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About this document 

This is Ofcom’s annual, in-depth look at the coverage of broadband and mobile networks of the UK 

and its Nations. 

As communications play an increasingly critical role in our lives, the supporting infrastructure must 

keep pace with the needs of people and businesses. 

Part of Ofcom’s role is to help ensure that people across the UK can access a decent internet service, 

and make phone calls where and when they need to.  

This annual report tracks communications providers’ progress in increasing the availability of good 

communications, and how the UK’s networks are responding to changing needs of people and 

businesses.  

This Northern Ireland report tracks the communications providers’ progress in growing the 

availability of good communications in Northern Ireland, and how the changes that are underway 

ensure that the networks respond to changing consumer needs.      
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1. Connected Nations – Northern Ireland
1.1 Access to high quality fixed-line and mobile communications services is increasingly vital 

for consumers and businesses.  

1.2 Over the last decade there has been extensive development of networks in Northern 

Ireland but some areas still don't have an acceptable level of service. 

1.3 While challenges remain in extending coverage to harder to reach areas, continued 

investment by communications providers and government means more people in Northern 

Ireland now have access to high speed fixed-line and mobile services than ever before. 

1.4 Data in this report regarding fixed coverage was collected from fixed-line operators with a 

reference date in May 2017. Data relating to the mobile coverage and performance of 

fixed line, such as data use and the speed of the active broadband service, relates to June 

2017. 

Key Findings 

1.5 The report shows: 

Fixed line broadband 

a) Superfast broadband (>=30Mbit/s), is now available to 85% of premises in Northern

Ireland, two percentage points (pp) higher than last year. Superfast broadband is

available to 57% of premises in rural areas, up from 52% last year.

b) Across Northern Ireland, 93% of premises have access to services that can deliver

decent broadband1, a broadband connection which provides download speeds of

10Mbit/s or more and an upload speed of 1Mbit/s or more. This leaves around 56,000

premises with connections unable to support these speeds.

c) The percentage of premises that cannot get 2Mbit/s has fallen slightly to 3% (or just

over 23,000 premises).

d) The average download speed delivered to premises in Northern Ireland is 39Mbit/s.

This has increased from 34Mbit/s last year and reflects increasing availability and take-

up of superfast services.

Mobile 

e) 78% of premises in Northern Ireland have indoor voice coverage from all four

operators (Vodafone, O2, EE and Three), an increase of 5pp since 2016. Outdoor

1 We consider that this is the minimum level of broadband performance required for internet access to services such as 
web browsing, email and certain video services. 
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geographic coverage of voice services has increased to 83%, an increase of 7pp on 

2016. 

f) Indoor mobile data coverage (combined 3G and 4G) from all four operators now

extends to 75% of premises in Northern Ireland, and has increased by 5pp since 2016.

There has been a similar increase in outdoor geographic coverage for mobile data

services to 76%, 5pp higher than a year ago.

g) Indoor 4G coverage from all four operators is available in 44% of premises, up from

34% in 2016. 4G outdoor geographic coverage has increased to 60%, compared to 30%

in 2016.

h) 62% of Northern Ireland’s A and B road network is covered by mobile voice services

from all four operators, compared to 68% for the UK as a whole. However, voice and

data coverage on roads is higher in Northern Ireland than in both Scotland and Wales.

Improving fixed-line broadband availability 

1.6 Despite the increase in the availability of superfast broadband and mobile services over 

recent years, challenges remain.  

1.7 Availability of these services, not just in Northern Ireland but right across the UK, is lower 

in rural areas. This is because of the increased costs of deploying communications 

infrastructure to serve areas where there are few customers or where the costs of building 

infrastructure are higher.  

1.8 A major challenge to the roll-out of fixed superfast broadband services is the longer line 

lengths in more rural parts of the UK - the distance between the premise and the nearest 

fibre cabinet or exchange. 

1.9 These distances cause serious deterioration of the physical properties of the broadband 

signal resulting in slower data speeds. This means that even when fibre-connected cabinets 

are built, superfast speeds are not always available to the end user. Customers further 

than 700m from a cabinet are too far to receive superfast speeds.2 

1.10 The effect is most keenly felt in Northern Ireland where the rural population is more evenly 

spread and where average line lengths are the longest in the UK. This is partly the result of 

differences in local planning regulations which have permitted a proliferation of single 

dwellings in rural areas. 

1.11 A number of government funded UK-wide and regional initiatives have and are being 

undertaken to improve broadband speeds and coverage, especially in rural areas. 

1.12 The completion of the Northern Ireland Executive’s Superfast Broadband Roll-out 

Programme (Q2, 2018) will see the number of premises able to receive higher speeds 

continue to increase and further initiatives are in the pipeline both in Northern Ireland and 

at a UK-wide level. 

2 http://www.increasebroadbandspeed.co.uk/2013/chart-bt-fttc-vdsl2-speed-against-distance 

http://www.increasebroadbandspeed.co.uk/2013/chart-bt-fttc-vdsl2-speed-against-distance
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1.13 In July 2017, the Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport (DMCS) consulted on 

plans for a broadband universal service obligation (USO) which would give everyone the 

right to a minimum broadband service. The consultation outlined that this USO would have 

a minimum download speed of at least 10Mbit/s, with additional quality parameters 

including a minimum of 1Mbit/s upload speed.3 

Improving mobile coverage 

1.14 Coverage of mobile services in Northern Ireland has improved in recent years. Over the last 

year alone, 4G indoor coverage from all four networks has increased 10pp to 44%. 

However, as with broadband, coverage is less extensive in rural areas. 

1.15 The decision to provide mobile coverage in a particular area is a commercial judgement by 

the mobile network operators but a number of industry, government, and regulatory 

initiatives should see coverage increase from present levels. 

1.16 The roll-out of 4G networks in Northern Ireland, which support higher speed mobile data 

services and voice services (some operators), has accelerated over the last year and will 

continue over the coming years. 

1.17 A key factor in ensuring that consumers and businesses in Northern Ireland enjoy the 

benefits of 4G at the same time as those in other parts of the UK is the specific nations 

coverage obligation that Ofcom attached to the 4G spectrum licence won by Telefonica UK 

(O2). 

1.18 This requires it to provide indoor reception to at least 98% of the UK population and at 

least 95% of the populations of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland by the end of 2017. 

Other operators have indicated they are likely to match this coverage. 

1.19 Data published in this report is not directly comparable for assessing compliance with that 

obligation.  

1.20 Ofcom is already assessing how we can impose new obligations on future wireless 

spectrum auctions to increase mobile coverage further, especially in rural areas.  

1.21 The 700MHz spectrum band is particularly well suited to providing better coverage over 

longer distances. This band will be available for mobile use by the end of 2021 and 

potentially up to two years earlier. Again, this is likely to be especially relevant in Northern 

Ireland, where a greater percentage of the population live in rural areas. 

3 3 https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/broadband-universal-service-obligation-consultation-on-design 
Alongside this consultation, it has published details of an offer made by BT to provide a similar broadband service 
voluntarily. The BT proposal would mean many premises will receive substantially more than 10Mbit/s - homes and 
businesses are also expected to receive connections more quickly than could be delivered under a regulatory approach. 
The UK Government is currently considering this offer. 
3 https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0028/95581/final-report.pdf 

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/broadband-universal-service-obligation-consultation-on-design
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0028/95581/final-report.pdf
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2. Background to the report
2.1 Under the Communications Act 2003 ('the Act') Ofcom is required to submit a report to the 

Secretary of State every three years, describing the state of the electronic communications 

networks and services in the UK.4  

2.2 We published the first report in 2011 and recognized, at that time, that some aspects of 

the communications infrastructure were developing rapidly and/or were of particular 

interest to Government and industry stakeholders. We therefore committed to providing 

updates on an annual basis, focusing on the areas of greatest change, such as coverage and 

capacity of fixed and mobile networks.  

