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About this document
High quality, widespread communications, fixed and mobile, are an engine of our economy
and the pulse of our society.
They are not nice-to-haves, but essential enablers of our working and social lives.
As businesses and consumers drive an ever-increasing demand for communications, the
infrastructure that serves them must keep pace with their demands and needs.
One of Ofcom’s roles is to make sure that the UK has the communications infrastructure it
requires. This means making services available where people live and work; call
connections being clear and robust; and data being down- and up-loaded at speeds that
deliver a good experience.
Ofcom is also responsible for providing clear, accurate, easy to use information. This equips
businesses and consumers to make informed decisions about the services that can serve
them best.
This report charts the UK’s evolving communications infrastructure, and our progress
towards becoming genuinely connected nations.
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Section 1

2 Dashboard
The data for 2015 was collected during May and June. Data for 2014 is provided for
comparison, where available 1.
Fixed broadband

2015

2014

Coverage, premises

≈100%

≈100%

Take-up, premises

78%

73%

Average download sync speed

28Mbit/s

23Mbit/s

Average monthly data usage2, per residential connection

82GB

58GB

Broadband, all speeds

Superfast broadband (download speed between 30Mbit/s and 300Mbit/s)
Coverage, premises

83%

75%

Take-up, premises

27%

21%

63Mbit/s

54Mbit/s

112GB

N/A

Average download sync speed
2

Average monthly data usage , per residential connection

Ultrafast broadband (download speed greater than 300Mbit/s)
Coverage, premises

2%

N/A

Take-up, premises

0.003%

N/A

Mobile

2015

2014

Premises (outdoor) covered by all operators [threshold -81dBm]

93%

93%

Premises (outdoor) not covered by any operator

<1%

<1%

55%

55%

16%

16%

2G (voice services)

[threshold -

81dBm]

Geographic area covered by all operators

[threshold -81dBm]

Geographic area not covered by any operator

[threshold -81dBm]

Coverage of A and B roads by all operators

[threshold -71dBm]

41%

N/A

A and B roads not covered by any operator

[threshold -71dBm]

17%

N/A

88%

84%

3G (voice and data services)
Premises (outdoor) covered by all operators

[threshold -100dBm]

1

Data for 2014 is taken from the Infrastructure Report published in December 2014. Where we have
changed our methodology (e.g. in defining rural areas or levels of 2G coverage), the comparisons we
provide are estimates and may not have been previously published.
2
Usage figure combines both downloaded and uploaded data.
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Mobile

2015

2014

0.7%

0.8%

37%

26%

[threshold -

21%

22%

Coverage of A and B roads by all operators

[threshold -90dBm]

36%

N/A

A and B roads not covered by any operator

[threshold -90dBm]

16%

N/A

46%

37%

10%

27%

7%

6%

52%

76%

Premises (outdoor) not covered by any operator

[threshold -

100dBm]

Geographic area covered by all operators

[threshold -100dBm]

Geographic area not covered by any operator
100dBm]

4G (data)

3

Premises (outdoor) covered by all operators

[threshold -115dBm]

Premises (outdoor) not covered by any operator

[threshold -

115dBm]

Geographic area covered by all operators

[threshold -115dBm]

Geographic area not covered by any operator

[threshold -

115dBm]

Coverage of A and B roads by all operators

[threshold -105dBm]

8%

N/A

A and B roads not covered by any operator

[threshold -105dBm]

47%

N/A

83.7 million

83.2 million

72.9PB

44.3PB

Average monthly data usage , per SIM

0.87GB

0.53GB

Wi-Fi

2015

2014

44,804

41,798

Total data usage in June 2015

3.3PB

2.3PB

Average data usage4 per hotspot in June 2015

73GB

54GB

Mobile (data use)
Total number of active mobile connections
Total mobile data usage

4
4

Number of public Wi-Fi hotspots
4

3

Since we collected this data, some mobile operators have started to offer a voice service using their
4G network.
4
Usage figure combines both downloaded and uploaded data.
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Section 2

The purpose of the Connected Nations
Report
2.1

Ofcom and the governments of the UK’s nations have a shared goal: to enable high
quality, widely available communications (fixed and mobile) and broadcasting (radio
and television). We set out progress towards this goal in our annual Connected
Nations report 5.

