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Foreword

Britain is searching for growth. We do not
need to rehash here the problems which slow
growth in both GDP and productivity have
presented. How our wage growth trajectory
has collapsed since the financial crisis. How a
highly leveraged government needs growth to
meet the spending needs incurred by a danger-
ous world and aging population. How growth
is the only route out the modern condition of
squeezed public finances, a frustrated public,
volatile politics.

We support the government’s focus on lead-
ership in technology to drive this growth.
Leadership is important because the lead-

er get the lion’s share of the benefits of new
technology. The biggest ‘chunks’ of value, new
products, new services, new jobs, are created
at the frontier. Their dissemination through
an economy is also critical but it is through
leading the world that industries are built,
comparative advantage entrenched, and pros-
perity achieved. In the UK, the birthplace of
the industrial revolution, we should know this
intuitively.

How to lead though, is complicated and hard
to for government often to explain its role in.




At times we hear that government’s role is to
get out of the way. There have been times when
this might have been true. Lately in Britain
though we have seen this tried, to an extent,
and we are where we are.

Our version of this story is different. We rec-
ognise that the state is involved fundamentally
in leading industries. It is involved because it
shapes institutions which supply the talent, the
taxes and regulation that define the bounda-
ries of the possible, and the infrastructure
which takes the friction out of doing business.
There are debates, important debates, to be
had about how to leverage this involvement to
both pro-growth and pro-social ends. This pa-
per is not about the specifics of that balancing
act. This paper instead is about one of the key
weaknesses of this kind of account, the tricky
matter of what is adequate and what is excel-
lent.

A criticism of our tradition is that, at its worst,
it is unambitious. We come from a place of dis-
tributive politics. One focused, rightly often,
on ensuring that any group has enough. But
this is not the politics of growth. Growth is not
distributive, it is generative. To do something
new, you often need more than enough.

Recently, and cheeringly, political thinkers
have started to write and speak along these
lines. We hear about abundance now and
more and more calls for governments around
the world to take an activist role in supply.

In this paper we are thinking about one of the
key infrastructural inputs of growth, mobile
connectivity. We are asking: what if govern-
ment’s concern in this was not just that we
have adequate connectivity for now, but the
abundant supply of connectivity we could lev-
erage into a genuine advantage? If it treated
connectivity as a resource, one that should be
as high quality and widely available as possi-
ble.

We argue why government should prioritise
this — both for the benefits in terms of grab-
bing Britain’s share of the future and extend-
ing growth to every part of Britain. And we
suggest how it can have a constructive role is
shaping the abundance of this infrastructure
— which it does not directly control - in part-
nership with the regulator and industry.

We have done this because we believe mobile
connectivity is a strong case, with real benefits
to the UK, and because we believe this is how
social democrats should be thinking now. If
we are serious about the search for growth,
if we agree our government’s role is to create
the preconditions for it, we must recognise
‘enough’ is not enough.

Thomas Collinge,
Deputy Director
Progress



Summary

The British Government, both under the
previous Conservative and current Labour
administrations, has made digital connectivity
central to its plans for growth.

Connectivity over mobile networks is central
to this, with Labour promising “nationwide
coverage of standalone 5G to all populated
areas of the UK by 2030”.

Putting standalone 5G, the fastest commer-
cially available, in everyone’s hands will have
massive economic benefits both in terms of
Britain’s ability to adopt the incoming A.I led
technological revolution, and making markets
and services more accessible for all regions of
the country.

But as this paper will explore, the targets we
are currently using are not adequate to let us
really know if we have connectivity we can ac-
tually use now, or in the future,

Current targets focus on whether it is
possible to receive a signal, not what can
be done with that signal. Connectivity is a
resource, one which is economically and
socially valuable and increasingly so. That like
any other resource, it is its usability rather
than its sheer presence that makes it valuable.

By delinking quality and coverage in the
way we measure our progress we are under-
mining efforts to build world leading digital
infrastructure. As other countries forge ahead
Britain finds itself ranked 33rd of 38 OECD
members for mobile network quality’.

There are multiple ways this impacts our
growth, but we will argue that in particu-
lar it is potentially hampering investment in
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cutting edge technologies which are enabled
by the connectivity 5G provides and that the
regional inequality in usable connections
exacerbates regional economic inequality.

The net benefits and net losses of this situa-
tion are particularly hard to quantify (though
detailed attempts from government suggests a
range as wide as £41-£159bn over 15 years).

To achieve the top end of this scale, we need
to see the same level of focus on mobile
infrastructure as we had on connecting homes
and businesses to the wired internet. There a
strong political steer and billions of pounds
of public investment have made the idea of
not having a quality home connection seem
outdated.

To keep up with the evolving economy we
need the same for mobile connectivity. We
need policymakers to treat as they would
treat other resource. To be concerned about
whether we have it, whether we can use it, and
how it is distributed - both in terms of fairness
and maximising benefit.