2.3 We present a detailed description of our data sources and methodologies in Annex 1 and in 

our main Connected Nations UK report5. 

Improving the information available to stakeholders 

2.4 Alongside this report, we are updating the tools launched last year to help consumers and 

other stakeholders find out more about fixed and mobile services in the UK: 

a) App for mobile phones and tablet PCs, which enables consumers to find out more

about the fixed broadband and mobile services that are available at their address and

test the speed of their fixed and mobile connections. A web-based tool is also available

for use on desktop and laptop computers.

b) Online visualisation tool, which presents the key highlights from this year’s report in

an intuitive and graphical way. The tool allows the user to view some of the data and

narrative from the reports in a more interactive format.

2.5 We are publishing a short summary aimed at consumers to highlight the key themes and 

messages that have emerged in this year’s Connected Nations report.  Alongside this we 

are also publishing reports focusing on developments in each of the nations.  

2.6 As in previous years, we will also be making data available to download via our website. 

We recognise the value in making this data available to third parties for their own analysis 

and we continue to work as part of our broader open data initiative to explore ways in 

which to further improve this. 

2.7 We welcome comments from consumers and stakeholders on the report. Please contact us 

at connectednationsreport@ofcom.org.uk.  

4 http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/24/section/1   
ss. 134A and 134B of the Act. The Digital Economy Act 2017 added a new s.134AA on additional reports. Additional reports 
may be published in such manner as Ofcom consider appropriate (s.134AA(2) of the Act). 
5 https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/multi-sector-research/infrastructure-research/connected-nations-
2017/main-report  

mailto:connectednationsreport@ofcom.org.uk
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/24/section/1
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/multi-sector-research/infrastructure-research/connected-nations-2017/main-report
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/multi-sector-research/infrastructure-research/connected-nations-2017/main-report
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3. Fixed broadband services in Northern
Ireland

Fixed broadband scorecard for 2017 

Fixed broadband networks Northern 
Ireland 

UK 

Coverage of broadband faster than: 

>=2Mbit/s 97% 99% 

>=10Mbit/s 93% 97% 

Superfast broadband coverage (% of premises with >=30Mbit/s) 85% 91% 

Superfast broadband coverage in urban areas (% of premises) 97% 95% 

Superfast broadband coverage in rural areas (% of premises) 57% 66% 

Percentage of premises that receive: 

<2Mbit/s 3% 1% 

<10Mbit/s 7% 3% 

Superfast lines delivering superfast speeds (% of premises – indicative of 
superfast take-up) 

48% 43% 

Average broadband speed (download) 39Mbit/s 44Mbit/s 

Average broadband speed (upload) 6Mbit/s 6Mbit/s 

Average broadband download speeds by settlement type: 

Urban 45Mbit/s 47Mbit/s 

Rural 24Mbit/s 25Mbit/s 

Data use - download (Average monthly) 172GB 175GB 

Data use - upload (Average monthly) 14GB 15GB 
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Key findings 

3.1 The quality and reach of fixed broadband infrastructure in Northern Ireland has improved 

considerably over the last few years, both in terms of technology and services offered. 

Continuing investment by industry and government will ensure further increases in 

coverage over the next few years. 

3.2 Figures contained in this section on coverage of fixed networks are based on data sourced 

from fixed-line operators in May 2017. Data on the performance of the line, such as data 

use and the speed of the active service, relates to June 2017.  

3.3 The report shows: 

a) Superfast broadband (>=30Mbit/s) is available to 85% of premises in Northern Ireland,

up from 83% last year.

b) Superfast broadband is available to 57% of premises in rural areas, up from 52% last

year.

c) Across Northern Ireland, 93% of premises can receive a service that can deliver decent

broadband6, that is a broadband connection which provide download speeds of at least

10Mbit/s and an upload speed of at least 1Mbit/s. This leaves around 56,000 premises

with connections unable to support these speeds, a reduction of around 7,000

premises compared to last year.

d) Average broadband download speeds in Northern Ireland have increased by 15% to

39Mbit/s, up from 34Mbit/s in 2016. Average download speeds are lower in rural areas

but have increased to 24Mbit/s in 2017, compared to 21Mbit/s in 2016.

6 We consider that this is the minimum level of broadband performance required for internet access to services such as 
web browsing, email and certain video services. 
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e) Average monthly data use (upload and download) per broadband line in Northern

Ireland is up almost 50% to 187GB.

What is superfast broadband and how is it delivered to homes and small 
businesses? 

We define superfast broadband as supporting download speeds of at least 30Mbit/s. To deliver 

these speeds, service providers typically need to install fibre optic cabling, which supports higher 

speeds than the copper cables used in traditional networks. The UK Government uses a different 

definition of superfast. It defines superfast as supporting download speeds of at least 24Mbit/s. 

The most commonly used technologies supporting SFBB are Fibre to the Cabinet, Fibre to the 

Premises or Cable. Other technologies, such as Fixed Wireless Access, can also be used to provide 

superfast speeds but its use in the UK is more limited. 

Fibre to the Cabinet (FTTC) 

This is the technology that is used to support most superfast lines, where the copper cable 

between the local exchange and the street cabinet is replaced with optical fibre, but the final 

connection to the consumer’s home or business is still delivered over a copper line. The 

replacement of copper with fibre in the connection enables higher speeds for the consumer. 

  Exchange   Cabinet    DP 

 Optical Fibre   Copper line  Premises 

Fibre to the Premises 

This extends the fibre network to the customer premises and is capable of delivering very high 

speeds, well in excess of 300Mbit/s. We define this type of connection a “full fibre” connection. 

We define ultrafast broadband as broadband connections that support download speeds of at 

least 300Mbit/s. 
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  Exchange   Cabinet  DP 

  Optical Fibre  Premises 

Cable 

In a traditional cable network, the connection between the cabinet and the customer’s home 

consists of a Hybrid Fibre-Coaxial (HFC) cable. Broadband services are delivered along the fibre 

cable to a cabinet and are then carried to the home via a co-axial copper connection which can 

support very high speeds, and therefore can provide ultrafast services. However, the bandwidth is 

shared between customers that are connected to the same headend (the cable equivalent of an 

exchange). 

 Cabinet   Premises 

  Optical Fibre   HFC line 

Fixed Wireless 

In a Fixed Wireless network, the connection between the consumer’s home or office and the 

provider’s network is a wireless connection. Depending on the number of users served by the 

wireless connection, it is capable of delivering superfast speeds. 

  Network  Wireless/Mobile 

 Nodes  transmitter 

  Fibre or wireless 

  backhaul     Premises 

Government interventions 

3.4 A Superfast Broadband Roll-out Programme is currently under way to lift broadband 

speeds for approximately 41,000 premises across Northern Ireland to 24Mbit/s or higher. 

The £20m scheme is jointly funded by the Department for the Economy (DfE), the 

Department of Digital, Culture, Media & Sport (DCMS), and BT.  

3.5 The main elements of the scheme include: some re-engineering of BT's network; additional 

fibred cabinets; and new fibre to the premises, or “full fibre services”. The rollout is due to 

be completed by the second quarter of 2018. 