2.2

The report, and this summary version, focuses on the services provided to residential
consumers and small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). We have not covered
large business customers, since the leased line infrastructure they typically use is
widely available and services are often bespoke.

Preparing the report
2.3

This report uses new data gathered from the largest operators in each sector, as well
as information already held by Ofcom. Where we can, we have re-used data we
already hold; where we have included new information this dates from May and June
2015.

2.4

For the first time, we are also presenting data on broadband availability from a
number of small-scale providers; they are playing an important role in delivering highspeed broadband services to areas that would otherwise remain unserved by the
larger operators.

Making better quality information available to consumers
2.5

We recognise that the data underpinning this report has considerable value to a
variety of different stakeholders. As in previous years, and alongside this summary
document, we are publishing a report with more detail on the significant recent
changes in the UK’s communications infrastructure. We are also publishing much of
the data on our website, along with maps that illustrate the availability of fixed and
mobile services at local authority and constituency level.

2.6

We believe it is essential that non-technical consumers can understand the report’s
(often complex) data and how it affects them. We have therefore introduced some
new tools to make our findings as accessible as possible through:

2.7

5

•

Online maps which, for the first time, let consumers compare mobile
coverage from all providers at a given location; and

•

A smartphone app, which can help diagnose whether a home Wi-Fi
connection is a likely cause of a poor broadband experience.

The Wi-Fi tool is an example of giving consumers constructive help, looking beyond
the traditional metrics of availability and speed. We believe good information will help
consumers choose the provider that best meets their needs and equip them to

Previously known as the Infrastructure Report.
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identify potential problems. We also hope that by making this information freely
available, it will incentivise operators to compete on service availability and quality.
2.8

The tools above are an important step forward, building on a range of existing tools
for Ofcom provides to consumers. We will continue to develop a range of resources
that will help consumers to access accurate information that is easy to compare and
understand.

Definition of superfast and ultrafast broadband
2.9

Throughout this document we define superfast broadband as those services
delivering a download speed of 30Mbit/s or greater. The Government currently uses
an alternative definition, using speeds of 24Mbit/s or greater and we have also
included an assessment of coverage based on this definition, where appropriate.

2.10

A range of new services are beginning to emerge that offer even faster speeds.
There is not yet a consensus on a definition for these so-called ultrafast services,
with views on the minimum download speed ranging from 100Mbit/s to 1Gbit/s. For
this report, we have defined ultrafast broadband as delivering a download speed of
300Mbit/s or more. We will continue to monitor the coverage of these faster services
and may, if appropriate, refine our definition as the market evolves.

6

Section 3

3 A summary of the key findings
3.1

The reach of broadband, both fixed and mobile, continued to increase across the UK
in the past year. However, there are many areas of the UK where fast broadband
services do not exist and where mobile coverage is poor. Ofcom is therefore
continuing to work with industry, the UK Government and the devolved
administrations to explore ways to improve the availability of these vital
communications services.

3.2

As a key part of this work, every year we publish a report, which summarises the
coverage of fixed and mobile networks in the UK, along with important developments
in broadcasting and internet services. We also track security incidents that affect
communications networks and services.

3.3

We summarise the key findings from this year’s report below.

Fixed broadband services
3.4

The coverage of fixed networks continues to improve. Superfast broadband is now
available to around 24 million, or 83%, of UK premises, up from 75% last year.
Coverage of superfast broadband in rural areas has increased significantly, from
22% in 2014 to 37% this year, reaching over 1.1 million premises.

3.5

Superfast broadband has now been taken up by almost 8 million, or 27% of all
premises in the UK, up from 21% in 2014. The percentage of premises not taking up
broadband is now 22%, down from 27% in 2014. As a result of this greater take-up of
superfast broadband, the average download speed is now 28Mbit/s, up from 23Mbit/s
in 2014, which is an increase of 22%.

