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Examination of witnesses

Mark Sedwill and Stephen Webb.

Q1

Q2

Q3

Chair: Good afternoon and welcome to the Public Accounts Committee on
Wednesday 1 February 2017. We are now in public session and talking to
the Home Office about the Emergency Services Network. This is a recall
because we have had some further information since our last session,
and Report, about the future of the very important communications
network for our emergency services, which is replacing the Airwave
contract.

We welcome back Stephen Webb, who is the senior responsible owner for
this and has been with the programme since the beginning, and Mark
Sedwill, the permanent secretary at the Home Office.

Mr Sedwill, you wrote to us on 27 January to confirm information that we
had received that Vodafone will be switching off Airwave from 31 March
2020, which is a critical issue for the programme you are responsible for.
Can you give us a bit more information about when you found out about
it and what it means for the programme?

Mark Sedwill: As 1 said in the letter, we were notified of this by Motorola
on 16 January, which I think was around the same time that they wrote to
the Committee. We have been working over the last couple of weeks, and
will work over the next few weeks, to work out the exact implications. It is
clearly a significant issue if it proceeds as stated.

Of course, what we need to do—we have plenty of time; we are talking
about March 2020—is to investigate all the options for mitigating this, both
technical and financial and so on. We are doing that at a meeting with
Motorola and Vodafone, which I think is in the next three weeks, to try to
work through all those options and then determine how material this issue
is.

Chair: In your letter you said you wanted an urgent meeting. Three
weeks away does not seem like you're treating it with any urgency. Have
you had any conversations with Motorola since this letter?

Mark Sedwill: Of course; Mr Webb and his team have spoken to them.
The meeting is essentially one to which we would expect them to bring
some propositions for us to address with them. Inevitably, they need a
little bit of time to work through that. It is essentially the next significant
milestone. Of course there has been contact with the companies.

Chair: What is the deadline for making a decision about this?

Mark Sedwill: Perhaps Mr Webb can help you with that.

Stephen Webb: 1t depends which option we ultimately take. If we
decided we needed to reconfigure part of the Airwave network to enable it

to continue once this particular Vodafone service is withdrawn, we may
need a couple of years’ notice before 2020, so we probably have at least a
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year. That is the option involving the most significant re-work. There are
other options that do not have a particular deadline.

Chair: I gather that an extension has already been negotiated by
Motorola with Vodafone to extend from the end of 2019—the original end
date they were notified of—to 31 March 2020. That is obviously going to
cost money. Who is paying for that?

Stephen Webb: No, the reason why it is the end of March 2020 is that
that was the original contract they have always had with Airwave; that
was the original end of the PFI. What Vodafone are basically saying is that
it will be turned off at the end of the existing contract.

Chair: So no extension has been negotiated?
Stephen Webb: No. That is already in the contract.

Chair: So as it stands at the moment, until you have the negotiations, no
extra taxpayers’ money has been spent on extending the Airwave
system?

Stephen Webb: No.

Chair: But there is now a possibility that taxpayers’ money will be spent
on extending the Airwave system, depending on how the negotiations go?

Stephen Webb: Yes. There are two issues. There is the overall extension
of the Airwave system, which may be required as a result of the time that
police users will need to transition from Airwave to ESN. Then there is the
specific issue of what we might need to do on this particular Vodafone
service, which is really a sub-component of the Airwave system, with
which we do not have the commercial relationship—they are a
subcontractor of Airwave, of Motorola.

Chair: I am going to bring in the Comptroller and Auditor General before I
continue.

Sir Amyas Morse: Very quickly, just on a point on the lead time for
having these modifications to the Airwave platform in place. I am looking
at the Motorola email to the Committee, which mentions: “a major two
year programme of upgrade in this core network infrastructure (beginning
in 2017).” That is what they say—

Stephen Webb: 1 haven't seen that email. They talked about two years—

Sir Amyas Morse: They are telling us that it needs to begin very, very
soon.

Mark Sedwill: If that's the option that we choose—as Mr Webb says, we
haven’t seen the email.

Sir Amyas Morse: 1 am just trying to make sure that what goes into the
record is accurate, that is all.