3.6 Prior to this, £23.7m was invested in a separate scheme - the NI Broadband Improvement 

Project (completed in 2016) - which was aimed mainly at improving speeds for around 

46,000 premises that were previously only able to achieve download speeds of less than 

2Mbit/s. 
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3.7 Prior to these schemes, the £52m Next Generation Broadband Project, completed in 2012, 

helped raise broadband speeds by laying fibre to more than 2,400 street cabinets, 

considerably expanding Northern Ireland’s fibre footprint. 

3.8 An agreement between the Democratic Unionist Party and the Conservative Party (June, 

2017) to support the minority government at Westminster on a “confidence and supply” 

basis is expected to lead to further improvements with £150m earmarked for broadband 

infrastructure. 

Subsidised broadband services for rural areas 

3.9 As well as deploying more fibre to rural areas, the Department for the Economy (DfE) is 

promoting alternative solutions to fixed-line services, such as fixed wireless and satellite. 

3.10 The Better Broadband Scheme is aimed at homes and businesses that are unable to get a 

broadband service of at least 2Mbit/s.7 The UK-wide scheme, administered by DfE in 

Northern Ireland, provides a code to eligible homes and businesses. The code can be used 

with a selected number of providers to obtain a subsidised broadband service. The scheme 

is due to run until the end of 2017. 

Fixed-broadband coverage 

Superfast broadband is available to 85% of premises in Northern Ireland 

3.11 Superfast broadband services (>=30Mbit/s) are now available to 85% of premises in 

Northern Ireland, compared to 83% in 2016. However, this is lowest of the four UK nations 

and 6pp lower than the UK-wide figure. 

Figure 1: Coverage of superfast broadband >=30Mbit/s) 

2017 2016 2015 

UK 91% 89% 83% 

England 92% 90% 84% 

Northern Ireland 85% 83% 77% 

Scotland 87% 83% 73% 

Wales 89% 85% 79% 

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data 

 Superfast broadband available to just over half of premises in rural areas 

3.12 For reasons outlined below, broadband speeds and superfast broadband availability are 

lower in rural areas.  While services that deliver superfast speeds are available to 85% of 

7 https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/articles/northern-ireland-better-broadband-scheme 

https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/articles/northern-ireland-better-broadband-scheme
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premises in Northern Ireland, these services are available to just over half of premises in 

rural areas (57%). This figure has improved from 40% in 2015. 

Figure 2 : Coverage of superfast broadband >=30Mbit/s), urban / rural breakdown 

2017 2016 2015 

Northern Ireland 85% 83% 77% 

Urban 97% 96% 92% 

Rural 57% 52% 40% 

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data 

Around 7% of premises can’t get a decent broadband service 

3.13 As well as measuring the availability of superfast services, the Connected Nations report 

charts the number of premises where slower or very slow speeds are delivered. 

3.14 Just over 23,000 premises in Northern Ireland, around 3% of the total, cannot get a 

download speed of more than 2Mbit/s. 

3.15 We estimate that around 56,000 premises in Northern Ireland (7%) do not have access to 

decent broadband services, with at least 10Mbit/s download and 1Mbit/s upload speeds. 

By comparison, for the UK overall, we estimate 1.1m premises (4%) do not have access to 

decent broadband.  

3.16 Consumers in rural areas continue to be more likely to be affected by this, with 23% of 

premises (53,000 premises) unable to get download speeds of at least 10Mbit/s compared 

to only 1% of premises in urban areas.   

3.17 This 10Mbit/s measure is important because Ofcom’s analysis shows that this speed is 

sufficient to meet the current needs of a typical household. The online activity of users 

who can access this speed is far less constrained than those who cannot. An upload speed 

of 1Mbit/s is of growing importance to consumers and businesses, as it supports online 

services such as videoconferencing and video sharing.  
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Figure 3 : Premises unable to receive a download speed greater than 10Mbit/s 

Total Urban Rural 

UK 3% 1% 17% 

England 3% 

(↓1pp) 

1% 15% 

Northern Ireland 7% 1% 23% 

Scotland 5% 1% 26% 

Wales 5% 1% 19% 

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data 

Why are broadband speeds lower in rural areas? 

The distance between the premises and the nearest fibre enabled cabinet or exchange 

has an impact on the quality of service received, and in particular the speed of a 

consumer’s connection. Consumers who live in less densely populated parts of the UK are 

more likely to live further from the nearest fibre enabled cabinet or exchange, and 

therefore achieve lower broadband speeds. 

This is due to the attenuation of the signal as it travels along the copper line, and the 

broadband signal becomes weaker, so speeds decay as the distance between the 

premises and the exchange increases. Speeds typically start to decrease between 1 and 

2km from the exchange and are reduced considerably at distances more than 3.5km. 

FTTC-based broadband uses optical fibre to the cabinet and therefore the length of 

copper wire is reduced. However, as some copper wire remains between the cabinet and 

the premises, there can be some decay in speeds for customers located a long way from a 

cabinet. Customers further than 700m from a cabinet are too far to receive superfast 

speeds.8 

8 http://www.increasebroadbandspeed.co.uk/2013/chart-bt-fttc-vdsl2-speed-against-distance 

(↓1pp) 

(↓1pp) 

(↓2pp) 

(↓4pp) 

http://www.increasebroadbandspeed.co.uk/2013/chart-bt-fttc-vdsl2-speed-against-distance
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The effect is most keenly felt in Northern Ireland where the rural population is most 

evenly spread. The result is that Northern Ireland has the longest average line lengths and 

four times the UK average number of telegraph poles per capita. 

The proposed broadband Universal Service Obligation could help those with 
the slowest connections 

3.18 In July 2017, the Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Post (DMCS) consulted on 

plans for the broadband Universal Service Obligation (USO), which would have a minimum 

download speed of at least 10Mbit/s with additional quality parameters including a 

minimum of 1Mbit/s upload speed.9 As of May 2017, we estimate that around 56,000 

premises in Northern Ireland (7%) do not have access to decent broadband services with 

these speeds.  

3.19 We have refined our approach to estimate the number of premises that do not have access 

to a decent broadband service. In previous reports, we used modelled coverage data to 

estimate the highest speed for every premise in the UK, even where consumers have not 

taken up broadband or the fastest services. However, we have recently learned that the 

model used by Openreach to calculate the coverage of standard broadband10 does not fully 

reflect some recent technology upgrades and underestimates upload speeds. By 

comparing the predictive model results against data on the speeds delivered on actual 

broadband connections, we identified several hundred thousand more lines that reported 

speeds which met both the 10Mbit/s downstream target and the 1Mbit/s upstream target.  

Fibre to the premises connections have doubled in the last year 

3.20 Alongside the continuing roll-out of superfast services, a new range of broadband services 

are now increasingly available that offer download speeds of several hundred Mbit/s or 

higher. These services are provided by technologies such as Fibre to the Premises (FTTP) or, 

more commonly, through upgrades to existing cable networks.  

3.21 As operators and government look to expand the availability of good broadband in rural 

areas, the number of premises connected directly via a fibre connection – fibre to the 

premises – is set to increase. Such services are capable of delivering very high speeds, well 

in excess of 300Mbit/s. 

3.22 Though still relatively small, the number of premises that have access to fibre to the 

premise services in Northern Ireland has more than doubled in 2017 to nearly 4,000 or 

0.5% of all premises. 

