprehensive skills strategy and a new initiative to 
identify and fund "not spots." The economic potential of improved connectivity is stressed, with 
recommendations for collaboration across sectors and improved data sharing to support 
inclusive growth. 
 
Rural Broadband Connectivity Meeting 
Cllr Peter Thornton from Westmorland and Furness Council shared Cumbria's success in 
improving broadband through community efforts, while Kerry discussed how the APPG on Rural 
Services can support further initiatives and campaigning. The discussion also touched on 
emerging technologies like eSIMs, and satellite internet, with Amazon Leo's potential offerings for 
remote areas. 
 
UK Digital Landline Transition 
Sodhi Dhillon from BT presented on the upcoming PSTN switch-off, emphasising the importance 
of transitioning to digital voice services. The UK is transitioning from analogue to digital landlines 
by January 2027, with over 78% of BT customers already migrated. The change involves switching 
from the aging copper network to a more efficient digital service, offering features like scam call 
blocking and improved reliability. Special support is provided for vulnerable customers, including 
those with telecare pendants and healthcare alarms, with trained engineers offering assisted 
migration and free battery backup units. The transition is being coordinated with other providers, 
government, and Ofcom, with customers being encouraged to respond promptly to migration 
requests as delays are no longer possible. 
 
For customers without broadband, BT is converting their analogue landlines to a digital service, 
ensuring their lines remain connected to the exchange. The company is also exploring options for 
customers in rural areas without fibre availability and is considering a broadband-only option for 
those who no longer use their landlines. BT will be issuing a press release and running media 
campaigns to remind customers of the upcoming switchover and encourage them to engage with 
their communication providers. 



 

 
There was a discussion about battery backup units for communication devices, which are 
maintenance-free, self-monitoring, and have a service life of about 7 years.  
 
AI Voice Assistant Implementation 
Sonia Constant, Digital Services Manager from South Cambridgeshire District Council, shared 
their experience implementing AI in the contact centre to improve customer experience and 
release capacity. They evaluated various AI solutions, including developing an in-house solution, 
but ultimately chose ebi.AI due to its transaction-based pricing model and willingness to 
integrate with existing systems. 
 
Sonia discussed the implementation of an AI voice assistant system to deflect calls from the 
contact centre, achieving a 25-30% reduction in calls. The system, which started in April, allows 
for automated responses to common queries and integrates with various back-office systems. 
The AI system has been particularly successful in handling council tax inquiries, with text 
message responses via the gov.uk notify system directing customers to digital services. The 
council has seen benefits including 24/7 service availability and reduced answerphone 
messages, while maintaining the ability to handle complex queries through staff within the call 
centre. 
 
AI in Local Government Implementation 
Sonia explained that their AI system, Sam, is restricted to curated database on their council 
website and as such does not generate misinformation. The group discussed the need for human 
oversight when using AI systems. They also touched on the role of digital champions in rural 
areas, with Archie from the LGA suggesting that a broader approach involving multiple individuals 
might be more effective than having a single point of contact. The conversation ended with plans 
to campaign for funding to support digital champions at the local government level. 
 
Rural Infrastructure Connectivity Challenges 
The discussion focused on connectivity issues and infrastructure management, particularly in 
rural areas. Cllr Loveday Jenkins from Cornwall Council, highlighted concerns about the impact 
of recent storms, which caused widespread disruption to communications, and questioned how 
to address the strategic management of infrastructure. Sodhi from BT suggested that customers 
could register for priority fault repair services, and the group discussed learning from experiences 
with other utilities and infrastructure. The conversation also touched on the need for emergency 
power backup for digital voice systems and the development of battery backup solutions with a 
hibernation feature to address prolonged power cuts. 
 
Rural Digital Connectivity Challenges 
The meeting focused on digital connectivity challenges in rural areas, with delegates highlighting 
areas with lack of reliable internet access or mobile phone coverage The discussion explored 
solutions including battery backup systems, and the need for better coordination between 
Ofcom and Ofgem. The conversation ended with an announcement of upcoming seminars 
focused on rural communities and some targeted sessions with BT for Councillors aimed at 
upskilling them in their role as community leaders to be able to support their communities 
through digital transitions. 