We argue a serious resource mindset for mobile
connectivity, one focused around abundance
for the benefit of businesses and consumers is
needed. To enable this, we recommend chang-
es to the way mobile connectivity is reported
that could be delivered by government and
OFCOM now, to set Britain up for tomorrow.



Summary of recommendations:

Britain must introduce quality targets for 5G networks that support economic transforma-
tion, not just geographic coverage.

« Existing 5G targets must be amended to include upload and download speed, latency and
reliability.

o The targets should be developed by OFCOM in consultation with government, telecoms
companies, infrastructure providers, and business organisations.

« They should have a floor based on the competitor countries Britain faces in the global race
for growth (including the US and China), be ambitious and try, in key industry sensitive
areas, to surpass them.

 To support and enable OFCOM government should amend the Communications Act so
investment and infrastructure quality become co-primary objectives alongside consumer
protection.

o The targets would be published and monitored as the current standard is by OFCOM, who
do so diligently and to a high standard.

 These targets should be sensitive to regional inequality and local needs. For example:

» A 300+ Mbit/s target download speed for economic centres,

» A minimum 100 Mbit/s floor for all other urban areas

»  Where there are sites of specific relevance, such as around freeports, Industrial
Strategy Zones and A.I Growth Zones, a latency below 30 ms should be the goal to
enable advanced applications

Food delivery drones are already being trialled in the UK, in Milton Keynes




New Fuels for Growth:
Connectivity as a

Resource

At the time of writing, we are anticipating an
oil price crisis caused by war in the middle
East. This is obviously extremely concerning
and we have a clear line of sight to how this
shortage of a key input harms our economy.

We want to visit a relative. The petrol price is
higher than it was yesterday. It may not change
our plan of action but we must consider it. We
visit the shop. A highly advanced, technol-
ogy led, system has enabled us to expect to
purchase fruits and vegetables out of season,
imported from abroad, at affordable prices.
Every single element of this supply chain has
been tuned to the utmost efficiency to make
this happen but every single element of it
relies, in one way or another, on petrochemi-
cals. From the fertiliser, to the shipping, to the
plastic the product is wrapped in - the price
goes up. We stand before the array of products
in front of us. The price has gone up. We may
not change our buying decisions, but we will
consider it.

Millions, hundreds of millions of times a day;,
citizens are forced by this resource crisis to
think about their behaviour and subtly shaped
by it. It aggregates into political and economic
trends. It becomes the cost-of-living crisis, the
productivity crisis, energy poverty — countless
other trends which politicians have to grapple
with.

With a smoothly functioning economy, we
generally do not have concerns about the
resources that underpin our lives, and our
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political settlement. A crisis is often needed to
clarify what is critical. Europe has been expe-
riencing a roiling energy crisis, as we attempt
to decarbonise, manage the end of cheap gas
from Russia (post the war of aggression it has
waged on Ukraine), and petroleum and its de-
rivatives are spiking in price due to war in the
Middle East.

European political leaders, including Labours
Energy Secretary are taking the resource
issue seriously. They have very little choice. It is
hastening, we are told, our transition away
from oil and gas to resources we have control
of domestically. Green power which is sited
within our nations or blocs, over which we
have control.

We should, one would think, have got used
to thinking about the inputs on which our
economic success relies. We all agree that it
is in our interest for the resources we need to
be as cheap, secure and accessible as possible.
And yet In this paper we ask why we, as peo-
ple who think about political economy, only
take thinking about resources seriously when
we are discussing the crude (literally) physical
inputs of economic activity.

We are going to use mobile connectivity, as an
example of a modern resource which politi-
cians should take just as seriously in terms of
availability and distribution as others.

This form of Connectivity is by no means the
only overlooked resource. If energy is the best



understood, then joining connectivity among
the least are housing and human capital.

We have chosen though to focus on informa-
tion and connectivity here because Britain is
fighting for its share of the future. Our future
quality of life depends on being competitive in
modern technology and ideas-led industries.
It is only through these things will the elusive
growth that western economies are struggling
to find to be captured and its only through this
growth that our relative position as rich coun-
tries will be preserved.

Mobile connectivity has been a resource of
the future since at least the early 90s. Perhaps
precisely because they are more ephemeral
than barrels of oil though it has been hard,
with the notable exception of far-looking
political leaders like Tony Blair, to get pol-
iticians to treat them as resources that we
have an interest in securing the supply, and
managing the cost, of.

Consider; we want to pay a bill. The signal
drops for a moment. It may only last a few
seconds, but everything pauses with it. We try
again. A driver waits for a route to reload at the
side of the road. A café owner watches a card
machine fail during the morning rush. A mar-
ket trader cannot confirm a payment because
the banking app will not refresh. A doctor on
a video consultation freezes mid-sentence.
A warehouse worker stands beside stacked
deliveries waiting for instructions that do not
arrive.