9 https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/broadband-universal-service-obligation-consultation-on-design 
Alongside this consultation, they have published details of an offer made by BT to provide a similar broadband service 
voluntarily. The BT proposal would provide fixed broadband with a minimum speed of 10Mbit/s to 99% of the country by 
2022. https://www.openreach.co.uk/orpg/home/updates/downloads/Deliveringuniversalbroadbandcoverage.pdf 
Government are currently considering this offer. 
10 Using ADSL technology 

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/broadband-universal-service-obligation-consultation-on-design
https://www.openreach.co.uk/orpg/home/updates/downloads/Deliveringuniversalbroadbandcoverage.pdf


Connected Nations Report 2017: Northern Ireland 

13 

Figure 4 : Number of premises served by fibre to the premises (May 2017) 

% of 
premises 

No. of 
premises11 

UK 3% 840,000 

England 3% 776,000 

Scotland 1% 16,000 

Wales 3% 45,000 

Northern Ireland 0.5%12 4,000 

Northern Ireland (urban) 0.2% 1,000 

Northern Ireland (rural) 1.1% 3,000 

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data 

A quarter of premises can get ultrafast broadband services 

3.23 Coverage of ultrafast broadband services has also increased. Ofcom defines ultrafast 

services as broadband connections that are capable of delivering at least 300Mbit/s. As in 

the rest of the UK, the increase follows Virgin Media’s announcement in March 2017 that it 

is increasing its fastest residential broadband service from 200Mbit/s to 300Mbit/s.13 

Figure 5 : Coverage of faster broadband services with download speeds of 100Mbit/s or higher 

Coverage of premises with download speed of at least, 
% 

100Mbit/s 300Mbit/s 1Gbit/s 

UK 47% 
(↑1pp) 

36% 
(↑34pp) 

2% 
(↑1pp) 

England 50% 
(↑1pp) 

39% 
(↑37pp) 

3% 
(↑2pp) 

Northern 
Ireland 

29% 
(↑2pp) 

25% 
(↑25pp) 

0% (no 

change) 

Scotland 38% 
(↑2pp) 

30% 
(↑30pp) 

1% 
(↑1pp) 

Wales 24% 
(↑2pp) 

10% 
(↑9pp) 

3% 
(↑3pp) 

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data 

11 Rounded to the nearest 1000 
12 This is slightly higher than the percentage of premises that have access to services at 1Gbit/s or higher, as highest speed 
data was not provided for some lines. 
13 http://www.virginmedia.com/corporate/media-centre/press-releases/virgin-media-makes-ultrafast-speeds-standard-
with-new-bundles.html Services up to 350Mbit/s are available for businesses. Note that as the Virgin Media upgrade has 
not been completed at the time of our data collection, not all VM premises could get 300Mbit/s.  

http://www.virginmedia.com/corporate/media-centre/press-releases/virgin-media-makes-ultrafast-speeds-standard-with-new-bundles.html
http://www.virginmedia.com/corporate/media-centre/press-releases/virgin-media-makes-ultrafast-speeds-standard-with-new-bundles.html
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Virgin Media’s network is focused on urban areas 

3.24 BT’s wholesale broadband network covers the whole of Northern Ireland. The network is 

used by BT Retail as well as other retailers of phone and broadband services such as Sky 

and TalkTalk. 

3.25 Virgin Media’s footprint is smaller and, until recently, was focused mainly in Greater 

Belfast and surrounding areas, and Derry / Londonderry. As part of Project Lighting, Virgin 

Media recently began expanding its network to other areas, including Ballykelly, Bangor, 

Limavady, Newtownards, and Strabane. Further expansion to other parts of Northern 

Ireland is planned. 

3.26 Its services are available to 30% of premises across Northern Ireland, which rises to 42% 

when only urban premises are considered. Unlike BT’s network, Virgin Media’s network is 

capable of delivering download speeds of 30Mbit/s or more to all premises connected to it. 

Figure 6 : Superfast availability in urban and rural areas by operator 

Virgin 
Media 
SFBB 

BT 
SFBB 

Northern Ireland 30% 83% 

Northern Ireland Urban 42% 94% 

Northern Ireland Rural 0% 57% 

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data 

Average download speeds in Northern Ireland have increased to 39Mbit/s 

3.27 The average download speed delivered to premises in Northern Ireland is 39Mbit/s. This 

has increased from 34Mbit/s last year and reflects increasing availability and take-up of 

superfast services. 

3.28 Average download speeds are lower in rural areas (24Mbit/s) though this has increased 

from 21Mbit/s in 2016. 

Figure 7 : Download, upload and data usage in urban and rural areas of Northern Ireland 

Average 
download sync 
speeds (Mbit/s) 

Average 
upload speeds 
(Mbit/s) 

Average 
monthly data 
usage (GB) 

Northern Ireland 39 (↑14%) 6 (↑40%) 187 (↑49%) 

Northern Ireland Urban 45 (↑14%) 6 (↑33%) 201 (↑50%) 

Northern Ireland Rural 24 (↑14%) 5 (↑32%) 152 (↑45%) 

Source: Ofcom analysis of operators’ data 
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3.29 Average broadband download speeds in rural areas of Northern Ireland are around half of 

those achieved in urban areas. This situation is similar to rural parts of England, Scotland, 

and Wales. 

Access to broadband for small businesses in Northern Ireland 

Superfast broadband coverage for SMEs is increasing 

3.30 Providing all SMEs with access to superfast broadband services is vital to allow businesses 

to participate and utilise the benefits of a digital economy. 

3.31 SMEs in Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales experience relatively low levels of superfast 

coverage, compared to the UK as a whole. This reflects the lower availability of superfast 

broadband in these areas overall. More generally, many SMEs are based in rural areas, 

where availability of superfast broadband services is lower.  
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Figure 8 : Analysis of superfast broadband coverage for SMEs in Northern Ireland 

2017 2016 

Total superfast coverage, premises 85% 83% 

Superfast coverage for SMEs with 1 or more employees, premises 75% 71% 

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data 

3.32 With government funded interventions continuing in tandem with ongoing operator 

investment, we expect the availability of superfast broadband to increase further for SMEs, 

and for all consumers over the coming years. 

3.33 It is worth noting that while lower, on average, the availability of higher speed services to 

SMEs in Northern Ireland has increased over the last year. 

Figure 9 : Analysis of superfast coverage for SMEs in Northern Ireland, by business size 

2017 2016 

Superfast coverage for SMEs with 1 or more employees, premises 75% 71% 

Micro (<10 employees, excluding sole traders) 74% 70% 

Small (>10 and <50 employees) 80% 77% 

Medium (>50 and <250 employees) 81% 77% 

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data 

Data at a Local Authority Level in Northern Ireland 

3.34 This section provides an overview of some of the data available at local authority level in 

Northern Ireland. Maps which provide data by local authority are available on our 

website.14  

3.35 As has already been highlighted, broadband services and speeds vary across Northern 

Ireland between urban and rural areas. Unsurprisingly, local authorities that are more 

rural, with more dispersed properties have a higher number of premises with access to 

broadband services that are unable to support a download speed of 2Mbit/s. While this 

still affects a significant number of properties, the number has reduced over the last year 

and in previous years. 

Rural areas have more premises with lower broadband speeds 

3.36 In 2017, 12% of premises (around 5,500) in the Fermanagh and Omagh District Council 

area have access to a broadband service that is unable to support a download speed of 

2Mbit/s. Mid-Ulster (around 3,200) and Newry and Mourne (3,600) also have high 

numbers of properties in this category. For context, a user will typically need download 

14 https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/multi-sector-research/infrastructure-research/connected-nations-
2017/interactive 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/multi-sector-research/infrastructure-research/connected-nations-2017/interactive
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/multi-sector-research/infrastructure-research/connected-nations-2017/interactive
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speeds of between 1.5 Mbit/s to 2.8Mbit/s to watch BBC iPlayer and the more people are 

using a broadband connection simultaneously within a house, the lower the speed 

available to each user. 