3.6

Higher speeds encourage more use. For the first time, we can identify that
households with higher speed connections consume more data. This applies
particularly for connections above 10Mbit/s. Similarly, there is evidence that
households with connections above 40Mbit/s are consuming significantly more data,
which indicates that consumers value their superfast broadband services. Previously,
data use above 10Mbit/s was relatively flat.

3.7

However, around 2.4 million homes and small businesses in the UK are unable to
receive broadband speeds above 10Mbit/s. While availability of broadband in rural
areas and the nations has improved, coverage in Scotland, Wales and Northern
Ireland still lags behind the UK as a whole.

3.8

Small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) still experience poorer superfast
broadband coverage compared to consumers as whole. Only 68% of SMEs have
access to superfast broadband in the UK, compared to 85% of all premises; this
leaves over 400,000 SMEs without access to superfast broadband. Similarly, almost
half of SMEs (around 130,000) in certain business areas are unable to receive
speeds above 10Mbit/s.

3.9

Consumers are more likely to rate their broadband experience as ‘good’ if the
download speed is greater than 10Mbit/s. However, the speed of the access network
is only one factor in the consumer broadband experience. Over 80% of performance
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impairments are caused by issues in other parts of the internet connection chain,
including in-home connections, the ISP’s core network and the wider internet.
3.10

Issues with in-home Wi-Fi networks play some role in over 80% of households
experiencing problems with their broadband, and a significant role in approximately
25% of these households 6.

Mobile services
3.11

The coverage of faster 4G mobile networks has increased significantly. Three of the
four operators now cover 67% of UK premises, compared to 35% in 2014. Coverage
from all four operators stands at 46% of UK premises.

3.12

However, levels of mobile coverage in rural areas continue to be lower than in urban
areas. Outdoor coverage of voice services in rural areas is 72% of premises,
compared to 99% of premises in urban areas. Indoor coverage in rural areas is
particularly poor, with only 31% of rural premises receiving an indoor voice service,
compared to 91% in urban areas.

3.13

The 2G mobile signal levels that we have found from our mobile reception research
as being essential to provide a good consumer experience have now been revised
upwards. This has implications for future coverage goals and their delivery.

Preparing the report
3.14

3.15

6

8

The information in this report is derived from a significant volume of raw data which is
provided to us by a range of fixed and mobile network operators. The data is highly
detailed and contains, amongst other things:
•

Actual, measured download and upload speeds of every broadband line in
the UK;

•

Predicted signal strengths of the voice and data networks for every mobile
operator and for each 100m2 grid of the UK’s landmass; and

•

The amount of data downloaded and uploaded on all of the UK’s fixed and
mobile networks.

We also undertake technical studies, such as our continuing work to measure
broadband quality of experience, and collect information from operators on matters
concerning security and resilience of networks and services.

That is, Wi-Fi is responsible for over 20% of the performance problems on a broadband connection.

Section 4

4 Fixed broadband services
4.1

Figure 1 shows how the coverage of superfast broadband coverage has increased
over the last 12 months 7. Superfast broadband is now available to around 24 million,
or 83% of, premises across the UK and the average download speed8 of superfast
connections is now 63Mbit/s, a 17% increase on last year’s speeds. The average
upload speed for the UK is unchanged at 8Mbit/s.

4.2

The UK Government currently defines superfast broadband as a download speed
greater than 24Mbit/s. We estimate that 85% of UK premises are covered by
broadband services at this speed.

Figure 1: Coverage of superfast services has improved
90%
80%

Premises, %

70%
60%
50%
40%

75%

83%

77%

84%

77% 77%
61%

30%

79%

73%
55%

20%
10%
0%

UK

England

Northern Ireland

Scotland

Wales

Availability of superfast broadband in 2014
Availability of superfast broadband in 2015

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data
4.3

There have been broadly similar improvements in most of the UK’s nations. Scotland
and Wales have experienced the greatest increase in superfast broadband
availability, with year-on-year rises of 20% and 44% respectively. Availability of
superfast in Northern Ireland has remained static. However, at 77% of premises, this
was already relatively high following earlier Government interventions to deliver
faster broadband to the province. A further intervention is now under way that should
continue to improve availability in the near term.