Nothing disastrous necessarily happens, but
the marginal cost goes up, the frictional cost
goes up and the freedom to experiment with
new products, new technologies, new ideas
goes down.

That all these connections should work has be-
come part of the background of daily life. We
expect information, payments, conversations

and decisions to move instantly between peo-
ple, businesses and places. What would have
been unimaginable just decades ago is now an
assumption that we build routines around.

Despite this, we do not weigh connectivity
with the same seriousness as we do other eco-
nomic inputs. But what if we did?

Key takeaways:

o We are used to thinking about the impact
of resource scarcity, and abundance, on
growth when it comes to traditional mate-
rial inputs such as fuel.

« We have a blind spot for thinking in the
same way about other critical inputs to our
growth, including mobile connectivity, and
this must change.



Connectivity in the UK:
Partnership Between
Government and
Business in the National

Interest

Today, connectivity means access to the
internet. We know that the quantity of data
people are using has greatly increased in re-
cent years. The median amount of data used
annually on fixed networks, that is wired
internet in homes and businesses, was 84GB
in 2017% by 2025 it was an average of 531GB, a
month’, a 7480% increase.

This reflected faster connections provided
by telecoms companies to meet the demand
for an expansion of the range and nature of
services requiring data. It was supported by
government, to the tune of £5bn through
Project Gigabit, which aims to ensure 99% of
premises have access to a gigabit connection
by 2032

As with most government policy on technolo-
gy, though the frontier has shifted while Pro-
ject Gigabit has been rolled out. Today, 58%
of UK web traffic comes from mobile devices*
and according to Ofcom, 1.5m people have no
wired connection at home at all, but access the
internet purely via the mobile network on a
phone, or other device.

According to Uswitch, In 2023, 89% of peo-
ple used their mobiles to go online, compared
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to 28% in 2009 and virtually every adult in
Britain has a smartphone. There are in fact
more mobile subscriptions (89m in 2024) than
there are people in Britain (70m in 2024°).

Things, as well as people, are increasingly con-
nected to the internet via mobile networks,
with Ofcom reporting the number of active
IoT connections on MNO networks reached
approximately 27.7 million in 2025, a year-on-
year increase of 4%.

Responsibility for mobile networks lies with
Ofcom. Their mandate from government
going back to 2017 was to support the UK to
become a world leader in 5G.

As the UK government said at the time:

“Good digital infrastructure is a building block of
the Government’s modern Industrial Strategy - it
creates new opportunities for growth by allowing
business to be done on the move; unleashing dy-
namic business models; and opening up new op-

portunities and markets.”

A statement that nearly a decade later, under
a different party with its own vision for indus-
trial strategy, remains true’ .



The mobile component of this connectivity
is not about gigabit broadband in homes, but
access to 5G networks for mobile devices and
unlike Project Gigabit is being delivered en-
tirely by the market.

The target, created by the Conservatives and
affirmed by Labour is for “nationwide cover-
age of standalone 5G to all populated areas of
the UK by 2030”

Key takeaways:

» Connectivity growth has greatly increased,
led by technological change and the private
sector.

o Multiple governments have recognised
that they have a role in shaping and
directing this growth in what is a key part
of national infrastructure through the set-
ting of targets and direct funding, includ-
ing the £5bn project Gigabit.

Digital Infrastructure depends on investment in physical infrastructure




The 5G Upgrade Target:
What Does it Mean, and
Why Does it matter?

What progress towards the Governments
target has been made? To understand where
we are in the UK today it is important to
understand the difference between the 4G net-
works we are transitioning from, the 5G ones
we are transitioning too, and blending that
has happened in order to make the transition
possible so far.

4G, the fourth generation, of mobile networks
offer download speeds of around 20-100mb/
second® and was introduced in the 2000’s and
early 2010s around the world (2012 in the
UK)’.

5@, the fifth generation, of mobile networks
was first launched in the UK by EE in 2019%".
It is definitively faster than 4G but the speed
is variable, as we will see, based on your
provider, location, and type of 5G.

There are two types of 5G with different levels
of performance. Since 2019, the UK has had
what is called 5G Non-Standalone (NSA). This
added 5G radio equipment to the existing 4G
mast network, improving download speeds at
relatively low cost.

The Government is now committed to 5G
Standalone (SA) which is a more advanced
version. 5G SA unlocks the lower latency (the
speed at which data is transmitted) and relia-
bility that more demanding applications, such
as industrial automation and connected trans-
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port, actually need. SA-class performance also
depends on having a dense grid of masts and
small cells installed on existing structures like
lampposts.