 
Figure 10 : The percentage of premises unable to get 2Mbit/s by local authority  

Local authority Unable to receive >=2Mbit/s   

Percentage of 
premises 

No. of premises15 

Fermanagh and Omagh 12.0% 5500 

Mid Ulster 6.0% 3200 

Newry, Mourne and Down 5.2% 3600 

Causeway Coast and Glens 4.3% 2700 

Derry City and Strabane 3.3% 2000 

Mid and East Antrim 3.0% 1700 

Armagh City, Banbridge and Craigavon 2.7% 2300 

Antrim and Newtownabbey 2.1% 1300 

Lisburn and Castlereagh 1.0% 600 

Ards and North Down 0.9% 600 

Belfast 0.0% 28 

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data 

Fermanagh and Omagh council area has most premises unable to get 10Mbit/s 

3.37 The picture is similar for premises unable to get a download speed of 10Mbit/s. Nearly a 

quarter of premises (10,800) in the Fermanagh and Omagh Council area can’t get a service 

delivering more than 10Mbit/s. Mid Ulster (7,900) and Newry, Mourne and Down (7,900) 

also have significant numbers of premises that fall into this category. 

  

                                                           

15 Rounded to the nearest 100 
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Figure 11 : The percentage of premises unable to get 10Mbit/s by local authority 

Local authority Unable to receive >=10Mbit/s 

Percentage of 
premises 

No. of 
premises16 

Fermanagh and Omagh 23.4% 10800 

Mid Ulster 14.9% 7900 

Newry, Mourne and Down 11.6% 7900 

Causeway Coast and Glens 9.8% 6100 

Mid and East Antrim 8.2% 4800 

Armagh City, Banbridge and Craigavon 7.0% 5900 

Derry City and Strabane 6.4% 3800 

Antrim and Newtownabbey 4.7% 2800 

Lisburn and Castlereagh 4.3% 2500 

Ards and North Down 3.6% 2600 

Belfast 0.5% 800 

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data 

Coverage of ultrafast broadband has increased significantly in urban areas 

3.38 As more investment goes into extending and upgrading existing networks, increasing 

numbers of connections are able to deliver not just superfast (>=30Mbit/s) but also 

Ultrafast (>=300Mbit/s) services.  

3.39 In Belfast, some 85% of premises have access to services that can deliver >=300Mbit/s. 

Availability of these higher speed services is also significant in Derry City and Strabane, and 

Antrim and Newtownabbey council areas. Significant parts of these council areas are 

covered by the Virgin Media network, which supports these higher download speeds. 

16 Rounded to the nearest 100 
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Figure 12 : Percentage of premises available to receive speeds >=30Mbit/s,>=100Mbit/s, and 
300Mbit/s  

Local authority >=30Mbit/s 
(Superfast) 

>=100Mbit/s >=300Mbit/s 
(Ultrafast) 

Belfast 97% 88% 85% 

Ards and North Down 91% 8% 6% 

Antrim and Newtownabbey 90% 41% 38% 

Lisburn and Castlereagh 89% 48% 17% 

Derry City and Strabane 88% 49% 44% 

Armagh City, Banbridge and Craigavon 83% 1% 1% 

Mid and East Antrim 82% 0.4% 0.4% 

Causeway Coast and Glens 81% 0.1% 0.1% 

Newry, Mourne and Down 76% 1% 1% 

Mid Ulster 69% 1% 1% 

Fermanagh and Omagh 63% 0.3% 0.3% 

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data 

Performance of fixed broadband services 

Around half of all Northern Ireland connections that could get a superfast 
service have an active superfast connection 

3.40 This report collects and reports on the performance of active lines and not the products 

that consumers are signed up to and, as such, is only indicative of take-up. However, our 

analysis suggests around half of all premises in Northern Ireland that have superfast 

coverage (>=30Mbit/s) are taking a superfast service, with 48% of connections reporting a 

service with superfast speed. This compares with 41% in 2016. 

3.41 In Northern Ireland, more than half of active lines in rural areas with superfast coverage 

(52%) are delivering superfast speeds, 4pp higher than last year.   
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Figure 13 : Percentage of premises with superfast coverage reporting an active connection with a 
SFBB or higher connection (>=30Mbit/s)  

% premises with superfast 
broadband coverage 

Rurality 2017 2016 

UK Overall 43% 36% 

Northern Ireland Overall 48% 41% 

Urban 47% 39% 

Rural 52% 48% 

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data 

Data use per household has more than doubled since 2015 

3.42 On average, households in Northern Ireland consumed 187GB of data per month over the 

past year, up from 125GB in 2016, and more than double what it was in 2015.  As in 

previous years, there is evidence that households with higher speed connections are 

consuming significantly more data, especially those with superfast speeds. 

3.43 Consumers who take up superfast broadband will find that faster download and upload 

speeds enable them to use a much wider range of multimedia applications than they could 

with slower connections. These include: 

a) Online video services, such as YouTube, iPlayer and Netflix. These services offer video

for download or streaming in standard, high and, increasingly, ultra-high definition

formats;

b) Video calling services, such as Skype or Apple’s FaceTime; and

c) Cloud-based services for back-up of data or sharing content with friends or colleagues.

Figure 14 : Download speeds and data use in urban and rural areas 

Northern Ireland 

Urban Avg download speeds                     45 (Mbit/s) 45 (Mbit/s)

Avg monthly data usage                 201 (GB) 201 (GB)

Rural Avg download speeds                     24 (Mbit/s) 24 (Mbit/s)

Avg monthly data usage                 152 (GB) 152 (GB)

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data 
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4. Mobile voice and data services in Northern
Ireland

Mobile coverage scorecard for 2017 

Mobile networks17 Northern 
Ireland 

UK 

Indoor voice premises (coverage by all four operators) 78% 90% 

Geographic voice (coverage by all four operators) 83% 70% 

Indoor data premises (coverage by all four operators) 75% 85% 

Geographic data (coverage by all four operators) 76% 63% 

Indoor 4G premises (coverage by all four operators) 44% 58% 

Geographic 4G (coverage by all four operators) 60% 43% 

Coverage on A and B roads, % of road network 

Voice 62% 68% 

Data 54% 58% 

Coverage on motorways, % of road network 

Voice 91% 97% 

Data 81% 91% 

17 Coverage thresholds are: 2G indoor (-71dBm), 2G outdoor (-81dBm), 3G indoor (-90dBm), 3G outdoor (-100dBm), 4G 
voice services indoor (-95dBm), 4G voice services outdoor (-105dBm), 4G data services indoor (-105dBm) and 4G data 
services outdoor (-115dBm). 
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Key Findings 

4.1 Mobile services are playing an increasingly important role in our daily lives. We expect that 

mobile devices will work reliably wherever we are, whether at home, at work, or on the 

move.  

4.2 There is additional work to be done to extend coverage for mobile devices to everywhere 

consumers want to use their devices. 

4.3 In this section, we summarise the levels of coverage from all operators for both mobile 

voice and data networks, i.e. we consider an area or property to be in coverage if a mobile 

signal can be received from all operators. In addition, we highlight the coverage of 4G 

networks, given operators’ ongoing focus on deploying these networks. 

4.4 Figures contained in this section of the report are based on data sourced from mobile 

operators in June 2017. 

4.5 This report shows: 

a) 78% of premises in Northern Ireland have indoor voice coverage from all four

operators, an increase of 5pp since 2016. Outdoor geographic coverage of voice

services has increased to 83%, an increase of 7pp on 2016.

b) Indoor mobile data coverage (combined 3G and 4G) from all four operators now

extends to 75% of premises in Northern Ireland, and has increased by 5pp since 2016.