4.4

While coverage and speeds have increased for some, many consumers and
businesses have not seen improvements. Around 8% of, or 2.4 million, premises in

7

We define superfast broadband services here as having download speeds in excess of 30Mbps.
The sync speed of a connection is the maximum speed achievable between a consumer’s premises
and their internet service provider’s (ISP) network.
8

9
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the UK are connected by lines that are unable to receive broadband speeds above
10Mbit/s.
4.5

Many of these premises are in rural areas, where about 1.5 million, or 48% of,
premises are unable to receive speeds above 10Mbit/s. While coverage of
broadband in rural areas and the nations has improved, it still lags behind the UK as
a whole. Government programmes, such as those administered by Broadband
Delivery UK (BDUK), are helping to address the problem of poor broadband
coverage, particularly in rural areas. We would expect to see further improvements in
rural broadband availability over the coming 2 to 3 years.

4.6

Figure 2 illustrates the range of download speeds that consumers experience. It
shows that, for those premises receiving a broadband service, 34% receive at least
30Mbit/s and 35% receive at least 24Mbit/s. At the other extreme, almost 40% of
premises receive less than 10Mbit/s and 4% receive less than 2Mbit/s.

Cumulative percentage of lines

Figure 2: Cumulative distribution of download speeds
100%
80%
60%

34% of UK premises receive
superfast speeds

2

50% of UK premises receive
speeds greater than 15Mbit/s

3

37% of UK premises receive
speeds less than 10Mbit/s

1

40%

2

20%
0%

1

3
0

10

20

30
40
50
60
70
Download sync speed, Mbit/s

80

90

100

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data

Although superfast availability in rural areas has improved, it remains lower
than in urban areas
4.7

In recent years, the increasing reach of superfast broadband has been focused on
urban areas. Simply, higher population densities make easier and cheaper to serve a
greater number of premises. This greater reach continues: in the last year, the
coverage of superfast has grown by around 6% to 88% of premises in urban areas.

4.8

Figure 3 shows that the coverage of superfast broadband in the rural areas of the UK
is now 37%, or around 1.1 million, premises. This figure is relatively low compared to
coverage in urban areas; however we estimate that rural coverage has increased
significantly in the past year, from 22% of premises in 2014. We estimate that rural
premises make up around 11% of the total number of premises in the UK.

4.9

This year we have used a new approach, based on standard government definitions,
to categorise whether a consumer’s property lies in an urban or rural area. This
change makes it difficult to make meaningful comparisons of changes in coverage in
rural areas between 2014 and 2015. However, we estimate that coverage of

10

superfast broadband has increased most in Wales 9 and Scotland 10, albeit from a
relatively low level of coverage in previous years.
Figure 3: Rural areas have seen large increases in the availability of superfast
broadband
Availability of superfast broadband in rural
areas, premises
2015

2014
(est.)

Approximate
estimated year-onyear increase

UK

37%

22%

1.7×

England

36%

23%

1.6×

Northern Ireland

40%

38%

1.1×

Scotland

31%

8%

3.9×

Wales

50%

17%

2.9×

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data
4.10

However, despite these widespread increases in superfast availability, a small but
significant proportion of premises still cannot access it. They are mostly, but not
exclusively, in rural areas and these consumers typically rely on broadband services
delivered over the copper loop from the local exchange.

4.11

Often, the long distance between the local exchange and a consumer’s premises
significantly affects the performance of DSL-based technologies 11, with many
premises unable to receive speeds considered acceptable to support multimedia
services (see Figure 4) Taken as a whole, almost 2.4 million, or 8%, of the UK’s
premises cannot access broadband speeds of 10Mbit/s or more. In rural areas this
figure rises to around 48% (or 1.5 million premises), where line lengths are typically
much longer.