But today, UK operators are connecting their
5G SA to a mast grid that is contracting, not
growing. Following the Vodafone-Three
merger, the companies stated publicly that
they would “integrate” their networks and
“remove duplication” across their combined
infrastructure footprint.

At the same time, industry sources state that
around 95% of current deployment activity
involves upgrading existing sites rather than
building substantial numbers of new ones.
There is no commitment to build new infra-
structure to keep up with the demand.

As matters stand, users and businesses can
connect to a network branded “5G Stan-
dalone” and still not experience the speed,
latency or reliability improvements the label
implies. Ultimately, the quality of mobile con-
nectivity for users is a function of how dense
the underlying network infrastructure is. Yet
while demands placed on the network con-
tinue to grow, the amount of distinct physical
infrastructure available per wuser risks
becoming proportionally smaller.

Networks have said publicly they do not see the
value in investing further, citing weak returns.



As an example, Vodafone’s chief technology
officer told the mobile world congress in 2025

“What went wrong was the marketing took over.
So if you go back to a press release of 5G launch
in 2018, you’ll hear it talk about all the benefits
of 5G that came with 5G SA, even though it was
four years away and, therefore, we lost the ability

to monetise that™.

While this makes sense from the perspec-
tive of a business trying to sell a product, it
is a problem for a nation which is trying to
build out its digital infrastructure to remain
competitive in a cut-throat global economy.

NG BORTS OF THE INLAND WATERWAYS ;
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Key takeaways:

o ‘5G’ is a big leap forward from 4G but is
two-speed system, limited by the density of
the infrastructure that is used to provide it.

o The full benefits of the new network are
locked behind 5G Stand Alone (5G SA)
which is only available in some places.

o The government’s target for 5G SA to
support growth is not being matched
by all providers with investment in
infrastructure due to challenges of
monetisation.




Hitting the Right Target:

What Use is A
Hypothetical

Connection?

If you aggregate all the network providers
together then Ofcom data suggests'? that
an individual has a 94-97% chance of being
able to connect to a 5G network (primarily
non-standalone) as long as you are close to a
building. This looks positive but is misleading.

People do not use a blend of the UK’s three
main network operators (EE, O2, Vodafone
Three) and the many smaller virtual operators
they support. Only around 47% of premises
have access to standalone 5G from more than
one operator. Coverage indoors is worse than
outside, and coverage along train lines — as any
intercity traveller will know - is intermittent.

But what is most important is the difference
between the coverage, the potential to receive
a signal, and actual use. Ofcom’s own research
shows that in practice, only 28.3% of mobile
internet connections were made via 5G (of
either kind) in 2025%.

There is a regional divide within this figure,
with rural areas of the UK making propor-
tionally less 5G connections, just 18.8% and
the lowest of all being rural Northern Ireland
where just 8.1% of connections are made via
5G.
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When we disaggregate the two types of 5G,
the picture seems even worse. Independent
estimates from last year suggest only 2% of
UK mobile connections were delivered via 5G
standalone'.

So while much of the country may be covered,
in theory, the usage rates of high-speed con-
nections for business and consumers is much
lower. The data tell us the resource of connec-
tivity is there, the rate it is being used at tells
us it is not.

There is a further issue. Where the connectivi-
ty is being used, the actual speed of these con-
nections is quite variable. Median speeds vary
more than ten-fold between best-and worst-
served areas, and even the UK’s best-perform-
ing cities underperform their European coun-
terparts .

Independent European benchmarking shows
that UK urban mobile network perfor-
mance lags comparable European cities. Re-
cent pan-European city studies rank London
among the weakest performing major capitals
for 5G availability, speed and reliability, well
behind peers such as Paris, Berlin, Amster-
dam and Barcelona.

London has the lowest 5G consistency of any



major UK city, with just 75% of recent tests meeting basic quality thresholds. Glasgow, the
best-performing UK city, delivers median 5G download speeds of 185 Mbps compared to Lon-
don’s 115 Mbps—a 47% gap.

Effectively, the appearance of 5G symbol on your device is no guarantee of a high-speed con-
nection, and Ofcom’s data bears this out':

Figure 1: Ofcom’s, ‘Distribution of download speeds, by mobile technology, UK nation and

rurality: 2024 and 2025’
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Progress on standards?

As this paper was being finalised, Ofcom pub-
lished a discussion paper, Connectivity you
can count on (June 2026)'¢, which for the first
time proposes a standard for what counts as
“good” mobile performance and a benchmark
for how consistently it should be delivered.

It recognises that “mobile quality is not good
enough” and accepts the argument at the heart
of this paper: that coverage alone tells us little,
and that what matters is whether a connection
can actually be used. This is a very positive
step, particularly for everyday consumer and

business applications and should be applaud-
ed.

