
Appendix 3 
 

The move to BT’s Digital Voice network and the removal of 
copper wire telephony  
 

1.0 Purpose of Briefing 

1.1 The purpose of the briefing is to give an update on the work around the 
resilience implications of the implementation of BT’s Digital Voice network 
which sees the removal of the older copper wire analogue telephone network. 

2.0 Background 

2.1 The Public Switched Telephone Network (PSTN) is over 40 years old in the 
UK and BT are looking to move all homes over to their Digital Voice network 
by 2025, meaning that a telephone will plug into a broadband router rather 
than directly into a copper wire socket in the wall. 

2.2 Copper wire connection is particular the “last mile” of the telephone network in 
the UK, which has a mixture of these older technologies with the newer cable 
and fibre to the premises technologies.  The older telephony network uses 
electricity from resilient Telephone Exchanges, meaning that traditional 
telephones plugged directly into the copper wire sockets can make calls, even 
when the mains electricity supply to the property/home has failed. 

2.3 The advantages of the Digital Voice rollout, such as a massive reduction in 
Spam calls and improved call quality, are seemingly universally welcomed.  
However, in March 2022, partly as learning from Storm Arwen, BT admitted 
that they had got things wrong, particularly when it came to resilience of the 
solution. 

2.4 The rollout of Digital Voice was then “Paused” whilst resilient resolutions were 
sought. 

2.5 Salisbury and Mildenhall are the exception to this pause and are the UK trial 
areas for this rollout.  This trial will complete by the end of December 2022 
and then will be evaluated.  

2.6 Whilst looking for solutions, BT are still noting 2025 as their ambition for the 
removal of the analogue network. 

 
3.0 Scope 

3.1 This update does not cover information relevant to the military telephone 
systems which are used within Cumbria. 

 



4.0 Cumbria’s experience and tracking of the issues 

4.1 The partners of the Local Resilience Forum have been aware of this rollout for 
a number of years and are tracking associated issues.  Additionally, Chris 
Drew, of the County Council’s Resilience Unit, has been tracking the national 
work on this and participates in regional telecoms forums to understand the 
implications and impacts on behalf of Cumbria.   

4.2 Live incidents such as Storm Arwen, have also seen that this is a potentially 
serious issue for variety of commercially available systems that have not been 
updated to be resilient under a Digital Voice environment. 

4.3 Anyone, particularly vulnerable customers, can currently choose whether they 
wish to be transferred (if available) to the Digital Voice network.  Companies 
cannot and are on a separate network. 

4.4 Cumbria has been and will continue to try and identify issues in advance.  For 
example, Cumbria held a loss of electricity scenario exercise in November 
2022 which noted that lack of communications was difficult and clearly at the 
forefront of many of the coordination challenges in an emergency.  Loss of 
electricity which is a likely cause of any wide area outage of communications 
is a very high risk on the public Community Risk Register published on the 
Cumbria County Council website. 

4.5 Work continues in parallel on the multi-agency Vulnerable Persons database 
(VIPER) which is being designed to assist in the earliest possible identification 
and prioritisation of vulnerable people in emergencies.  This will include trying 
to identify those most vulnerable from loss of telephony.  This development is 
an outcome from the learning from several incidents including flooding, serve 
weather and electricity outages and across border partnerships with Scotland. 

5.0 Conclusion 

5.1 The scale of the impact of the removal of cooper wire telephony in the “last 
mile” within Cumbria or the UK is unknown.  This is a national problem that is 
being dealt with at a national level. 

5.2 BT’s work on the removal is currently paused, but the demand for less 
resilient fibre and cable solutions in the community is enormous, having many 
benefits when not in an emergency scenario. 

5.3 Cumbria, through the Local Resilience Forum, is collectively focusing on how 
to identify and support the most vulnerable during an emergency and has run 
an exercise based on a loss of power scenario in November 2022, where loss 
of communications was highlighted as a critical challenge. 

5.4 This challenge has been noted in the experience of live incidents in Cumbria 
too.  Lessons identified in Cumbria from Storm Arwen are being addressed 
and work is ongoing to find solutions. 



5.5 The massive benefits gained and the reliance on modern communications 
methods (i.e. the internet, mobile telephony, social media, …) along with our 
increasing dependency on electricity, brings inherent fragilities and 
vulnerabilities that do not yet have fully resilient solutions in the UK.  

5.6 Cumbria continues to collectively strive to mitigate impacts by working 
together to protect the most vulnerable in our communities. 
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