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C
ovid has confined us all to our homes, working remotely, and socialising over 
the internet. We have become even more dependent on digital connectivity.
We have been given a crash course in the opportunities created by technology 
but also the pitfalls. 

For too many people, stories of renewed interest in home baking and remote working 
have reinforced their sense of exclusion. In a society which was already plagued by 
growing social division, the experience of the pandemic has served to reinforce and 
widen those divisions. 

The policy challenge presented by these widening divisions will define the politics of the 
next decade. We need to ensure that individuals and communities are not left behind 
because we have failed to take advantage of the opportunities created by improved 
connectivity. 

It is ironic but true that the technology of improved communication is in danger of 
leading to reduced communication within and between communities. 

To address this challenge, we need to improve our digital infrastructure, so that there 
are no “no-go areas” and even more importantly we need to learn how to use it. 

That is true at the individual level. Too many people simply lack basic digital skills with 
the result that they lead lives which are more isolated and less fulfilling than they could 
be if digital literacy were a priority alongside traditional literacy and numeracy skills.  

It is also true at the collective level. We pride ourselves on the long heritage of many 
of our institutions, but sometimes we forget that institutions only prosper when they 
adapt to changing circumstances. The institutions of government, both local and 
national, face major challenges alongside other key organisations inherited from earlier 
generations, such as our schools and universities as well as the National Health Service.

All these institutions need to ask themselves how they can best fulfil their purpose in 
the new world. 

In doing so, we should also recognise that none of these questions are unique to 
Britain. Covid has reminded us – if we needed reminding – that the Blue Planet is a 
small place. There is no solution to the challenges posed by Covid or climate change, or 
the successful application of digital technology, which does not recognise the common 
interests and experiences of all citizens of the planet. 

This white paper is a call to action, setting out five broad recommendations for a new 
Digital Operating Model in Britain. It identifies some of the challenges we face and 
seeks to learn from the experience of others as well as ourselves. 

We should not underestimate this challenge, but nor should we lose sight of the 
opportunity to reshape our society to meet the challenges of the 21st century. 

That is what this white paper is about. 

Foreword: 
Rt. Hon. Stephen Dorrell, 
Chair, Public Policy Projects
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Huawei has sponsored the meetings that led to the development of this report. They have further 

funded the publication of the report. Huawei did not have any editorial input into the report. 

Written by Justin Anderson, Anderson Strategy and Genevieve Redgrave, Public Policy Projects
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The world has shifted

Over the past decade, the everyday 
lives of citizens across the globe have 
become increasingly entrenched with 
ever-improving digital technology; 
physical and digital lives are now 
inextricably linked. In 2020, 84 per 
cent of adults in the UK owned a 
smartphone and on average over 
two and a half hours were spent 
online every day1. The rapid embrace 
of new technologies, digitisation, 
and social channels, alongside the 
widespread development of fibre and 
5G capabilities, has placed the future 
of digital right at our fingertips. 

This became crucially important when 
the unexpected Covid-19 pandemic 
meant that work, entertainment, and 
social lives went digital overnight, 
meaning citizens and businesses 
became dependent on their 
connectivity like never before. Since 
the pandemic began, just under 
half of those in employment found 
themselves working from home2 

and emerging statistics suggest that 
up to a quarter of the workforce 
could continue to work remotely3. 
Similarly, increased digitisation of 
public services, including remote 
GP appointments, housing services 
consultations and digital planning 
approval, which have been found to 
reduce cost and time pressures, are 
expected to continue. 

The ability for life to continue as 
close to ‘normal’ as possible is 
fundamentally down to the critical 
digital infrastructure that already 
exists across the UK. Without this 
foundation it is difficult to see how 
entire industries would have been able 
to conduct their everyday operations, 
schools would have been able to keep 

educating the next generation, and 
citizens would have managed to stay 
connected with one another. 
Yet despite this success, when an 
entire population becomes dependent 
on connectivity, the shortcomings of 
current provision and level of digital 
skills is firmly put under the spotlight. 

Despite private investment rapidly 
developing the level of connectivity 
provision across the UK, it is predicted 
that by 2025, without any government 
involvement, only 70 per cent of 
the UK will have gigabit coverage4. 
Additionally, initial targets set out in 
the 2019 Conservative Party Manifesto 
to deliver full fibre provision by 2025 
have also since been downgraded to a 
target of only 85 per cent of premises 
with access to a 1Gbs connection5. 

This is a significant concern for those 
remaining, specifically in the 20 per 
cent of the UK that has been labelled 
as ‘hard to reach’. Mostly rural areas, 
large swathes of the population can 
only access coverage as low as 2G 
and private investment models mean 
that improved coverage is unlikely 
without intervention. The risk of being 
left behind becomes starker with the 
reality that almost a quarter of the UK 
population does not have the basic 
digital skills needed for everyday 
life6 and the UK economy is facing a 
significant digital skills shortage that 
leaves it lagging behind many other 
developed economies. Moving into 
a more digital world, those without 
access or the necessary skills are most 
at risk of being excluded.

A paradigm shift is needed

Digital, however, is not a problem that 
the UK needs to confront. Instead, 
it is an opportunity to level up the 

economy, businesses, and the lives 
of citizens across the nation. By 
delivering full fibre, it is predicted that 
this could generate an additional £59 
billion in productivity by 2025 and 
enable one million more people to 
access employment7, while new 5G 
capabilities could radically improve 
the possibilities of many businesses 
across the nation. By embracing these 
new technologies and prioritising 
delivering digital connectivity, 
the UK could become the ‘Science 
Superpower’ it vowed to become 
upon leaving the EU8. While this may 
seem a steep challenge, the work 
being done internationally in countries 
such as China and South Korea, and 
UK domestic authorities in Salford 
and Warwickshire, proves that the 
capabilities are there, if given the right 
leadership and direction. 

The UK needs a paradigm shift in 
its thinking, creating a new digital 
operating model that sets out long-
term ambitious aims to radically 
improve its capabilities and provide 
world-leading digital connectivity. 
With the widespread trialling of new 
technologies by citizens since the 
outbreak of the pandemic, this is an 
opportune moment to test and make 
these improvements. Additionally, if 
the UK is to achieve its 10-point ‘green 
industrial revolution’ and international 
climate action goals, a nationwide 
infrastructure deployment on a mass 
scale will be needed. By converging 
these plans into one ambitious 
operating model, the UK can create a 
safe, secure, and sustainable digital 
future, built on a world-leading base of 
digital green infrastructure.  

Yet it is vital that this digital model 
is put into operation and it is those 
working at a regional and local level 

Executive Summary 
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who are best placed to put these 
changes into action. With greater 
understanding of the challenges 
and connectivity needs of their area, 
civic leaders are capable of leading 
genuine change that will benefit the 
citizens and communities that they 
represent. While greater devolved 
powers and funding should be given 

to enable this rapid development, 
a bottom-up rollout can make use 
of local levers that are already 
available if given the right direction. 
Information-sharing, consortiums, 
regional barrier-busting and 
infrastructure deployment 
facilitated through the planning 
system can and should be used to 

drive the UK’s digital transformation 
forward. With a paradigm shift at 
every level of government, local and 
regional authorities can deliver the 
new and ambitious national digital 
operating model. 

Ofcom

Digital skills National strategy

Regionally led

Inform

atio
n

 sh
a

rin
g

Review the powers 
of Ofcom to ensure 

that the best provision is 
being delivered, specifically 

assessing the effectiveness of 
Universal Service Obligations 
(USOs) and their role within 

the Digital Economy Act 
2017.

Create a wide and 
ambitious national 

vision and value-based 
strategy for a digital 

green future that combines 
connectivity and sustainability 

targets with greater 
accountability based on 
specific and measurable 

outcomes.

Greater support and 
leverage must be given 

to combined and regional 
authorities, which can lead 
and facilitate connectivity 

improvements at a devolved 
level, and work collaboratively 

with the DCMS to create the 
most efficient roll-out 

possible.

A new 
digital 

operating 
model

1

2

3

4

5

Mandate greater 
information and 

data sharing among 
local authorities, relevant 
stakeholders, and digital 
operators from the early 

stages of development, to 
drive forwards change and 
make it more streamlined 

and efficient.