9

The growth in Wales has been largely due to the Superfast Cymru programme, which began in 2013
to provide access to fibre broadband in areas where the commercial sector has no plans to invest.
10
The Scottish Government’s ambition is to enable 85-90% of Scottish premises to receive
broadband speeds of 40-80Mbit/s by March 2016, extending to over 95% by the end of 2017.
11
BT and other providers that use BT’s access network for their services, such as Sky and Talk Talk,
use Digital Subscriber Line (DSL) services.
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Figure 4: A significant proportion of UK premises remain unable to receive superfast
speeds

Percentage of premises covered

50%
45%
40%
35%
30%
25%

48%

20%
15%
22%

10%
5%
0%

2%

1%

2Mbps

9%

4%

8%

2%

5Mbps
Maximum data speed supported by line
Whole of UK

Urban

4%

10Mbps

Rural

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data

Slow broadband is also a significant problem for many smaller businesses
across the UK
4.12

We have analysed the availability of superfast broadband delivered to the
approximately 1.3 million SMEs with at least one employee (i.e. not including sole
traders). Superfast coverage for SMEs has increased to around 890,000 (or 68% of)
premises, up from 56% in 2014, although SMEs still experience lower coverage of
superfast services than the population as a whole.

4.13

Around 290,000 (or 25% of) all SMEs are located within SME-only areas, or business
parks, that include no residential or large enterprise postal properties. These areas
often have little or no superfast coverage. We estimate that, as of August 2015,
around 130,000, or 46% of, premises in SME-only postcodes had broadband
connections with a maximum speed of less than 10Mbit/s and around 35,000, or
12%, had maximum speeds of less than 2Mbit/s.

4.14

We estimate that by 2017, when the target is for 95% of all UK premises to have
superfast broadband, around 18% of SMEs (over 230,000) will still lack access to
these services.

Better broadband matters to consumers
4.15

12

Evidence suggests that those consumers with faster connections are more likely to
rate their broadband experience good, as shown in Figure 4. In general, 10Mbit/s
appears to be the tipping point beyond which most consumers rate their broadband
experience as “good”. This continues to support our view that a minimum of 10Mbit/s
is required by the typical household.

4.16

The UK Government has announced its intention to put in place a universal service
obligation (USO) at 10Mbit/s.

Proportion of users receiving each
speed

Figure 5: Consumers with download speeds above 10Mbit/s are more likely to rate
their broadband experience as ‘good’ or better
40%
35%

9%

30%
25%

14%

20%

9%

15%

30%

10%
5%
0%

16%
3%

18%

1%

0-2

2-10
10-30
Download speed, Mbit/s

>30

Consumers likely to rate internet performance as 'less than good'
Consumers likely to rate internet performance as 'good' or better

Source: Actual Experience for Ofcom
4.17

Faster broadband also means that consumers can connect more devices to the
internet at the same time. Wi-Fi is helping increasing numbers of consumers share
their broadband connection throughout their home. As a result, Wi-Fi has become
vital to the broadband experience.

4.18

A new innovative measurement approach 12 commissioned by Ofcom has found Wi-Fi
performance and congestion occurring outside the ISP network in the wider internet
can combine to affect broadband experience of consumers with both low speed and
superfast connections.

4.19

In particular, we have found that the performance of in-home Wi-Fi networks plays a
significant role in approximately 25% of households that experience problems with
their broadband. We have launched an app for smartphones and tablets that tests
Wi-Fi networks for performance issues. It will help consumers identify if their
broadband is not performing as it should be and suggest simple troubleshooting
steps to improve performance.

