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Section 2

2 Executive Summary
2.1

Over the course of 2016, the UK took another step forward in the coverage of its
fixed and mobile communications. More people are, or can be, connected to the
communications they need, and they are consuming more data as fixed and mobile
services become increasingly woven into the fabric of their daily lives and work.

2.2

But it would be wrong to infer that the picture is universally a rosy one. For a
significant number of consumers, and in many parts of the country, fixed broadband
speeds are slow and mobile coverage is poor or indeed non-existent. Ofcom is
therefore continuing to work with industry, the UK Government and the devolved
administrations to explore ways to improve the availability and performance of these
vital communications services.

2.3

A key part of this work is this annual Connected Nations Report; a ‘state of the union’
update on the coverage and performance of fixed broadband and mobile services
that the UK’s consumers and small businesses are receiving. We also cover
important developments in broadcasting and internet services and track security
incidents that affect communications networks and services.

2.4

Below we present the highlights of this year’s findings, and expand on them further in
the remainder of the report.

Fixed broadband services
2.5

Three levels of fixed broadband service are offered in the UK, typically defined in
terms of the download speed they offer. Standard broadband services have
download speeds of between 10 and 30Mbit/s, whilst superfast broadband3 services
have download speeds greater than 30Mbit/s. The performance of both standard and
superfast broadband services is limited by the use of copper-based technologies in
the access network. We are now starting to see the emergence of new ultrafast
broadband services, which make greater use of fibre connections, and which we
currently define as delivering download speeds of at least 300Mbit/s4.

2.6

The headline findings on the state of the UK’s fixed broadband in 2016 are as
follows:

2.7

The availability of superfast broadband has improved, but a significant number
of homes and businesses are still at risk of digital exclusion. In 2015 around 8%
of UK premises (2.4 million) were unable to receive broadband speeds faster than
10Mbit/s. Although this figure has since fallen to 5% of UK premises, this still means
1.4 million premises are being poorly served and may fall within a broadband
universal service obligation.

2.8

We recognise that upload, as well as download, speeds can affect the consumer
experience, and increase the number of UK premises that are poorly served. If we
also require a standard broadband service to deliver an upload speed of at least

3

The UK Government defines superfast as having download speeds of 24Mbit/s or more.
There is not a consensus on the definition of ultrafast services currently, with views ranging from
100Mbit/s to 1Gbit/s.
4
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1Mbit/s, then the number of UK premises that are poorly served increases to 2.6
million.
Figure 1: The state of fixed broadband in the UK

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data
2.9

Superfast coverage has improved, though SMEs still see poorer availability
than residential consumers. 89% of UK homes and small and medium-sized
businesses (25.5 million) are now able to receive superfast download speeds of
30Mbit/s or higher. This is up from 83% (24 million), last year. There is also an
improving picture in rural areas, where more consumers are now better connected:
superfast coverage is reaching 59% of homes and businesses (2.3 million), up from
44% in 2015. However, although superfast coverage has improved in Scotland,
Wales and Northern Ireland, they still lag behind the UK as a whole.

2.10

SMEs still experience poorer superfast broadband coverage compared to consumers
as a whole. This is because many are located in areas that are less well served. Only
80% of SMEs (1.9 million) have access to superfast services in the UK, compared to
89% of all premises; this leaves almost 480,000 SMEs without access to superfast
broadband. Almost 192,000 SMEs cannot currently access speeds above 10Mbit/s.

2.11

The Government defines superfast as having a download speed of greater than
24Mbit/s, and plans to provide this to 95% of premises by the end of 2017. They
have made progress, and our findings support their view that, by June 2016, 90% of
UK premises were covered by these speeds or faster. This is up from 85% last year.

4

Connected Nations Report 2016

2.12

Ultrafast Fibre to the Premises (FTTP) services. Approximately 1.7% of UK
premises (498,000) have access to “full fibre” FTTP services, which offer download
speeds of between 250Mbit/s and 1Gbit/s. Around 450,000 of these premises are in
England. A number of providers, of varying scale and reach, are committed to
deploying full fibre services and we would expect to see coverage increase over the
coming 12 months.

2.13

Increased take-up of superfast services is driving greater consumption. Around
31% of UK premises (9 million) now subscribe to superfast broadband services.
Although this is up from 27% in 2015, it remains relatively low, given that superfast is
an option for 89% of UK premises. The percentage of premises not taking up a fixed
broadband service at all is 22%.

2.14

The average speed of superfast services has increased by 14% over the last year, to
74Mbit/s. This, coupled with increased take-up of superfast services, means that the
average download speed across all active broadband services is now 37Mbit/s, a
28% increase compared to 2015.

2.15

As speeds and take-up of superfast broadband increased, households across the UK
consumed an average of 132GB of data per month in 2016, up from 97GB 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.

Mobile services
2.16

Presenting a clear picture of mobile coverage across the UK is a challenge. Firstly,
three different generations of technology are used in the UK’s mobile networks, each
with different characteristics and qualities. Secondly, consumers access mobile
networks in many different ways and, as a result, there is an expectation that mobile
phones will work both indoors and outdoors, in towns and in cities and while
travelling on the roads and railways.

