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There is a growing consensus that digital Infrastructure will be crucial for levelling up regional
growth as we emerge from coronavirus. On top of the marked shift during the pandemic itself, it
is likely that lockdown will lead to a lasting shift towards remote work and a more distributed
economy, building on growing demand for high speed connectivity in recent years. After years of
incremental reform, the Government has embraced digital investment, pledging to rapidly
accelerate broadband rollout over the next decade.

But this vision of a connected and more regionally balanced future will not happen without further
active policies, to bring connectivity to the hardest to reach places, to improve accessibility, and
to break down some of the barriers that currently frustrate progress. This event, the first in
Onward’s LEVEL UP series, discussed what steps the Government could take in the next few
years to leverage digital in support of levelling up.

The panel agreed that digital infrastructure warrants a more central role in economic
policymaking than it has typically been given. There was general agreement that digital
infrastructure should be elevated to the status of other utilities, such as water and electricity, and
that the successful rollout of digital infrastructure was one of the most important infrastructure
projects the UK is currently undertaking. The discussion developed a number of practical steps
for ministers to consider as they seek to speed up the rollout of digital infrastructure. These are
set out below.

Key points of the discussion:

1. Demand for digital services has rapidly increased. Broadband usage doubled between
2019 and 2020 and adults are now spending a quarter of their day online. This is largely
driven by a shift to working online during the pandemic, although the digitisation of
previously analogue services, from GP appointments to court tribunals, is also playing a
role. There is an open question as to the extent to which these patterns will continue after
the pandemic, but it is likely some behavioural shift will remain in perpetuity, not least
because the trends in the last year only build on what was happening pre-crisis.

2. It will soon not be sustainable for a competitive developed economy to run on poor digital
infrastructure. As Britain rebuilds from the pandemic, digital infrastructure will be crucial to
our national competitiveness, as well as for levelling up and unlocking untapped potential
in different parts of the UK. It was noted that better digital infrastructure would help tackle
regional inequalities by connecting pockets of deprivation to the wider economy and



expanding their opportunities for growth. It was noted that the Department for Work and
Pensions had already pioneered a digital voucher scheme that had helped people into
work, with such success that it was now being rolled out nationally. Better digital
connectivity would support greater social mobility amongst those who have previously
been left behind, such as the one million households in the UK still without internet. There
are also a range of economic opportunities associated with digital infrastructure, including
an estimated 1.25 million skilled jobs by 2025 which could deliver £59 billion to the
economy.

3. The Planning Minister used the example of the planning system to explain the
transformative power of digital infrastructure. During the pandemic, the Business
Recovery Bill had made planning virtual. 600 adjudications had been conducted virtually.
It was noted that by removing legacy paperwork and providing new 3D models of local
plans, local participation in planning could be increased by reducing barriers to access.
This would support the Government’s aim to reduce the time taken to create local plans
from 7 years to 2 years and turbocharge its ambitious plan to build more houses across
the country.

4. There was agreement that the Government must take further steps to expedite the rollout
of digital infrastructure. While the Government is due to invest £5 billion in the gigabit
programme, aimed at connecting more than 85% of the UK by 2025, it was noted that
other policy options ought to be considered in conjunction. For example, there is a case
for elevating digital infrastructure to a par with other utilities. One way this could be
achieved was by giving digital providers the same wayleaves access as exists for water
and gas providers, to roll out fibre at a much greater pace. This would cut the
bureaucratic burden on providers and help tenants who want faster internet speeds.
However, it was also noted that this is not without its difficulties, especially surrounding
leasehold and freehold agreements.

5. There was strong support for the actions that the Government has taken to date. The
arms length process run by BD UK was seen as rigorous and ambitious, using surgical
analysis of where connectivity would be most valuable or need to be subsidised, and
working closely with providers to drive out delivery. It was emphasised that competition
was an important factor here and that injecting competition into every level of the market,
not just the retail market, was important for generating low prices. There was also a
suggestion that digital masts could be shared and that this would reduce cost barriers and
support better value for money.

6. Finally, there was agreement that there were opportunities to better educate the public to
stimulate demand. It was noted that many people wrongly believed they already had a
fibre internet connection which frustrated take up. The panellists were supportive of steps



to promote the benefits of a fibre connection and to challenge businesses to incorporate
new products that better served customers, including through marketing and regulation.

The three key policy solutions identified in the discussion:

Temporary Wayleaves

It was argued that the Government could temporarily create a temporary wayleaves policy that
gave providers the ability to enter any property to lay new fibre to the premises, with a sunset
clause in 2025. This would give providers an incentive to scale up investment and deliver the
infrastructure quickly, while protecting the rights of freeholders after that period was over. This
would remove the time consuming and costly negotiation over wayleaves and limit the waiving
leasehold or freehold rights to four years. This would better align digital infrastructure with water
and electricity.

Additional support for hard to reach places

There was agreement across the panel that there was a need for more subsidy to connect hard
to reach rural areas. Currently, mapping to understand where subsidy is needed is being
undertaken by BD UK. To make the case for more subsidy, the panellists believed that there
needed to be a qualitative change in how we approach digital infrastructure, putting it more on a
par with other utilities and being willing to invest in new network capacity as a public good rather
than as a consumer product.

Accessibility vouchers

The DWP pilot using vouchers to extend broadband access to poorer families was praised by
panellists and seen as a way for the Government to approach the issue at scale. The pilot is now
being expanded nationally. It was noted that this was a scheme designed and implemented by a
department with no formal responsibility for digital delivery, demonstrating the extent to which
every part of Government has an interest in better connectivity and using digital to support
levelling up of opportunity for left behind places.
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