Those customers with superfast broadband are making greater use of their
connections
4.20

12
13

Over the past year, the average amount of data used 13 by consumers has increased
to 82GB a month – an average increase of over 40% on last year. Our research also

Add link to research here
Both downloaded and uploaded.
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shows that households with faster broadband speeds now consume significantly
more data than those with slower speeds.
4.21

In addition to rating their broadband experience more highly, there is evidence that
households with connections above 40Mbit/s are consuming significantly more data,
as shown in Figure 3. Previously, data use above 10Mbit/s was relatively flat.

4.22

This change indicates that consumers that particularly value and use their superfast
broadband services are now opting for higher speed packages.

Average monthly data usage per
household, GB

Figure 6: Users with the fastest broadband connections are driving the increase in
data use
200
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100
80
60
40
20
0

Data use significantly increases on
broadband packages faster than
40Mbit/s

0

10

20

30
40
50
Download speed, Mbit/s
2015

60

70

80

2014

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data

Ultrafast broadband services are emerging
4.23

As the speeds of superfast broadband increase, the next generation of ‘ultrafast’
services is now emerging. There is currently some debate about the download
speeds that qualify as ultrafast, with views ranging from 100Mbit/s to 1Gbps.

4.24

We estimate that 46% of UK premises can access broadband services at 100Mbit/s,
a figure largely driven by the footprint of Virgin Media’s network. So, this year, we
have adopted an alternative and more ambitious definition of ultrafast at 300Mbit/s.
We currently estimate that 2% of UK premises are able to access broadband
services at this speed. We will continue to monitor the deployment of these faster
services and, if appropriate, will refine our definition as the market evolves.

Broadcast TV platforms are becoming more integrated with the Internet
4.25

Linear broadcast TV remains the most important means of watching TV for the
majority of people. However, the way in which we watch TV is continuing to evolve
with more viewing of video content over the internet. Younger people in particular are
watching less broadcast TV, and the number of TV homes is continuing to fall.

4.26

The growth in internet-delivered TV is having major implications for providers of
communications infrastructure. Video carried over fixed and mobile networks is
growing; e.g. the proportion of video traffic delivered over fixed broadband networks

14

in 2015 has risen to 65%, from 48% in 2014. Network operators are continuing to
invest in the additional capacity required to support this increase in traffic.
4.27

The last 12 months has seen the launch of a number of important and innovative
devices and services, such as the Freeview Play and Sky Q platforms. These
illustrate the increasing integration of free-to-air and pay broadcast TV platforms with
the internet. In addition, internet-based TV services such as Netflix, Amazon Prime
and Apple TV are providing access to a greater variety of content, often on multiple
devices. In particular, the ability to search for and easily locate content from multiple
providers makes these product launches particularly attractive for consumers.

15
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Section 5

5 Mobile services
5.1

Good coverage is fundamental to providing consumers with a good mobile
experience. This year our focus has been on making information on mobile coverage
available to consumers that is accessible, accurate and comparable. This will enable
consumers make an informed decision on which operator best meets their needs and
gives operators an increased incentive to compete on coverage.

5.2

Coverage of 2G and 3G services is broadly unchanged from 2014, at around 93%
and 88% of UK premises respectively. Coverage of 4G services is lower but
increasing rapidly. While many areas are served by voice and basic data services,
some areas continue to experience poor mobile coverage.

Figure 7: Summary of outdoor mobile coverage from all operators in the UK and
regions

90%

Percentage of premises covered
England
Wales
Northern
Ireland
94%
84%
83%

Whole of
UK
93%

3G

79%

91%

67%

73%

88%

4G

37%

50%

20%

0%

46%

Technology

Scotland

2G

(coverage threshold)
(-81dBm)

(-100dBm)

(-115dBm)

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data
5.3

Coverage across the UK varies significantly and is highest where the population
density is high, such as in towns and cities. In rural areas, where population density
is lower, mobile coverage also tends to be lower. In addition, the topography of rural
areas, such as the presence of mountains and valleys, can also make it more difficult
to provide reliable coverage.

5.4

As Figure 7 shows, outdoor coverage of voice services from all operators in the UK’s
rural areas is 72% of premises, compared to 99% in urban areas. Indoor coverage in
rural areas is lower, at 31%, as walls, buildings and doors block mobile signals as
they pass through.

