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About Mobile UK 

Mobile UK is the trade association for the UK’s mobile network operators -  EE, O2, Three and 
Vodafone. 

Oral Evidence Session 

We welcome the Treasury Select Committee’s oral evidence session to consider the work of the 
National Infrastructure Commission. It offers an opportunity to understand progress and to outline 
the ongoing investment of the mobile industry as it continues to deliver on its obligations to expand 
and enhance mobile coverage across the UK. 

Mobile UK welcomed the National Infrastructure Commission’s recent consultation on the priorities 
for national infrastructure. We believe it correctly identified the timely need for further legislative 
reform to support mobile infrastructure, especially in removing barriers within the planning process. 
We also welcome its focus on what needs to be done to improve mobile coverage on road and rail 
networks.  

Mobile UK also welcomed the NIC’s assertion that the job is not Whitehall’s alone; in particular the 
need to increase the involvement of the five regional metro mayors. Better and more focused strategic 
planning at a local and regional level is essential to mobile roll-out. 

Key recommendations for action 

1. Better parity from the Government over its policy of fixed and mobile telecommunications, such 

as the extension of business rates relief to mobile 

2. The Government must create a ‘Connectivity Impact Assessment’ to embed mobile connectivity 

needs into new infrastructure investment  

3. Further reform of the planning system across the UK to bring more mobile infrastructure into the 

permitted development rights regime and provisions for future flexibility to allow the 

implementation of new technologies such as 5G 

4. More focus on strategic planning at a local and regional level. Local Authorities and Local 

Enterprise Partnerships must ensure that mobile infrastructure and deployment are factored into 

Local Development Plans and Strategic Economic Plans 

5. Encourage wider consistency in the interpretation of planning regulations across planning 

authority areas to enable more effective roll-out 

6. The Government and the National Infrastructure Commission must consider how they can ensure 

that mobile operators can make the most of existing infrastructure, especially on road and rail. 

Background: Mobile Coverage Obligations and Rollout 

• The mobile industry is part-way through an ambitious programme agreed with Government 

to invest £5bn into expanding and improving coverage across the UK. 
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• As part of that programme the mobile operators accepted amended license obligations to 

guarantee voice and text coverage across 90% of the UK geographic area by 2017. This was a 

significant extension of the previous coverage obligations, which has resulted in UK consumers 

benefitting from improvements in both coverage and quality of mobile service. 

• Additionally, one operator is obligated to a regulatory requirement of reaching 98% 4G indoor 

population coverage by 2017. The other three operators are expected to match this. 

• Mobile phone connectivity, once considered a luxury, is now fast becoming part of the 

nation’s critical infrastructure. 94% of UK adults own/use a mobile phone and there are 92 

million mobile subscriptions (52.4m are 4G). 18% of homes are now considered mobile only.1 

• More than nine in ten mobile users (92%) said that they were ‘very’ or ‘fairly ‘satisfied with 

their mobile service. 95.6% of users can successfully download data when using the 4G 

network (92.4% on 3G). 

• In the UK, mobile data growth continues to grow at a rapid rate. In 2016, mobile data 

consumption per subscriber grew from 49% to 65%. 

• Modern technologies, such as voice calling on 4G and Wi-Fi calling, have further extended 

good quality mobile coverage into buildings and harder to reach areas. 

Key Recommendations 

1. Better parity from the Government over its policy of fixed and mobile telecommunications such 

as the extension of business rates relief to mobile 

Mobile networks are part of the nation’s critical infrastructure yet when it comes to the 
installation of mobile infrastructure it is treated very differently to fixed line networks. The cost of 
installation, which is often visibly no different to fixed line equipment, is inflated. This means that 
it can often cost mobile networks significantly more to install their equipment compared to fixed 
– and the processes involved can also be much more complex and time-consuming.  

The Government is in the process of implementing a new Electronic Communications Code which 
will go a long way to making the economics more attractive, but this is only part of the answer. 
Government must do more to reduce the unnecessary costs and processes associated with mobile 
infrastructure.  