Chair: Vodafone bid to run the new service, which EE won. They are
commercial rivals. Have you had any indication about the degree to which



Q10

HOUSE oF COMMONS

service provision might be reliant on industry competitors and whether
that has had any impact on this decision by Vodafone?

Stephen Webb: Obviously, it is a commercial decision for Vodafone. The
context is that it is a technology that is end-of-life. A number of people
who previously provided it are looking gradually to withdraw. It is
something Vodafone acquired when they bought Cable & Wireless a few
years ago, so I understand that they are looking to retire it.

Obviously, as you saw from the letter there, they are retiring it from many
of their other customers from the end of 2019, so I do not think that there
is any suggestion of special treatment for Airwave, or that that has been
particularly motivated by—

Chair: Part of the deal going into this, when you were replacing Airwave
and going with the Emergency Services Network, was that Airwave would
continue for the length of time you needed to get this programme
through. You wrote to us on 22 December, Mr Sedwill—one of the
reasons why you are in front of us today—to say that that there was this
nine-month delay in the final roll-out of the programme.

We were already alarmed about the joint running and that it was going
very fast—the transition period was getting very, very short. So you had
that. What due diligence did you have in place to make sure that the
length of time that Airwave was going to run would be enough for you to
get this programme?

We heard from the previous NAO Report that it would cost £475 million a
year if you had to extend it for a year across the whole country. You were
perhaps not overconfident but reasonably confident that you would meet
that deadline. You have now extended it by nine months and you have
got this problem. Isn’t this a perfect storm that is putting the emergency
services’ future communications at risk?

Stephen Webb: We are very confident that this issue that Vodafone
raised can be overcome. We are aware of a number of options. I cannot go
into too much detail. We will have a better sense when we meet them.
There is a range of reconfigurations of the network that we could do, or
some alternative ways of keeping the existing system going for a little
longer. Extra work will be required, we will have to have commercial
discussions about the terms of it, and we will have to talk to the users
about any operational implications, but I am confident that that can be
dealt with.

On the extension, if you want to talk about that—

Chair: Briefly.

Stephen Webb: We are talking about a nine-month potential delay from
the period we originally talked about. The reason for much of the delay is
that bits of the software are a bit later than we would like and, largely, we
have built in a lot more testing time, but have also left the transition
period where it is at the 27 months.
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So we have not compressed the transition, as some Members were
concerned about; we have left it there, and we have built in more testing.
We are much more confident—this new timescale is a lot more robust,
with a lot more testing and trials time and the same amount of transition
that we have always promised the users.

Chair: You were talking about various options available to you to extend
Airwave. You have said that so far no additional taxpayers’ money has
gone because of this, but is there a risk that more taxpayers’ money will
be spent to prop up an obsolete system?

Stephen Webb: We always said, as we did when we were here last that if
we needed further extensions beyond national shutdown we would take as
much as law enforcement and the emergency services needed before they
were comfortable about being ready to turn it off. We knew what price
they would take. We had a price by month, by region—we knew how much
that would cost.

I fully anticipate that we will take up some of that. I cannot yet say just
how much, but there will need to be some, just to give law enforcement
the transition.

Chair: So there will be some taxpayers’ money going on it.

Stephen Webb: There will be some.

Chair: Mr Sedwill, the last time you were in front of us you said you had
scrutinised this more closely than any of the other projects in your
Department in the four years you have been in post.

Mark Sedwill: Yes.

Chair: Yet it was a surprise to you when you got the letter on 16 January
about Vodafone switching the system off. Is there something that you
missed when you were examining this programme?

Mark Sedwill: We don’t know exactly what Motorola knew, but Motorola
informed us and, it would seem, the Committee at about the same time of
what they knew at that time.

Mr Webb can talk in more detail about this, but the risk register for the
programme always had within it the possibility of having to extend what
we know is ageing equipment—this is an old system now—and having to
put the Airwave system into care and maintenance as we go. This is
essentially crystallising that risk. It is a risk that the programme has had
within its compass for some time, but I did not know that Vodafone were
going to make this particular decision.

