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Summary 

Access to broadband can be an unexpectedly emotive and complex subject. Written 
evidence the Committee has received explains how poor broadband can lead to a range 
of problems: from reduced access to online learning resources for students, to families 
being unable to use everyday online services such as BBC iPlayer and rural businesses 
being powerless to function in an increasingly online marketplace. Overall, poor 
broadband can produce a feeling of a two-tier society with the ‘have and have nots’. 
This feeling is most apparent in rural communities which by their geographical nature 
are often the hardest for the infrastructure to reach.  

We were concerned to hear BT tell us that the present target of 95% of premises 
receiving superfast broadband by 2017 may slip. Broadband Delivery UK (BDUK) 
must make it clear that the target date must be met. A target date for when the last 5% 
of premises will obtain access to superfast broadband coverage must be published. 

The move to an online-only Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) system for payments 
this year provides a clear example of how online-only services often need to be accessed 
by those located in geographical areas which are difficult for current broadband 
infrastructure to reach or for good coverage and speed to be provided.  CAP payments 
offer a prime example of the wider Government policy to make services ‘digital-by-
default’. This policy has clear ramifications when broadband access is limited or non-
existent.    

Without doubt, access to broadband is increasing, through Government and industry 
investment in infrastructure, but there is more to be done. The difficult geographical 
nature of some communities must not be used as an excuse for a lack of broadband or 
poor broadband speeds. These challenges should encourage investment and innovation 
in new types of technology.  

The Government must continue to support this progress. It is vital that the last 
premises in the UK to have access to basic and superfast broadband are treated just as 
well as the first premises and are not left behind or forgotten.   
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1 Introduction 

1. The Government plan to “achieve transformation in broadband in the UK by 2017”.1 
This transformation includes basic broadband at a speed of 2 Megabits per second (Mbps) 
for all by 2016 and access to superfast broadband at a speed of 24 Mbps for 95% of the UK 
by 2017. This plan is co-ordinated by Broadband Delivery UK (BDUK) part of the 
Department for Culture, Media and Sport and is split into three phases: phase one aims to 
provide superfast broadband to 90% of premises in the UK by 2016; phase two seeks to 
extend superfast broadband coverage to 95% of premises by 2017; and phase three will test 
options to rollout superfast beyond the 95%. Phase one is reaching its final stages; phase 
two will be launched in 2016.2 

2. The rollout plans are delivered through 44 local bodies. In England each local authority 
has been allocated funding and each county council or local enterprise partnership leads 
broadband rollout in its area, draws up an effective delivery plan and matches Government 
investment with European, and their own or private funds. Funding has also been allocated 
to Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland.3 BT are at the centre of the broadband rollout 
programme, having won all phase one contracts from local councils to deliver the project.4 
Phase two contracts are currently being discussed.5 There is no indication that a rigorous 
evaluation of phase one is planned before phase two begins.6 

3. The transformation of broadband in the UK runs alongside a separate Government 
digital strategy to make Government services ‘digital-by-default’.7 This will be rolled out 
across all Government departments and each department is expected to have its own 
digital strategy plan. 

4. We have been concerned that the Government’s move towards digital-by-default 
services is premature, and is based on an incorrect assumption that delivery of basic 
broadband coverage (2 Mbps) is complete and that adequate broadband coverage exists to 
enable the public particularly in rural areas to use exclusively online Government services. 

5. The launch of a new online-only Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) application 
process provides a timely example of the Government’s digital-by-default strategy. We 
invited representatives from those charged with delivery of the broadband programme and 
representatives from rural and farming interest groups, to give evidence. 

6. Over two evidence sessions, the Committee heard from BT, the CLA, the Rural 
Payments Agency, the National Association of Local Councils, the National Farmers 

1 Department for Culture, Media and Sport, 'Broadband Delivery UK,' accessed 23 January 2015  

2 Q160 

3 Fixed Broadband: Policy and Speeds 2014, Standard note SN06643, House of Commons Library, December 2014  

4 Local Government Association (RBB 0090) para 2  

5 Q176 

6 Shropshire and Marches Campaign for Better Broadband in Rural Areas (RBB 0009) para 1  

7 Cabinet Office, 'Government Digital Strategy: December 2013,' accessed 23 January 2015  

 

 

https://www.gov.uk/broadband-delivery-uk%23history
http://www.parliament.uk/briefing-papers/SN06643/fixed-broadband-policy-and-speeds-2014
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/environment-food-and-rural-affairs-committee/rural-broadband-and-digitalonly-services/written/15635.html
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/environment-food-and-rural-affairs-committee/rural-broadband-and-digitalonly-services/written/15191.html
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/government-digital-strategy/government-digital-strategy
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Union, Tenant Farmers Association, Broadband Delivery UK, the Cabinet Office and 
Defra. We received 81 pieces of written evidence8. The written submissions and transcripts 
of two oral evidence sessions are published on our website. We are grateful to all who 
provided evidence.  

