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мΦ LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ 
 

As ISPA approached its twenty fifth anniversary, we decided to celebrate this landmark by looking 

ōŀŎƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅ ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ Ƙŀǎ ƳŀŘŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ last quarter-century and chart how it 

became so fundamental to our everyday lives. Little did we know that global events this year would 

bring into stark focus our reliance on the internet and connectivity, and we are proud of the role our 

members have played in ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘo the pandemic and the role they will play in our 

recovery. 

The UK is a leading digital economy, the twenty-five year+ journey UK ISPs have been on to help this 

happen has been immense. When ISPA formed in November 1995, John Major was Prime Minister, 

Blackburn Rovers were Premier League champions and Blur and Oasis were battling it out for the 

number 1 spot in the charts. A nascent internet industry was starting to enter the public 

consciousness through the world of dial-up and home PCs, taking the Internet from a largely 

hobbyist activity to what it has become today. In 1995, only a quarter of households had a PC as 

Windows 95 launched, yet today nine out of ten of us are online, the average UK household has ten 

internet-connected devices and one-third of new relationships started on the internet. 

Key facts and figures from the research demonstrate the scale of the development, one 

characterised by rising speeds, reduced costs and increased take up:  

¶ Consumers today can access the internet 200,000 times faster than in the 1990s  

¶ Average downstream bandwidth available to the UK consumer has increased from 5.3Mbps 

at the end of 2004 to well over 200Mbps downstream across the UK in 2020 

¶ Median upstream bandwidth has also grown from 0.3Mbps in 2010 to 29Mbps in 2020 

¶ Bandwidth has increased by 50% (Compound Annual Growth Rate) consistently since 1995  

¶ The total number of broadband subscribers in the UK has doubled since 2007 from 14 

million to over 27.2 million in 2020 

¶ Today you can get a gigabit connection for as little as £30/month and on average across the 

¦Y ƛǘΩǎ ϻслκƳƻƴǘƘ ς 6p a megabit 

¶ There were under 50,000 websites in 1995, today the number is 1.8bn and rising 
 

The growth and development of the UK Internet has not been without its challenges. The last 25 

years has seen the dot-com bubble, recession, the rise and consolidation of cable networks, a 

maturing of the regulatory regime, and huge disruption to many traditional industries, but it has also 

massive innovation in technology and services as the internet continued its unstoppable rise.  

L{t!Ωǎ нрth anniversary comes at a time when UK ISP sector is currently at a particularly exciting 

moment. Our members are embarking on a massive infrastructure upgrade, rolling out the next 

generation of technology and services through gigabit capable broadband, all while preparing to 

switch off analogue phone lines through the PSTN switch off, and as we enter a new chapter of 

internet regulation. This infrastructure revolution is happening on a national, regional and local level 

led by a variety of providers, from large established names to newer independent networks. 

LƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΩǎ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΣ ŀǎ ƛǘ ŀƛƳǎ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ƛǘǎ 
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manifesto commitment of nationwide gigabit broadband by 2025. This huge engineering and 

technology project will be an esǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ ǊŜŎƻǾŜǊȅ Ǉƻǎǘ-Covid-19. 

As we look towards what the next 25 years may hold, some of the immediate questions include: 

what more can be done by Government to remove barriers to rollout? Is the country prepared to 

pay more for faster broadband? How many competing networks and ISPs can the market handle? 

What new technical innovations will ISPs be empowering? Will the economy become wholly digital? 

How do we ensure we continue to help the digitally excluded? 

But for now, this research report and accompanying series of interviews takes us back to the early 

years through to the present and shows how the UK ISP industry has transformed our lives.   
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нΦ DŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ς ǊƻŎƪ ǿŀƭƭǎ ǘƻ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘǎ 
 

Communications networks have been at the heart of human society since the start. 

It has been a story of ever-increasing bandwidth. From cave paintings experienced by a select few, 

through oral histories, writing, printing and libraries and widespread literacy, bringing us to the 

current generation and our first steps into a digital future.  

This change has been accelerating. As the power of networks enables multi-sector exposure to 

expertise and the interactive development of new ideas and technologies, we are seeing 

unprecedented levels of invention taking us on some unexpected and often wonderful paths.  