There has been a similar increase in outdoor geographic coverage for mobile data to

76%, 5pp higher than a year ago.

c) Indoor 4G coverage is available in 44% of premises, up from 34% in 2016. 4G outdoor

geographic coverage has increased to 60%, compared to 30% in 2016.

d) 1% of premises in Northern Ireland have no indoor voice coverage from any operator,

in line with the UK-wide figure. These are in what are known as complete not-spots. 4%

of premises in rural areas have no voice coverage from any operator.

e) 62% of Northern Ireland’s A and B road network is covered by mobile voice services

from all four operators, compared to 68% for the UK as a whole. However, voice and

data coverage is higher in Northern Ireland than in Scotland and Wales.
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f) Of the four main operators, Vodafone and O2 jointly have the highest coverage levels

for voice services in Northern Ireland, covering more premises and more of the

landmass than EE and Three. O2 and Vodafone (jointly) also have the highest data

coverage, covering more of the landmass than EE and Three.

Reporting coverage in a way that reflects consumer expectations 

4.6 It is important that information on mobile coverage is reported in a way that is accessible, 

comparable and accurate, so that consumers can make informed decisions about the 

services they take. However, accurately defining and predicting mobile coverage is not 

straightforward and consumers can often feel that the information they receive does not 

reflect their experience when using their phones. 

4.7 This year, Ofcom has identified measures for reporting on mobile coverage for 4G services 

that reflects how people actually use their phones. This is consistent with our approach for 

earlier generations of mobile technologies. 

4.8 We define mobile coverage in terms that reflect the likely expectations of smartphone users: 

a) Telephone calls: We require that nearly all 90-second telephone calls can be

completed without interruption;

b) Data services: We require that nearly all connections deliver a speed of at least

2Mbit/s. This is fast enough to allow users to browse the internet and watch glitch-free

mobile video.

4.9 We have used crowdsourced data from real world consumer handsets to identify the signal 

levels needed to meet these targets at least 95% of the time.  

How we assess mobile coverage 

4.10 In this report, we present our mobile coverage information using two metrics: 

a) Outdoor geographic coverage, which represents the percentage of the landmass

where good coverage is likely to be available. This metric is useful to describe the

coverage that a consumer will experience when using their phone outside and on the

move.

b) Indoor premises coverage, which represents the percentage of UK premises where a

good mobile signal is likely to be available while indoors. This is useful to describe the

coverage that a consumer may experience when using their phone at home, at work or

in a shop or commercial building.

4.11 The coverage of voice services is determined by the combined coverage of 2G and 3G 

networks, plus the 4G voice networks provided by EE and Three. The coverage of data 

networks is determined by the combined coverage of 3G and 4G networks.  
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4.12 More details on the thresholds applied and methodology to calculate coverage can be 

found in the main UK Connected Nations report18  

Mobile delivery technologies 

There are currently three generations of technology used to deliver mobile services 
to consumers in the UK. 

• 2G was the first digital mobile technology, launched in the UK in 1992. It is used to

deliver voice, text services and low-speed data services. 2G services are delivered by

O2, Vodafone and EE.

• 3G is a later generation of digital mobile technology, launched in 2003, and provides

typical download speeds of over 5Mbit/s. 3G supports voice, text and data services,

and services are operated by O2, Vodafone, EE and Three.

• 4G is the latest generation of mobile technology, launched in 2012, and provides

typical download speeds of over 10Mbit/s, with some services able to deliver

significantly higher. These services are operated by O2, Vodafone, EE and Three.

There has been a significant roll-out of additional 4G services by all operators over

the past year.

EE and Three have now upgraded their 4G networks to support voice services, and O2 

and Vodafone are currently in the process of doing so. When we report on mobile 

coverage, we often focus on the services offered by networks, rather than the 

technologies themselves. This is because the latest generation of mobile phones support 

all of these technologies and if, for example, a 3G network is unavailable, the phone will 

automatically switch to a 2G network to make a call. We therefore report on voice and 

data services. 

Mobile coverage – mobile voice and data services 

Voice services cover 83% of the landmass of Northern Ireland 

4.13 Mobile voice and text services from all operators are available to around 83% of the 

landmass of Northern Ireland, which is higher than the total for the UK (70%). Coverage 

has improved by 7 percentage points (pp) year-on-year. 

4.14 There has been a 5pp increase in indoor mobile voice coverage for premises over the same 

time to 78%. 

4.15 Operators are seeking to improve their voice coverage by upgrading their 4G networks to 

support voice services. While this has resulted in some improvement in voice coverage, 

these VoLTE networks are relatively immature compared to 2G and 3G networks, and at 

present their contribution to overall coverage is relatively limited.  

4.16 Operators can use a number of frequency bands for their networks and different 

frequencies have different characteristics. Higher frequencies are good for delivering faster 

18 https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/multi-sector-research/infrastructure-research 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/multi-sector-research/infrastructure-research
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speeds, while lower frequencies more easily cover large distances and can penetrate 

deeper into buildings. As more operators deploy 4G networks at lower frequencies, we 

expect these networks will make a more significant contribution to overall voice coverage 

over the next few years. 

Figure 15 : Coverage of mobile voice services (figure in brackets denotes year-on-year percentage 
point increase)  

Indoor coverage, % 
premises 

Geographic coverage, % 
landmass 

UK 90% (↑5pp) 70% (↑7pp) 

England 91% (↑5pp) 88% (↑7pp) 

Northern Ireland 78% (↑5pp) 83% (↑7pp) 

Scotland 87% (↑6pp) 40% (↑5pp) 

Wales 80% (↑10pp) 62% (↑12pp) 

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data 

Mobile data services cover 76% of the landmass of Northern Ireland 

4.17 Operators mostly use their 3G and 4G networks to provide higher-speed mobile data 

services to their customers. 2G networks are excluded from our assessment of data 

coverage as they are only capable of supporting lower-speed data connections. 

4.18 Indoor mobile data coverage (combined 3G and 4G) from all four operators has increased 

by 5pp to 75%. Geographic coverage has improved 6pp to 76%. The improvements reflect 

the ongoing roll-out of 4G services by operators. 

4.19 3G networks in general have comparatively high levels of coverage compared to the newer 

4G networks, which are still being rolled out across the UK. Therefore, the coverage of 

mobile data services is largely driven by the level of 3G coverage. However, due to the 

operators’ continued 4G network deployment this is beginning to change. 

Figure 16 : Coverage of mobile data services (figure in brackets denotes year-on-year percentage 
point increase)  

Indoor coverage, % 
premises 

Geographic coverage, % 
landmass 

UK 85% (↑6pp) 63% (↑10pp) 

England 87% (↑5pp) 82% (↑10pp) 

Northern Ireland 75% (↑5pp) 76% (↑6pp) 

Scotland 82% (↑8pp) 31% (↑11pp) 

Wales 73% (↑16pp) 52% (↑25pp) 
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Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data 

4G services cover 60% of the landmass of Northern Ireland 

4.20 Figure 17 shows 4G coverage in Northern Ireland has improved considerably over the last 

year. Coverage from all four operators now extends to 60% of the Northern Ireland 

landmass, compared to 30% in 2016. 

4.21 Indoor premises coverage has similarly increased over that time, with 44% of premises 

now covered, up from 34% in 2016. 