7. We have been keen throughout this inquiry to make sure that enough focus is placed 
on those who have no access to superfast broadband. There is a risk in the current 
approach that improving service for those who already have it will leave even further 
behind the 5% of premises who have none. There is a risk of poor rural broadband 
availability causing harm to farm businesses and the rural economy. It is essential that 
those who are ‘hardest-to-reach’ are given priority.  

  

8 House of Commons Select Committee,  'Environment Food and Rural Affairs', accessed 28 January 2015   

 

 

http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/environment-food-and-rural-affairs-committee/
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2 Broadband availability 

8. According to BT only 3% of UK premises (around 850,000) cannot currently access 
more than 2 Mbps per second or ‘basic’ broadband coverage and 78% of premises now 
have access to superfast broadband.9 Availability of superfast broadband has increased 
from 60% at the end of 2011 to 78% in June 2014 and the BT ‘fibre footprint’ is increasing 
at a rate of 60 000 premises a week.10 

9. National average figures mask significant local disparities, however, and it is inevitable 
that rural areas, being hardest to reach, fall below, and in some cases well below, those 
overall tallies. Recent data demonstrate that 16 UK parliamentary constituencies still have 
zero coverage of ‘superfast’ broadband.11 No target date has been set for moving the final 
5% of premises to superfast broadband access: the absence of information on that point 
was repeatedly mentioned in written evidence to us. 

10. For those affected, there is concern that coverage targets and deadlines are unclear, 
minimum speed requirements too slow and distribution of information at local level too 
poor.12 

Coverage targets 

11. Target dates for delivering universal basic (2 Mbps) broadband coverage have changed 
a number of times. The original date for completion was 2012, but the Government moved 
that to the end of the current Parliament and has since changed the date again, to the end 
of 2016. Similarly, the Government’s original objective of rolling out superfast broadband 
to cover 90% of premises by 2015 has been altered to 95% of premises by 2017.13 Nor is it 
certain that even that target will be met: when the Committee questioned BT, its Group 
Director for Strategy, Policy and Portfolio, Sean Williams, replied: “it is there or 
thereabouts. It may end up being in 2018”.14 

12. Without any official target date, it is also unclear when superfast broadband will reach 
the final 5% of premises. Chris Townsend, Chief Executive Officer of BDUK, stated in our 
evidence session: “I am absolutely committed to finalising that last 5% by 2020 at the very 
latest”.15 Each of the 44 local bodies has a wide variation in geography, topography and 
other issues, however, explaining why equal coverage can be difficult to achieve. Chris 

9 BT (RBB 0091) para 2  

10 BT (RBB 0091) para 2  

11 Fixed Broadband: Policy and Speeds 2014, Standard note SN06643, House of Commons Library, December 2014  

12 Fontburn Residents’ Association and Internet Project, Northumberland (RBB 0067) para 3  

13 Department for Culture, Media and Sport, 'Broadband Delivery UK,' accessed 23 January 2015  

14 Q10 

15 Q182  

 

 

http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/environment-food-and-rural-affairs-committee/rural-broadband-and-digitalonly-services/written/15637.html
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/environment-food-and-rural-affairs-committee/rural-broadband-and-digitalonly-services/written/15637.html
http://www.parliament.uk/briefing-papers/SN06643/fixed-broadband-policy-and-speeds-2014
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/environment-food-and-rural-affairs-committee/rural-broadband-and-digitalonly-services/written/15569.html
https://www.gov.uk/broadband-delivery-uk%23history
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Townsend admitted that “at the end of phase one, some local bodies will be in the high 70s, 
others will be in the high 90s”.16 

13. Repeated changes in target dates for rollout of superfast broadband inevitably 
reduce confidence that coverage will be achieved on time. They also leave those in the 
hardest-to-reach areas uncertain as to when their businesses will be able fully to engage 
with digital practices. Beyond business purposes, householders, particularly in rural 
communities, are being left behind in accessing online services that most of the country 
can take for granted. Activities as diverse as children’s homework, online tax returns, 
and simply watching television now depend significantly on good online access. 

14. We were concerned to hear BT tell us that the present target of 95% of premises 
receiving superfast broadband by 2017 may slip. Broadband Delivery UK (BDUK) must 
make it clear that the target date must be met. A target date for when the last 5% of 
premises will obtain access to superfast broadband coverage must be published. 

Speed 

15. There are two speeds which are important for broadband coverage in England. The 
first is the Universal Service Commitment (USC), a commitment from the Government 
that “virtually everyone” will have access to broadband at a speed of 2 Mbps and above. 
The second is 24 Mbps, the speed currently used in England to define superfast broadband. 