Chair: That is the bit that worries me. When we got the letter, we were
surprised because it was not reflected in the hearing that we had that it
would be quite so stark, so cliff edge. It was almost an ultimatum from
Vodafone via Motorola that the system would be cut off. Was that bit a
surprise to you? If so, why?
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Mark Sedwill: Again, Mr Webb may be able to answer in more detail, but
I was not aware of the Vodafone decision in advance. I was not aware of it
until I was notified of it. That said, as Mr Webb was explaining, this kind of
issue around the ageing of the infrastructure and the fact that we might
have to take mitigating action to keep some of the old Airwave
infrastructure going if we did need to extend, which we have always
acknowledged was a possibility, has been within the programme’s
compass. We did not know about the specific example, but we did know
that.

Just to be clear, we do not yet know how material this will be. It will
depend on either cost or timing, let alone operations. We will not take any
risks with the operation or effectiveness of this. We need to work that
through with Vodafone and Motorola and then determine what is going to
be required to enable the Airwave system to continue to provide what the
emergency services need until we can shut it down and put a new system
in place.

Chair: But we found out on the same day as you. As the customer for this
very important system, you found out at the same time as the Public
Accounts Committee. It does not sound like there was a good dialogue
going on between you and the provider.

Mark Sedwill: We will need to talk to Motorola. I think Motorola emailed
you at the same time. We need to talk to them about that email, which we
have not seen the detail of. This is one of the issues I would have
expected to report to you once we had worked it through. We have agreed
a regular update. Of course, the nature of that report would depend on
how material it was once we had worked through the mitigation.

Chair: It wasn't very friendly of them to tell us at the same time as you.
We are pleased on one level because we like to know things as soon as
we can.

Mark Sedwill: Madam Chairman, the last time I tried to explain to you
my commitment to open government, I think you laughed at me, so I will
not try and pursue that point.

Chair: I think the Home Office’s track record has gone backwards since I
was a freedom of information Minister. Say no more. Nigel Mills might
want to come in at this point.

Nigel Mills: Can we talk through the timetable again, Mr Webb? You said
there was still a 27-month transition period, but I thought it was decided
that the first round of transitions would not be until 2018, rather than
2017. Is that right?

Stephen Webb: Yes.

Nigel Mills: So when do you think the forces will start transitioning?
Stephen Webb: That is the time—

Nigel Mills: Will it be at the start of 2018?
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Stephen Webb: 1t's sort of mid-June/July 2018. The mobilisation should
be completed. The aim is for major operation trials to be completed then.
The transition process can then begin.

Nigel Mills: So it is 27 months from, say, 1 July 2018. That puts us at the
end of September 2020.

Stephen Webb: As opposed to the end of the 2019 shutdown that was
previously envisaged.

Nigel Mills: But this is material because that means that you are planning
for there to be six months’ further running than this technology currently
is available for.

Stephen Webb: Than is currently available, yes. Obviously, every region
will have started their transition process and will have ESN at that stage,
but they would still be using Airwave to an extent. If we cannot bring the
transition forward, we will need to ensure that we have the capability that
Vodafone currently provides for at least another six months.

Nigel Mills: And you need to give notice of that by the end of 2018.

Stephen Webb: We will need to give notification of the overall Airwave
extension by the end of 2018.

Nigel Mills: So within six months of starting to transition, you will need
to be able to tell Motorola which regions you will need to have the
extended running in for.

Stephen Webb: Yes.

Nigel Mills: You will be hard pressed to know that you won't need it in
any region, won't you? Aren’t you almost bound now to be saying, "We're
going to need this for the whole of 2020 for the whole country”? It would
have to be a very good transition starting in July for you to be confident
that you didn’t need parallel running somewhere, wouldn't it?

Stephen Webb: It's the same 27 months, which is something we’ve been
working on with users for a number of years. We are looking over the next
few months to firm up transition plans quite considerably, so we would
expect to know long before the end of 2018 what our transition—

Nigel Mills: But any region that you do not give the notice to by the end
of 2018 won't have the capacity to extend after March 2020. Is that
right?

Mark Sedwill: Sorry, by March 20207

Nigel Mills: Yes, so if you don’t say by the end of next year, “"The east
midlands needs to extend,” if you get to the end of March 2020 and it is
not working, it will be too late; that region will not have had the capacity
extended.