In the last Budget, the Government provided business rates relief for five years to fixed line 
infrastructure. We believe that this should be extended to mobile infrastructure and that going 
forward fixed and mobile infrastructure should be considered together in government policy. 

2. The Government must create a ‘Connectivity Impact Assessment’ to embed mobile 

connectivity needs into new infrastructure investment.  

In order to deliver the UK’s ambitions for 5G, a new approach to connectivity must be developed 
that ensures both Government policy and investment are better joined-up than they have been 
previously. To this end, we urge the Government to adopt a new ‘Connectivity Impact 
Assessment’. On a number of occasions, a piecemeal approach has led to infrastructure not being 
used efficiently. Previous investment in the UK’s roads, rail and housing have represented wasted 
opportunities to support mobile connectivity. If the Government is to achieve its connectivity 
objectives this cannot continue. 

 

                                                           
1 Ofcom, 2017 
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A Connectivity Impact Assessment would require Government and other public bodies to consider 
the need for fixed and mobile broadband throughout the development of policy. This would 
ensure that opportunities for investment to benefit mobile coverage are fully realised and that 
potential unintended adverse impacts on coverage are negated. It would also ensure that major 
investments, such as HS2, are optimised for connectivity from the outset. Crucially, doing this at 
an early stage would be more effective and cost-efficient for meeting demand for connectivity, 
rather than retro-fitting solutions at a later date. 

3. Further reform of the planning system across the UK to bring more mobile infrastructure into 

the permitted development (PD) rights regime and provisions for future flexibility to allow the 

implementation of new technologies such as 5G 

PD enables cheaper, faster, more certain outcomes for telecommunications operators and more 
efficient use of resources for stretched planning authorities. There needs to be a focus on 
adjusting the current PD regime, by re-designating developments that are currently allowed under 
‘PD with prior approval’ to ‘PD without prior approval.’ This would eliminate discrepancies 
between the regime for fixed telephony and mobile telephony and eradicate unnecessary 
restrictions. 

Ultimately, the objective should be to get to a two-tier system for telecoms – PD without prior 
approval and PD with prior approval for the more significant deployments of apparatus. 
Telecommunications development in protected areas that presently needs full planning should 
also be brought into the PD regime, with a consideration of which developments require prior 
approval. Prior approval should be reserved for those developments that have the greatest 
potential for environmental impact. 

4. More focus on strategic planning at a local and regional level. Local Authorities and Local 

Enterprise Partnerships must ensure that mobile infrastructure and deployment are factored 

into Local Development Plans and Strategic Economic Plans 

While most consumers view mobile as a critical service, only 56% of all Local Enterprise 
Partnership’s Strategic Economic Plans (SEP) include mobile as part of their strategic planning. Of 
the 38 Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEP), only 9% consider mobile connectivity specifically to be 
a priority.2 

As a result, many Local Authorities rely on outdated strategic planning documents and a 
considerable number are yet to adopt a local plan. This impacts on the planning process and adds 
considerable time and cost to deployment. 

Improving the strategic approach to planning at a local level will be critical if the UK is to reap the 
full benefits of mobile connectivity. UK networks will soon be considering their roll-out approach 
for 5G. If the UK is to be a leader in 5G, we need to learn the lessons of 4G rollout and ensure that 
operators will be able to deploy the required infrastructure without the unnecessary cost or delays 
inherent in the current planning system, where applications are submitted on an individual basis 
for each site rather than on a network basis.  

5. Encourage wider consistency in the interpretation of planning regulations across planning 

authority areas to enable more effective roll-out 

Mobile operators must deploy their infrastructure across several local planning authorities, yet 
the interpretation of regulations can vary widely. Differing approaches in each local authority adds 
costs, slows deployment and results in some areas of the country being left behind. This can inhibit 
rollout, especially in remote and rural areas where the business case for additional investment 

                                                           
2 Mobile UK, www.buildingmobilebritain.org.uk, 2017. 
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can be marginal. In deploying our current network, operators have found the time taken to receive 
permission from the fastest and slowest authorities can differ by as much as 12 months. There 
must be a more consistent and streamlined approach to planning.  