The question, as we explore in the next sec-
tion, is whether these new quality targets are
getting us to the place of abundant connectiv-
ity, ready to be exploited by new businesses
and technologies and that build in the con-
nectivity needs of the future.

Early signs suggest that they are more focused
on an adequate supply of connectivity now,
when we know what constitutes adequate
shifts rapidly as the technology changes.

Key takeaways:

o The metric which is currently in use to un-
derstand how well connected the UK and
on which we set our targets only looks at
whether it is possible to receive a signal,
not whether it is possible to do anything
with it.

o Actual connectivity, as measured in
download and upload speeds as op-
posed to the potential to connect is well
below the 5G standard and significant-
ly variable by network and geography.
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OFCOM has recently recognised quali-
ty of connection needs targets of its own
and made proposals. This recognition is
in itself welcome, but the concern is the
targets are more about having just enough
mobile connectivity to smooth the current
consumer experience, rather than building
capacity for the future.



Why Useable
Connections Matter

Analysis commissioned by the government
and published in 2023 suggests that the eco-
nomic benefits of 5G adoption, measured in
Gross Value Added (GVA) which incorporates
wages, profits and taxes, would be between
£41-£159bn between 2021-35.

Thevariance between these figuresis explained
by the likely speed and scale of adoption as the
modellers saw it at the time'"”. What we can see
today is that question of adoption looks quite
good on some metrics and quite bad on oth-
ers. The question we started out with in this
report, if connectivity was a resource — would
we say we have the right amount for now, and
for the future? Is obscured by all this variance
in what connectivity is. A barrel of oil converts
reliably in kWh, your 5G connection does not
convert reliably either in terms of downloads,
uploads, or latency.

This matters for fairness within our econo-
my - the urban rural divide in connectivity is
stark — and for the overall growth of it in the
future.

Quality connections and
High Technology

We are living through a time of rapid techno-
logical change. Countries are racing to be both
the developers and early adopters of a new
wave of technologies that promises to trans-
form our economies and enable new forms of
growth. The connectivity which would be en-
abled by consistent 5G is at the heart of these.

Internet of Things (IoT)

Fast and reliable 5G connections enable a
range of different devices to be connected. In
the home this includes things like security sys-
tems, television and also new technologies like
‘smart bricks’ which link to the a thermometer
to ventilate the home, or not, depending on
the temperature. Many of these ‘in home’ IoT
technologies will in fact be connected to home
routers and effectively be on the ‘wired” inter-
net but out of home applications will rely on
the mobile network their increasing number
and sophistication therefore depends on 5G.

In Industry, machinery which may often be
outside, can be connected via 5G to enable
predictive maintenance, remote monitoring,
and autonomous control of machinery.

In logistics, connectivity can enable real-time
tracking of items and products, as well as help-
ing businesses build a more accurate picture
of the real-time movement of cargo to under-
stand and prevent bottlenecks.

In infrastructure, damage to railway bridg-
es, or rising water levels pre-flood can, and
should all be monitored by devices to alert
the relevant authorities. In health, reliable 5G
could massively increase the range of moni-
toring options available to people and loop
the health service in before an incident even
occurs.

The possibilities are virtually endless, and all
of these things are technologies and business-
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es that could be developed in Britain, to meet
domestic needs, driving domestic growth.

Artificial Intelligence (AI)

The government has made A.I central to its
plan for growth. As a consumer, as A.I tools
become more integrated into daily life they
will likely drive more use of handheld devic-
es for everyday tasks, and the expectation that
these will work, wherever one is will be more
ingrained. This could include the generation
of video or other large file size content which

The data generated by the IoT devices de-
scribed above will be the fuel for A.I tools, and
with the right protections can be kept an pro-
cessed in the UK by domestic firms.

More than this, really exciting frontier tech-
nologies such as driverless cars, drone deliv-
ery, and automated logistics (where for exam-
ple, one vehicle has a driver and is shadowed
by driverless vehicles) will depend on reliable
connections and low latency that reliable 5G
provides.

Remote control

The low latency offered by true 5G allows a re-
mote operator to make real time, highly pre-
cise inputs to a device which translates them
wherever it is situated. This means tasks too
complex, or too sensitive to be automated by
A.I can be done remotely, reducing the need
to travel or making them more accessible. A
commonly cited example is remote surgery,
but conceivable applications would include
the remote piloting of vehicles, or mainte-
nance of inaccessible places (e.g. tall build-
ings, windfarms).
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Don’t we have these things
anyway?

It is true that some frontier technologies are
starting to roll out in the UK on the network
as it stands. This is of course positive, but we
should not take it as a sign that all is well.
There remain fundamental problems of scal-
ability and equity which any government seri-
ous about growth must address.

