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1. Summary 

 
1.1 This paper proposes that the Committee holds a meeting examining broadband and wifi 

infrastructure in London. 
 
 

2. Recommendations 
 

2.1 That the Committee agrees to invite experts and stakeholders to its July meeting to 
examine broadband and wifi infrastructure in London. 
 

 
3. Background 
 

Broadband in London 
 

3.1 Recent GLA Intelligence research has shown that the quality of London’s broadband connections is 
lower than many other cities. 1  In the 2010 the Broadband Quality Survey found that London had 
average download spends of 5.8 megabits per second (mbps), compared to a UK average of 
6.4mbps.  Other cities were significantly more advanced: Seoul in South Korea has average 
download speeds of 29.9mbps, while average speeds were above 15mbps in Osaka and Tokyo 
(Japan), Hamburg and Cologne (Germany), Rotterdam (Netherlands) and Helsinki (Finland). 
 

3.2 The Economy, Culture and Sport Committee identified issues for London businesses with broadband 
capacity during its 2011 review of Tech City, the area around Old Street with a high concentration of 
start-up technology and creative firms.  For instance, the social media firm Yammer told the 
Committee that broadband speed would need to be increased in the area to support additional 
business activity.2  2011 research by McKinsey has found that broadband speed in east London was 
lower the rest of the city (average 5.7mbps), with localised outages a problem for companies; 
particular problems were found in Whitechapel, Shoreditch and Bethnal Green.3 

 

                                                 
1 London’s digital economy, GLA Intelligence, January 2012. For the full report see 
http://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/digital-economy-2012.pdf.  The research cited was conducted for Cisco by the 
Said Business School and University of Oviedo. 
2 Transcript of the Economy, Culture and Sport Committee meeting, 6 December 2011, pages 15-16 
3 For the full report see: http://www.mckinsey.com/locations/UK_Ireland/~/media/UKI/TECH%20CITY.ashx  

http://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/digital-economy-2012.pdf
http://www.mckinsey.com/locations/UK_Ireland/~/media/UKI/TECH%20CITY.ashx


        

BT’s superfast broadband rollout 
 

3.3 BT is currently upgrading broadband infrastructure: it is aiming to deliver speeds of up to 
approximately 100mbps to two-thirds of the UK by 2014.  This programme involves delivering 
high-speed broadband to street-based cabinets, and is costing BT £2.5 billion.4  BT is aiming to 
connect most, but not all, of London to its high-speed network.  By March 2012 BT had delivered 
high-speed broadband to approximately 79 per cent of premises in the capital (2.6 million out of 
3.35 million).  Parts of London where BT is not planning to rollout high-speed broadband are shown 
in the map below (areas shown in white): 

 
Figure 1: BT’s superfast broadband deployment plans for London 

 
GLA Intelligence, January 2012 

 
3.4 Ofcom has identified disparities between the speeds advertised by broadband providers, and the 

actual speeds delivered to customers.5  For instance, in May 2011 Ofcom found that BT’s “up to 
8mbps” service delivered average speeds of only 4mbs, while its “up to 20mbps” service delivered 
speeds of 7-9mbps; most other providers experienced the same issues.  This disparity is mainly a 
consequence of broadband being delivered to homes by copper ADSL telephone lines from local 
exchanges: the length and quality of the line will affect broadband speeds. 

3.5 In December 2011 the Mayor’s former Director of Environment & Digital London, Kulveer Ranger, 
told the Economy, Culture and Sport Committee that the Mayor’s Office is pressing for BT’s 
upgrades to be completed quickly: 

“We have met with BT and others to say, ‘This is an area you need to focus on.’  We hear it 
almost everywhere we go. More fibre. More capacity. We do pass that along and we say, 
‘Look at your strategies. Bring it earlier. Get it in there.’ In some ways it is stifling the 
development of the [Tech City] area.”6 

 

                                                 
4 For more information see http://www.btplc.com/ngb/Rolloutprogress/Rollout/index.htm  
5 For findings of Ofcom research see: http://media.ofcom.org.uk/2011/07/27/consumers-benefit-from-uk-broadband-speed-
surge/  
6 Transcript of the Economy, Culture and Sport Committee meeting, 6 December 2011, page 19 

http://www.btplc.com/ngb/Rolloutprogress/Rollout/index.htm
http://media.ofcom.org.uk/2011/07/27/consumers-benefit-from-uk-broadband-speed-surge/
http://media.ofcom.org.uk/2011/07/27/consumers-benefit-from-uk-broadband-speed-surge/


        

The government’s strategy 
 

3.6 In December 2010 the government launched a strategy, Britain’s Superfast Broadband Future, aimed 
at ensuring Britain has Europe’s best superfast network by 2015.7  The strategy particularly seeks to 
spread high-speed broadband to areas the market alone would not provide, particularly rural areas.  
The government’s target is for 100 per cent of UK premises to have access to broadband at speeds 
at least 2mbps (fast), and at least 90 per cent to have 24mbps (superfast), by 2015.  The strategy is 
accompanied by £830 million in public investment.  It is led by the Broadband Delivery UK (BDUK) 
unit within the Department for Culture, Media and Sport. 
 

