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THE LANDLINE

alisbury made history in
December 2020 when BT
stopped selling its copper-based
broadband there - making it the
first UK town to lose the service. Covid
was still rife at the time so the public
had its mind on other matters, but the
move was a significant milestone in the
journey towards the copper switch-off
and the demise of the landline.
More than two years on and awareness
of the switch-off has grown - but so

have concerns about its impact. Many
people remain unsure of what they
need to do to prepare before BT cuts the
final copper cable at the end of 2025.
Search online and you’ll find some sites
offering advice, but they’re often
contradictory and leave many details
untouched. And we’ve yet to see
newspapers and TV give the issue the
attention it deserves.

So we’ll aim to fill the gap in this
Cover Feature. We’re basing it on the

e Why is the switch-off happening?

e Will you need a new phone?

e Will you need faster broadband?

e What happens if there's a power cut?

QUESTIONS WEANSWER

o Will your telecare alarms still work?
e Can you keep your number if you switch

to VolP?

e Can you opt out of the switch-off?
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SWITCH-OFF

BT will axe its copper
phone network in 2025,
leaving many of you
anxious about the impact
on your daily lives. Nik
Rawlinson answers all
your questions to help
you feel fully prepared

hundreds of emails you’ve sent over the
past few months. As always you’ve
asked some excellent questions that we
wish the experts had thought of when
devising the switch-off schedule.

We’ll start by explaining why the
upgrade has to happen - despite the
disruption it’ll cause - before moving on
to the differences it will make to your
home. How drastically you’ll be affected
depends on what kind of broadband
and phone setup you currently have.

We’ll talk you through the equipment
youwll need to get (most of it for free)
and reveal the biggest drawbacks of the
new network (think power cuts and
telecare). And if you want to switch to
VoIP now, read our advice on the best
deals. By the end you should hopefully
feel as prepared as the most diligent
boy scout.
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WHY THE LANDLINE SWITCH-OFF ISHAPPENING

Your landline is on its last legs. That’s
because the UK's phone network is well
over 100 years old and is struggling to
cope with the demands of the modern
world. Over that time the network has
been constantly upgraded. If it hadn’t,
we wouldn’'t now be able to enjoy the
convenience of broadband, TV streaming
or video calls - and even ageing
technologies like fax and telex would
never have seen the light of day.

The upgrades carried out have been
hugely successful, and have extended the
useful life of the copper cables that run to
our homes. The problem is that you can
only go so far with the existing technology.
We’re fast running out of capacity for the
massive increase in home working, the
surge in demand for video streaming, and
the sheer number of downloads and
games these copper cables (pictured
above right) must support.

What's more, BT is finding it harder
to source the components it needs to
keep its copper network running, as
many manufacturers have simply
stopped producing them. Something
fundamental has to change.

From PSTN to VolP

Until now, most of us have been using the
public switched telephone network
(PSTN), but this is on its way out. BT has
pledged to switch it off by 2025, and from
that point on our telephone system will
operate online (in the ‘cloud’). This
means that, rather than being routed
through a series of circuits and wires
from your phone to its destination, any

call you make will instead go to the
nearest server, which will then alert your
contact’s device, allowing them to pick
up.

We say ‘device’, because while they
may well be using a landline phone, they
needn’t be. They could, in theory, route
their number to their mobile phone
when they’re out of the house, and
answer you when queuing at the bank.
Alternatively, they might pick up your
call on their work PC or via their tablet
while sunning themselves on holiday (as
pictured below).

Telephone handsets will be just one
device among many through which we’ll
be able to place and receive traditional
calls - just as we already can when using
Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP).

It’s not the first time we’ve undergone
a technological revolution on this scale.
In March 1931, Guernsey was connected
to the mainland telephone network,
linking St Peter Port to Peterborough,

Switching from PSTN to VolP means you could route your landline number so you could answer
calls from anywhere, including the beach

The UK's copper
phone network

is over 100 years
old and can't cope
with the demands
of modern
communications

Peterloo and Portishead, by way of an
exchange at Porthcurno. This was only
possible because the single telegraph
cable that previously linked the island to
the mainland had been repurposed so it
could handle voice traffic.

No doubt there would have been
complaints from those who were familiar
with the telegraph, just as there are many
phone users today with understandable
concerns about the end of PSTN. But who
would want to reverse that change today?

Eight years to make the change
The UK telecoms industry announced

its intention to switch off the existing
network in 2017, and gave itself eight
years to complete the task. Why so long?
There are several reasons, including the
scarcity of necessary materials we
touched on earlier, but also because there
are simply so many landlines still in use

- around 14 million.

The UK isn’t the only country
switching off PSTN - nor is it the first.
Estonia and the Netherlands have already
flicked the switch, while Germany,
Sweden and Japan are making the change
as we speak. So, the process and the
technology are tried and tested, and
while there are certain things you need to
do to prepare - as we’ll explain - we’ll all
ultimately benefit from a more powerful,
flexible and resilient network.

The new system will also be in a
better position to adapt to whatever
technological opportunities the future
may hold. That’s because new tech
will rely less on physical infrastructure,
and more on lines of code that can be
changed to update VoIP services. These
will run on the same kind of powerful
servers that already host websites, send
answers to a smart speaker, or stream
video calls and internet radio stations.
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HOME EQUIPMENT AND INSTALLATION

Will you need a new phone?
As long as you have a reasonably modern
phone, you should be fine. Ofcom cites
“very old” phones with “an older style
plug where it connects to the wall” as the
kind of phone that’s unlikely to continue
working. How old is very old? Well, the
‘plug and socket’ form for phones
(pictured right) was introduced way back
in November 1981 - so any phone you’ve
bought since then should be fine.

If you're a BT customer you can request
a free Digital Home Phone (pictured
below) when you switch to the company’s
Digital Voice service. To do this, phone BT
Customer Service on 0800 800 150.

You can also call that number to ask BT
for free adapters (pictured bottom of the
page). You'll need these if you have a
number of normal phones (ie not Digital
Voice phones) to get them all online. BT
was previously letting you request
adapters and phones by typing your

BT customers can request a free Digital Home
Phone to use with its Digital Voice service

Ask BT for a free adapter if you have several
non-Digital Voice phones
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The UK's current ‘plug and socket’ form for phones was introduced back in 1981

landline number into www.snipca.
com/46112, but this doesn’t seem to be
working now.

What hardware

will you need to install?

Very little should change in this respect.
All the technological improvements are
taking place at the network level, and the
only notable differences in your home
might be a new wall socket, or a new
router that has a phone socket.

Even these may not be necessary:
your router may already have a phone
socket, and unless your line is being
upgraded to full fibre (ie, fibre-to-the-
premises or FTTP), the broadband signal
will still complete the last few metres of
its journey to your house using existing
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copper wiring. All you’ll need to do is
wait for your supplier to notify you of a
switch date and - on that day - reconnect
the phone to a different socket. Once
connected, you’ll be able to call anyone
in the world, even if their line uses a
different technology to yours.

Openreach says it will be able to connect
just over half of properties using existing
telegraph poles. In other cases it will run
a fibre-optic cable underground to an
external wall of your property. It will use
tools to burrow underneath a driveway or
garden in order to minimise disruption.

If your current router doesn’t have a
telephone socket, it will probably need to
be replaced. In that case, your phone or
broadband provider will contact you to
organise delivery of a replacement.

Check whether your router has a phone socket - as BT's Smart Hub 2 does