16. In spite of what BT says about near universal basic coverage, written evidence to us 
suggests that in practice 2 Mbps is not delivered consistently. Recurring problems include 
poor speed at peak times and broadband ‘dropping in and out’, meaning that the 
connection sometimes fails completely. Andrew Clark, the NFU’s director of policy, 
suggested that minimum broadband speeds are akin to fuel consumption in a car: “you 
rarely find that you can actually achieve it”.17 Ofcom has also suggested that increasing 
average speeds mask significant variation in the speeds received by individual 
households.18 

17. There is disagreement about what constitutes an acceptable minimum broadband 
speed. Sean Williams from BT said: “2 Mbps is essentially our view of what the minimum 
speed for an acceptable broadband service is these days”.19 However, it is unclear why this 
speed has been chosen or how long this should remain the basic speed. 2Mbps broadband 
speed allows a user to access emails and webpages with basic functionality. For example the 
BBC IPlayer website states that 2 Mbps of sustained speed is necessary for standard play, 
but 3 Mbps is necessary for high-definition services. 20 

16 Q160  

17 Q128  

18 OFCOM, Infrastructure Report 2014  (December 2014), p38  

19 Q2 

20 BBC, 'iPlayer Help', accessed 26 January 2015  

 

 

http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/infrastructure/2014/infrastructure-14.pdf
http://iplayerhelp.external.bbc.co.uk/tv/speed_checker_online
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18. The 2 Mbps figure raises two problems. Firstly, there is an assumption that this figure is 
already universally accessible, but much of the evidence we have received makes it clear 
that in reality 2 Mbps is often a maximum, rather than a consistent speed achieved, and 
that it is often unachievable at peak times. The second issue is that 2 Mbps may no longer 
be an acceptable minimum. James Fraser wrote in his written evidence: 

Today an internet connection needs at least 2 Mbps to be considered functional. In a 
further five years’ time most internet users are likely to require 24 Mbps for their 
service to be functional. In the future we may well find that 100 Mbps becomes a new 
minimum.21 

19. In the 2014 Infrastructure report, Ofcom said: 

The Government’s current Universal Service Commitment (USC) of 2 Mbit/s 
may now merit review. Evidence suggests that c 10 Mbit/s may now be 
required to meet consumer’s expectations of standard broadband.22 

20. For many services, 2 Megabits per second (Mbps) is already an outdated figure, and 
10 Mbps is increasingly recommended as a suitable USC for standard provision. The 
Government must reassess whether the 2 Mbps Universal Service Commitment remains a 
valid one. 

Superfast provision 

21. The superfast broadband speed definition is the second important speed target. The 
Department of Culture, Media and Sport define superfast broadband as 24 Mbps. Projects 
already under way will satisfy the superfast criteria if they deliver 24 Mbps, the BT rollout is 
classified as already under way. However, future projects must target speeds of 30 Mbps to 
qualify as superfast. This new speed of 30 Mbps is closer to European targets. The EU 
expects all Member States to have access to 30 Mbps by 2020.23 

22. Millions of pounds are being invested in the rollout of superfast broadband at 24 
Megabits per second. Within three years of the expected delivery date, however, that 
speed will no longer be considered ‘superfast’ by European standards. 

Information sharing 

23. BT have a range of contractual measures in place which limit information sharing 
about the progress of broadband rollout. The standard contract between BT and a local 
authority includes non-disclosure agreements which prevent local authorities from 
discussing their contractual arrangements with one another. BT’s detailed plans for rollout 
of superfast broadband in any area are part of the contract agreed between BT and local 
authorities. The contract includes provision that details about when and where BT will 

21 James Fraser (RBB 0005) para 19 

22 OFCOM, Infrastructure Report 2014  (December 2014), p20 

23 European Commission, 'Digital Agenda for Europe: About our goals', accessed 26 January 2015  

 

 

http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/environment-food-and-rural-affairs-committee/rural-broadband-and-digitalonly-services/written/15151.html
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/infrastructure/2014/infrastructure-14.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-agenda/about-our-goals
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install superfast broadband remain confidential between the parties. It has been argued that 
this raises difficulties when other suppliers have insufficient information to enable them to 
develop plans for alternative projects to reach premises not covered by the current 
programme. 

24. Much of the written evidence we have received refers to the absence of clear and 
accessible information sharing about broadband rollout. For example South Somerset and 
East Devon District Councils and Baron St David Parish Council state there is an “absence 
of transparency”24 and “no visibility on how public money is being spent.25 Business in the 
Community, a business-led charity, asked for: 

Greater transparency from all parties involved in the rollout of the Superfast broadband 
programme, which should provide information about the current availability of 
superfast broadband at a premises level and where the coverage will be provided to 95% 
of premises by 2017.26 

25. Councils need access to timely data from BT that allows them accurately to monitor 
take-up of broadband. Equally, they need access to timely data from BT about planned 
broadband coverage and speed. It has been argued that distributing information about 
broadband coverage on a postcode by postcode basis can be misleading. An ‘enabled’ 
postcode does not necessarily mean that each premise within the postcode is enabled.  

26. We are surprised that no assessment of the first phase of contracts with BT has been 
published before the phase two and three contracts are signed. Phase two contracts being 
signed must include provisions to ensure that local councils and BT keep local 
communities up-to-date with planned broadband coverage and speed. Information about 
rollout should be delivered on a premise-by-premise basis as opposed to by postcode. 