Consideration should, therefore, be given as to what frameworks can be put in place either on a 
country-wide or regional basis, to ensure specific planning decisions are open to the appropriate 
level of scrutiny, whilst also providing businesses with the appropriate level of certainty and 
encouragement to invest. Consideration should be given as to whether telecommunications sites 
require permitted development or planning approval, or would be more appropriate under a 
notification procedure. 

Mobile UK believes that the new Regional Deals and Growth Deals with groupings of local 
authorities could provide the most effective means of addressing this issue. If planning decisions 
for essential economic infrastructure, such as mobile sites, were to be considered on the 
combined authority level, the process would encourage a more standardised approach across 
local authorities. This streamlined approach would avoid delay and unlock increased investment 
and coverage.  

6. The Government and the National Infrastructure Commission must consider how they can 

ensure that mobile operators can make the most of existing infrastructure, especially on road 

and rail. 

Access to rail infrastructure 

a) National Rail Infrastructure 

The National Infrastructure Commission has been clear that current coverage on road and rail 
networks is a contributor to poor productivity.  

The lack of co-ordination between Government, National Rail, Train Operating Companies (TOCs) 
and Mobile Network Operators (MNOs) has led to a poor experience for some consumers.  

Train design has a clear impact on mobile reception, while restrictions around access to National 
Rail infrastructure has created further challenges, resulting in unnecessary delays in accessing our 
equipment on site and hampering our effort to deploy, upgrade, and repair critical infrastructure. 

National Rail’s network is however ideally placed to support connectivity. The UK’s rail networks 
are already well serviced with the backhaul connections needed to carry mobile data from sites 
to the core of the network. Network Rail use these to carry essential data on train times, traffic 
and operations across its dedicated £1.86bn Global System for Mobile Communications-Railway 

communications network (GSM-R).3  GSM-R, however, has not been used to support improved 
mobile coverage, representing a wasted opportunity to deliver the services that passengers 
expect. With GSM-R expected to be replaced by 2020, any future investment of this kind must be 
leveraged ensure rail passengers receive the coverage they need. 

b) Train Operating Companies (TOC) 

Improving connectivity will also require a step change in thinking about the tendering process for 
TOCs. TOCs must make greater consideration of the connectivity impact of their rolling stock. For 
instance, Pendolino trains are particularly resistant to mobile signal, meaning that passengers on 
the UK’s busiest inter-city rail corridor suffer sub-optimal digital connectivity.  

Digital on-board repeaters are available that would address this issue, by amplifying attenuated 
signal into train carriages, delivering connectivity to carriages which otherwise block radio signals. 

                                                           
3 https://www.networkrail.co.uk/running-the-railway/gsm-r/ 
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However, there is no compulsion for TOCs to provide these solutions, or consider the suitability 
of their rolling stock for mobile connectivity.  In other countries, for example Sweden, tendering 
processes require rail operators to deploy digital onboard repeaters.  

Access to road infrastructure 

The Government has been clear in its ambition to improve coverage across the UK’s road 
infrastructure. However, MNOs have historically experienced considerable difficulty accessing the 
UK’s A roads and motorways through the Highways Agency. This means that infrastructure that 
could otherwise be used to house communications equipment, such as elevated signalling gantries 
over motorways, remains unused.  

It is Mobile UK’s view that the Highways Agency has been too protective of its infrastructure to 
date, and that the current relationship between operators and the Highways Agency is failing to 
deliver the coverage that consumers need. Objections raised against deployment, often on health 
and safety grounds, are disproportionate, preventing the use of existing infrastructure to 
maximise benefit for its users. The Department for Transport, Highways Agency and industry 
should work together through National Infrastructure Commission or Ofcom to pare back these 
restrictions. 
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For more information about Building Mobile Britain please visit 
our website www.buildingmobilebritain.org.uk  
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