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All-Party Parliamentary Group — Digital Communities

Chair: Helen Morgan MP, Liberal Democrat, North Shropshire

Aim: To promote the delivery of digitally equipped places that support and foster a connected, healthy,
and productive community. This includes the creation and maintenance of sustainable digital
infrastructure, as well as providing residents with equal opportunity to thrive in a digital world.

» Three oral evidence sessions:
* Mobile connectivity
* Mobile UK, MOVA, and Three
 Digital infrastructure and the planning system
* North Kesteven District Council, INCA, Cornerstone, APWireless, and CPRE
« Connectivity mapping
» Streetwave and Ofcom
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Reconnecting Britain
Restoring Trust, Connecting Communities
and Driving Inclusive Growth
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Executive summary

National Economic Growth

* Universal access to reliable,
high-speed digital services is
fundamental

* Critical for enabling new
technologies, supporting
modern public services, and
ensuring the UK remains
globally competitive

» Successful adoption of 5G
and full fibre could deliver
productivity gains worth over
£200 billion by 2035

Ofcom Scrutiny

« Current system relies heavily
on operator-supplied
modelling, which often fails to
reflect the lived experiences

» Policy decisions and
investment strategies have
not always aligned

« Ofcom must adopt a more
robust, independent
approach to data collection
and to embed greater
scrutiny and accountability

Sector Competition
» Landscape remains

dominated by a handful of
major operators, limiting
competition and slowing
progress

Breaking down monopolies
requires a unified regulatory
framework, targeted
investment, and proactive
government intervention to
ensure that all regions benefit
from next-generation
connectivity.
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« Timely opportunity to reaffirm the strategic importance of connectivity — both fixed and mobile — as a
driver of individual opportunity and national prosperity.

« Enhanced connectivity will ensure that residents and businesses across all regions have access to
reliable, high-speed digital services.

» Successive governments have rightly prioritised digital infrastructure, but closing the UK's digital
divide will require sustained, coordinated action across all sectors.

 All aspects of the UK’s digital connectivity landscape require thorough and independent scrutiny.

« The UK is rapidly losing ground in digital advancement. Only by commissioning an independent
review can the UK unlock new growth, expand social and enterprise opportunities, and reclaim its
position as a global leader in technological innovation and adoption.
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Key recommendations

National Government
» Urgently commission an independent review of the UK'’s digital connectivity landscape

« Announce the availability of ringfenced funding that enables combined authorities/strategic
authorities to improve capacity and capability of dedicated digital teams to coordinate and deliver
digital transformation and adoption

« Launch a project that supports local areas to come forward and identify not-spots and unlock
funding to improve connectivity in these areas

Local Government

* Promote streamlined planning processes and simplify pre-application costs for mobile infrastructure
» Across local plans and local growth plans, authorities should consider digital infrastructure

 Audit existing connectivity levels and identify priority areas for investment and infrastructure

#
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Key recommendations

Industry and Regulatory Bodies

Ofcom must further improve mobile coverage mapping granularity and continue to incorporate user
experience metrics, working beyond the data received from MNOs.

MNOs should use the same methodology when reporting on their connectivity coverage to Ofcom.

The mobile and telecommunications sectors should collaborate with local government sector
representatives as well as communities to improve understanding of the planning system,
constraints and local need.

Wherever possible, the sharing of digital infrastructure is essential to minimise visual impact and
costs. It should be the primary focus when assessing local infrastructure needs.

#
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Shared Rural Network 5G deployment

* Autumn 2024 — 4G coverage from at least » High and very high confidence of coverage
(o)
one operator across 95% of landmass. . UK ranks 30/39 in SME reform

» £159 billion economic benefit by 2035

» Supports more users and data with greater

» Total not-spots

* Neutral hosting and roaming

* Investment vs demand energy efficiency and improved spectrum
usage
5G standalone Mapping and experience
* Merger between Vodafone and Three to « 50x50m grids and higher signal thresholds
c1;Beate third major competitor and £11bn over . ~4% of UK landmass without mobile
years :
coverage — interplay of geography,
« 83% High Confidence level and 74% Very environmental protection, and infrastructure
High Confidence level in areas outside of policy
premises

* Using portable data collection devices
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Gigabit and fibre

Gigabit-capable coverage stands at 87%

Urban areas reach 91%, while rural areas
lag significantly at 62%

Rural areas face higher deployment costs
and lower population density, reducing their
commercial appeal

Gigabit voucher scheme

Voucher scheme to improve connectivity in
rural and hard-to-reach areas

Community involvement essential = financial
risks and significant project management

Payments made based on the number of
premises passed

Project Gigabit

Payments made based on the number of
premises passed

Project Gigabit simplifies deployment but
may leave some homes unconnected

Infrastructure limitations leaves residents out

Altnets

Providers can be effective in deploying fixed
fibre and wireless networks where traditional
infrastructure is lacking

Market saturation may cause some altnets to

exit or be acquired by bigger firms

Openreach monopoly
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Policy implications and recommendations

« Accurately capturing lived experience remains challenging.

« Enhanced and reliable data is crucial for:
 Individuals choosing a mobile network
« Organisations making financial and investment decisions
 Authorities evaluating planning applications for new digital infrastructure.