Figure 17 : Coverage of 4G mobile services (figure in brackets denotes year-on-year percentage 
point increase)  

Indoor coverage, % 
premises 

Geographic coverage, % 
landmass 

UK 58% (↑18pp) 43% (↑22pp) 

England 60% (↑18pp) 60% (↑28pp) 

Northern Ireland 44% (↑10pp) 60% (↑30pp) 

Scotland 53% (↑20pp) 17% (↑11pp) 

Wales 34% (↑21pp) 25% (↑18pp) 

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data 

Mobile voice and data coverage obligations 

Voice coverage obligation thresholds 

The voice coverage obligations are based on thresholds agreed between industry and 

government. Ofcom uses a different set of thresholds for the purposes of reporting coverage, 

which we believe better reflect the consumer experience. As a result, the mobile coverage 

figures we present outside of this sub-section will not be comparable.  

The data shown relating to mobile coverage in this report are based on information submitted 

by the mobile operators and relate to June 2017. This means that the levels of coverage shown 

in this sub-section cannot be used to make conclusions about mobile operators’ compliance 

with the voice coverage obligations. 

4.22 In February 2015, Ofcom varied the licences of the UK’s four mobile network operators to 

improve mobile coverage across the country19. This followed an agreement reached 

between the Government, and EE, O2, Three and Vodafone in December 2014 to increase 

mobile coverage20. The February 2015 licence variations committed the four operators to 

provide voice coverage across 90% of the UK’s landmass by the end of 2017.  

19 https://www.ofcom.org.uk/about-ofcom/latest/media/media-releases/2015/mno-variations 
20 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-secures-landmark-deal-for-uk-mobile-phone-users 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/about-ofcom/latest/media/media-releases/2015/mno-variations
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-secures-landmark-deal-for-uk-mobile-phone-users
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4.23 As well as voice coverage obligations, Telefonica UK (O2) is subject to a data coverage 

obligation, that they will provide indoor coverage of mobile data services capable of 

2Mbit/s or more, to 98% of UK premises and at least 95% of the populations of Scotland, 

Wales and Northern Ireland by the end of 2017. The other main operators have indicated 

that they will match this commitment. 

4.24 We do not report on data coverage as per the data coverage obligation here due to the 

differences in the metrics used to calculate the coverage figures under the data obligation.  

Mobile coverage in Northern Ireland by operator 

4.25 Below, we compare coverage of Voice and Data services in Northern Ireland from the four 

main operators – O2, Vodafone, EE, and Three. There are also more than 30 virtual 

networks or Mobile Virtual Network Operators (MVNOs). These operators, such as Sky, 

Virgin Mobile, iD Mobile, Tesco Mobile, Giffgaff and others, are each carried on one of the 

main networks and will have similar coverage to its host network. 

4.26 Of the four main operators, Vodafone and O2 jointly have the highest levels of coverage 

for voice services in Northern Ireland, covering more premises and more of the landmass 

than EE and Three. 

Figure 18 : Voice coverage- indoor premises and geographic coverage in NI, by operator 

O2 Vodafone EE Three 

Indoor voice premises 97% 97% 84% 90% 

Geographic voice 95% 96% 87% 92% 

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data 

4.27 O2 and Vodafone jointly have the highest data coverage (combined 3G and 4G), covering 

more of the landmass than EE and Three. 

Figure 19 : Data coverage (combined 3G and 4G) - indoor premises and geographic coverage in NI, 
by operator  

O2 Vodafone EE Three 

Indoor data premises 97% 96% 90% 80% 

Geographic data 96% 96% 90% 81% 

 Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data 

Four per cent of premises in rural areas have no mobile voice coverage from 
any operator 

4.28 Almost four out of five premises (78%) in Northern Ireland have indoor voice coverage 

from all four operators. The remaining premises have coverage from fewer operators 

(partial not-spots) or have no coverage at all (complete not-spots). 
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4.29 Voice services are currently unavailable from any operator to around 1% of premises in 

Northern (complete not-spots). These are mainly in rural areas, where 4% of premises are 

in complete not-spots. 

Figure 20 : Indoor premise and geographic mobile not-spots, by rurality 

Indoor Voice 

(premises) 

Voice 

(geographic) 

Indoor Data 

(premises) 

Data 

(geographic) 

Partial Not-Spots 21% 16% 24% 22% 

Urban 12% 4% 13% 7% 

Rural 42% 17% 50% 23% 

Complete Not-Spots 1% 1% 1% 2% 

Urban 0% 0.1% 0% 0.1% 

Rural 4% 2% 4% 2% 

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data 

More than 90% of the motorway network has mobile voice coverage 

4.30 Good mobile coverage is important for road users. For consumers on the move it provides 

a vital means to stay in contact with colleagues and customers; and it allows drivers or 

pedestrians to call for help in an emergency.   

4.31 As Figure 22 shows, 62% of the Northern Ireland’s A and B road network is covered by 

mobile voice services from all four operators, compared to 68% for the UK as a whole. 

Voice and data coverage on these roads is higher in Northern Ireland than in both Scotland 

and Wales. 

Figure 21 : In car mobile coverage on the road network from all operators 

A and B roads, % road network Motorways, % road network 

Voice Data Voice Data 

UK 68% 58% 97% 91% 

England 78% 67% 97% 91% 

Northern Ireland 62% 54% 91% 81% 

Scotland 46% 39% 96% 88% 

Wales 53% 42% 99% 96% 

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data 
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Mobile coverage remains poor in many areas 

4.32 While significant progress has been made in expanding the reach of mobile services, many 

consumers still experience poor coverage. 

4.33 There are a number of challenges for mobile operators when attempting to deliver high 

levels of geographic mobile coverage. Many of these result from the inherent difficulties 

with installing mobile network infrastructure in deep rural areas, and include: 

a) Policy, e.g. especially in areas of natural beauty there can be planning restrictions

on where mobile base stations can be built;

b) Terrain, e.g. steep and hilly topography can make it hard to deliver reliable mobile

signal coverage deep into valleys; or

c) Practical considerations, such as challenges in securing and maintaining a reliable

power supply for the base station or a lack of options for backhaul for the mobile

site.

4.34 These factors and lower population density mean mobile coverage across all technologies 

is significantly lower in rural areas. And while coverage has improved, this is likely to 

plateau when the commercial benefits of further investment are outweighed by the cost of 

investment. This makes it unlikely that consumer expectations of coverage will be met in 

the future without additional steps being taken. 
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A1. Methodology 
A1.1 This report uses data gathered from the largest operators in each sector, as well as 

information already held by Ofcom. Further information can be found in the Methodology 

section of the UK Connected Nations report. 

Fixed broadband networks 

Coverage 

A1.2 Our data on coverage of fixed broadband services is collected from the three main network 

operators (BT, KCOM and Virgin Media) and eight smaller providers. In 2017 operators 

were asked to provide data for each address where a service was provided. This was 

provided with a reference date of 17 May 2017. 

A1.3 This data was matched to a premise list derived from the Ordnance Survey (OS) 

Addressbase®product and the OS Addressbase® Islands product21 (May 2017 version, 

Epoch 49) which includes Northern Ireland. This was combined with additional geographic 

classifications from the ONS National Statistics Postcode Lookup (NSPL)22 (May 2017 

version) and Urban and Rural categories derived from the Locale classification23 (Feb 2017 

version, where settlements with populations over 2,000 are considered urban). 

A1.4 Where we report on the availability of superfast broadband for SMEs, we have used an 

address match process to link our premise base to a business classification. Data is based 

on the Blue Sheep Business Universe24. 