An ambitious 
long-term digital skills 

strategy must be created 
that specifically centres on 
reforming the education 

system at all levels to 
ensure it is fit for purpose 

for the digital age.
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A paradigm shift in thinking

As the UK progresses further towards a more digitised society, the realities of its 
current connectivity capabilities mean that it is far from being a digital leader in 
this technological world. To radically improve its position, the UK needs a clear 
vision and commitment that it is currently lacking. Recent government proposals 
in both the 2020 Spending Review and National Infrastructure Strategy downgrade 
aims of full-fibre connectivity by 2025 (outlined in the 2019 Conservative Party 
Manifesto) to only providing 85 per cent of UK homes with access to a 1Gbs (1,000 
megabits per second) capable connection in the next five years9. If the UK is to 
become a digital world-leader,  to even just to drive connectivity to a level that will 
enable all those in homes and businesses to live, work, and study as they need, 
radical improvements must be made. 

We can see from the speed at which other countries, such as China, have delivered 
gigabit connectivity that the challenge is no longer technological. It is a political and 
leadership challenge that requires a paradigm shift at every level of government 
to step up with an ambitious and detailed strategy. There must be an immovable 
commitment to invest wisely in radically improving not only the UK’s connectivity 
infrastructure but develop skills and new models of governance.

Recommendation 1: There must be a bold and shared vision for the future of the UK 

that recognises the potential of greater connectivity to drive innovation and national, 

regional and local productivity. It will require all levels of government, including 

significant input on area-specific challenges from Regional Authorities, Combined 
Authorities and Local Authorities, to have a paradigm shift in strategic thinking and 
a renewed governance framework that aligns all stakeholders with the same vision 
towards a digital UK. 

Recommendation 2: A rigorous national and regional strategy with appropriate 
accountability, transparency and quantifiable outcomes must be put in place. This 
will guarantee that the latest government targets are, at minimum, achieved and that 

the existing levels of universal service obligations are increased. This needs to have 

a long-term and forward-thinking vision, making use of emerging trends such as 5G 
and satellite technology and empowering the network for future challenges, especially 
sustainability.

National 
strategy

CHINA AND 5G DEPLOYMENT

The discussion surrounding 5G has long been centred on the new technology’s 
relationship with China. Since beginning its rollout in November 2019, it has 
created the world’s largest 5G network. This required a strategic, coordinated 
and national plan to rollout the necessary infrastructure across the country 
at a pace unlike anywhere else across the globe. The national rhetoric and 
procedures that were put in place facilitated the swift development of the 
technology rather than adding lengthy delays and bureaucracy to the process. 
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Digital connectivity and the green industrial revolution

In the last few years, as pressure for improved digital connectivity has increased, 
so too has the demand to take action against the climate crisis. Ahead of the 
COP26 programme to be hosted in Glasgow, in November 2021, and to meet 
increasing international climate goals, the UK Government has set out a  
long-term vision for sustainability in its 10-point plan for a green industrial 
revolution. These changes are predicted to create as many as 250,000 new 
green jobs and radically end the sale of petrol and diesel vehicles by 203011. To 
do this, it has set out an investment of £1.9 billion in charging infrastructure and 
consumer purchase incentives, which are set to be managed by the Department 
for Transport (DfT).

The Chinese state-owned carriers, China Mobile, China Unicom and China 
Telecom, could make their first deployments of infrastructure in 50 cities 
across China, two months ahead of the initial schedule10. The low-to-mid 
frequency spectrum used was also specifically chosen to allow for roll-out 
on a massive scale because the base stations for lower spectrums can reach 
a wider area. Low prices for access to 5G also only adds to greater digital 
inclusion and pick-up of this new wave of technology. If rapid deployment 
is possible within China, a much larger nation with varying terrain, the 
technology to do the same within the UK clearly exists. 
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To create this green and digitally forward nation, it is vital that the infrastructure 
is available to not only connect but also intelligently distribute power. Deploying 
gigabit broadband infrastructure is essential for this, providing citizens with the 
ability to access necessary greener services, and creating the critical foundation 
on which to build sustainable infrastructure. Crucial to this is recognising that 
the wider visions for a more sustainable and digital nation must go hand-in-hand 
and means that any long-term strategic plans and decision-making must be 
combined. 

The greatest cost in laying bureaucracy that connectivity infrastructure comes 
with digging roads and lengthy bureaucracy can add significant delays; Section 
58 of the New Roads and Street Works Act 1991 legislates that a road cannot 
be re-dug for up to five years12. Instead, the Swedish Model could offer a more 
efficient alternative whereby necessary infrastructure is laid once a road has 
already been dug up for any reason. By switching to this model, any long-term 
digital connectivity planning must be taken in accordance with plans for electric 
infrastructure, ready to be rolled out successfully together to create a green 
digital future. 

Recommendation 3: UK leadership must combine the communication of digital 

connectivity and electrification of the road network into a single ‘moonshot’ story, to 
ensure that the vision for the future of the UK comes together in a global, clear, green 

and digital leadership message that drives a decade of infrastructure creation.

Recommendation 4: Local and regional authorities should work closely with the 
DfT, DCMS, and its Barrier Busting Task Force to combine long-term infrastructure 
deployment plans. By rolling out connectivity and electrification infrastructure at the 
same time, this will reduce bureaucracy, delays, and inefficiencies to meet long-term 
targets. 

Achieving both the 2025 connectivity targets and 2030 ban on petrol and 
diesel cars will create a step change in the infrastructure of the UK and how its 
citizens are connected. A gigabit connected nation with a world class sustainable 
infrastructure network will ensure that the UK remains a productive, innovative, 
competitive country, leading the world in ‘green technologies’. 

Effective planning

Achieving a radical revolution of both sustainability and connectivity is inherently 
an ambitious aim that holds risk but also significant opportunity. To utilise the 
potential to entirely transform digital and create smart cities across the nation, 
smaller trials that road-test different operability models should be utilised, 
tested, and scaled to a larger c200,000 people city. This exemplar city model will 
then help ensure a smooth and efficient nationwide rollout of those successful 
trials. Due to the impact of Covid and working from home, digitisation and new 
technology usage is being rapidly tested throughout the population. This is a 
unique opportunity to  trial revolutionary new technologies, level-up nationwide 
successfully and push forwards connectivity throughout the next decade.

Recommendation 5: To further inform government planning, test different 
governance and delivery models, investment should be increased from 

geographically limited ‘Test Beds and Trials’ programmes to an exemplar city model 

established in collaboration with key technology, industry, and service partners. 

EXEMPLAR CITY MODEL 

One city with a population of 
200,000 (which is big enough to 
test working methods) would 
be taken and run as the next 
generation blueprint. This would 
allow different infrastructure, data, 
security, and funding models to be 
tested, finessing their operability 
and overcoming any challenges 
before these are then rolled out 
nationwide. This will require 
leadership from the top to decide 
where this exemplar city will be and 
what will be tested. This can then 
be run efficiently at a local level 
by those who are experts in the 
sector, as well as the regional area. 
This will ensure that an optimum 
model is ready to be successfully 
pushed out nationwide.  
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Those chosen regional authorities should work through inefficiencies, identifying the 
right solutions in real time ready for a rollout of successful plans nationwide. Chosen 
local and regional authorities should run these models, working through inefficiencies 
to inform the data and quantify potential outcomes ready for a rollout of successful 

plans nationwide. 

Funding and outcomes

The latest Spending Review, revealed in November 2020, announced the 
Government’s commitment to a £5 billion UK Gigabit Programme that will run until 
202513 as part of the 85 per cent target of 1Gbs connectivity. 

With the rollout of the infrastructure necessary to deliver increased gigabit 
connectivity, the stated priority outcomes of public value were named as 
increasing economic growth and productivity. This will be achieved through 
expanding the use of data and digital technology, and increasing innovation while 
minimising digital harm to the UK’s economic security and society.  

However, no specific targets have been set on these broad outcomes and there is 
a lack of information that is publicly available to fully assess the impact of these 
plans and funding. To make the long-term benefits of greater digital connectivity 
clearer and ensure its potential is harnessed, any stated aims must be held against 
clear measurable outcome targets that allow for the programme to be more easily 
assessed. 

Recommendation 6: Clear targets should be set alongside the stated outcomes of any 
government investment into increased digital connectivity that can easily measure 

and assess the return and welfare benefit. 