24 South Somerset and East Devon District Councils (RBB 0031) para 4  

25 Baron St David Parish Council (RBB 0032) para 13 

26 Business in the Community (RBB 0082) para 4  

 

 

http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/environment-food-and-rural-affairs-committee/rural-broadband-and-digitalonly-services/written/15416.html
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/environment-food-and-rural-affairs-committee/rural-broadband-and-digitalonly-services/written/15429.html
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/environment-food-and-rural-affairs-committee/rural-broadband-and-digitalonly-services/written/15591.html
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3 Broadband delivery 

Current infrastructure 

27. Most broadband in the UK is currently delivered from a local telephone exchange, 
through a Fixed Line Access Network (FLAN), usually made of copper wires to a local 
street cabinet. Further copper wires connect the street cabinet to homes or businesses.27 
BT’s copper broadband network covers more than 99% of premises in the UK. 28 This 
network provides the ‘basic’ 2 Mbps broadband access. 

28. Copper wires have two main disadvantages for broadband delivery: the longer the 
copper wire between the street cabinet and the premise, the slower the speed received; and 
increased usage can significantly reduce the speed delivered to individual premises.29 

29. Superfast broadband is delivered by ‘upgrading’ street cabinets. An upgrade means that 
the wires between the telephone exchange and the local street cabinet have been changed 
from copper wires to fibre optic cables. Fibre optic cables allow faster broadband and better 
reliability than copper wires. The remaining distance between the cabinet and individual 
premises is still connected by copper wires. This is called ‘Fibre to the Cabinet’ (FTTC) and 
is often described as a ‘hybrid’ fibre solution. FTTC is being rolled out by BT across the 
country as phase one of the BDUK programme. 

30. FTTC does not fully address the problem of slow speeds caused by long distances of 
copper wire between the premise and the street cabinet.30 An alternative solution is Fibre to 
the Premise (FTTP) which is a full fibre optic cable connection between the telephone 
exchange, street cabinet and premise, with no need to use copper wires at any point. 
Optical cables are cheaper than copper cables, but the advantage is mitigated by the huge 
cost it would take to update all the telecoms systems to each individual premise.31 BT’s 
Sean Williams stated that an FTTP solution would cost five times as much and take five 
times as long as the current FTTC method, although BDUK’s Chris Townsend admitted 
that this would be the “ideal” solution. 32 

31. Fibre to the Cabinet (FTTC) is an efficient, cost-effective method of improving 
broadband in areas where premises are located close to their local street cabinet. 
However, this ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to broadband delivery does not take into 
account the varied topography across the 44 local areas receiving broadband upgrade. 
FTTC allows those within a short distance of a local cabinet to experience the benefit of 
an upgrade to superfast broadband but can leave those already a long distance from the 

27 Q27; Note: Some premises are still connected to the street cabinet by aluminium   

28 BT (RBB 0091) para 1 

29 Q12  

30 Roy Giles-Morris (RBB 0006) para 3 

31 Q207  

32 Q205 

 

 

http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/environment-food-and-rural-affairs-committee/rural-broadband-and-digitalonly-services/written/15637.html
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/environment-food-and-rural-affairs-committee/rurahttp:/data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/environment-food-and-rural-affairs-committee/rural-broadband-and-digitalonly-services/written/15157.htmll-broadband-and-digitalonly-services/written/15157.html
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cabinet, and therefore experiencing slower broadband, with limited or no material 
change in service. 

Alternative technology 

Satellite 

32. There is concern that “BT is only interested in fixed-line solutions”.33 Satellite 
broadband provides an alternative to fixed-line broadband options. It is recognised as 
reaching areas that, for geographical reasons, the current broadband rollout programme 
cannot. BT state that the commercial availability of satellite broadband means that 
everyone now has access to 2 Mbps of broadband. This has been sufficient for the 
European Commissioner to declare that the objective of at least 2 Mbps broadband being 
available for all has been accomplished.34 

33. However, satellite solutions do not solve the problem of poor coverage in all rural areas. 
There are few companies offering satellite broadband commercially in the UK. Satellite 
broadband also requires an initial up-front cost as well as a monthly charge. Later in this 
report we discuss how to ensure satellite is an affordable alternative. 

34. Furthermore, written evidence indicates that there are some areas where even satellite 
broadband cannot reach.35 George Eustice MP, Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for 
Farming, Food and Marine Environment, recognised that satellite “probably won’t do it”, 
when it comes to reaching the final 5%. He went on to say: 

The drawback of the satellite-based systems is that they tend to be slightly less reliable. 
There is sometimes a delay, and it slows them down if there are too many people on 
them.36 

35. Satellite technology provides a potential alternative to those in remote areas where 
fixed-line delivery of broadband is impracticable or can achieve only very low speeds. 
However, it will not fill all the gaps. Satellite technology is not widely developed on a 
commercial scale in the UK and the technology itself can suffer from delay and 
reliability issues. 

Fibre to the remote node 

36. We have heard frustration about the situation in which a local street cabinet has been 
upgraded, but most connected premises are too far away to benefit.37 Sometimes such 
premises may experience enhanced speeds but do not reach superfast service speeds. This 
appears to be one of the main failures of the current programme. 

