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What is the Report About? (Executive Summary)

1 Digital infrastructure is now recognised as the fourth utility given its importance 
to modern life and the connectivity it provides to services and markets. The 
coronavirus pandemic has only served to reinforce the importance of digital 
connectivity. Whilst significant improvements have been made through the 
Connecting Cumbria programme, continuing to improve our digital connectivity 
will be essential over the coming years so that Cumbria does not get left behind 
other parts of the UK. Reflecting this, a digital infrastructure strategy has been 
prepared that sets out the priorities and actions for investment in full fibre and 
mobile infrastructure to support our economy. Cabinet is asked to approve the 
Digital Infrastructure Strategy as attached at Appendix 1.

2 The focus of the strategy is to maximise deployment of full fibre and mobile 
infrastructure to support the local economy. To ensure that Cumbria’s voice is 
heard, it is proposed to nominate as Digital Champions the Portfolio Holder for 
Economic Development and Property and the Executive Director for Economy 
and Infrastructure.

3 The digital infrastructure strategy comprises six programmes or projects which 
will form the action plan for strategy delivery: 

 Digital Borderlands full fibre voucher top-up scheme. 
 Facilitate gigabit capable connections to eligible hub sites.
 Work with UK Government to maximise delivery to the hardest to reach 

20% of premises in the UK.
 Secure funding and mobilise Digital Borderlands 4G infill programme to 

improve mobile connectivity across the whole of Cumbria and the 
Borderlands. 

 Work with the UK Government Shared Rural Network mobile programme 
to maximise investment in Cumbria.  

 Work with partners on 5G research and development projects, focused on 
creating opportunities for communities to develop networks and services 
that suit their needs.  



Recommendation of the Executive Director

4 It is recommended that Cabinet approves the Digital Infrastructure Strategy 
attached at Appendix 1.

Background to the Proposals

5 Digital connectivity is recognised nationally as an enabler for economic growth 
and inclusive growth, given the benefits it can bring to business productivity and 
community inclusion. The Covid-19 pandemic has shown that digital connectivity 
is critical to societal resilience and business continuity in times of crisis. From 
getting the latest information and health guidance, home working, education and 
learning, online access to food and supplies, staying connected to family and 
others and to maintain supply chains – we all now depend on the ability to connect 
remotely across distance. The importance of the digital infrastructure is therefore 
increasing, as it becomes more critical to the lives of residents and the operation 
of businesses. A clear, simple strategy will help the Council to encourage 
investment and to secure public funding into the hardest to reach areas to ensure 
digital connectivity is no longer a barrier for our businesses or communities. 

6 Historically digital connectivity infrastructure in Cumbria has been poor in 
comparison to the rest of the UK. This is due to the county's geographical 
challenges and general rurality which increase the cost of deploying and 
maintaining infrastructure while offering a perceived low return on investment.  

7 Through works under the Connecting Cumbria programme superfast contracts, 
managed through a partnership between the Council and British Telecom Plc, 
and commercial broadband network deployment programmes, there has been 
significant improvement in access to superfast broadband since 2012 with almost 
94% of properties now able to access services of at least 30Mbps. 4G coverage 
has also improved significantly since 2017 through the work of the commercial 
programmes preparing to support the new 4G based emergency services 
network. However more investment is still needed to reach underserved areas 
and ensure that Cumbria does not fall behind the rest of the UK.  

8 Digital connectivity has been critical during the Covid-19 lockdown and ongoing 
restrictions. Children and students have needed to continue their education 
online. Those shielding have needed to order shopping and access healthcare 
via video-calls. Workers and businesses have had to move to remote working on 
a massive scale. 

9 It is expected that many of these changes will become long term and it is expected 
that work patterns post Covid-19 will feature more home working and flexible 
working. Business models will have a bigger online presence and the Council 
must be able to deliver as many of its services digitally to as many citizens as 
possible. As we work to support recovery in the county we expect to see: 

 Rural homes with good connectivity becoming more attractive.
 Agriculture will need support as they look at direct online consumer sales.
 An increase in domestic tourism, but with greater sensitivity to digital 

connectivity.



 Pervasive contactless payment in an increasingly cashless society e.g. at 
market stalls.

 Online trading as consumer first choice.

10 The focus of the digital infrastructure strategy is to maximise deployment of full 
fibre and mobile infrastructure, in order to support:

 Economic growth and particularly in key industries such as agriculture 
(agri-tech) and tourism.

 Digital inclusion so that no resident or business is left behind – (out of 
scope).

 Delivery of more effective and efficient provision of local public services.

11 To support the delivery of the strategy, and ensure that Cumbria’s voice is heard, 
Digital Champions will be nominated. It is proposed that the champion at Cabinet 
level will be the Portfolio Holder for Economic Development and Property and at 
officer level will be the Executive Director for Economy and Infrastructure. 