The internet we know today has been around in a variety of flavours since the 1950s and by the 

early 1990s was emerging from the world of defence, research and academia.  Today the innovators 

and builders of the communications infrastructure we all rely on now, and the services provided 

over it, are represented in the UK by ISPA ς ǘƘŜ LƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜ tǊƻǾƛŘŜǊǎΩ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ς and this 

report forms part of the celebration of twenty five years since its inception and the role the 

association and its members have played in the generation of change. 

What we see on our screens is only the surface of the systems, relationships and agreements that 

form the physical and more intangible networks at the heart of the modern internet. ¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ global 

communication system is the largest and most complex continuous structure ever built. Its 

importance and the central role that digital communications play in our lives is only increasing. 

Networks make it possible for us to do so many things and support us in times of stress, as has been 

all too apparent in recent months, and they continue to deliver the growing bandwidth that we 

need. 

Figure 1: Bandwidth over time in the UK, 1995 to 2025 
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оΦ ¢ǿŜƴǘȅπŦƛǾŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ 
Huge advances have been made in the spread and capacity of communications networks over the 

past 25 years. We have gathered a number of metrics that illustrate the phenomenal rise of the 

internet in the UK, namely the expansion of networks, bandwidth availability and how it has 

increased over time, subscriber numbers and household penetration of broadband, which indicate 

the rising use of internet services by the UK population, as well as cost per megabit.  

From a handful of networks to multiple choices 
Network coverage comprised BT and KCOM as the incumbent operators in 1995 along with a 

patchwork of cable TV providers. This was infrastructure built for telephone calls and not data. 

PipeȄΣ ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎƻƳmercial internet service provider and established in 1990, had been 

providing dial-up internet access from March 1992. Academic networks such as JANET and private 

business networks were also in use.  

Cable franchises issued since the 1980s had resulted in the deployment of regional networks, of 

coaxial cabling, built to provide TV services. Permission to operate broadband services was granted 

from 1985 newly formed Cable Authority. By 1995 consolidation of cable operators had begun with 

NTL buying up several companies in different parts of the country.  

In 2020 there are fixed broadband infrastructure in place from dozens if not 100s of operators 

including Virgin Media with its predominantly cable network, and around 40 independent network 

operators as shown in Figure 4. In addition, there are well over 100 fixed wireless access networks 

located around the country on a local or regional basis. 

Figure 2: UK network coverage 2005 and 2020 

 

 

Source: Point Topic 
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Broadband speeds increase over time 
 

Bandwidth availability in the UK has increased steadily over the past 25 years. Figure 3 illustrates 

average downstream bandwidth increases over time going from 5.3Mbps at the end of 2004 to well 

over 200Mbps downstream on average across the UK, in 2020.  

Figure 3: Average downstream bandwidth in UK, 2010 to 2020 

 

Median upstream bandwidth has also grown from 0.3Mbps in 2010 to 29Mbps in 2020, illustrated in 

Figure 4. 

Figure 4: Median upstream bandwidth in the UK, 2010 to 2020 

 



Looking at the UK by region, we can see the increase in available bandwidth over the years. Figure 5 

illustrates the rise from 2010 to 2020. London experienced more than a hundred-fold increase in 

downstream bandwidth available with a rise from 39Mbps in 2011 to almost 500Mbps in 2020. 

Figure 5: Maximum bandwidth by UK region  

While other regions trail, Northern Ireland has the largest percentage increase of almost 1900% 

while regions like the West Midlands are not far behind.   

It is in the West Midlands today where we can see the clearest indicator of recent gigabit 

deployments from a range of operators.  The region is rapidly closing in on London with an average 

of 454Mbps available across the premises and moving from 6th to 2nd in the rankings overthe last 12 

months. 
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Subscriber numbers show rising take up 

Broadband lines illustrate the rising take up of internet services in the UK. Figure 6 shows how total 
broadband customers increased from 14 million in 2007 to over 27.2 million in 2020.  
 

Figure 6: Broadband lines in the UK by technology, 1995 to 2020  

 

The past 10 years have seen the rise of superfast and ultrafast services, driven by ADSL2+ and 

Docsis 3.1 technologies. Figure 9 illustrates lines by technology with digital subscriber line (DSL) 

beginning its decline from 2013 as it is replaced by fibre-to-the-cabinet (FTTC) and now increasingly 

fibre-to-the-premises (FTTP/H) or fibre-to-the-building (FTTB). 

Fibre-to-the-cabinet, fibre-to-the-building and fibre-to-the-premises entered the market in 2011, with 

lines increasing to nearly 15.09 million in 2020. Meanwhile digital subscriber line technology has seen 

major decline in recent years, peaking at 16.37 million in 2012, beginning to decline from 2014 to 

represent 6.73 million broadband lines in 2020. Cable modems have seen a moderate increase over 

the years to reach 5.28 million in 2020.  