33 Throwley Parish Council (RBB 0084) para 6 

34 Q39  

35 Compton Bassett Parish Council (RBB 0059) para 1  

36 Q228   

37 Central Bedfordshire Council (RBB 0089) para 6  

 

 

http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/environment-food-and-rural-affairs-committee/rural-broadband-and-digitalonly-services/written/15599.html
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/environment-food-and-rural-affairs-committee/rural-broadband-and-digitalonly-services/written/15508.html
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/environment-food-and-rural-affairs-committee/rural-broadband-and-digitalonly-services/written/15620.html
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37. Fibre to the Remote Node (FTTrN) has emerged as an alternative to FTTC. In this 
system, a fibre optic cable is used between the telephone exchange and the local street 
cabinet, then FTTrN links a further fibre optic cable to a significantly smaller ‘remote 
node’. This remote node acts like a small street cabinet, and it can be positioned on nearby 
telegraph poles. This reduces the distance using copper wires between the street cabinet 
and premise, which is key to reducing speed loss. 

38. The fact that Fibre to the Cabinet is not a suitable solution in every circumstance or 
every community means that alternative solutions, such as wider satellite coverage or 
Fibre to the Remote Node, are necessary. Alternative solutions are required not only to 
ensure that the current commitments of basic and superfast broadband are met but 
also to ensure that the infrastructure being deployed is future proof and able to meet 
demands for increasing broadband speeds. 
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4 Digital-only services 

39. From 1 January 2015 all CAP applications for funding must be made online. The RPA 
is responsible for operating the new online-only system and also for a change from the 
Single Payment Scheme (SPS) to the Basic Payment Scheme (BPS). Wessex Rural and 
Farming Network suggest: 

Until there is 100% reliable broadband coverage then there will be those who, through 
lack of online access, are disadvantaged through no fault of their own.38 

40. IT failures in previous years, particularly stemming from when the SPS system was 
introduced, led to farm businesses suffering, and further the UK faced European 
Commission substantial fines for erroneous payments to farmers (known as disallowance 
payments), which are still being paid out of the Department for Environment Food and 
Rural Affairs (Defra) budgets. 

Case study: CAP online-only applications 

41. The move to an online-only system has meant that a whole new system for applying for 
CAP payments and software package has been designed and trialled. Those who 
necessarily need to use this new system—farmers and rural business owners—are often 
also those located in particularly remote areas with poor connectivity. Evidence from the 
CLA indicates that currently 10% of CAP applicants do not have a computer or do not use 
broadband.39 

42. The new system has been introduced in stages, with more customers being invited to 
use it each month. Gradual introduction began in July 2014. Customers have been invited 
to register and use the new system, and to check that their personal, land and business 
details are correct and ready for the claim window that opens mid-February 2015. The aim 
of introducing users to the site in this way has been to prevent a big surge of users on a 
specific day. It is expected to be open to all users early in 2015, but no date has been 
confirmed.40 

43. The RPA has also focused on ensuring that its software works in areas where 
broadband access can be unreliable. Following discussions with farming and rural interest 
groups, the new software has been developed to enable it to run effectively at speeds as low 
as 0.5 Mbps. The software also has a function which saves the details for the user as they fill 
in their application rather than saving only at the end of the process. This ‘autosave’ type 
feature is an extremely important function for those with limited or intermittent 
broadband coverage. 

38 Wessex Rural and Farming Network (RBB 0085) para 7  

39 CLA (RBB 0046) para 16  

40 Q83  
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44. The Rural Payments Agency have taken a number of important steps to ensure that 
those with poor broadband speeds can access its new Common Agricultural Policy 
(CAP) application software. It deserves credit for seeking to ensure a ‘soft landing’ for 
the new system, but, given the difficulties experience last time round, and in particular 
given the variable state of broadband access in rural areas, judgment must be reserved 
on the effectiveness of its preparations until they have been tested in action. 

45. The RPA must have a contingency plan in case the new online-only CAP application 
system proves difficult to use for farmers with limited broadband capability. The new 
software has not yet been tested by the number of users who will access the site in May, 
and some of those doing so will be using online services for the first time. The contingency 
plan should be able to respond to the software not functioning at the level required or 
with users not being able effectively to access the software. 

Case study: CAP digital support centres 

46. In contemplating the move to an online-only system, we were concerned that some 
applicants live in areas with poor broadband coverage while others have previously 
submitted paper application and have no ‘online presence’. We have repeatedly pressed 
successive Secretaries of State and the RPA to guarantee the availability of technological 
support suitable for new users during the introduction of the new system. In response, 
Defra has set out a detailed ‘Assisted Digital’ programme for CAP applicants. 

47. Assisted digital services will be offered via a telephone number for customers to call free 
of charge and through digital support centres. RPA Chief Executive Mark Grimshaw 
confirmed that 50 of these centres will be in place, with farmers travelling no further than 
30 miles to reach them. The Secretary of State also confirmed assistance would be provided 
free of charge41and that farmers would not have to travel more than 30 miles to their 
nearest digital support centre. Mr Grimshaw committed to the centres being available 
whenever needed by CAP applicants: 

Should we need to we will open them 24/7 between the end of January and 15 May.42 

48. At the time we took evidence, 3 December 2014, only 41 individuals had booked an 
appointment at a support centre.43 That figure may increase significantly as the application 
window opens. We have also sought, and received, assurances that the provision of privacy 
for users is a priority for those setting up the support centres. 