Stephen Webb: We have to tell Motorola by the end of 2018 which
regions we want to extend and for how long, so we need to give a year’s
notice. The March 2020 issue is a separate issue with Vodafone, and for
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that, under some options, we could just manage it and we don’t need to
give any particular notice.

If we decide to do some significant investment to reconfigure the network
to enable us to replace the current Vodafone service, we would probably
need to have decided that by the end of this year or early 2018. I am
sorry; it is a little complex.

Nigel Mills: I am just trying to understand it contractually. Effectively,
you would have to ask Motorola to agree with Vodafone some kind of
ability to extend in regions just in case you might subsequently need to
extend, even though they are not the ones that you have told Vodafone
about by the end of 2018. That seems like a slightly convoluted set of
conversations.

Stephen Webb: 1t is a complex supply chain. We need to understand how
the system will be able to operate into 2020. We need to see whether we
can extend with Vodafone the period they are prepared to support the
technology for, or alternatively find a way of replacing it. That is really
what the discussions will be kicking off.

Chair: You talked about us paying for an extension beyond March 2020 if
necessary. Have you put some figures on what that might cost the
taxpayer? We recognise there is a risk balance here: there is a financial
risk, but there is also the risk of it not working, which is a pretty heavy
risk.

Stephen Webb: The extensions for the overall Airwave service—we have
a price schedule and we know how much that costs. That is with Motorola.
Any additional investment required to replace the Vodafone subset, which
is a component of that, we will have to have some commercial discussions
about with Motorola, because they are a subcontractor of Motorola and we
would have a strong commercial position about who should bear the cost
of that.

Chair: Okay, so you are trying to negotiate hard so the taxpayer’s bill is
minimised.

Stephen Webb: Yes.

Mr Bacon: On that point, Mr Webb, you said, "We have to see for how
long Vodafone is prepared to support the existing technology.” What
surprises me about this, apart from the fact that I remember when
Airwave was a brand new system and it was a 19-year long PFI contract,
so you have had 19 years to prepare for the fact that this was going to be
replaced—and yes, I understand technology moves on in this space,
sometimes very quickly, but even so. What I do not understand is this:
how can you get to a position where Vodafone can say, for something
that is critical for national security—for the civilian policing of this
country—that they may or may not choose to support it and you have to
go on bended knees to them?

At the moment, Airwave works. It will work in seven months’ time. It will
work in 17 months’ time. Across this planet, there is plenty of old
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technology that is working and made to work. There are countries that
have very old aircraft carriers; they are probably not as good as new
ones, but they do work. Why can’t you start throwing HMG’s weight
around—you are a pretty big and important customer—and say, “This is
what we expect from you, and if necessary, we will legislate to make it
happen”? Why can’t you have that conversation? Why does it sound like
you are a supplicant?

Mark Sedwill: 1 don't think we are a supplicant, Mr Bacon. We are not at
the point where we need to bring out the big guns. Mr Webb has referred
to the fact that there will be a commercial element to this negotiation. Our
contract is with Motorola—Airwave, now owned by Motorola—to maintain
this service into 2020, and there is a price for doing that.

If one took a very purist view, the obligation is entirely on them to make
sure that their subcontractors are providing that. That isn't the way we
want to work through this. As you know, given the number you have
looked at, you don’t run these programmes effectively if you end up in a
whole load of very difficult commercial negotiations. It might come to that,
but there is not sign of it so far. Vodafone notified early and are willing to
engage in finding a solution, and Motorola are willing to engage in finding
a solution. That has got to be the way that we try to move ahead.

Mr Bacon: Believe it or not, I am not actually interested in the
subcontractors. It is sounding preciously like Deepwater Horizon or Texas
City. I am much more interested in national security and in this country
having a civilian police force and emergency services that can
communicate with each other, and it is ultimately the Home Office’s
responsibility to make sure that happens. Everything else—

Mark Sedwill: With due respect, Mr Bacon, I spent 25 years working on
national security.

Mr Bacon: Yes, I know you did; you were in the Foreign Office. Why are
we in this position? It sounds like you are over a barrel because Vodafone
made a decision that they are not going to support some technology in
the future.