5.5

Figure 7 also shows that 13% of the UK landmass does not have any voice network
coverage from any operator. We expect geographic coverage of voice services to
improve for two reasons: firstly, as a result of the voluntary agreement between
Government and operators to cover 90% of the UK landmass by 2017 and, secondly,
as voice-enabled 4G services are deployed more widely.

16

Figure 8: Voice network coverage (2G and 3G combined) in the UK’s urban and rural
areas
None of the
voice networks
have coverage

Some, but not all
voice networks
have coverage

All voice
networks have
coverage

Outdoor premises coverage
Urban

<1%

1%

99%

Rural

3%

25%

72%

29%

58%

Outdoor geographic coverage
Whole UK

13%

Indoor premises coverage
Urban

<1%

9%

91%

Rural

13%

57%

31%

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data
5.6

We have looked at the factors that affect mobile coverage in more detail. In
particular, we examined how the characteristics of a local area affect the likelihood
that it will receive good 3G or 4G coverage. Our results appear to confirm that much
of the variation in 3G and 4G coverage between different parts of the UK can be
explained by differences in demand and cost factors, such as population density, the
age and affluence of consumers, topography and rurality.

5.7

In 2012 we found that 3G coverage in Northern Ireland was particularly low, even
after taking into account demand and cost criteria. At the time, operators suggested
that the relatively strict planning laws in Northern Ireland might explain this result.
However, our current analysis shows that 3G coverage in Northern Ireland is now
very similar to other parts of the UK, once we account for differences in demand and
cost factors. This catch-up may be party due to revised planning laws introduced in
2013. Operators no longer need to apply to replace, alter or extend an existing mast
or to install a limited number of antennas on an existing mast. 14

2G coverage appears lower but our new measurement approach better reflects
consumer experience
5.8

This year we have revised our view on the levels of 2G coverage required for a
reliable voice service. Our new approach is intended to reflect fully the consumer
experience, is based on the assumption that a modern smartphone is used and that
a good service requires 90% of calls made or received to be successful.

5.9

We have found that the 2G mobile signal levels needed to provide a good consumer
experience are higher than previously assumed. As a result, the levels of 2G
coverage published in this report and in our online coverage maps 15 are lower than
figures we have previously published and those published by the operators.

14

The Planning (General Development) (Amendment) Order (Northern Ireland) 2013 (S.R. 2013 No.
96), http://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisr/2013/96/made
15
http://www.ofcom.org.uk/mobile-coverage
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5.10

Our revised 2G signal level (-81dBm) is approximately 10 times higher than that used
in the voluntary agreement between Government and operators to cover 90% of the
UK landmass with voice coverage by 2017. We estimate that the level of geographic
coverage delivered by this agreement, if delivered solely using 2G technology, would
reduce from 90% to 70% if our revised signal strength level were used.

5.11

However, consumers are unlikely to experience a large difference in the actual level
of voice call coverage because it is expected that the geographic voice call coverage
target will be met by a combination of 2G, 3G and 4G networks.

Coverage of the latest 4G networks has increased significantly
5.12

While coverage of 2G and 3G networks is broadly unchanged, operators are
continuing their rapid rollout of the latest 4G networks. All four operators now provide
outdoor coverage to 46% of UK premises and three of these operators now cover
more than 70% of UK premises.

5.13

Figure 8 shows the progress made by operators in deploying 4G networks over the
past 12 months, with coverage for most operators beginning to approach levels
similar to that of existing 3G networks. Vodafone and O2, in particular, have rapidly
increased the coverage of their networks to over 70% of UK premises and are now
beginning to offer broadly similar levels of coverage to EE, with its more mature
network deployment. Three started the deployment of its 4G network after the other
networks and its coverage is therefore lower.