49. We recommend that the level of privacy in Digital Support Centres for those making 
CAP applications should be comparable to that in a bank. 

50. The Government is not the only organisation introducing digital-by-default policies. 
The British Cattle Movement Service (BCMS) suppliers often required online financial 

41 Letter from the Secretary of State to Miss Anne McIntosh, MP (4 November 2014)  

42 Q111  

43 Q111 
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transactions using BACS payments and similarly weekly poultry records have to be 
submitted online44. Central Bedfordshire Council recognised that: “there may be a need to 
increase national support for digital skills provision”.45 

51. As the Derbyshire Economic Partnerships Rural and Farming Network points out 
farmers need time to understand what their training needs may be. Similarly the farming 
calendar does not enable the sector to carve out time to acquire new knowledge without 
appropriate planning.46 

52. Support to access online-only systems must be available not only in the first few 
months of the CAP application, but also in subsequent months and years, allowing 
sufficient time for planning training needs and bearing in mind the farming calendar.47 

  

44 Mike Dewar (RBB 0017) para 2  

45 Central Bedfordshire Council (RBB 0089) para 8 

46 Derbyshire Economic Partnerships Rural and Farming Network (RBB 0072) para 28  

47 Digital Neighbourhoods Research Project, Plymouth University (RBB 0042) para 5  
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5 Rural broadband policy 

Policy 

53. There is a general trend towards online services becoming the norm: this is true of the 
public sector (Government digital strategy) and the private sector (shopping, learning and 
banking all increasingly take place online). Nearly every council and Local Enterprise 
Partnership for growth emphasises the importance of superfast broadband and other 
digital infrastructure in attracting and retaining businesses of all sizes.48 Councillor Tom 
Howard suggested that broadband was a core service requirement for rural living,49 while 
the Local Government Association added that: 

Access to fast and reliable broadband is as important a strategic consideration as 
electricity, planning, housing and transport for living and doing business in the twenty-
first century.50 

54. We have received written evidence about the increasing use of online-only access 
across a range of services. It has become apparent in the course of this inquiry that lack of 
broadband availability is not an issue only in remote, rural communities. Premises in 
developed, urban locations also experience poor coverage when the copper cables which 
connect their house to the street cabinet have to travel a long distance. Nonetheless 
problems with poor connectivity arise mainly in rural areas: Chris Townsend of BDUK 
noted that the last 5% of premises to receive access to superfast broadband represent 75% 
of the UK’s geographical area. Even so, access to good broadband should not be thought of 
as an exclusively rural issue. Rural broadband policy should not be separated from the 
policy for urban areas: the same high speeds and increased coverage rates experienced in 
urban areas must be attempted in rural settings. 

55. Sean Williams from BT highlighted the main problems faced when balancing delivery 
of urban broadband alongside rural: 

You want to get as much value in connectivity for the money available, and so you get 
to the most expensive, hardest-to-reach places last. The most rural and dispersed farm 
communities are among the last to get the service.51 

Funding 

56. During the 2010–15 Spending Review Period a total of £530 million (including £300 
million from TV licence revenue) has been allocated to broadband delivery. Funding for 
2015–17 has not yet been allocated from central Government but the licence fee settlement 
(agreed in 2010) provides a further £150 million for BDUK funding in each of 2015–16 and 

48 Local Government Association (RBB 0090) para 3  

49 Councillor Tom Howard (RBB 0083) para 5  

50 Local Government Association (RBB 0090) para 1 

51 Q7 
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2016–17, if required.52 Some £100 million of funding was set aside for the Urban 
Broadband Fund, and £20 million for the Rural Community Broadband Fund, which, until 
it closed down in March 2014, was a fund to help ‘hard to reach’ communities.53 

57. The Government’s ‘Broadband Connection Vouchers Scheme’ offers businesses an 
opportunity to obtain a connection voucher worth up to £3,000 for faster, better 
broadband. This scheme is active in 22 cities across the UK. In the Autumn Statement 
2014, the Government provided an extra £40 million for its broadband connection voucher 
scheme, and the scheme has been extended to March 2016 and more cities. 

58. The allocation of funding between urban and rural areas is greatly unbalanced. 
Those who live in urban areas have on average higher percentage coverage of superfast 
broadband, coupled with access to voucher schemes which can subsidise access. Rural 
areas are lagging behind. Those in poorly connected areas are sometimes asked to pay 
twice: once through their taxes for the Government-funded Broadband Delivery UK 
(BDUK) programme and potentially again from their own pockets if the BDUK 
programme does not reach them. 

59. We recommend the introduction of a voucher scheme, similar to that available in 
cities, for those who live in areas with no access to fixed-line broadband or where they are 
unable to access a minimum of 2 Mbps broadband. The vouchers should subsidise the cost 
of satellite broadband access for those eligible. 

