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LIVERPOOL CITY REGION DIGITAL CONNECTIVITY PROGRAMME PHASE ONE: DIG 

ONCE INFRASTRUCTURE INVESTMENT INCENTIVISATION FUND 
 

 
1. PURPOSE OF REPORT 
 

This report seeks approval to fund Phase One of the Digital Connectivity 
programme. 

 
 
2. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

It is recommended that the Combined Authority: 
 
(a) approve the provision of SIF funding of up to £6,386,327; and 
 
(b) Delegate authority to the Director of Commercial Development and 

Investment or a nominated delegate to manage the funding and to approve 
applications to invest in Dig Once opportunities providing they pass the 
candidate approval scheme criteria set out in the business case.  

 
 
3. BACKGROUND 
 
3.1 Improved digital infrastructure is a key mayoral priority.  The Combined Authority’s 

ambition is to build digital infrastructure that is fit for the 21st century, capable of 
delivering transformative economic development.  This commitment was originally 
conceived in the Metro Mayor’s manifesto as the connection of a transatlantic fibre 
cable landing in Southport with the Hartree Supercomputer in SciTech Daresbury.  
These links are highly desirable and beneficial, but not sufficient for a meaningful 
economic development project without connecting the wider City Region. 

 



3.2 This priority has now crystallised in the guise of an “LCR Backhaul Network”, a city 
regional network of high capacity fibre cabling that will connect several transatlantic 
cable landings, major economic assets including Hartree and reaching into each of 
the constituent Local Authorities’ areas. 

 
3.3 The CA intends to develop the LCR Backhaul Network in two ways: first, through a 

Dig Once programme that is the subject of this report (“Dig Once”, the “Project”) 
and, second, through the establishment of a commercial joint venture with a private 
digital infrastructure owner.  The procurement for the latter was launched on 9 
January 2020.  The partner will take responsibility for planning, and installing the 
necessary infrastructure beyond the Dig Once opportunities.  The partner will then 
operate and commercialise the whole LCR Backhaul Network whilst the Combined 
Authority will act as co-investor.  

 
3.4 “Dig Once” is the idea that you can install digital infrastructure (ducts, chambers, 

fibre cable) at the same time as you undertake highway works, and in so doing, 
save money, time and disruption: 

 
- Money is saved because 50%+ of the cost of installing new infrastructure 

stems from opening up the road, and this cost is avoided 
 

- Time is saved because installing ducting in advance allows you to pre-empt 
new routes and demand, and because permissions and contracting 
requirements may be shortened 
 

- Disruption is saved because the road is dug only once rather than once for 
each utility requirement / traffic change 

 
3.5 Saving money and time in particular makes new routes more viable for digital 

infrastructure.  Viability is key when trying to expand digital infrastructure in the 
Liverpool City Region.  

 
3.6 The Dig Once concept forms part of the UK Government’s “barrier busting” toolkit 

for digital infrastructure but has been implemented inconsistently across 
geographies and time.  This project provides an opportunity for the City Region to 
implement the policy in a coherent manner, echoing Greater Manchester which 
released its own approach this quarter.  This enables a future “North West” 
approach.  

 
 
4. SUMMARY APPRAISAL 
 
4.1. The suggested approach for appraisal is to measure cost saving against the actual 

cost for delivery of the LCR Backhaul Network.  This will be achieved through 
funding the marginal cost of installing the duct infrastructure as part of existing 
highways schemes. 

 
4.2 The cost savings create a strong value for money case.  In addition to the cost 

savings, the economic benefits are that disruption will be minimised for residents 
and businesses and that the speed at which the LCR Backhaul Network will be 
delivered is increased. 

 



4.3 It is anticipated at this stage that 30%+ of the LCR Backhaul Network will be 
deployed through Dig Once opportunities across the region.  A number of candidate 
schemes have already been identified which suggest that this figure is achievable.  
The contractors appointed to deliver the identified schemes will use a standard 
technical specification and there will be simultaneous duct installation across the 
region.  Once the joint venture partnership is established the pre-installed sections 
of duct network will be incorporated into the LCR Backhaul Network. 