Superfast (30Mbps+) and ultrafast (100Mbps+) line numbers jumped over the 20 million mark 

increasing by an estimated 791,700 in the first three months of 2020 to 20.325 million. This includes 

lines provided by independent network operators and KCOM, the incumbent in Kingston upon Hull. 

These lines now represent 74.5 per cent of the UKôs total broadband market. 

  



 
Page 10 of 51 
© Point Topic 2020 

Figure 7: Downstream bandwidth in the UK, 2020 
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The cost of internet service reduces over time 

Finally looking at average tariff levels for internet access services offers an indication of affordability, 
a prime factor in take up rates, as shown in Figure 7, 7a and 7b.  
 

Figure 8a: Average cost per megabit for residential tariffs in the UK, 1999 to 2020  

 

It can be difficult to effectively represent data when the disparities are so large over time.  The log 

scale approach in the first chart in the report can help. 
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Figure 8b: Average cost per megabit for residential tariffs in the UK, 1999 to 2020 (log scale) 

 

Recent trends are similar although as we can see from the more current data that there is a limit, at 

least with the bandwidths and technologies we have available today. 

Figure 8c: Average cost per megabit for residential tariffs in the UK, 2012 to 2020  
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пΦ hǾŜǊǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ L{t ǎŜŎǘƻǊ 
 

Today the UK has a vibrant market for internet service provision both at the network and the service 

level. There are over 650 service providers using the Openreach wholesale network, around 50 

independent network operators building their own FTTP and FTTB networks to offer services direct 

and increasingly on a wholesale basis, and approximately 120 fixed wireless access (FWA) players 

ranging from small community operators to large commercial ISPs.  

One of the most direct effects of the sector has been on ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ economy. Jobs, incomes and new 

industries have all arrived, and many have flourished as the internet becomes increasingly 

integrated into our daily lives. The disruptive effects are perhaps even more dramatic with the 

decline of CDs and DVDs, MP3 players, audio cassettes and VHS tapes, all becoming museum pieces 

after just a relatively brief appearance in our lives.  

Infrastructure providers 

.¢ DǊƻǳǇ ŀǎ ¦YΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ƛƴŦǊŀǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ 

.¢ DǊƻǳǇΩǎ hǇŜƴǊŜŀŎƘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ƛƴŦǊŀǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ geographic reach. 

Its superfast network covers 28.42 million homes and business, representing coverage well over 95 

per cent of its total network. At the end of March 2020 Openreach had passed over 28.4 million 

premises with superfast and ultrafast FTTx technology. Gfast technology covered 2.8 million 

premises and FTTP covered 2.5 million premises, taking its combined ultrafast footprint to over 5.38 

by end-March 2020. On 7 May 2020 BT Group announced a rapid acceleration of its FTTP build with 

a target of 20 million premises passed by the mid- to late-2020s, including a significant build in rural 

areas. After passing 1.3 million premises last year, it is aiming at over two million in 2020/21, and 

envisages a maximum build rate of three million premises per year. 

Virgin Media as traditional challenger 
 

Cable operator Virgin MediaΩǎ UK network coverage stood at 14,981,500 at the end of March 2020 

on which it had nearly 5.28 million connections. It started upgrading this network to Docsis 3.1 in 

2019 to provide gigabit services, and by March 2020 announced this was available 13 per cent of its 

footprint. The operator is due to extend this upgrade to its entire network by the end of 2021. 

Meanwhile its Project Lightning network expansion project had reached 2.2 million premises passed 

ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ aŀǊŎƘ нлнлΣ ǳǎƛƴƎ C¢¢tΩǎ wChD ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ Docsis in parts.  

IǳƭƭΩǎ ƛƴŎǳƳōŜƴǘ operator expands 

In March 2019 KCOM, the incumbent operator in Kingston upon Hull, announced the completion of 

its £85 million fibre deployment covering 96 per cent of its addressable area of 200,000 premises. 

The incumbent in Kingston upon Hull has used predominantly FTTP technology with the remaining 

four per cent due to use FTTC. In January 2020 KCOM announced plans to invest approximately £100 

million in expanding its ultrafast full fibre broadband to thousands of properties across East 

Yorkshire and North Lincolnshire.  










































