Of the £5 billion commitment, so far only £1.65 billion has been allocated by DCMS 
over the next 4 years. This includes:

• £1.2 billion gigabit broadband
• £250 million secure and resilient 5G network
• £200 million flagship digital infrastructure programmes including the Shared 

Rural Network for 4G coverage, Local Full Fibre Networks and the 5G Testbeds 
and Trials Programme.

Figure 1. Department for Digital Culture, Media, and Sport multi-year  

capital programme

Despite the outlined proposal of £5 billion public investment, it is unclear exactly 
how this will be spent before 2025. Without a clear strategy and proper planning, 
this investment might not target the right areas and is unlikely to be enough to 
entirely level-up the UK’s digital connectivity system. Any long-term vision created 
must be backed by a comprehensive investment plan to ensure it is not just a 
headline figure. The full details of this investment strategy must be created with 
input and local knowledge from local and regional authorities, outlining clearly 
the long-term aims and timelines of the spending. 

   £ billion

 2021-22 2022-23 2023-24 2024-25 Total 

Gigabit broadband 0.1 0.3 0.4 0.5 1.2
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Post leaving the EU, new state aid rules give greater opportunity to the UK to invest 
further in its infrastructure to develop industry for the long term. By setting out the 
parameters of its long-term investment plans, it can help set measurable aims, as 
well as offer stability and confidence to attract investment into industry.  

Recommendation 7: The Government must outline further investment for digital 
connectivity including full details of its £5 billion commitment by 2025.

In November 2020, the combined reach of 1Gbps (1000Mbps+) speed capable ISP 
networks reached 34.1 per cent of UK premises14, up from 10 per cent in 2019. 
However, Ofcom states that as of April 2020 only 6 per cent of the population had 
ultrafast broadband (100Mbs or higher)15. Arguably this increased coverage has 
been easier to achieve in densely populated cities and towns with many rural areas’ 
connectivity still lagging behind.

As part of the initial 2019 Manifesto promise of full fibre and gigabit connectivity, 
it was announced that £5 billion would be made available to help connect these 
hardest to reach areas16. Despite this, private investment in rural areas still 
continues to lead the way. Even without any government investment, it is predicted 
that private investment by industry alone would probably achieve 70 per cent gigabit 
coverage by 202517.

• Virgin’s rapid rollout of DOCSIS3.1 (D3.1) technology over its new FTTP and 
existing Hybrid Fibre Coax (HFC) is expected to cover an additional 16 million 
premises before the end of 2021 (55-60 per cent of the UK)18.

• BT have committed £12 billion to full fibre rollout, to reach 20 million premises, 
including at least 3.2 million in rural and harder-to-reach locations19.

• G.Network, a small London telecoms company, has raised £1 billion for fibre 
upgrades targeting the London market. It has laid fibre passing 150,000 premises 
in London and expects to roll out fibre to pass 1.4 million premises within five 
years20. Other smaller operators have identified niches within both cities and 
rural areas to lay new fibre.

However, with government full fibre targets reduced to 85 per cent, there is a still a 
risk that 15 per cent of UK homes and businesses will not be connected to the new 
gigabit networks and will become excluded from an increasingly digital world. If the 
Government continues to backtrack on initial promises and deprioritise connectivity, 
this will hinder the longer-term livelihoods of many citizens in rural areas whose 
jobs and businesses rely heavily on the digital transformation. It is crucial to create a 
paradigm shift in national connectivity services so that those in disconnected areas 
receive next wave connectivity that will not be swiftly out of date. This will require a 
significant level of targeted funding that, while this may not generate a high level of 
returns is vital to the wider transformation. 

Recommendation 8: The Government must hold true to its commitment of substantially 
investing in rural connectivity and those hardest-to-reach areas. These areas must be 
equipped with connection capabilities that are fit for purpose in a digital future. 

Gigabit Broadband Voucher Scheme

Gigabit broadband vouchers, accessible through broadband service providers, 
contribute towards installation costs of infrastructure for faster connections. Since 
2018, there have been two schemes put in place by the DCMS. The first launch was 
designed to encourage providers to build full-fibre capabilities specifically for small 
and medium-sized businesses across the UK, whereas the second scheme was 
launched in May 2019 to support gigabit-capable broadband in rural areas as part of 
the Rural Gigabit Connectivity (RGC) programme.
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The schemes have proved effective with £67 million being accessed solely in the 
first scheme. However, this only lasted two years and those involved in helping 
citizens and businesses access the vouchers said that the scheme was taken away 
by the Government just as it was being fully understood both by providers and 
consumers. 

Both waves of the scheme offered the opportunity for communities or small 
to medium sized businesses to aggregate vouchers together to create group 
schemes. This is a positive step towards a culture of business sharing where 
connectivity and infrastructure investment benefits from a wider ecosystem of 
vested stakeholders. Regional partners noted that this culture is still an aspiration 
and businesses that are still missing the necessary connectivity infrastructure 
have been unable to ‘pull what they need’ from ISP’s rather than what is ‘pushed on 
them’ . 

The rural scheme is due to close to applications in March 2021 and still many 
rural communities have yet to level up their connectivity through these schemes. 
5G RuralFirst is making headway in enabling rural communities to gain greater 
connectivity for themselves. However, funding is still an issue. Two-year funding 
windows are very short periods to be able to see a large-scale take up and makes 

5G RURAL FIRST

Rural connectivity has long 
suffered from private business 
models that mean only high 
revenue-generating areas are likely 
to be connected. 5G RuralFirst, a 
consortium of partners including 
Cisco and the University of 
Strathclyde, is working to change 
this across the Orkney Islands, 
Shropshire, and Somerset. These 
areas’ industries, such as salmon 
farming, could greatly benefit from 
digital access and new use-cases, 
but connectivity is significantly 
lacking. By working together, part-
funded by DCMS, this project is 
using new approaches and models 
as well as attempting to empower 
communities with the necessary 
skills and information to access 
greater connectivity themselves. 
5G RuralFirst has created a toolkit 
for these communities to help 
advise them on how they can 
attract investment to help build 
these networks in their areas 
develop the skills to utilise these 
networks. The project is also 
trialling new 5G technologies 
across these remote environments 
to attract longer-term investment 
in order to create a business 
environment.
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it difficult for them to be used as long-term strategic levers for driving connectivity. 
Any funding must be used not as a tactical tool, but instead as part of a long-term 
vision that is given time to come to fruition. 

Recommendation 9: Funding schemes, including the Gigabit Voucher Scheme, must 
not be used as a political headline, but instead developed as part of a long-term 
strategic programme with significant information campaigns to reach their full 
potential. Take-up reports should be released intermittently to see if it is being utilised 
sufficiently. These should allow for localised authorities to lead their rollout using their 
specialised knowledge and leverage over the area to ensure it has sufficient reach, and 
is used by the businesses and areas that could benefit from it.

Digital connectivity governance

Build Digital UK

Build Digital UK (BDUK) is the directorate within DCMS responsible for 
programmes delivering superfast and full fibre networks across the UK. Originally 
known as Broadband Digital UK. The programme has shifted from a previous 
singular focus on delivering universal coverage via full fibre in favour of a more 
technology neutral approach, which allows gigabit-capable connections to be 
achieved via other methods such as FTTP, Hybrid Fibre Coax, Fixed Wireless Access 
or 5G mobile networks, although the tech specs have yet to be finalised.

BDUK leads a delivery focused portfolio including:

• Voucher programmes 
• Rural Gigabit Connectivity Programme
• The Superfast Broadband Programme
• The Local Full Fibre Networks Programme
• Barrier Busting Task Force
• The 700MHz Clearance Programme, clearing radio spectrum for future mobile 

broadband use
• Shared Rural Network.

BDUK appears to be taking a more centrally managed approach to the gigabit 
scheme in England, although there will be dedicated regional teams and local area 
leads assigned across different parts of the country21.  It is also recruiting Area 
Support Managers who will act as points of contact with local authorities for the 
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sharing of data and coordination of area-specific activity in major cities22. They 
work alongside the local and area delivery team to deliver a holistic delivery plan.

Reaching gigabit coverage beyond cities requires a deep understanding of 
regional and local business needs, resources, skills and existing infrastructure 
and planning issues. As BDUK grows, a new governance framework is required 
to ensure decision making happens at the right level. The focus should 
be prioritised at a regional level where existing capabilities exist for local 
coordination.

