
 

 

 

 

As the economic cost of the Covid-pandemic continues to mount, political debate has turned 
towards how to drive the recovery. As has been the case following previous economic crises, 
the UK Government has signalled a desire to invest in infrastructure, with a programme of 
“Building Back Better”. By creating jobs, injecting stimulus, and generating demand in supply 
chains, infrastructure projects have formed key parts of the economic recovery from the 
Great Depression, World War II, and, most pertinently, the Spanish Influenza pandemic of 
1918. However, the way we think about infrastructure is changing as existing trends in 
behaviour toward remote working have been accelerated by the pandemic. Making sure that 
new infrastructure reflects those changes will be beneficial for the Government and for the 
country. A shift in policy focus to digital and local infrastructure could incur a lower cost than 
the grand projects of the past, with the rewards more dispersed throughout the country. 

One of the Government’s mantras since the General Election has been “build, build, build”. This should perhaps be 

unsurprising considering the man at its helm. 

The Prime Minister has an almost Victorian preoccupation with building grand new projects, as seen during his time as 

Mayor of London with proposals for a new airport on “Boris island” and a garden bridge across the Thames. He has since 

attracted headlines with the idea of a bridge connecting Northern Ireland and Scotland.  

While he may talk the talk on infrastructure, he is yet to walk the walk – these projects were not successfully followed 

through. The scale of the current crisis demands a policy response of equal magnitude. However, crises can also present 

opportunities. The opportunity to radically rethink the UK’s approach to infrastructure due to Covid may align with the 

Government’s aim to “level up” the regions and hold onto their new ‘Red Wall’ seats. 

Covid and previous crises 

Investing in infrastructure is a tried and tested way of stimulating economic growth. While the Covid crisis is unique in our 

lifetimes, it is not without historical precedent. Though separated by more than 100 years, the response by the major 

western economies to the 1918 Spanish Influenza pandemic may yet be instructive of the way in which the global 

economy will recover from the current pandemic. Massive infrastructure spending enabled by rapid technological 

advancement was key to the economic recovery of the 1920s. Widespread electrification and new manufacturing 

techniques such as Ford’s car assembly line spurred growth. The post-1945 reconstruction of Europe is another example 

of governments building their way out of the economic doldrums. The Attlee Government initiated a huge programme of 

house building and vastly expanded the welfare state, which included the creation of the NHS. 

If we are looking for contemporary equivalents, digital technologies such as 5G are perhaps best placed to take up the 

mantle. Full rollout would require investment in digital infrastructure to reap the technology’s full benefits. The impact of 

Covid on our working habits could accelerate the need for the deployment of digital infrastructure. This is likely to have 

further knock-on effects, with a renewed focus on regional infrastructure should people migrate from city centres to 

more affordable towns. 
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Digital Working 

The pandemic has accelerated shifts in behaviour that 

were already underway, with an increase in remote 

working and a heightened dependence on digital 

infrastructure more generally. The pandemic has shone a 

light on the importance of connectivity across the UK: we 

have become increasingly reliant on digital infrastructure 

to video-call and stay in touch with friends and 

colleagues, and to operate businesses remotely. While 

our social dependence on digital infrastructure is likely to 

fade as the pandemic abates and restrictions on social 

interaction are lifted, changes to our working lives may be 

here for the long term.  

The Welsh Senedd has suggested that 30% of workers 

could work from home in the future. There is no reason to 

think that Wales will be an outlier in this regard. 

Extrapolated across the four nations of the UK, such a 

dramatic shift in working practices would require 

significant investment to provide the digital infrastructure  

required. There will be severe pressure on existing 

capacity - worldwide, there are set to be 700 billion new 

digital devices in the next decade, as more and more 

products become ‘smart products’ and the internet of 

things grows. Working from home will only accelerate 

this.  

Locally, this will increase the need for the rollout of 

gigabit-capable broadband and 5G to enable not just 

working from home but working from anywhere. This will 

present its own challenges, with concerns raised about a 

digital divide between those who can afford the latest 

technology and those who cannot.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Investing in digital has been front and centre of the 

Government’s agenda. While the Government’s 

commitment to remove Huawei from the UK’s 5G network 

due to security concerns is a factor in this, the Prime 

Minister’s focus on investing in digital has been a 

constant theme of his premiership. He referred to the 

provision of full fibre broadband in his first Downing 

Street address as part of efforts to level up the UK, and a 

pledge to cover the whole UK with “gigabit-capable” 

broadband services by 2025 featured in the 2019 

Conservative Manifesto.  £5 billion was granted in March 

to the new Shared Rural Network initiative, aimed at 

radically improving mobile coverage in rural areas.  

Living Local 

Increased rates of working from home, enabled by a 

functioning digital infrastructure for all, could lead to a 

fundamentally rebalanced economy, with more people 

choosing to live in more affordable areas rather than the 
commuter belt. With this, a renewed focus on local 

infrastructure is likely to follow, centred on efforts to 

regenerate town centres and provide more green areas. 