Innovation fund 

60. On 21 March 2014, the Government invited applicants for a new £10 million 
innovation fund, intended to test innovative ways to help take broadband to Britain’s most 
remote communities. The Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) announced 
that suppliers could submit bids in three areas: technology; operating models; and financial 
(testing innovative funding models).54 The Minister confirmed that the awards for pilots 
were made in June 2014 and that the pilot projects were now being finalised with the hope 
that results would be returned in 2015.55 The Minister confirmed that Defra are in regular 
dialogue with DCMS on this project to help the last 5%.56 Chris Townsend, of BDUK, said: 

We will have a business case to take to the Secretary of State by the end of March 
(2015). We will also be looking for additional funds in order to rollout some of these 
further technologies into the harder to reach areas.57 

61. It is not clear how the success of the pilots will be judged, or whether the results of the 
pilot tests will be made public. Neither is it clear whether more funds will be made available 

52 Fixed Broadband: Policy and Speeds 2014, Standard note SN06643, House of Commons Library, December 2014   

53 Local Government Association (RBB 0090) para 13  

54 Department for Culture, Media & Sport '£10 million broadband fund' accessed 26 January 2015   

55 Q237  

56 Q237 

57 Q185 
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if the appropriate technologies are tested and ready for rollout. Chris Townsend assured us 
that the pilots have been selected and completed according to schedule and that they will 
be rolled out on a wider scale this year. 

62. It is frustrating for those living in remote areas and those without access to adequate 
broadband coverage that it has taken nearly five years into the rollout of broadband before 
new technologies have been researched. Reassurance is required on how this ‘Innovation 
Fund’ will succeed where the Rural Community Broadband Fund did not. That fund 
received 110 applications for funding; only 22 were approved. 

63. Fibre to the Cabinet does not offer a solution to all premises. Alternative 
technologies must be investigated and it is encouraging that the Government is now 
investing in this research. It is disappointing that research into solutions for hardest-
to-reach areas has taken so long. 

64. The Innovation Fund is the first step to providing superfast coverage to the last 5%. 
The results of the pilot test must be published and the most suitable schemes rolled out 
nationally. 

  

 



20    Rural broadband and digital-only services 

 

6 Conclusion 

65. The UK is a world leader on broadband availability, but more remains to be done. 
Broadband should not be seen as a luxury. It is now a vital component in education, 
healthcare and business. Access should be available to all at affordable prices and at 
adequate speeds. 

66. We welcome the rollout of broadband. However a number of issues within the 
programme need to be addressed. Not enough has yet been done to ensure that those who 
live and work in rural or remote areas are not disadvantaged. We do not want to hold back 
areas that are already well connected, but we believe that those in rural areas need 
broadband just as much as those who live in towns and cities. They should not be 
overlooked simply because they may be harder to connect. 
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Conclusions and recommendations 

Introduction 

1. We have been keen throughout this inquiry to make sure that enough focus is placed 
on those who have no access to superfast broadband. There is a risk in the current 
approach that improving service for those who already have it will leave even further 
behind the 5% of premises who have none. There is a risk of poor rural broadband 
availability causing harm to farm businesses and the rural economy. It is essential 
that those who are ‘hardest-to-reach’ are given priority.  (Paragraph 7) 

Broadband availability 

2. Repeated changes in target dates for rollout of superfast broadband inevitably reduce 
confidence that coverage will be achieved on time. They also leave those in the 
hardest-to-reach areas uncertain as to when their businesses will be able fully to 
engage with digital practices. Beyond business purposes, householders, particularly 
in rural communities, are being left behind in accessing online services that most of 
the country can take for granted. Activities as diverse as children’s homework, online 
tax returns, and simply watching television now depend significantly on good online 
access. (Paragraph 13) 

3. We were concerned to hear BT tell us that the present target of 95% of premises 
receiving superfast broadband by 2017 may slip. Broadband Delivery UK (BDUK) 
must make it clear that the target date must be met. A target date for when the last 5% 
of premises will obtain access to superfast broadband coverage must be published. 
(Paragraph 14) 

4. For many services, 2 Megabits per second (Mbps) is already an outdated figure, and 10 
Mbps is increasingly recommended as a suitable USC for standard provision. The 
Government must reassess whether the 2 Mbps Universal Service Commitment 
remains a valid one. (Paragraph 20) 

5. Millions of pounds are being invested in the rollout of superfast broadband at 24 
Megabits per second. Within three years of the expected delivery date, however, that 
speed will no longer be considered ‘superfast’ by European standards. (Paragraph 22) 

6. Councils need access to timely data from BT that allows them accurately to monitor 
take-up of broadband. Equally, they need access to timely data from BT about 
planned broadband coverage and speed. It has been argued that distributing 
information about broadband coverage on a postcode by postcode basis can be 
misleading. An ‘enabled’ postcode does not necessarily mean that each premise 
within the postcode is enabled.  (Paragraph 25) 