3.7 Recent research by the London School of Economics (LSE) has identified a potential shortfall in the 
funding available for delivering the government’s pledges on broadband rollout.8  Researchers 
estimated that extending fast and superfast broadband beyond current levels, in line with the 
government’s targets, would cost about £2.4 billion in public funds, taking into account planned 
private investment.  However, only around £1.3 billion in public spending is planned, leaving a gap 
of £1.1 billion. 

 
Public wifi 

 
3.8 Previously the Mayor set out an ambition to provide free wireless internet throughout the city using 

antennae on street furniture;  in 2010 he invited all boroughs to discuss how this could be 
implemented.9  Subsequent developments have not been led by the GLA, rather by the private 
sector: for instance mobile operators O2 and Virgin Media are both developing free public wireless 
services in parts of London.10 
 

3.9 Transport for London has contracted Virgin Media to provide a wifi internet service at London 
Underground stations.  The service will initially be provided for free to customers during summer 
2012, and thereafter operated as a pay-as-you-go service.  Wifi will be installed at 80 stations by the 
end of July, and 120 stations by the end of 2012.11 

 
 

4. Issues for Consideration 
 
4.1 It is proposed that the Committee use its meeting on 11 July 2012 to discuss broadband and wifi 

infrastructure in London.  The objectives of the meeting are:  

 To examine why London lags behind in broadband supply and what the impact of this is. 

 To assess whether the ongoing broadband improvement programmes will meet London’s 
needs. 

 To monitor the delivery of Mayoral programmes for public wifi provision. 

 To inform the scope of future investigations by the Committee relating to this topic. 
 

4.2 Key stakeholders for the meeting including London businesses depending on broadband and wifi 
provision, internet service providers, central government, the Greater London Authority, Transport 
for London and London boroughs.  Informal consultation would take place with these groups and 

                                                 
7 For the strategy see http://www.culture.gov.uk/publications/7829.aspx  
8 For the LSE research see: http://www2.lse.ac.uk/newsAndMedia/news/archives/2012/05/broadband.aspx  
9 Response to Tony Arbour, Mayor’s Question Time, 14 July 2010. For the full response see: 
http://mqt.london.gov.uk/mqt/public/question.do?id=32214  
10 ‘Europe’s biggest’ free wi-fi zone set for London, BBC News, 6 January 2012; Virgin Media plans free Wi-Fi network for London, 
ZDNet, 3 August 2011 
11 For a full list of stations see the TfL press release at: http://www.tfl.gov.uk/corporate/media/newscentre/24177.aspx  

http://www.culture.gov.uk/publications/7829.aspx
http://www2.lse.ac.uk/newsAndMedia/news/archives/2012/05/broadband.aspx
http://mqt.london.gov.uk/mqt/public/question.do?id=32214
http://www.tfl.gov.uk/corporate/media/newscentre/24177.aspx


        

organisations before the meeting to identify any key issues the Committee needs to discuss. 
 

4.3 Guests invited to the meeting could include representatives from London businesses, particularly 
web infrastructure or content creation firms that rely heavily on broadband supply; internet service 
providers responsible for delivering improvements, particularly BT and Virgin Media; the Department 
for Culture, Media and Sport, to discuss the government’s strategy; and other experts in the field 
such as the leaders of recent LSE research on this topic.   
 

4.4 Key issues for discussion at the meeting may include, in addition to any further issues identified 
during informal consultation: 

 The impact of broadband infrastructure on London’s economic performance, including in 
specific economic sectors. 

 Challenges faced by London businesses in relation to broadband supply. 

 The progress of the government’s broadband strategy and BT’s upgrade programme. 

 The appropriate role of government and Mayoral intervention in this area. 

 How to meet any funding shortages for broadband rollout. 

 Reducing the gaps between advertised and actual broadband speeds. 

 The rollout of public wifi and London Underground wifi provision. 
 
 

5. Legal Implications 
 
5.1 The Committee has the power to do what is recommended in this report. 
 

 

6. Financial Implications 
 

6.1 There are no direct financial implications arising from this report. 
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