Again, this has the potential to align with the 

Government’s “levelling up” agenda and its desire to 

“Build Back Better”. A transfer of wealth from city centres 

to towns that have been left behind thanks to a lack of 

growth and a brain drain to the cities would certainly go 

some way to rebalancing the economy.  

A reallocation of wealth away from city centres to the 

regions, bolstered by local infrastructure spending, could 

see increased funding for local authorities through higher 

tax receipts. This would have the dual benefit of reversing 

some of the loss of funding incurred by local government 

following a decade of austerity and creating a self-

fulfilling cycle of investment, boosting productivity and 

growth further.  

The Westminster Government has so far been reluctant to 

double down on this opportunity. Instead, throughout the 

summer, Government figures encouraged people to 

return to the office in order to “save Pret”. Similarly, while 

the disease has highlighted the precariousness of living in 

high density housing, with concerns over multi-

generational living and inadequate close-quarters living, 

the Government has ploughed ahead with new planning 

regulations that will enable increased housing 

densification through “building up”. While the shift away 

from city living may serve as an inflection point for the 

way in which we think about digital infrastructure, it is 

not clear that the Government is willing to grasp the 

nettle and change course, despite the potential alignment 

with its “levelling up” agenda. This may be due in part to 

the tension between central government and local 

authority spending, over which Westminster has less 

control. While the “levelling up” agenda would seem to 

suggest a transfer of power away from Westminster, 

central government has often been reluctant to cede 

power. However, a shift away from big infrastructure 

projects, to smaller, integrated infrastructure that reflects 

the post-Covid world, could reduce the strain on the 

public finances due to lower capital costs and shift some 

of the costs onto local authorities. 

“Forty times faster than standard superfast broadband, 
gigabit broadband provides a step change in the UK’s 
digital connectivity. The government is committing £5 
billion to support the rollout of gigabit-capable 
broadband in the most difficult to reach 20% of the 
country, so that all areas are able to benefit. This 
investment will level up connectivity across the UK, 
particularly in rural areas.” 

Chancellor Rishi Sunak, Budget 2020 
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 New Data 

As well as changing our behaviour, the pandemic may 

provide us with the tools to significantly upgrade the 

infrastructure of the future. The SARS outbreak in East 

Asia in 2013 instigated a new era of more responsive 

digital infrastructure in the epidemiological and 

healthcare sectors. The vast quantity of new data 

generated by the region’s battle against the disease 

combined with unprecedented levels of processing power 

allowed for data-driven modelling on a previously 

unheard of scale.  

The same might be true for the UK as it wrestles with the 

current crisis. The use of modelling and technology to 

map the spread of Covid-19 has created rich new sources 

of data. New digital methods of tracking the disease can 

be repurposed to show the way in which we live our lives.  

Improved modelling to track the disease ought to 

improve physical medical infrastructure. The political will 

is there to try and ensure that a public health crisis such 

as this does not occur again. That same modelling can be 

utilised to improve infrastructure more generally, 

tailoring new projects to the population’s behaviour. 

Understanding the routes we tend to take, both on a 

macro and a micro level, would likely lead to 

infrastructure development that is better suited to the 

way we naturally choose to live.  

Urban planners have previously used the data available to 

them innovatively. In Finland, town planners would wait 

until after snowfall and take note of the footprints to see 

which routes individuals naturally took before choosing 

where to build paths. They used the data available to 

maximise the utility of their infrastructure projects. Data 

used primarily to model the spread of the disease and to 

try and control it could be repurposed to recreate the 

“footprints in the snow” on a grand scale. The same 

principle applies, just with far more data available, 

particularly in towns that may not have had the same 

degree of data as big cities in the past.  

 

What’s Next? 

The Conservative Government is stuck between a rock 

and a hard place. They will need to spend to grow the 

economy once the pandemic abates, yet will be 

constrained by the massive hole in the public finances 

caused by the immediate response. Internally, they are 

divided between traditional fiscal hawks and those more 

comfortable with higher levels of Government spending. 

The Government currently leans towards the latter, keen 

to retain their newly won seats and maintain favour with 

an electorate that doesn’t necessarily subscribe to a 

conservative economic outlook. They are boxed in by 

manifesto commitments not to raise taxes or cut 

spending on policies like the triple-lock for pensions. 

A pivot in focus toward digital infrastructure, enabling a 

wider uptake of home working and a new generation of 

smaller, regional infrastructure projects as a result may 

yield greater political returns at a lower fiscal cost. 

Speculation that the Government’s industrial strategy is 

set to focus on science and technology and regions in 

need of investement may be indicative of the direction of 

travel. However, a rejection of the big infrastructure of the 

past  does not tally with the Prime Minister’s outlook. 

While his previous proposals have failed to deliver, 

delivery is a must for a successful Covid recovery.  

Whether or not the Government changes course, a new 

generation of infrastructure investment is coming. 

Businesses and civil society at large will need to pay close 

attention to these developments. As the world of work 

and our living habits change, as will the infrastructure 

needed to meet businesses’ and society’s needs. Input 

from everyone is needed to ensure that policymakers get 

the next generation of infrastructure right. 
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