A1.5 Each operator provides information on the technology available together with predictions 

of download and upload speeds. After the address matching process these characteristics 

are assigned to each premise to enable further detailed analysis to be undertaken. We 

apply thresholds in our analysis to investigate different patterns of provision. For coverage 

we have used the maximum predicted download speed available at a premise to 

determine the broadband category a premise is represented in. 

Performance metrics, speeds and data use 

A1.6 We gathered data from the main fixed broadband internet service providers (BT, KCOM, 

Sky, TalkTalk, Virgin Media and Vodafone) on both their retail services and the services 

they provide to other ISPs as a wholesale service. Seven smaller operators also provided 

data on the customers they serve. This was provided with a reference date of 30th June 

2017. 

21 https://www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/business-and-government/products/addressbase-products.html  
22 http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/geography/products/postcode-directories/-nspp-/index.html 
23 http://www.bluewavegeographics.com/images/LOCALE_Classification.pdf  
24 http://www.allmapdata.com/products/digital-map-data/business-poi/blue-sheep-poi/  

https://www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/business-and-government/products/addressbase-products.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/geography/products/postcode-directories/-nspp-/index.html
http://www.bluewavegeographics.com/images/LOCALE_Classification.pdf
http://www.allmapdata.com/products/digital-map-data/business-poi/blue-sheep-poi/
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A1.7 Our analysis of broadband speeds is based on the information provided by these ISPs 

regarding the sync speed of each active line. This gives a measure of the maximum possible 

connection speed achievable between the ISP’s access network and the consumer 

premises. Line speed measurements are typically a few Mbit/s lower than sync speed 

measurement, and they typically vary throughout the day depending on the level of 

congestion in the ISP’s network.  

Mobile coverage 

A1.8 Our data on the coverage of mobile networks were collected from the four mobile network 

operators, EE, O2, Three and Vodafone as 100m x 100m pixels referenced against the 

Ordnance Survey Great Britain (OSGB) grid system, for their coverage as at 1st June 2017 

for 2G, 3G and 4G networks. Premises coverage is calculated from the OS Addressbase® 

product25 and the OS Addressbase® Islands product (May 2017 version, Epoch 49) which 

includes Northern Ireland. 

A1.9 In addition, geographic identifiers are added from the ONS NSPL26 (May 2017 version) and 

Urban and Rural categories are added from the Locale classification27 (Feb 2017 version). 

Roads data is taken from Ordnance Survey28 and Northern Ireland Land & Property Services 

Open Data sources29. 

A1.10 We apply technology-specific thresholds to each of 100m x 100m pixels to determine 

whether a sufficiently strong signal is available to successfully make a phone call or send or 

receive data. These pixels are aggregated to provide an estimate of either the landmass or 

the number of premises that are covered by the corresponding mobile technology. 

A1.11 We have undertaken measurement work to identify the minimum coverage level (the 

technology-specific threshold) required to deliver a good quality of experience to 

consumers on a network. This was completed in 2017 for 4G network coverage using a 

similar approach to that undertaken previously for 2G and 3G networks. 

A1.12 For 2G, 3G and, now, 4G networks, we define coverage based on the minimum signal 

strength required to deliver a 98% probability of making a phone call successfully. In the 

case of 4G specifically, our definition also delivers a 90% chance of getting a download 

speed of at least 2Mbit/s. 

A1.13 We use the following specific signal strength thresholds when estimating coverage: 

25 https://www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/business-and-government/products/addressbase-products.html  
26 http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/geography/products/postcode-directories/-nspp-/index.html 
27 http://www.bluewavegeographics.com/images/LOCALE_Classification.pdf  
28 https://www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/business-and-government/products/os-open-roads.html  
29 https://www.opendatani.gov.uk/dataset/osni-open-data-50k-transport-line1  

https://www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/business-and-government/products/addressbase-products.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/geography/products/postcode-directories/-nspp-/index.html
http://www.bluewavegeographics.com/images/LOCALE_Classification.pdf
https://www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/business-and-government/products/os-open-roads.html
https://www.opendatani.gov.uk/dataset/osni-open-data-50k-transport-line1
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Service Metric Outdoor Indoor and in-car 

Voice: 2G 

3G 

4G 

RxLev 

RSCP CPiCH 

RSRP 

-81dBm

-100dBm

-105dBm

-71dBm

-90dBm

-95dBm

Data: 3G 

4G 

RSCP CPiCH 

RSRP 

-100dBm

-115dBm

-90dBm

-105dBm
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A2. Glossary 
2G Second generation of mobile telephony systems. Uses digital transmission to support voice, low-

speed data communications, and short messaging services.  

3G Third generation of mobile systems. Provides high-speed data transmission and supports multi-

media applications such as video, audio and internet access, alongside conventional voice services. 

4G Fourth generation of mobile systems. It is designed to provide faster data download and upload 

speeds on mobile networks.  

Access network An electronic communications network which connects end-users to a service 

provider; running from the end-user's premises to a local access node and supporting the provision 

of access-based services. It is sometimes referred to as the 'local loop' or the 'last mile'.  

ADSL Asymmetric Digital Subscriber Line. A digital technology that allows the use of a standard 

telephone line to provide high-speed data communications. Allows higher speeds in one direction 

('downstream' towards the customer) than the other.  

Backhaul The part of the communications network which connects the local exchange to the ISP's 

core network  

Base station This is the active equipment installed at a mobile transmitter site. The equipment 

installed determines the types of access technology that are used at that site.  

Broadband A data service or connection generally defined as being 'always on' and providing a 

bandwidth greater than narrowband connections. 

Broadband USO Broadband Universal Service Obligation. A proposed requirement which will give 

every household and business the right to request a broadband connection at a minimum speed, up 

to a reasonable cost threshold. 

Decent Broadband Broadband services that provide download speeds of at least 10 Mbit/s and 

upload speeds of at least 1 Mbit/s. 

DSL Digital Subscriber Line. A family of technologies generally referred to as DSL, or xDSL, capable of 

transforming ordinary phone lines (also known as 'twisted copper pairs') into high-speed digital 

lines, capable of supporting advanced services such as fast internet access and video on demand. 

ADSL and VDSL (very high speed digital subscriber line) are variants of xDSL). 

FTTC Fibre to the Cabinet. Access network consisting of optical fibre extending from the access node 

to the street cabinet. The street cabinet is usually located only a few hundred metres from the 

subscribers' premises. The remaining segment of the access network from the cabinet to the 

customer is usually a copper pair. 

FTTP Fibre to the Premises. A form of fibre optic communication delivery in which the optical signal 

reaches the end user's home or office. Also known as full fibre broadband. 

LTE Long Term Evolution. This is 4G technology which is designed to provide faster upload and 

download speeds for data on mobile networks.  
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MNO Mobile Network Operator, a provider who owns a cellular mobile network. 

Not-spot An area which is not covered by fixed or mobile networks. 

Smartphone A mobile phone that offers more advanced computing ability and connectivity than a 

contemporary basic 'feature' phone.  

Superfast broadband Broadband services that deliver download speeds of at least 30 Mbit/s.   

Ultrafast broadband Broadband services that deliver download speeds of greater than 300 Mbit/s.  

VDSL Very High Speed DSL. A high speed variant of DSL technology, which provides a high headline 

speed through reducing the length of the access line copper by connecting to fibre at the cabinet.  

Wi-Fi A short range wireless access technology that allows devices to connect to a network through 

using any of the 802.11 standards. These technologies allow an over-the-air connection between a 

wireless client and a base station or between two wireless clients.  

xDSL The generic term for the Digital Subscriber Line (DSL) family of technologies used to provide 

broadband services over a copper telephone line.  




