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News brief

Digital Britain: "poverty of ambition
Going Digital

» 2012 broadband target:  
everyone in the UK will have 
access to 2Mbps broadband, 
and a long-term copper line 
levy of Strlg 6 per year to 
support near-universal broad 
band network investment

» 2017 broadband target: 90%
of households will have super- 
fast broadband including many 
rural areas

» Licence fee funding for UK
public service broadcaster BBC 
to be shared to fund more inde 
pendent broadcaster regional 
news coverage and support 
broadband switchover

» UK broadcaster Channel 4
expected to merge with BBC 
Worldwide (commercial arm 
of the broadcaster) as part of a 
government-preferred rescue 
plan for Channel 4

» Internet piracy including file 
sharing to be targeted with 
Ofcom given specific powers, 
ISPs allowed to hold register 
of alleged offender activity as 
evidence for prospective action 
by rightsholders

» Digital radio will replace 
AM and FM entirely by 2015 
deadline, with a target of 2013 
subject to digital population 
numbers threshold

LONDON - As Intermedia was 
going to press, the UK government 
announced its long-awaited plans for 
its Digital Britain combined telecom 
and broadcasting vision.

First reactions varied depending 
on the stakeholder and interest group 
involved. Media reaction generally 
centred on the so-called "broad 
band tax" to be paid by copper 
line subscribers that will be used to 
support broadband deployment to 
rural areas, a surprise announcement 
from Lord Carter of Barnes, outgoing 
Communications Minister.

The Times complained that Digital 
Britain showed the government 
was prepared "to extend govern 
ment intervention into every nook 
and cranny of Britain's broadcasting 
and communications industry". The 
Financial Times suggested there was 
"a lingering uncertainty" about 
the amount of investment actually 
required.

The government is committed 
to delivering 2Mbps nationwide by 
the time the Olympics are held in 
London, although the two largest 
fixed line operators, BT and Virgin, 
are pressing ahead with plans to 
deliver 40Mbps facilities to urban 
subscribers. The broadband level will 
enable up to one third of the popula 
tion that might not otherwise be able 
to access "super-fast" broadband to 
benefit from the network extension. 
The operators will be able to bid for 
the funding to deliver networks in 
these areas.

Other operators were less happy, 
especially BSkyB which provides 
broadcasting and broadband 
internet service via satellite and cable.

Nor were opposition politicians 
supportive of the broadband tax 
and broadcasting sectoral policies, 
claiming no subsidy had been 
required by the cable and satellite 
sectors. Consultants also suggested 
that the telecom plans lacked scale, 
might accelerate mobile substitution 
for fixed copper services and, even 
on the 2017 timetable, were unlikely 
to represent a competitive edge over 
other countries that were already 
embarked on 100Mbps+ projects. 
Matthew Howett of London-based 
Ovum said the plans represented 
"a poverty of ambition for a digital 
Britain".

However the biggest loser in 
the new plans in the white paper 
proposals was generally thought 
to be the UK public service broad 
caster, the BBC. Funded to date by 
a compulsory licence fee paid by the 
viewing population, the plans call 
for a redistribution of 3.5% of the 
fee to its commercial rival to provide 
regional news services, and possibly 
other services later.

Whilst government spokespeople 
insisted that the 3.5% levy would be 
capped by statute if necessary, BBC 
management in response said they fear 
politicians will treat the levy as a starting 
point to involuntarily fund BBC compet 
itors at will from the licence fee system, 
simultaneously subsidizing commercial 
rivals and exploiting viewers. However, 
after a series of embarrassments in the 
organization, the BBC sees little political 
support. Across the political spectrum 
pressures are growing either for some 
form of redistribution or an outright 
cut in the annual Strlg 142 licence fee 
paid by viewers.
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US broadband take-up "immune" to recession, price hikes
WASHINGTON - The closely- 

watched Pew Research Center's 
Internet and American Life survey 
has polled one of its most surprising 
results to date: US broadband has 
been growing strongly since the end 
of 2007 in spite of one of the worst 
recessions on record and significant 
price hikes by suppliers. The survey 
took in the responses of 2200 users. 
Pew says that 63% of adult Americans 
now have broadband at home, up
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15% from a year earlier, with recent 
adoption up 54% since December 
2007.

Respondents however reported 
paying significantly more on average 
for broadband this year (USD 39 per 
month) than last year (USD 34.50 
per month). Increasingly, residen 
tial broadband is a "must-keep" 
item says John B Horrigan, principal 
author of the Pew report. But there 
are communications losers in the mix:
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respondents said they were twice as 
likely to say they have curtailed a 
cellphone plan or cable TV subscrip 
tion than cut internet service. Pew 
research suggests that subscribers 
see a strong connected or commu 
nity dimension as a rationale for the 
must-keep response.

Growth extends across most 
conventional categories in the 
marketplace, although surprisingly, 
broadband take-up has seen partic 
ularly strong growth in low income 
and senior citizen households. There 
were also marked increases in rural 
broadband take-up. According to 
the survey, rural American adoption 
rates had moved from 38% last year 
to 46% in 2009. African American 
households, however, reported 
a second year of below-average 
growth. Another notable feature 
of the survey was the sensitivity of 
broadband pricing to competition 
from service providers.

The survey suggests that for a 
single provider territory, consumers 
are seeing tariffs of USD 44.70 per 
month, on average. However, where 
two providers were in competition, 
rates dropped to USD 38.30, whilst 
for an area with four competing 
providers, subscribers saw charges of 
USD 32.10 per month.