Recommendation 10: BDUK should devolve more decision making to Combined 
Authorities that can support local digital strategies, work with businesses through 
the Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) and coordinate collaboration between 
local authorities and operators. Every opportunity should be taken to make use of 
the extensive data modelling available to identify the hotspots and priorities that 

will deliver the beneficial strategies for local government, local enterprise and the 
communication service providers.

Barrier Busting Task Force

The Barrier Busting Task Force (BBTF) within DCMS was created in  
October 201723. This was with the aim of identifying and removing the obstacles 
that prevent the efficient deployment of gigabit broadband and 5G, as well as 
making it as cheap, quick, and easy to deploy this infrastructure as possible. 

These are broad aims, however, and those that have worked with the Task Force 
suggested to PPP that it lacks the cohesion across the project and scale needed 
to ensure these can be successfully met. Instead, because of the challenges 
to deployment across the country, they stated that local task forces are better 
equipped to be able to truly ‘barrier bust’.

Recommendation 11: The Barrier Busting Task Force must ensure that a bottleneck 
is not created, and sets wrong expectations for what it can realistically achieve 

independently. Instead, it should invest in knowledge transfer on process and 
devolve greater actionable responsibilities to Combined Authorities, Regional 
Authorities, and Local Authorities.

17



The UK is subdivided into regions with 10 combined authorities created in England. 
These are legal bodies that cover areas larger than the existing local authorities, 
but smaller than regions. This allows a group of local authorities (LAs) to pool 
responsibility and receive certain delegated functions from central government 
to deliver transport and economic policy more effectively over a wider area. This 
allows member councils to be more ambitious in their joint workings and can be a 
catalyst to both develop the regional economy and be a flagbearer of best practice 
for the rest of the UK. 

Details of all funding, policy and partnership commitments that have been 
devolved to individual areas are listed in the Local Government Association 
Devolution Register as well as plans for future negotiations with Government24.

With regards to broadband, digital and data, CAs have established commitments, 
including:

• Data sharing arrangements that enable the integration of services
• Databases of available public and private sector land for development
• Creating an Office for Data Analytics
• Joint programmes to drive commercial rollout of superfast broadband
• Regional skills development.

There are mechanisms in place to use business rates to fund infrastructure.

These programmes enable CAs to develop capabilities and create digital missions 
and strategies that would not be possible at an LA level. Being produced on a 
wider scale means these visions can be tied to regional economic growth and 
development plans. 

By certain responsibilities moving to these regional bodies, this could allow LAs a 
greater level of ‘head space’ outside of these roles to plan more effectively for their 
own specific area. 

Recommendation 12: Rather than making decisions on communication services in 
Westminster that affect communities far away from London, more decision-making 
powers and funding should be given to regional authorities and combined authorities 

to enable them to find the solutions to deliver best outcomes across the region.

Historically, great civic leaders were aware of the best form of industry in a 
region and shaping technology around that. Metro mayors of CAs are well placed 
to shape this digital landscape over the next decade and build digital capital 
to support high growth firms across the regional economy and ensuring that 
advanced digital technologies are widely adopted and deprived areas benefit from 
improved connectivity and skills development. They are also well positioned to 
attract inward investment for further connectivity focusing on business cases, 
models, real-world testing and trials, and start-up/scale-up innovation building. 
This has been done successfully by the Greater Manchester Combined Authority, 
which has utilised its knowledge of the Salford region, its potential and its leading 
industries to move its digitisation forward.

Regional strategy: 
empowering 
combined authorities
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Barrier busting must address problems as they emerge and requires partners to 
be brought around the table to solve them. CAs are well placed to do this and by 
understanding regional challenges, they can reduce the cost and accelerate the 
time to deploy mobile and fibre networks.

SALFORD DIGITAL FIRST

Salford, Greater Manchester, is undergoing a rapid digital transformation 
with the aim of making it a fully connected digital city by 2021. This requires 
connecting 100 per cent of its residents with access to fibre or new wave 
technologies. It is currently the first place in the UK with a commercially 
operating 5G network and its tech hub, The Landing, will be the nation’s first 
5G Innovation Centre25. However, it does not plan to stop here and it has set 
out an ambitious digital vision to become a smart city with a technological 
economy that fosters innovation. It aims to use its “Innovation Triangle” as an 
exemplar model, based around the University of Salford Campus,  
Salford Royal and MediaCity UK, already home to BBC and ITV programming. 
It will apply and deploy new innovative capabilities in these areas in a bid to 
transforming the whole of Salford while levelling up its public services and 
improving the lives of its citizens. 
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WEST MIDLANDS 

The West Midlands Combined Authority (WMCA) is leading the charge in 
providing a revolutionary levelling up of a region’s digital connectivity with the 
best 5G coverage in the UK (over two times better than their next competitor), 
innovative tech start-ups and test-beds, as well as leading digitised public 
services. Despite several challenges still left to overcome, the WMCA has a 
distinct and undeterred strategic vision of becoming ‘the UK’s best-connected 
region’. 

It is this leadership and digital forward-thinking that has enabled it to innovate; 
by thoroughly assessing the region’s challenges and future needs, it has 
created measurable and realistic short- and long-term objectives that ensure 
connectivity is kept a priority and drives the region forward. 

The authority also realises that to meet its goals, it cannot do this alone and 
so works significantly with different partners. Its roll-out of fibre relied heavily 
on working relationships with operators that could provide its data and future 
build plans of the area, which helped to pinpoint intervention areas for the 
regional authority. 

When this information is made accessible, it makes it easier to diversify the 
supply of fibre and ensures that communities receive the best service and 
price. This relies heavily on competition and is an area that the WMCA has 
worked on by choosing smaller providers such as City Fibre or Warwick Net to 
increase and incentivise a wider range of suppliers. 

The WMCA has also been working with other stakeholders to develop 
and support regional consortiums that can best support infrastructure 
developments around cities as well as provide information to the public. 
By putting out clearer information when running projects and campaigns it 
can increase take-up and support specific use cases for businesses. This has 
helped develop a region of innovation with businesses ranging in size utilising 
digital capabilities to revolutionise their working models. 

By providing leadership and clear strategic digital direction at a regional 
level, the WMCA has helped foster development and digitisation far beyond 
most regions of the UK and should be looked to as a model for other regional 
authorities to drive their digital connectivity forward.

Recommendation 13: CAs should be eligible to bid for future investment from the 
Government’s committed £5 billion for gigabit rollout. They should work with the 
BDUK Barrier Busting Task Force to develop practice planning frameworks to remove 
deployment barriers across the region working with operators, LEPs and LAs to bring 
stakeholders together and accelerate rollout. 

Recommendation 14: Each CA should have a regional digital infrastructure board 
that works with other CAs to share practices and plans and: (i) ensures that all activity 
takes place at the right level and that anything taking place regionally adds value 
by joining dots or filling gaps; (ii) balances the coordination of different strands with 
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focused delivery by teams and organisations that have the expertise; and (iii) works in 
a way that builds capacity in communities and civil society, harnessing the power of 

relationships.

Recommendation 15: Each CA should have a coalition for digital inclusion to secure 
access to digital opportunities for everyone, particularly those in poverty, and address 

market failures of fibre broadband provision in deprived areas.

Recommendation 16: Create a single interactive regional map that outlines the level 
of 4G, 5G and fibre bringing together data from Mobile Network Operators (MNOs) 
and managing governance and data sharing at regional and local levels to provide 

greater intelligence for local government, business, and communities.

By supporting CAs, DCMS can create new blueprints, business models and 
practices that can be shared across the UK and build digital capital across Scotland, 
Wales and Northern Ireland. 

However, the ability to make use of these changes relies heavily upon the digital 
knowledge of policymakers. Many regional authority representatives suggested 
to PPP that, compared to other countries such as Germany, this is lacking in our 
devolved bodies. They explained that routinely it is only those in technical positions 
who have this expertise, but are not in the position to set long-term strategic vision. 

Recommendation 17: Greater digital training should be given to regional policy-
makers to help them better understand digital technologies. Any digital decision-
making should be produced with a digital expert from the region to ensure that any 
projects or strategies are effective and efficient. 

Recommendation 18: Each local authority must have a digital champion who will 
provide expertise and push the agenda of greater connectivity at every level, even in 

seemingly non-technical areas. This will ensure the vision of transforming connectivity 
is kept in mind and Information sharing supported within the decision-making 
process. 