Autonomous vehicles are already on London’s
streets. Delivery robots are already operating
in Milton Keynes. These technologies don’t
need 5G to exist. They’re here. But running
one robot on a test route and running a fleet
of thousands as a reliable public service are
very different propositions. The latter requires
constant data flows: fleet monitoring, remote
assistance, real-time service management.

This is the scalability issue. The fact that many
UK businesses have been conditioned by poor
network experience and therefore avoid put-
ting critical processes on mobile networks is
not something to celebrate.

They are working around a problem of con-
nectivity scarcity, and doing a great job, but
we do not know what we are losing out on in
the counterfactual where we had connectivity
abundance.

We do however have some signs. China is
building what government sources call the
‘low altitude economy’'® and explicitly linking
the use of drones for delivery of products to
its investment in 5G infrastructure. While it is
hard from the outside to tell how real this is,
and what the economic benefits are, there are
signs that in some areas the industry is grow-
ing and driving down logistics costs™.



When faced with technological change, ade-
quacy now is no indicator of adequacy in the
future, and adequacy should not be the goal of
any country which aspires to lead. We natural-
ly struggle to imagine what the industry of the
future will look like but we can be confident
that a key resource it will run on is connectiv-
ity and we must be more proactive in making
sure it is accessible.

Won’t the new quality
targets be good enough?

The move by Ofcom towards quality targets is
welcome as we state in the previous section.
The question is whether it is adequate to grasp
the potential outlined about. Its definition of
“good” is the ability to stream video and use
common smartphone apps on the move.

That is a reasonable floor for a commuter
checking their phone. It is not a standard de-
signed around the needs of a smart factory, a
logistics fleet, an autonomous vehicle or an
Al Growth Zone. A measure that tells us only
whether people can watch YouTube on the
train will not, on its own, tell us whether Brit-
ain has the connectivity its economy needs to
grow.

Nor is the ambition pitched at the level of
Britain’s competitors. As Ofcom say, meeting
its benchmark would move the UK into the
top third of OECD countries, a group of thir-
ty-eight advanced economies, from its cur-
rent position near the bottom, 33rd of 38.

The question really is whether this is enough.
Should we settle for a respectable mid-place
among our peers? Even getting this far would
still leave Britain behind every Nordic coun-
try, behind South Korea, behind the Neth-
erlands and others: the very economies we
are competing with for the industries of the
future. And Ofcom concedes the target will

erode as those countries keep investing more
than the UK does. An ambition to climb from
the back of the field into the top third on a
measure built for everyday consumer use is
not the same as an ambition to lead. If connec-
tivity is the input on which future growth de-
pends, Britain should be aiming to be among
the best-connected economies in the world.

Key takeaways:

» A huge range of the technological which
will drive growth and Britain’s future com-
petitiveness works best, or only works at
all, on 5G standalone.

o Britain’s technology companies are highly
skilled at making the most of the current
network but are succeeding in spite of, not
because of, our connectivity infrastructure.

o The relatively rapid pace of adoption of
new technologies in countries with better
mobile connectivity infrastructure than
ours suggests this limitation is starting to
hold us back.

» Faced with uncertainty about what exactly
future connectivity demand will be, we can
still be confident that it will be greater than
today’s, and abundant mobile connectivi-
ty will put us in the best possible position
to grasp the next wave of technological
opportunity.

o It is not clear that the new targets being
proposed are fit for the needs of the future.
They seem to be good enough for consum-
ers now, rather than planning for business-
es tomorrow. An abundance of connectiv-
ity, and the potential economic benefits it
could bring seem to be out of scope.
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Quality Connections Everywhere

While we are concerned that our connectivity is not adequate to grasp the future, we must ad-
dress the fact that for many people in many places it is also inadequate now.

As we can see from the below chart from the ONS there are large areas of the UK with poor
5G coverage on (entirely aside from quality) and the below chart again blends the operators
meaning that the picture will be worse if one is unlucky enough to not be on the best operator
for their region.

Figure 3: The ONS , ‘Percentage of area with 5G coverage from at least one mobile network pro-
vider, lower tier/unitary authorities, Jan 2026’
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The worst areas in England are the North
East, North West and South West , which are
also the most economically deprived. Their
poor coverage is not simply a case of popula-
tion density, with the North West being more
densely populated than Yorkshire and Hum-
ber and the East Midlands and East Anglia,
the North East being roughly equivalent to
those three and the South West, admittedly,
being the least dense in Britain .

This is a regional disparity in infrastructure
that will directly hurt the economic opportu-
nities of these places. And the picture is not
so simple as just region versus region. Even
in the region that appear to be well served by
5G connectivity there is a divide between the
urban and rural. Nearly half of deprived rural
communities have no 5G access compared to
just 2.7% of their urban equivalents®.

The robotic delivery drones and autonomous
vehicle examples we discussed earlier, where
the technology is, at a small scale, being made
to work on the current network are notably
both in London and the South East.