2.17

The headline findings on the state of the UK’s mobile networks in 2016 are as
follows:

2.18

Indoor coverage has increased: Effective indoor coverage5 of voice services from
all operators is around 89% of UK premises (26 million), up from 85% last year. The
coverage of data services has also improved, rising from 77% of UK premises in
2015 to 80% (23 million) this year. We expect commercially-available technologies
that build on the increasing availability of fixed broadband, such as Wi-Fi calling, to
lead to further improvements in indoor coverage.

2.19

There is still some way to go with geographic coverage: Outdoor coverage of
both voice and data services has increased. Consumers can now make and receive
phone calls on all operators’ networks in 66% of UK landmass, up from 58% last
year; and the coverage of data services from all operators has increased from 38% to
52% this year. There is, however, an enduring concern that geographic coverage is
still relatively low and that future commercial rollouts are unlikely to fully address the

5

In this report we use definitions of coverage based on signal strength thresholds that we believe
accurately reflect the typical consumer experience, e.g. there is a greater than 95% chance of being
able to make a phone call using a modern smartphone. These definitions will be different from those
used elsewhere, e.g. in current licence obligations.
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situation. There is, therefore, a risk that consumers in rural parts of the UK and its
constituent nations, and those travelling by car and train, will continue to experience
difficulties in using their mobile phones.
Figure 2: The state of mobile services in the UK

Source: Ofcom analysis of operator data
2.20

Rapid strides in 4G coverage: All four operators are in the middle of a major 4G
rollout programme and the coverage of these higher-speed data services has
increased significantly, with geographic coverage from all operators now reaching
40% of UK landmass, up from just 8% in 2015. The launch of 4G voice call services
by EE and Three has started to have a beneficial effect on their voice network
coverage, in particular by improving coverage indoors.

2.21

…although 4G is mainly urban: Most of the first phase of 4G deployments have
been focused on urban areas. As a result, geographic 4G coverage in the UK’s rural
areas is only 37% of landmass, compared to 89% in towns and cities. Coverage
inside premises, where many consumers use their phones, remains relatively low,
even in urban areas; 72% of UK premises (21 million) receive a 4G signal from all
operators indoors.

2.22

4G is driving data usage: With growing coverage and greater take-up, 4G is driving
greater volumes of data downloads and uploads. The average volume of data
consumed per subscriber is now 1.3GB per month, up from 0.9GB in 2015. A total of
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106PB was sent over all mobile networks in June 2016, a 44% increase on the year
before. Even so, this represents just 4% of the volume of data sent over fixed
broadband networks.
2.23

We are committed to providing consumers with information on mobile coverage, via
mobile apps and online tools, that is accessible, accurate and comparable. This
equips consumers to make informed decisions on which operator best meets their
needs. Equally, it gives operators an increased incentive to compete on coverage.
Including coverage obligations in operators’ licences is also an important lever, to
make sure consumers receive an improved mobile experience.

2.24

However, the coverage improvements provided by these existing measures and
commercial deployments are unlikely to fully address consumer needs. Without
additional steps, the consumer experience in many rural areas, on roads and on the
railways is likely to fall short of consumer expectations. We note, however, that
achieving near universal coverage throughout the geographical area of the UK and
across the road and rail networks, will require significant new investments in mobile
infrastructure.

Resilience
2.25

As consumers and businesses become ever-more dependent on communications
services, Ofcom’s duty to focus on network resilience becomes increasingly
important. Although there has been no significant increase in network failures, in
either number or impact, underlying changes in network technology have implications
for consumers that need an appropriate regulatory and policy response.

2.26

In this year’s report we have identified two resilience-related issues that could have a
significant impact on consumers – the long-term provision of fixed voice services and
the resilience of mobile communications.

2.27

An important technology change in the next few years will be so-called “PSTN switch
off”6. This refers to the decommissioning of the legacy telephone network and
migrating voice services to a service delivered over broadband and, as such, could
have a significant impact on consumers. Our key principles are to ensure minimum
disruption for consumers and businesses, that providers must communicate the
migration process clearly to their customers and that no voice service users are
worse off after the technology change, either financially or functionally. We will
manage the risks through an active programme of engagement with CPs and other
stakeholder groups.

2.28

Meanwhile, mobile is increasingly coming to the fore in meeting overall consumer
and business communications needs. However, its infrastructure is more prone to
failing during widespread power outages than typical fixed voice services. This is a
concern, as mobile has become the primary life-line during emergencies, and it
would need a significant investment to reduce its dependence on mains electricity.
There will be a need for more focussed activity in this area involving Ofcom,
Government and industry as part of the programme of securing and making key
elements of critical national infrastructure more resilient.

6

The Public Switched Telephone Network.

7

Connected Nations Report 2016

Preparing this report
2.29

2.30

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, among other things:
2.29.1

Predictions of the broadband speeds capable of being delivered to every
home or small business in the country;

2.29.2

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

2.29.3

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

2.29.4

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 fixed
and mobile broadband quality of experience, and collect information from operators
on matters concerning security and resilience of networks and services.