It is unrealistic to suggest that regional public bodies that suffer from widespread 
under-funding and a significant lack of resources can level-up digital connectivity 
across a whole area independently. It is vital to the success of any project that 
stakeholders with a vested interest in improving connectivity collaborate from 
an early stage. In a public-private consortium with various partners, collaborative 
thinking and investment can produce better results than the work of one partner. 
This is already being completed across the UK with Project Sherborne and The 
Connected City-region Alliance creating best practice on how public and private 
actors can work together. 

It is vital within these consortiums that the relevant actors have a significant 
understanding of, responsibility to, and leverage within their communities. This 
ensures they are working towards the common goal of improving the lives of local 
citizens and have enough levers that can be used to speed up and bring about 
necessary change. Combining both the public and private sector in one body 
can also overcome common areas of friction in deploying greater connectivity 
infrastructure, specifically planning.  

THE CONNECTED CITY-REGION 
ALLIANCE (CCA)

The failings of the private sector 
to deliver the next-wave of digital 
connectivity across the UK can 
often be highlighted. However, 
#DigitalSalford by the Greater 
Manchester Combined Authority 
has instead named the private 
digital and tech sectors as crucial 
actors in driving the digital 
transformation. Therefore, this 
led to the Connected City-region 
Alliance, a partnership between 
Vodafone, Siemens, Barclays and 
CGI which is being used to develop 
and deploy use-case solutions 
specifically to benefit the needs 
of citizens. Through streamlined 
design processes and agile 
methodology, the alliance is able 
to mobilise collaborative partners 
and SMEs swiftly to put in place 
best practice and  create tangible 
impacts across the city region at 
scale.

Information sharing:  
The power of consortium
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By having both sides explain their needs, concerns and regulations, a combined 
framework outlining exactly the planning process they need to fulfil can be created. 
This can not only help speed up the process but also get more infrastructure 
approved than would otherwise, had both partners not understood the other. For 
these instances, it is useful to have an LEP that can act as a bridge between the two 
sides to reach a common agreement.

These consortiums, however, with their combined expertise of both the technology 
and the area, must provide sufficient after-care. It is not enough for infrastructure 
to simply be laid if communities do not know it is there or cannot use it. Therefore, 
they must help to create information campaigns tailored to the needs of the local 
area and be available for specific support. For instance, consortiums can help local 
businesses and citizens digitise by offering tailored support for their demands and 
specific use-case. 

Recommendation 19: Public-private consortiums should be created that foster 
collaboration, information-sharing, investment, and best practice, coming together 
towards the common goal of improving local connectivity. These groups must consist 

of partners who have enough leverage and understanding of the area, as well as 
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have a regional LEP to lead and support the project. The consortium must also not 
only focus on deploying infrastructure but should instead offer support to local 
communities in the form of an information campaign and tailored help to citizens and 

businesses to aid their specific use-cases. 

Many of these successful partnerships rely heavily on having an operator (MNOs) 
involved, but those who regularly work in these consortiums have said that it is 
hard to get them on board. By mandating the involvement of MNOs from an early 
stage it can help to increase the flow of information sharing and make the process 
more efficient, specifically within the planning process. 

National planning reform

The Planning for the Future white paper, published in August 202026, sets out the 
Government’s proposals for a “once in a generation” reform of England’s planning 
system. While it has proven controversial, the Government intends to overhaul the 
planning process with a clearer rules-based system that has greater consultation 

PROJECT SHERBORNE 

Project Sherborne is a regional consortium in Coventry of public and 
private partners in Coventry with the joint aim of delivering greater digital 
connectivity across the area and creating a smart city. These partners 
include Coventry City Council, the University of Coventry, the Coventry and 
Warwickshire Local Enterprise Partnership, Wasps RFC and Vodafone (which 
has invested £3 million into the project). The consortium came together after 
assessing that it could have a greater impact on improving connectivity by 
working collaboratively, specifically helped by the fact that these partners all 
have a significant level of authority within the city. 

With an aligned vision of making and amplifying the digital processes in 
Coventry for the benefit of citizens, businesses, and students alike, it was able 
to formulate long-term objectives that can easily be measured. The specifics of 
this vision became clear after forging international comparisons of successful 
smart cities and potential pitfalls as well as gaining greater understanding in 
the potential challenges and use-cases within the area. 

In the rollout of 5G, masts have become a problem area across the nation 
with differing planning authorities having varying concerns over the 
aesthetics. However, over time, Project Sherborne has been able to facilitate 
conversations with local authorities for all stakeholders to better understand 
the process, concerns and what needs to be done. It has meant that 90 per 
cent of planning applications for 5G masts in the region are approved because 
of greater communication and collaboration. 

Additionally, Project Sherborne also aids businesses in helping them 
understand how to best make use of the available digital connectivity. One 
example of this has been Coventry Cathedral which was struggling to deliver 
its sermons to the now-global audience due to the Covid-19 pandemic. The 
consortium worked with the cathedral, checking its needs and its current 
infrastructure in order to best address its problem, which actually just 
needed a new router to solve. By creating a partnership with various different 
stakeholders with a vested interest, a collaborative environment can be 
fostered that facilitates greater digital connectivity more effectively and 
efficiently. 
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from local communities at the beginning of the process and utilises new technology 
to make online maps and data more accessible. 

Within these earlier consultations it is important that telecoms operators are 
similarly involved and by mandating early engagement it can ensure that digital 
connectivity is at the heart of every development. Milton Keynes, through 
its Plan:MK, aimed to similarly set this out by outlining the minimum level of 
connectivity needs in new residential developments within its local plan. However, 
with growing dependence on residential connectivity, it is vital that these are 
not just targets and to guarantee that these are achieved, any discussions must 
involve operators. Many regional representatives emphasised that while this does 
happen in some areas, rarely are these conversations universal, and operators are 
notoriously difficult to discuss with. Mandating their involvement at a national level 
can eradicate this problem and create a more efficient planning system.  

Planning at a local level that is successful in working around area-specific 
requirements can create a fragmented approach that hinders swift rollout from 
large-scale operators. To ensure a digital connectivity infrastructure levelling 
up programme takes place across the country at the speed necessary to meet 
government targets and demand, it is vital that the planning system has a level 
of uniformity. The planning reforms, therefore, need to take local needs into 
consideration while facilitating large-scale deployment.

Recommendation 21: The planning process must be standardised, with a general 

digital connectivity strategy that is then backed by local plans. These should be built 
from best-practice toolkits, input from partners and use successful models from LAs to 
reduce time and costs involved. 

PLANNING CASE STUDY: MILTON KEYNES - PLAN:MK

Milton Keynes has long been driving digital change, a legacy of its 
technological pioneering role at Bletchley Park, becoming a test bed for the 
latest technology. This was outlined in its innovative 2018 Digital Strategy, 
which set out its priority to make Milton Keynes a world-leading, smart digital 
city27. This was not merely in namesake and a strategy to mandate this by 
writing it into its local plan was created. This outlines the city’s growth to 2031 
and writes that all new developments will have digital communication services 
at least to superfast broadband speeds and gives priority to Ultrafast speeds 
for all residents and businesses. This must also be at market prices and 
residents must not be restricted to one service provider to ensure they receive 
the best service and price possible. Developers also have a responsibility 
to include other forms of connectivity infrastructure such as mobile phone, 
broadband and Wi-Fi facilities. By mandating these requirements, it creates a 
local planning system that facilitates rather than hinders the development of 
greater digital connectivity. 

Recommendation 20: Operators should be mandated to get involved at the outset 
of the planning process. They must cooperate with local authorities and share 

data (under standard Non-Disclosure Agreements) on existing and planned digital 
infrastructure to ensure all new developments, including affordable housing stock, 
are connected at gigabit speed and that the transport and digital sectors are linked. 
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Digital Economy Act 2017, Ofcom and Universal Service Obligations 

The Digital Economy Act 2017 includes a range of measures intended to:

• Empower consumers and provide better connectivity so that everyone has 
access to broadband wherever they live

• Build a better infrastructure fit for the digital future
• Enable better public services using digital technologies

The legislation established Universal Service Obligations (USOs), a legal right for 
premises in the UK to request a minimum standard of broadband connectivity 
to minimise social and economic exclusion. This safety net was established in the 
bill’s creation at 10Mbps for download speeds and 1Mbps for uploading. However, 
these speeds are now insufficient for the use of video conferencing, which, since 
Covid-19, has grown at exponential rates and is often a critical requirement for 
home working and home study. 