What makes these technologies work in these
place isn’t just that 5G is available. It’s that the
network is consistently good enough to be
trusted. Patchy quality and unreliable perfor-
mance, even where coverage nominally exists,
are what stand between limited rollout and
a scalable industry nationwide. What means
they can benefit the whole country as opposed
the islands where good infrastructure and
growth is already concentrated.

Against this backdrop, the government tar-
get of all populated areas to be covered by
standalone 5G by 2030 is right but as we have
discussed in previous sections of this report, the
potential for 5G standalone to reach a phone
(on one or another network) is not the same
as the genuine connectivity we need to grow
places and grasp new technology.

The danger is, that this standard will con-
tinue to hide significant regional variation
in actual use and usability. This will hamper
governments efforts to improve productivity
and growth across the country and create the
risk that the areas which could benefit from
growth most become ‘left behind’ outpaced by
already high performing areas with better in-
frastructure.

Key takeaways:

« Mobile connectivity is significantly varia-
ble on the current metrics across the UK.
The situation with actual usable connec-
tions is likely worse.

o There is a natural element of agglomera-
tion of the infrastructure to places where
people and businesses are but this does not
explain why dense and dynamic regions in
the North have less connectivity than Lon-
don and Southeast.

» Allowing a continued disparity risks accel-
erating the divergence between the place
with high quality connections where new
tech will be adopted more consistently, and
the rest.
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What Can be Done?
Targets to Match Our
Ambition for Britain

In this paper we have tried to treat digital
connectivity, and within that specifically 5G
connectivity as what it actually is, a key input
into economic growth. One that is crucial to
both regional balancing in the UK and our
ability to grasp the technology led growth of
the future.

We have learnt that it is surprisingly hard to
do this. That the quantification of the resource
as it stands is not consistent enough for pol-
icy makers to understand easily where we
are, never mind consumers or businesses. We
have discussed how this makes it difficult to
understand our relative preparedness vis a vis
the technology of the future and the regional
picture in the UK. This must be remedied and
it can be.

Our recommendation:
Ambitious targets

Most fundamentally we need clear quality tar-
gets for 5G networks that support economic
transformation.

These targets must be about more than wheth-
er a 5G signal can conceivably be received by
a device.

That of course should be a component, but

targets must also include upload and down-
load speed, latency and reliability values.
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The targets should be developed by OFCOM
in consultation with government, telecoms
companies, infrastructure providers, and
business organisations.

They should have a floor based on the com-
petitor countries Britain faces in the global
race for growth (including the US and China)
but be ambitious and try, in key industry sen-
sitive areas, to surpass them.

This would align with the growth duty for UK
regulators demanded by Chancellor Rachel
Reeves. To support and enable OFCOM gov-
ernment should amend the Communications
Act so investment and infrastructure quality
become co-primary objectives alongside con-
sumer protection.

The targets would be published and moni-
tored as the current standard is by OFCOM,
who do so diligently and to a high standard,
but it would better reflect what actual connec-
tivity is, and allow consumers, policymakers
and business leaders to make better informed
decisions about the adequacy of coverage.

These targets should be sensitive to region-
al inequality and local needs. For example,
a 300+ Mbit/s target download speed for
economic centres, coupled with a minimum
100 Mbit/s floor for most users. Where there
are sites of specific relevance, such as around
freeports, Industrial Strategy Zones and A.I



Growth Zones, a latency below 30ms could be
mandated.

Where these targets are not met, there would
be not enforcement actions on networks. They
would be a target, and a tool for transparency
in the market.

When the time comes for the renewal of the
licences to operate on the 5G network we
should, as happens in France, Germany, and
other European countries include quality
requirements into the new terms* . We should
also consult on a German style specific require-
ment for coverage around key infrastructure
(in their case motorways and train lines) and
the cost/benefit of such a requirement versus
satellite internet on trains.

Concluding thought:
Scarcity, abundance, and
how we think about the
future.

Connectivity is a resource. A modern input of
economic growth. But the way we quantify it
is not working. It is not working for consum-
ers, it is not working for our frontier technol-
ogy business, for our mainstream vendors and
manufacturers around the country, or for the
future growth and competitiveness of the UK.

Because we have not quantified it properly,
we are not taking the degree to which we as
a country are falling behind in this key digital
infrastructure seriously. The lag in the appear-
ance on new technologies on our streets is a
highly visible warning sign, but it is perhaps
less significant than the impact on digitally
connected capital investment in business, and
thousands of consumer decisions influenced,
and lost productivity hours due to inconsistent
quality of connections.

Building out a modern infrastructure is, of
course expensive and will take time. These rec-
ommendations are not about the best way to
finance that infrastructure or deliver it. They
also do not address the planning issues, which
are critical in this area as so many where new
infrastructure may need to be built. This is not
a cause for inaction.