 
4.4  The ducting deployed through Dig Once is difficult to value.  Officers seek delegated 

authority to convey to the joint venture partner Dig Once ducting up to a value of 
£1.5m.  If the value exceeds then officers will return to the Combined Authority. If 
less officers will transact and report back to Combined Authority. 

 
 
5. RESOURCE IMPLICATIONS 
 
5.1. Financial 
 

The Combined Authority funding required to deliver Phase One of the Digital 
Connectivity programme is intended to be drawn entirely from the Strategic 
Investment Fund.  A budget of up to £6.39m is required. 

 
 Money that is unspent under this project is recommended to be diverted to Phase 

Two of the Digital Connectivity programme. 
 
5.2. Human Resources 
 

The Combined Authority intends to utilise a small internal team, of 2-3 officers, to 
administer the distribution of funds and monitor the delivery of the Dig Once 
ducting.  The budget requirement shall also be included in the SIF allocation to the 
Project.  The team shall report to the Director of Commercial Development and 
Investment. 
 

5.3. Physical Assets 
 

The physical assets to be created by the project are fully detailed in this report. 
 
5.4. Information Technology 
 

Not applicable 
 
 
6. RISKS AND MITIGATION 
 
6.1. There are three key risks of the project to the Combined Authority; programme 

delivery, state aid and the reputational risks to the Combined Authority for the Dig 
Once road works. 

  



6.2. The Digital Connectivity programme is complex.  Dig Once relies on multiple 
stakeholders and the LCR Backhaul Network will operate in a complex commercial, 
legal and regulatory environment.  To complete the infrastructure, all elements must 
align.  The Combined Authority’s ability to perform is improved by: 

 
- Learnings from soft market engagement and collaboration with DCMS 

 
- Regular engagement with Local Authority partners (now reaching different 

departments of each Local Authority) 
 

- Retention of competent external advisors to complement dedicated internal 
team 
 

- A clear focus on Dig Once deliverability and programme management 
  

6.3  Digital infrastructure is recognised as a sector with high risk of State aid challenge 
against public interventions.  The Combined Authority will receive explicit State aid 
advice in advance of committing significant funds and ensure compliance as part of 
the decision-making process. 

 
6.4 Disruption whilst deploying infrastructure is a reputational risk to the Combined 

Authority.  To mitigate this a communications plan has been developed to promote 
the investment, impacts and benefits of the capital scheme.  This will need to be 
aligned with the scheduled programme of works to be deployed under Dig Once. 

 
 
7. EQUALITY AND DIVERSITY IMPLICATIONS 
 
7.1. The Combined Authority is committed to equality, diversity and inclusive growth.  

The dig once project specifically contributes to inclusive growth through promoting a 
region-wide scheme that will enable improved digital connectivity across all six 
boroughs. 

 
7.2. Procurement will be completed in compliance with regulations through the Local 

Authorities for the deployment of the infrastructure. 
 
 
8. COMMUNICATION ISSUES 
 
8.1. The Combined Authority will ensure Local Authorities’ are clear on how Dig Once 

works, what the legal requirements are and how the funds can be accessed.  A Dig 
Once Strategy and also an Inter Authority Agreement is being co-created with Local 
Authority colleagues, once developed a final draft will be circulated to Chief 
Executive’s for review and sign-off. 

 
8.2. A communications plan has been put in place to promote the investment, benefits 

and impacts of this infrastructure.  A toolkit for the Local Authorities to utilise is also 
being developed and will be circulated once complete. 

 
  



9. CONCLUSION 
 

The Liverpool City Region has a growing digital economy but this programme would 
not only significantly strengthen our digital connectivity but make it more resilient 
and futureproof it Deploying a Backhaul Network gives a solid foundation on which 
the region’s digital ambitions can be achieved.  Crucial to the deployment is to 
utilise existing highways schemes where possible under Dig Once principles.  The 
main barrier to this deployment is funding constraints on Local Authorities to carry 
out highway works.  In addition, this project can be used as a pilot to demonstrate 
how Dig Once can be achieved in practice and provide a blueprint for other 
opportunities in the future.  
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