A high-definition group call requires a 3Mbps upload and download speed so for 
most of the population who are living with others working at the same time can 
on average require at least 9Mbps. The minimum level is not quick enough for 
the digital world and as these trends look set to continue, is in need of updating. 
During its legislation process, this was raised as a concern by the House of Lords, 
which raised an amendment that would increase this Universal Service Obligation 
to 30Mbps but these were abandoned for being too ambitious.    

Ofcom, the communications services industry regulator, is responsible for 
the implementation of USOs who identified 189,000 USO eligible premises 
and designated BT as the UK provider except in Hull28 29. Yet, in BT’s October 
2020 performance records30 it was revealed that three years after the Digital 
Economy Act was put in place, BT have delivered no new broadband services 
related to USOs. It said that it expected this level to rise, but due to planning and 
construction works taking several years, it is unclear what will change by its next 
report in April 2021.  

BT’s assessment is that after accounting for the provision of 4G to provide 
broadband in remote areas, there will likely be more than 100,000 premises where 
the cost of a USO connection will be in excess of the industry contribution even if 
premises are aggregated into small communities. It is assessing whether satellites 
could be used to reduce the costs.

Recommendation 22: A review of Ofcom’s role in digital connectivity must be carried 
out that looks at specific problem areas. This should specifically include how to 
speed up legislation impacting citizens as well as how they can implement better 

programmes with operators. These recommendations should then be enacted to 

ensure greater efficiency in terms of both time and investment, which may include 
upgrading management systems across the value chain.

Recommendation 23: The House of Lords should again request an amendment to 
the Digital Economy Act 2017 to reflect the change in online citizen requirements. 
The Universal Service Obligation should specify an increase in upload speeds to a 
minimum of 10Mbs by the end of 2021 to allow any UK premise to be able to allow 
three household members to join a group video conference call in 1080p HD.

Ofcom
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Physical infrastructure deployment is only one side of the story and as new waves 
of digital connectivity get rolled out, those already digitally excluded are at risk of 
being more isolated than ever. Currently, 22 per cent of people in the UK do not 
have the basic digital skills needed for everyday life31 and while decreasing from 
its current level, it is expected that by 2028, 7 million adults will still be digitally 
excluded, losing the economy £22 billion of value32. In a more digital world, it 
needs to be ensured that those who want to have the necessary skills to easily 
access and be part of the digital world. 

Foundation-level skills

Foundation-level skills across the UK are assessed by the Essential Digital Skills 
Framework, which sets out the minimum skill requirements to participate in 
digital life33. This is an extensive list of skills covering a wide range of topics from 
communicating online, making transactions, and understanding digital safety. 
These skills, however, can be as simple as turning a device on. While it may be 
difficult for those digitally excluded, the UK needs a higher level of foundation-
level skills. The Framework has also not been updated since April 2019 and with 
the rapid digitisation of services due to Covid-19, the minimum required skills have 
changed significantly.  

Recommendation 24: The Department for Education, alongside its consultation 
partners, must undertake a re-assessment of the Essential Digital Skills Framework 
in light of the digitisation throughout Covid-19. It should also commit to an annual 
review to keep up with changing technological demands.

Recommendation 25: Any public services digitisation must be measured against this 
updated Framework ensuring that vital services can be accessed by those with the 
minimum level of digital skills

However, this Framework merely assesses whether individuals have these skills, 
but cannot improve them itself and there are still groups that are increasingly 
excluded. Age is still the biggest indicator of whether an individual is online34 and 

those with a registered disability are four times as likely to be offline35. These 
groups must be targeted specifically with long-term affordable and accessible 
training that reflects the changing necessary demands. 

Recommendation 26: Central government must work alongside regional authorities 
to rapidly implement and fund a long-term programme of training tailored to those 
groups most digitally marginalised, specific to their needs and relevant to their local 
area. This needs to provide long-term development that improves their capabilities 
with changing technologies. 

With this being said, for the majority of people across the UK with a competent 
level of digital skills and already using technology, it is unclear how this new 
wave can improve their lives any further. This can lead to low take-up and rapid 
misinformation, as has been seen with 5G.

Digital 
Skills

26



Recommendation 27: With the deployment of improved connectivity infrastructure, 

extensive and tailored information campaigns to the local area must be widely rolled 

out to aid substantial take-up and tackle misinformation. 

A change in skills mentality 

Basic digital skills have become a near universal requirement for employment and 
an essential entry requirement for 82 per cent of online job vacancies36. However, 
as more sectors move towards greater digitisation, specific and significant digital 
skills will become increasingly needed, which is only set to worsen the skills gap. 

Engineering is one of those industries hardest hit by the domestic skills shortage, 
with 203,000 people needed with Level 3+ Engineering skills to meet current 
demand37. As larger infrastructure projects and targets are created, especially 
the drive towards sustainability, it is vital that we have the necessary skills to 
successfully meet demand. 

Many sectors simply do not have the necessary skills to become digital world-
leaders as there is a lack of innovative talent in a high enough volume emerging 
domestically. Many suggested to PPP that the UK is moving towards a culture of 
‘the amateur’, retro-fitting needed skills and expertise due to talent not being 
grown domestically from early enough compared to those global leaders. 
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This, therefore, requires a structural shift in how the UK develops digital and 
technological skills, ensuring that whole generations have a high level of technical 
ability and can be spread throughout multiple sectors to level up the entire 
economy. However, this is currently not a priority for the Government and many 
fear that if they do not take leadership now then it will be too late. The EU released 
its Digital Skills Programme to address exactly this and the UK must ensure it is 
similarly committed to fostering innovation and talent that it creates a long-term 
vision.

Recommendation 28: The Government must develop a long-term radical strategy 
addressing the lack of technical skills being developed through the education system. 
Working with education experts and local authorities, this plan must specifically set 
out a long-term vision and programme of change. 

Recommendation 29: The curriculum, while constantly updated, does not make use 
of the latest digital technology across all subjects and fails to sufficiently develop a 
high foundation level of digital skills necessary to meet technical demands. A radical 
review must take place, led by both digital and education experts to set realistic but 
progressive aims. 

Recommendation 30: Any teaching qualification and training must meet a regularly 
updated high foundation level of digital skills to teach a more digital curriculum and 
utilise the latest technology to foster technical growth at every level. 

Recommendation 31: Ofsted needs a radical change in its schools judgement criteria 
to incorporate the teaching of digital skills and utilisation of new technology.   

EU Digital Skills Programme 

The European Commission’s Digital Education Action Plan 2021-2027 has a 
grand vision of “resetting education and training for the digital age”38 by making 
it higher quality, more inclusive and more accessible across the Member States. 
This is a strategic direction that formalises greater cooperation to improve 
digital education infrastructure, create more digitally competent and confident 
educators, and improve the quality and content of the education to create a 
generation with the necessary skills for the digital age. 

This is part of a long-term digital programme that will:
• Create a Council Recommendation specifically on enabling digital 

education by 2022
• Create a Council Recommendation on remote learning
• Develop a European Digital Education Content Framework
• Launch a digital European exchanging platform 
• Support greater connectivity in schools. 

These are positive steps that are putting digital education at the forefront of 
the agenda and ensuring that education in the long-term is fit for purpose as 
we move into a more digital age. The UK must ensure that, despite leaving the 
EU, it similarly keeps this a priority and makes clear its long-term vision for a 
more digital education.
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Business changes 

It is predicted that a nationwide full-fibre broadband network would boost UK 
productivity by £59 billion by 2025 and could enable almost a million more people 
to access employment39. At a business level, the Digital Maturity Index also 
shows that businesses that embrace technology can significantly increase their 
revenues40. 