7. We are surprised that no assessment of the first phase of contracts with BT has been 
published before the phase two and three contracts are signed. Phase two contracts 
being signed must include provisions to ensure that local councils and BT keep local 
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communities up-to-date with planned broadband coverage and speed. Information 
about rollout should be delivered on a premise-by-premise basis as opposed to by 
postcode. (Paragraph 26) 

Broadband delivery 

8. Fibre to the Cabinet (FTTC) is an efficient, cost-effective method of improving 
broadband in areas where premises are located close to their local street cabinet. 
However, this ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to broadband delivery does not take into 
account the varied topography across the 44 local areas receiving broadband 
upgrade. FTTC allows those within a short distance of a local cabinet to experience 
the benefit of an upgrade to superfast broadband but can leave those already a long 
distance from the cabinet, and therefore experiencing slower broadband, with 
limited or no material change in service. (Paragraph 31) 

9. Satellite technology provides a potential alternative to those in remote areas where 
fixed-line delivery of broadband is impracticable or can achieve only very low speeds. 
However, it will not fill all the gaps. Satellite technology is not widely developed on a 
commercial scale in the UK and the technology itself can suffer from delay and 
reliability issues. (Paragraph 35) 

10. The fact that Fibre to the Cabinet is not a suitable solution in every circumstance or 
every community means that alternative solutions, such as wider satellite coverage or 
Fibre to the Remote Node, are necessary. Alternative solutions are required not only 
to ensure that the current commitments of basic and superfast broadband are met 
but also to ensure that the infrastructure being deployed is future proof and able to 
meet demands for increasing broadband speeds. (Paragraph 38) 

Digital-only services 

11. The Rural Payments Agency have taken a number of important steps to ensure that 
those with poor broadband speeds can access its new Common Agricultural Policy 
(CAP) application software. It deserves credit for seeking to ensure a ‘soft landing’ 
for the new system, but, given the difficulties experience last time round, and in 
particular given the variable state of broadband access in rural areas, judgment must 
be reserved on the effectiveness of its preparations until they have been tested in 
action. (Paragraph 44) 

12. The RPA must have a contingency plan in case the new online-only CAP application 
system proves difficult to use for farmers with limited broadband capability. The new 
software has not yet been tested by the number of users who will access the site in May, 
and some of those doing so will be using online services for the first time. The 
contingency plan should be able to respond to the software not functioning at the level 
required or with users not being able effectively to access the software. (Paragraph 45) 

13. We recommend that the level of privacy in Digital Support Centres for those making 
CAP applications should be comparable to that in a bank. (Paragraph 49) 
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14. Support to access online-only systems must be available not only in the first few months 
of the CAP application, but also in subsequent months and years, allowing sufficient 
time for planning training needs and bearing in mind the farming calendar. 
(Paragraph 52) 

Rural broadband policy 

15. The allocation of funding between urban and rural areas is greatly unbalanced. 
Those who live in urban areas have on average higher percentage coverage of 
superfast broadband, coupled with access to voucher schemes which can subsidise 
access. Rural areas are lagging behind. Those in poorly connected areas are 
sometimes asked to pay twice: once through their taxes for the Government-funded 
Broadband Delivery UK (BDUK) programme and potentially again from their own 
pockets if the BDUK programme does not reach them. (Paragraph 58) 

16. We recommend the introduction of a voucher scheme, similar to that available in 
cities, for those who live in areas with no access to fixed-line broadband or where 
they are unable to access a minimum of 2 Mbps broadband. The vouchers should 
subsidise the cost of satellite broadband access for those eligible. (Paragraph 59) 

17. Fibre to the Cabinet does not offer a solution to all premises. Alternative 
technologies must be investigated and it is encouraging that the Government is now 
investing in this research. It is disappointing that research into solutions for hardest-
to-reach areas has taken so long. (Paragraph 63) 

18. The Innovation Fund is the first step to providing superfast coverage to the last 5%. The 
results of the pilot test must be published and the most suitable schemes rolled out 
nationally. (Paragraph 64) 
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Formal Minutes 

Wednesday 28 January 2015 

Members present: 

Miss Anne McIntosh, in the Chair 

Richard Drax 
Jim Fitzpatrick 
Mrs Mary Glindon 
Mrs Emma Lewell-Buck 
 

 Sheryll Murray 
Neil Parish 
Roger Williams 

Draft Report (Rural broadband and digital-only services), proposed by the Chair, brought up and read. 

Ordered, That the draft Report be read a second time, paragraph by paragraph. 

Paragraphs 1 to 66 read and agreed to.  

Summary agreed to. 

Resolved, That the Report be the Seventh Report of the Committee to the House. 

Ordered, That the Chair make the Report to the House. 

Ordered, That embargoed copies of the Report be made available, in accordance with the provisions of 
Standing Order No. 134. 

Written evidence from BT was ordered to be reported to the House for publication on the internet.  

*** 

 [Adjourned till Wednesday 4 February at 2.30 pm 

 



Rural broadband and digital-only services    25 

 

Witnesses 

The following witnesses gave evidence. Transcripts can be viewed on the Committee’s 
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