Solving real world problems and creating real
world opportunities is complex. Britain fac-
es many. Being informed about the scale of
them, having the right information to under-
stand where we are, globally, regionally and
within and between our nations and regions is
the first step to national renewal.

20



Endnotes

10

11

12

13

14

15

21

State of connectivity between and within countries: Closing Broadband Connectivity
Divides for All | Figure 2.4 | https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/closing-broad
band-connectivity-divides-for-all_d5ea99b2-en/full-report/state-of-connectivity-
between-and-within-countries_e8df092b.html

Connected Nations 2018: Main report | p.18| https://www.ofcom.org.uk/
siteassets/resources/documents/research-and-data/multi-sector/infrastructure-research/
connected-nations-2018/connected-nations-2018-main-report.pdf?v=321730
Connected Nations UK Report 2025 | p.15| https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/
resources/documents/research-and-data/multi-sector/infrastructure-research/
connected-nations-2025/connected-nations-uk-report-2025.pdf?v=407947

Mobile Internet Statistics 2026: UK Data | https://braverytechnology.com/mobile-
internet-statistics/

UK Mobile Phone Statistics - Stats Report | Uswitch | https://www.uswitch.com/
mobiles/studies/mobile-statis tics/?msockid=23972bb0fb79638920573d
53fae762d8

Population estimates for the UK, England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland |
Office for National Statistics | https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/
populationandmigration/populationestimates/bulletins/annualmidyearpopulation
estimates/mid2024

Next Generation Mobile Technologies: A 5G Strategy for the UK | March 2017 |
https://assets.publishing. servicov.uk/government/uploads/system/
uploads/attachment_data/file/597421/07.03.17_5G_strategy_-_for_publication.pdf

4G vs 5G: The 2026 Guide to Speed and Coverage | https://talkmobile.co.uk/blog/
post/4g-vs-5g

How fast are 4G and 5G? - Speeds and UK network performance | https://www.4g.co.uk/
how-fast-is-4g/

Timeline of 5G development in the UK: From 1979 to now | Tech Advisor |
https://www.techadvisor.com/article/724833/a-timeline-of-5g-development-from-
1979-to-now.html

Why are the UK and Europe falling behind on 5G? | The Times | https://www.thetimes.
com/business/companies-markets/article/uk-europe-5g-vodafone-three-telecoms-
mobile-mn0z9j9ds

Connected Nations UK Report 2025 | P.32 | https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/
resources/documents/research-and-data/multi-sector/infrastructure-research/
connected-nations-2025/connected-nations-uk-report-2025.pdf¢v=407947#page=32
Mobile Matters 2025 | P.9| https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/
research-and-data/telecoms-research/mobile-matters/2025/mobile-matters-2025.
pdf?v=400314

UK 5G Performance and Coverage: What the Latest Reports Show | https://www.
broadbandanalyst.co.uk/articles/uk-5g-performance-coverage-latest-reports/

Both figures from: Mobile Matters 2025 | p22 | https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/
resources/documents/research-and-data/telecoms-research/mobile-matters/2025/
mobile-matters-2025.pdf?v=400314



16

17

18

19

20

21

22

Connectivity you can count on | https://www.ocom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/
documents/consultations/category-3-4-weeks/mobile-connectivity-you-can-count-on/
mobile-conectivity/connectivty-you-can-count-on.pdf ?2utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=
Signal+struggles+on+trains+widespread+Ofcom+research+finds&utm_content=Signal
+struggles+on+trains+widespread+Ofcom+research+fins+CID_762b
7143015593f590aff9b6e47f196a&utm_source=media+releases&utm_term=
Connectivity+You+Can+Count+On&v=419203

Realising the Benefits of 5G | P82 | https://assets.publishing.servicov.uk/media/
6426a1f43d885d000cdadff3/realising_the_benefits_of 5G.pdf

China New Growth: Infrastructure goes vertical and digital | Chinese state source |
https://english.www.gov.cn/english.www.gov.cn/news/202501/07/content_
WS677c¢d0£8c6d0868f4e8ee941.html

How Al, delivery drones helped China cut logistics costs to a new low | South China
Morning Post | https://www.scmp.com/economy/china-economy/article/3343209/
how-ai-delivery-drones-helped-china-cut-logistics- costs-new-low

Stark digital comms divide between UK rural and urban areas | Computer Weekly |
https://www.computerweekly.com/news/366558677/Stark-digital-comms-divide-
between-UK-rural-and-urban-areas

5G coverage dashboard | The ONS | https://www.ons.gov.uk/explore-local-statistics/
indicators/5g-coverage

5@G regulation and law in Germany | CMS Law | https://cms.law/en/int/expert-guides/
cms-expert-guide-to-5g-regulation-and-law/germany?format=pdf









Progress, June 2026