5.14

To date operators have generally rolled out their 4G networks in the same areas as
their 3G networks. As a result, the increased availability of 4G services has not yet
contributed to an overall improvement in coverage of mobile data networks. It has,
however, improved the speeds consumers experience in certain, mostly urban,
areas. We expect this to change in the future as the operators continue to roll out
their 4G networks to meet, or match, coverage obligations.
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Figure 9: Coverage of 4G networks has increased rapidly over the past 12 months and
is approaching levels similar to existing 3G coverage
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Improving the quality of information for stakeholders
5.15

From fixed and mobile network operators, through to the end-users of businesses
and private citizens, the data we collect has significant value to a range of
stakeholders. We are therefore putting a high priority on presenting data that is
accurate, accessible and easy to compare.

5.16

Online, we have already published interactive maps that, first the first time, allow
consumers to identify the most likely mobile operator to deliver best coverage in the
locations that are most important to them. We have expanded this resource to
include information on fixed broadband performance, and plan to develop this online
tool into a more comprehensive portal for consumers.

5.17

For the telecoms industry, our website carries the comprehensive data-set that
underpins this report. We are also addressing the specific requirements of
policymakers by publishing maps of the availability and performance of fixed and
mobile services at constituency levels.
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Section 6

6 Network resilience and management
6.1

In addition to fixed and mobile network availability, we also report on network and
service resilience and on developments in the provision of services over the internet.

Resilience of emergency communications
6.2

Communications infrastructure plays a range of key roles during emergencies. It
allows the public to contact the emergency services via 999, the emergency services
to communicate within and between themselves, and for Government to send
important messages to the population.

6.3

The resilience of these services is therefore important and a recent UK Regulators
Network project 16 has explored one aspect of this, which is the vulnerability of these
services against power outages. The conclusion from this work is that Government
will need to weigh the wider societal benefits of increasing the resilience of these new
platforms against the cost, and consider intervening if commercial deployment falls
short of its public policy objectives.

Resilience of general networks and services
6.4

Providers of communications networks and services are required to report any
breaches of security or network failures to us. We publish guidance for network and
service providers, which highlights sources of industry best practice and details our
incident reporting requirements. We also work closely with Government and relevant
agencies on cyber security and related issues such as personal data breaches.

6.5

In the past year, 524 security incidents were reported to us by fixed and mobile
providers; 486 affected fixed networks and 38 affected mobile. The vast majority of
reports were from fixed providers regarding disruption to telephony services
(including 999 access) for fewer than 10,000 customers and for less than one day.
Hardware failure is the most common cause and our data also shows that incidents
are more likely to occur in, or near, large population centres.

6.6

Incidents with a wider impact, which affect tens of thousands of customers over a
number of days, are less common. In the reporting period of September 2014 to
August 2015 there were 12 incidents in this category 17: Seven affected mobile
networks and five affected fixed networks. Hardware and software system failure is
still the main root cause, at 75%.

6.7

We routinely revise the guidance we issue to network and service providers and plan
to do so again over the next few months to reflect developments in security and
resilience best practice and the changing threat profile, particularly with regard to
cyber security in general and the specific risks highlighted by recent high-profile
incidents.

16

http://www.ukrn.org.uk/?page_id=647
Category includes incidents with an impact above one million customer hours. We measure the
impact of an incident in customer hours, which is the product of an incident’s duration and the number
of consumers affected.
17
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Net neutrality
6.8

Net neutrality refers to a policy debate about the way internet service providers
(ISPs) manage the data carried on their networks, from content providers such as the
BBC, YouTube or other websites, to consumers. The issue has gained prominence
as the internet has become an essential platform for the delivery of all kinds of
content, services and applications.

6.9

UK ISPs are obliged to be transparent with consumers about how they manage the
data on their networks. There is an industry-wide code of practice explaining how
ISPs should comply with this obligation (the Traffic Management Transparency Code
of Practice 18). We monitor ISPs’ compliance with this code of practice and currently
have no material cause for concern.

18

http://www.broadbanduk.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/Voluntary-industry-code-of-practice-ontraffic-management-transparency-on-broadband-services-updated-version-May-2013.pdf
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