12 The Strategy comprises six programmes or projects which will form the action 
plan for strategy delivery: 

i. Digital Borderlands full fibre voucher top-up scheme. This scheme was 
launched in June 2020 as one of the first projects under the Borderlands 
Inclusive Growth Deal and provides top up funding to rural communities in 
superfast not spots who are seeking to use UK Government Rural Gigabit 
Connectivity Vouchers to install gigabit capable infrastructure. 

ii. Facilitate gigabit capable connections to eligible hub sites through the UK 
Government Rural Gigabit Connectivity hubs programme, which has focused 
on primary schools, as well as seeking to develop funding opportunities for 
other types of rural community hub locations.

iii. Work with UK Government to maximise Cumbria’s share of the £5bn of 
funding for gigabit capable connections through the F20 programme to the 
hardest to reach 20% of premises in the UK.

iv. Secure funding and mobilise the Digital Borderlands 4G infill programme to 
improve mobile connectivity across the whole of Cumbria and the 
Borderlands as a part of the Borderlands Inclusive Growth Deal. 

v. Work with the UK Government Shared Rural Network mobile programme, 
which is seeking to deliver 95% geographical 4G coverage in the UK from at 
least one Mobile Network Operator by 2025, to maximise investment in 
Cumbria.  

vi. Work with partners on 5G research and development projects, focused on 
creating opportunities for communities to develop networks and services that 
suit their needs.  

Options Considered and Risks Identified

Option (a) – Approval of the Digital Infrastructure Strategy  

The Cabinet could approve the Digital Infrastructure Strategy attached at 
Appendix 1 in line with the recommendation. 



Option (b) – Reject the Digital Infrastructure Strategy 

The Cabinet could reject all or part of the digital infrastructure strategy.  This 
would miss the opportunity to set out an ambition for improved digital connectivity 
in the county and the actions required to secure investment in digital 
infrastructure. 

There is a risk that if a digital infrastructure strategy is not approved it will harm 
the Council’s ability to attract investment and coordinate policies to encourage 
development of digital connectivity.  

Reasons for the recommendation/Key benefits 

 Approval of the digital infrastructure strategy will articulate the Council’s 
commitment to attracting more investment in digital infrastructure into 
Cumbria. 

 The proposed strategy focuses on a simple outcome, maximising 
deployment of full fibre and mobile infrastructure, that will unlock 
connectivity benefits for a range of services for residents, businesses and 
visitors. 

Financial – What Resources will be needed and how will it be Funded?

13. There are no direct financial implications relating to the recommendation to 
approve the Digital Strategy.  However, the action plan contained within it will 
require resources and funding to enable delivery. 

14. As detailed within the Strategy some funding is already secure ie Connecting 
Cumbria, whilst other sources of funding have been identified, they need to be 
secured.  Separate business cases are to be developed to secure funding and 
identify resources to deliver the action plan.

15. Internal resources, drawn from the existing Connecting Cumbria team and 
Communications team, for the publication of the proposed Digital Infrastructure 
Strategy will be required to carry out the recommendation.   

Legal Aspects – What needs to be considered?

16. It is a function of the Cabinet under 2.1(j) of Part 2B of the Constitution to agree 
strategies that are not in the Policy Framework and are not delegated to 
Corporate Directors. Accordingly the Cabinet can approve the strategy in 
accordance with the recommendation.  

Health and Safety Aspects – What needs to be considered?

17. The County Council has a responsibility under the Health & Safety at Work Act 
1974 and associated Management of Health & Safety at Work Regulations to 
ensure as far as is reasonably practicable that there are arrangements in place 
to ensure a healthy and safe working environment in everything it does.

18. In the context of the proposed Cumbria Digital Infrastructure Strategy, this places 
a joint responsibility on the Council as direct provider of infrastructure services as 



well as any contractor commissioned by the Council to deliver any aspects of the 
strategy to ensure the highest possible health and safety standards are in place.

19. The content of the Strategy and associated Delivery Plan must ensure 
appropriate health and safety management and all activities must follow the 
commitments outlined in the Council’s Annual Corporate Health and Safety Policy 
Statement last agreed by Cabinet in September 2020.  There are no activities 
within the Strategy or associated delivery plans, that introduce any additional 
Health, Safety and Wellbeing issues beyond those already managed and 
monitored within the Council and through the health and safety governance 
arrangements that are in place.    

Council Plan Priority – How do the Proposals Contribute to the Delivery of 
the Council’s Stated Outcomes? (Outcomes - People in Cumbria are 
Healthy and Safe, Places in Cumbria are well connected and thriving, the 
Economy in Cumbria is growing and benefits everyone)

20. Digital infrastructure is an important component for delivering the Council Plan 
2018-2022 and contributes to the following three outcomes the Council wants for 
the people of Cumbria:

 people in Cumbria are healthy and safe
 places in Cumbria are well connected and thriving
 the economy in Cumbria is growing and benefits everyone

21. In addition, digital infrastructure is crucial for delivery of the Council’s Customer 
Strategy, ICT plan and Workforce Plan, which aims take advantage of digital 
technology and software to deliver services. Digital infrastructure is also a critical 
programme in the Borderlands Inclusive Growth Deal of which the County 
Council is a partner. 

What is the Impact of the Decision on Health Inequalities and Equality and 
Diversity Issues?

22. Digital connectivity is understood to have a positive on health inequalities, 
equality and diversity issues by providing equality of opportunity to access 
services, including healthcare, education and employment in flexible ways. The 
universal availability of adequate broadband has been shown to be beneficial for 
supporting equality and cultural diversity nationally. Equality Impact Assessments 
have shown no major equality issues with digital infrastructure investment.

Appendices and Background Documents

Appendix 1 – Digital Infrastructure Strategy 

Key Facts

Electoral Division(s): All
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Y Y No N/A Y N/A N/A

Approved by the relevant Cabinet Member/s on 21 October 2020 

Previous relevant Council or Executive decisions

None

Consideration by Overview & Scrutiny 

A draft strategy was presented to the Scrutiny Advisory Board - Communities and 
Place on 24th September 2020.

Background Papers

None
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