Using digital maturity levels to determine where to improve infrastructure

Figure 3. Proportion of small and medium sized enterprise (SME) 

in each segment over time

Passive

Index Score range: 
0-18

• Less than  
one-quarter have 
websites

• Less than 10 per 
cent have a social 
media presence

• Less than one-
quarter use 
Government 
Digital Services

• Over one-quarter 
use email

• No internet 
banking

Getting started

Index Score range: 
18-34

As 1, plus:

• One-quarter have 
websites

• More than 10 per 
cent have a social 
media presence

• Over half use 
Government 
Digital Services

• Over three-
quarters use 
email

• Less than 10 
per cent of their 
transactions are 
carried out online

Established

Index Score range: 
34-48

As 2, plus:

• Around one-third 
have websites

• One-third have 
a social media 
presence

• Over two-thirds 
use Government 
Digital Services

• 90 per cent use 
email

• Over one-
quarter of their 
transactions are 
carried out online

High

Index Score range: 
48-62

As 3, plus:

• Nearly two-thirds 
have websites

• Nearly half have 
a social media 
presence

• Over 80 per cent 
use Government 
Digital Services

• Nearly all use 
email

• Nearly half of 
their transactions 
are carried out 
online

• Two-thirds have 
digital internal 
tools (e.g. online 
accounting)

Advanced

Index Score range: 
62-100

As 4, plus:

• Over three-
quarters have 
websites

• Three-quarters 
have a social 
media presence

• Almost all use 
Government 
Digital Services

• Nearly all use 
email

• Three-quarters of 
their transactions 
are carried out 
online

• Over three-
quarters have 
digital internal 
tools (eg. online 
accounting)

• Over two-thirds 
have internal 
teams in place 
for digital 
development

Figure 2.  Digital maturity definitions for small and medium sized enterprise (SME)

53 421
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Making use of this new connectivity and digitising production, is largely done on a 
case-by-case basis, which makes it unclear where improvements are needed and 
in which sectors. Additionally, the lack of widespread industry-wide knowledge of 
digitisation means that many businesses simply do not know how to do so. It was 
recently found that specifically among Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises (SME’s) 
there are significant gaps in technology adoption and the UK lags far behind other 
advanced economies41.

It is vital that businesses are given the best possible opportunity to embrace this 
technology. However, finance remains one of the most significant barriers. Many 
UK companies reported that they do not have the funds to make these changes 
and are generally unaware of government financial support measures42. To level 
up business at the scale needed to be internationally competitive, this needs to be 
tackled head on. 

Recommendation 32: Specific and tailored funding must be more accessible for, and 
understood by, businesses to help digitalise their work and re-skill their employees.  

Recommendation 33: Local government should work with industry leaders and those 
with examples of best practice to develop a programme of training for SMEs that will 
help them understand the benefits of digitisation and how this can be achieved. 

Figure 4. Distributions of small and medium sized enterprise (SME) 

revenues by segment
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Recommendations

A new digital operating model: a 5-point plan

1. Create a wide and ambitious national vision and value-based strategy for a digital 
green future that combines connectivity and sustainability targets with greater 
accountability based on specific and measurable outcomes. 

2. Greater support and leverage must be given to combined and regional authorities, 
which can lead and facilitate connectivity improvements at a devolved level, and 
work collaboratively with the DCMS to create the most efficient roll-out possible.

3. Mandate greater information and data sharing among local authorities, relevant 
stakeholders and digital operators from the early stages of development, to drive 
forwards change and make it more streamlined and efficient.

4. Review the powers of Ofcom to ensure that the best provision is being delivered to 
citizens across the UK, specifically assessing the effectiveness of USOs. 
• Their model within the Digital Economy Act 2017 should be evaluated and 

reformed/removed if an alternative model that improves citizen connectivity can 
be offered. 

5. An ambitious long-term digital skills strategy must be created that specifically 
centres on reforming the education system at all levels to ensure it is fit for 
purpose for the digital age.

Create a wide and ambitious national vision and value-based strategy for a digital 

green future that combines connectivity and sustainability targets with greater 

accountability based on specific and measurable outcomes. 

Recommendation 1: There must be a bold and shared vision for the future of the UK that 

recognises the potential of greater connectivity to drive innovation and national, regional 

and local productivity. It will require all levels of government, including significant input 
on area-specific challenges from Regional Authorities, Combined Authorities and Local 
Authorities, to have a paradigm shift in strategic thinking and a renewed governance 
framework that aligns all stakeholders with the same vision towards a digital UK. 

Recommendation 2: A rigorous national and regional strategy with appropriate 
accountability, transparency and quantifiable outcomes must be put in place. This will 
guarantee that the latest government targets are, at minimum, achieved and that the 

existing levels of Universal Service Obligations are increased. This needs to have a long-
term and forward-thinking vision, making use of emerging trends such as 5G and satellite 
technology and empowering the network for future challenges, especially sustainability.

Recommendation 3: UK leadership must combine the communication of digital 

connectivity and electrification of the road network into a single ‘moon-shot’ story, to 
ensure that the vision for the future of the UK comes together in a global, clear, green and 

digital leadership message that drives a decade of infrastructure creation.

Recommendation 4: Local and regional authorities should work closely with the 
DfT, DCMS, and its Barrier Busting Task Force to combine long-term infrastructure 
deployment plans. By rolling out connectivity and electrification infrastructure at the 
same time, this will reduce bureaucracy, delays, and inefficiencies to meet long-term 
targets. 
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Recommendation 5: To further inform government planning, test different 
governance and delivery models, investment should be increased from geographically 

limited ‘Test Beds and Trials’ programmes to an exemplar city model established 

in collaboration with key technology, industry, and service partners. Those chosen 
regional authorities should work through inefficiencies, identifying the right solutions 
in real time ready for a rollout of successful plans nationwide. Chosen local and 
regional authorities should run these models, working through inefficiencies to inform 
the data and quantify potential outcomes ready for a rollout of successful plans 

nationwide. 

Recommendation 6: Clear targets should be set alongside the stated outcomes of any 
government investment into increased digital connectivity that can easily measure 

and assess the return and welfare benefit. 

Recommendation 7: The Government must outline further investment for digital 
connectivity including full details of its £5 billion commitment by 2025.

Recommendation 8: The Government must hold true to its commitment of 
substantially investing in rural connectivity and those hardest-to-reach areas. These 
areas must be equipped with connection capabilities that are fit for purpose in a 
digital future.

Recommendation 9: Funding schemes, including the Gigabit Voucher Scheme, must 
not be used as a political headline, but instead developed as part of a long-term 
strategic programme with significant information campaigns to reach their full 
potential. Take-up reports should be released intermittently to see if it is being utilised 
sufficiently. These should allow for localised authorities to lead their rollout using their 
specialised knowledge and leverage over the area to ensure it has sufficient reach, 
and is used by the businesses and areas that could benefit from it.

Recommendation 10: BDUK should devolve more decision making to Combined 
Authorities that can support local digital strategies, work with businesses through 
the Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) and coordinate collaboration between Local 
Authorities and operators. Every opportunity should be taken to make use of the 
extensive data modelling tools available to identify the hotspots and priorities that 

will deliver the beneficial strategies for local government, local enterprise, and the 
communication service providers.

Recommendation 11: The Barrier Busting Task Force must ensure that a bottleneck 
is not created, and sets wrong expectations for what it can realistically achieve 

independently. Instead, it should invest in knowledge transfer on process and devolve 
greater actionable responsibilities to Combined Authorities, Regional Authorities, and 
Local Authorities. 

Greater support and leverage must be given to combined and regional 

authorities, which can lead and facilitate connectivity improvements at a 

devolved level, and work collaboratively with the Department for Digital, 

Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) to create the most efficient roll-out possible.

Recommendation 12: Rather than making decisions on communication services in 
Westminster that affect communities far away from London, more decision-making 
powers and funding should be given to regional authorities and combined Authorities 
to enable them to find the solutions to deliver best outcomes across the region.

Recommendation 13: CAs should be eligible to bid for future investment from the 
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Government’s committed £5 billion for gigabit rollout. They should work with the 
BDUK Barrier Busting Task Force to develop practice planning frameworks to remove 
deployment barriers across the region working with operators, LEPs and LAs to bring 
stakeholders together to accelerate rollout. 

Recommendation 14: Each CA should have a regional digital infrastructure board 
that works with other CAs to share practices and plans and: (i) ensures that all activity 
takes place at the right level and that anything taking place regionally adds value 
by joining dots or filling gaps; (ii) balances the coordination of different strands with 
focused delivery by teams and organisations that have the expertise; and (iii) works in 
a way that builds capacity in communities and civil society, harnessing the power of 

relationships.

Recommendation 15: Each CA should have a coalition for digital inclusion to secure 
access for everyone to digital opportunities, particularly those in poverty and address 

market failures of fibre broadband provision in deprived areas.

Recommendation 16: Create a single interactive regional map that outlines the level 
of 4G, 5G and fibre bringing together data from Mobile Network Operators (MNOs) 
and managing governance and data sharing at regional and local levels to provide 

greater intelligence for local government, business, and communities.