« The APPG urges Ofcom to adopt a more assertive approach in scrutinising MNOs

» Clear and ambitious priorities for technology and the role it can play in driving economic growth —
5G Standalone, Al and Al Growth Zones and data centres — but foundations are not fit for purpose.

« A comprehensive skills strategy and pipelines is needed that sets out how address the skills gap
now but retain an eye on the future.

* A new initiative to ‘name a not-spot’.

» More flexible funding models and tailored infrastructure solutions for gigabit deployment.

#
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Governing regulations Infrastructure sharing

- ECC and PSTI Act - site upgrades and - Newly deployed by a new entrant vs
disputes accessing legacy infrastructure owned by

« Restore and retain investor and landowner incumbents

confidence, align regulation with incentives,

and fully implement the PSTI Act » Current regulatory framework is inefficient

and costly

 Promote Ofcom’s Code of Practice on the
ECC and close the UK’s 5G investment gap
of £20-37bn
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Policy implications and recommendations

Streamlining access procedures to reduce delays and administrative burden.

Revising pricing models to reflect the realities of different types of infrastructure and ownership.

Providing clearer policy direction to encourage cooperation between incumbents and new entrants.

Investing in education and resources for local authorities, who often play a gatekeeping role in
planning and infrastructure deployment.

#
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Inclusive growth Investment

« Government has an ambitious objective to * 5G can bring a productivity benefit of £159
drive growth, with technology a core driver billion by 2035

« Adigitally connected and inclusive society is « A potential £73bn boost to UK productivity by
fundamental to achieving these aims 2034 through nationwide Full Fibre

« Matching productivity in rural England to that « Delays to the rollout of 5G alone could see
in Scandinavian countries = £19bn in £41bn in lost economic output
additional tax revenues
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Coordination Devolution and LGR
 With responsibilities spanning local growth, « Devolution of powers and simplified,
planning, highways, and place-making, streamlined structures

councils are crucial partners

. Significant funding gap remains = under- « Balance local autonomy with national

resourced and workforce challenges oversight

. D|g|ta| Connectivity projects require  Local engagement combined with national
collaboration across local, regional, and strategy
national stakeholders.

Data sharing Streetworks

) rI?]%(l)(Enqguallty Impacts policy and decision * 126% increase in roadworks volume from

. , L , telecoms street works alone since 2018
« An incomplete picture of digital inclusion

« Councils possess invaluable insights into
underserved areas

« system that is open to abuse of emergency
street works legislation

» Council levers over barriers to deployment « overlapping works are carefully coordinated
and opportunities for leveraging public to ensure that disruption is kept to a
assets minimum
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Planning permission and capacity

One of the key barriers to achieving universal mobile and fixed connectivity is the planning system

Total expenditure on planning, including development management and other planning policy, has
decreased by 16.6% since the financial year ending 2010

21% of respondents to the Royal Town Planning Institute latest State of the Profession report
suggest they plan to leave the profession in the coming three years

Inconsistency, combined with a lack of planning resources and technical understanding, leads to
rejections and/or delays

Digital infrastructure is often overlooked in favour of housing and data centres

Ther? needs to be a balanced planning approach that weighs visual impact against socio-economic
benefits.

Exploring national roaming or neutral hosting in hard-to-cover areas may support tackle not-spots.
Developing a unified regulatory framework is essential in attracting investment.

Better integration of digital infrastructure into local planning could address local need and
opposition.

Stronger engagement between industry and local authorities is critical to success.
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Digital Champions

« The Government should provide ringfenced funding to establish and sustain dedicated digital teams
within local authorities

Senior Digital Connectivity Lead - to provide strategic direction, influence policy, secure funding and
build relationships.

Digital Connectivity Coordinator - to facilitate communication, build partnerships, coordinate initiatives,
monitor progress, and support funding applications.

Digital Infrastructure Planning Officer - to bridge the knowledge gap, streamline process and support
the applications process, address local needs, and promote innovation.

Digital Infrastructure Streetworks Officer - to coordinate activities, develop a permit system, monitor and
enforce compliance, promote collaboration.

Digital Inclusion Officer - to identify and address barriers, promote digital literacy, support vulnerable
groups, and advocate for affordable access.
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Action Plan

Welcomed step after 10-years

Concerns about the effectiveness and future
of the DIAP

Government processes and institutions often
remain outdated and resistant to change

Growing disillusionment in areas, particularly
in rural communities

DI capacity

Councils can drive digital inclusion activity in
a localised way and in partnership with
relevant stakeholders

Plans should be rooted in the design and
governance of local authorities

Cross-government ‘Digital Inclusion
Embedding Fund’

Connectivity = inclusion

£9.48 return for every £1
A challenge with urban based ‘not-spots’

Requirements for digital inclusion impact
assessments

Utilising critical change moments

Social value and tariffs

Leveraging social value clauses in digital
infrastructure projects to fund digital
inclusion

GMCA'’s ‘GM Wayleaves Agreement’
removes long-standing barriers to broadband
access in social housing

Concerns over the promotion, affordability
and quality of the tariffs
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