Recommendation 17: Greater digital training should be given to regional policy-
makers to help them better understand digital technologies. Any digital decision-
making should be produced with a digital expert from the region to ensure that any 
projects or strategies are effective and efficient. 

Recommendation 18: Each local authority must have a digital champion who will 
provide expertise and push the agenda of greater connectivity at every level, even in 

seemingly non-technical areas. This will ensure the vision of transforming connectivity 
is kept in mind and supported within the decision-making process.

Mandate greater information and data sharing among local authorities, 

relevant stakeholders and digital operators from the early stages of 

development, to drive forwards change and make it more streamlined and 

efficient.

Recommendation 19: Public-private consortiums should be created that foster 
collaboration, information-sharing, investment, and best practice, coming together 
towards the common goal of improving local connectivity. These groups must consist 

of partners who have enough leverage and understanding of the area, as well as 

have a regional LEP to lead and support the project. The consortium must also not 
only focus on deploying infrastructure but should instead offer support to local 
communities in the form of an information campaign and tailored help to citizens and 

businesses to aid their specific use-cases. 

Recommendation 20: Operators should be mandated to get involved at the outset 
of the planning process. They must cooperate with local authorities and share 

data (under standard Non-Disclosure Agreements) on existing and planned digital 
infrastructure to ensure all new developments, including affordable housing stock, 
are connected at gigabit speed and that the transport and digital sectors are linked. 

Recommendation 21: The planning process must be standardised, with a general 

digital connectivity strategy that is then backed by local plans. These should be built 
from best-practice toolkits, input from partners and use successful models from LAs 
to reduce time and costs involved. 
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Review the powers of Ofcom to ensure that the best provision is being delivered to citizens across 

the UK, specifically assessing the effectiveness of Universal Service Obligations (USOs). 
• Their model within the Digital Economy Act 2017 should be evaluated and reformed/removed if 

an alternative model that improves citizen connectivity can be offered. 

Recommendation 22: A review of Ofcom’s role in digital connectivity must be carried out that looks at 
specific problem areas. This should specifically include how to speed up legislation impacting citizens as 
well as how they can implement better programmes with operators. These recommendations should then 

be enacted to ensure greater efficiency in terms of both time and investment, which may include upgrading 
management systems across the value chain.

Recommendation 23: The House of Lords should again request an amendment to the Digital Economy Act 
2017 to reflect the change in online citizen requirements. The Universal Service Obligation should specify an 
increase in upload speeds to a minimum of 10Mbs by the end of 2021 to allow any UK premise to be able to 
allow three household members to join a group video conference call in 1080p HD.

An ambitious long-term digital skills strategy must be created that specifically centres on reforming 
the education system at all levels to ensure it is fit for purpose for the digital age.

Recommendation 24: The Department for Education, alongside its consultation partners, must undertake 
a re-assessment of the Essential Digital Skills Framework in light of the digitisation throughout Covid-19. It 
should also commit to an annual review to keep up with changing technological demands.

Recommendation 25: Any public services digitisation must be measured against this updated Framework 
ensuring that vital services can be accessed by those with the minimum level of digital skills.

Recommendation 26: Central government must work alongside regional authorities to rapidly implement 
and fund a long-term programme of training tailored to those groups most digitally marginalised specific to 
their needs and relevant to their local area. This needs to provide long-term development that improves their 
capabilities with changing technologies. 

Recommendation 27: With the deployment of improved connectivity infrastructure, extensive and tailored 

information campaigns to the local area must be widely rolled out to aid substantial take-up and tackle 
misinformation.

Recommendation 28: The Government must develop a long-term radical strategy addressing the lack of 
technical skills being developed through the education system. Working with education experts and local 
authorities this plan must specifically set out a long-term vision and programme of change. 

Recommendation 29: The curriculum, while constantly updated, does not make use of the latest digital 
technology across all subjects and fails to sufficiently develop a high foundation level of digital skills 
necessary to meet technical demands. A radical review must take place, led by both digital and education 
experts to set realistic but progressive aims. 

Recommendation 30: Any teaching qualification and training must meet a regularly updated high 
foundation level of digital skills to teach a more digital curriculum and utilise the latest technology to foster 
technical growth at every level. 

Recommendation 31: Ofsted needs a radical change in its schools judgement criteria to incorporate the 
teaching of digital skills and utilisation of new technology. 

Recommendation 32: Specific and tailored funding must be more accessible for, and understood by, 
businesses to help digitalise their work and re-skill their employees.  

Recommendation 33: Local government should work with industry leaders and those with examples of 
best practice to develop a programme of training for SMEs that will help them understand the benefits of 
digitisation and how this can be achieved. 
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Glossary

5G

5G is the next generation of wireless networks. 5G is expected to support fast 
download speeds and near instant response times, with the capacity to support 
many devices operating at the same time. 5G is expected to offer advantages beyond 
mobile broadband, supporting a wide array of internet connected devices and 
services, for example, from healthcare to manufacturing.

ISP

An Internet Service Provider (ISP), otherwise known as an Internet Access Provider, 
is a company that provides access to the internet and web services such as email, 
usually for a fee. The biggest ISPs in the UK (BT, Sky, Virgin Media and TalkTalk) also 
offer telephone and television services. 

Megabits and megabytes

8 megabits (Mb) is equal to 1 megabyte (MB); 8 gigabits is equal to 1 gigabyte (GB). Bits 
tend to be used as the unit for broadband speeds, bytes tend to be used as the units 
for data storage capacity. 

Upload and download speeds 

Alternatively called the bandwidth, broadband speeds are the amount of data 
downloaded or uploaded per second, usually in megabits per second (Mbps). Upload 
speeds refer to how long it takes for a file to transfer from your device to the internet. 
Download speeds refer to how long it takes to download data to your computer or 
device and most activities usually require higher download capabilities. Reasonable 
upload speeds are necessary for applications such as video calling and uploading 
large files to social media. A “symmetric” connection is one that delivers the same 
upload and download speed.

Decent broadband 

Ofcom and the UK Government define a “decent” broadband as a connection capable 
of delivering a download speed of at least 10Mbps and an upload speed of at least 
1Mbps. This is the specification for the Government’s Universal Service Obligation 
(USO)43. 

Superfast broadband 

The UK Government defines it as download speeds greater than 24Mbps, whereas 
Ofcom and the European Commission define it as download speeds greater than 
30Mbps. 

Ultrafast broadband

The UK Government defines it as download speeds of 100Mbps and higher, whereas 
Ofcom defines it as download speeds greater than 300 Mbps. It can be delivered by 
technologies such as cable broadband, G-fast and full-fibre. 

Gigabit-capable connection 

The UK Government defines a gigabit capable connection as one that can support 
speeds of 1 gigabit per second (Gbps). 1Gbps is equal to 1000Mbps.

Fibre optic cable 

Fibre optic cables are made of glass or plastic. They transmit data using light. Fibre 
optic cables can transmit more data with faster speeds and significantly less signal 
loss with distance compared to copper wires. 
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Fibre to the Cabinet (FTTC) 

Fibre to the Cabinet (FTTC) is the main technology used for superfast broadband 
rollout in the UK. FTTC connections use fibre optic cables to carry the signal from 
the exchange to street cabinets and then existing copper telephone lines are used 
from the cabinet to premises. FTTC technology can provide download speeds of 
up to about 80Mbps. However, the maximum speed that a premises can receive 
reduces the further away it is from a cabinet, with superfast speeds (above 
24Mbps) available up to about 1,000 metres from the cabinet. 

Full-fibre (Fibre to the Premises/Home, FTTP/FTTH) 
In a full-fibre connection, a fibre optic cable runs from the exchange directly to 
the premises or home. Full-fibre connections can provide download and upload 
speeds in excess of 1Gbps (1,000Mbps). Full fibre is also called Fibre to The 
Premises (FTTP) or Fibre to The Home (FTTH)

Cable broadband (Hybrid Fibre Coaxial (HFC) 
Most cable broadband in the UK is provided by Virgin Media. Cable networks use a 
combination of fibre optic cables to street cabinets and high-grade coaxial cables 
(which are also used for cable TV) from the cabinets to premises. Coaxial cables 
experience less signal loss over distance compared to copper wires. The latest 
standard DOCSIS 3.1 is capable of download speeds of about 1Gbps (1,000Mbps). 
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