Mark Sedwill: 1 just don’t think that is an accurate characterisation. We
have been given notification at this point, and we have not worked
through it with them yet. I think we should not speculate at this stage
about how that is going to proceed, even over the next few weeks.
Whether it will be genuinely material or not—operationally, financially or in
terms of the timeline—is something we will work through.

Obviously, we will update the Committee once we know that, but we don’t
yet know, Mr Bacon, whether it is material. I don’t think we should
exaggerate the impact of this notification. We have been given it early, we
will work through whether it has a material effect, and if it does we will
mitigate it.

Nigel Mills: This is pretty much the same point. I think what you are
saying is that you have a schedule of how much each region costs per
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month to extend. I am trying to understand whether that is how you
would choose to price this.

If you are going to have to do the whole country for a year, say, wouldn’t
you be trying to agree a global deal, rather than let them add up 11
regions, or whatever it is, and try to multiply the cost up? At some point,
don’t you just want to say, “Actually, let’'s be certain here. How much
would it cost us to have it for another year or nine months for the whole
country, so we are quite protected?”

Stephen Webb: That is quite possible. We have a binding commitment
for contract extensions in the way that the plan works at the moment.
Motorola are very open to discussing longer-term extensions, as you can
well imagine, and if it came to that we would have those discussions.

All this brings home to us just why we went for as fast a timescale as we
possibly could. On top of the costs, we were always very conscious that
this is an outdated technology and that these risks are out there. What
has happened is not unusual with old technology. People withdraw
support, and you have to do all sorts of risk mitigation. I don’t think
anyone has behaved in a way that is particularly unexpected. We have
now started a commercial discussion, and at the end of it—

Chair: But the letter you got was unexpected.

Mark Sedwill: 1 think that is more about the behaviour. What Mr Webb is
pointing out is that the behaviour was not unexpected. We weren’t aware
that this particular issue was going to arise when it did but, as Mr Webb
said, there are a range of programmes—

Chair: There is this close working relationship—in fact, to the credit of the

Home Office, somebody was responsible for it all the way through.
Presumably, Mr Webb, you had relations with all these contractors. You
know people; it is not like they are just procedural relationships—you
have not got personal relationships, in that sense, but you know people.

So why was it such a cliff edge to get that letter? That is what worries us.
Aren’t you disappointed with the way the contractor dealt with it? They
could have given you some notification before that.

Stephen Webb: As I say, they are a subcontractor.

Chair: Nevertheless, Motorola let you down.

Mark Sedwill: 1 don’t think Motorola have, because they notified us of an
issue that has arisen. We presume that, as they became aware of it,
Vodafone were making this decision, and they wanted to work through the
implications of it with us. I don’t think it would be fair to say that Motorola
let us down.

Chair: Well, maybe Vodafone has, as Mr Bacon said.
Mark Sedwill: That is yet to be determined.

Chair: I am going to bring in the Comptroller and Auditor General, and
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then go back to Mr Mills, if he has any further questions.

Sir Amyas Morse: 1 will just rehearse the circumstances. First, Motorola
bought Airwave last year. It was quite a big transaction—in fact, they paid
a lot of money for it. Therefore, it is reasonable to suppose that they did
due diligence, so they should have found out whether there was likely to
be, in the short term—we are talking about only a short time—an
announcement like this coming forward. If they didn’t, they should have
known that.

Frankly, this was not discussed privately with you, and they didn't say,
“"We are going to work through it together,” or anything like that. It was
put forward to the Committee simultaneously to put the maximum public
pressure on you, quite frankly. It quite clearly must be considered to be a
purpose of handling it in this way. We need to understand the implications
of that. I know you want to keep your options open, because you are
going to have a discussion and we do not want to spoil your position, but
you cannot blame the Committee for taking it pretty seriously when you
look at the events and evidence they are looking at. This looks like it
might be a hold-up of some kind.

Stephen Webb: 1 very much doubt that they intended it to have anything
like the impact it has had. I think they probably thought they were
helpfully being open about what was going on in Motorola, but I take your
point.

Mark Sedwill: One of the things that we will have to explore—this will be
part of the discussions—is the exact due diligence process you described.
For us, the due diligence was around Motorola and whether it was a
company that we could confidently work with as it took over Airwave.
Given the very difficult situation we were in with the previous owners,
Macquarie, and given the difficulties they were in, having Motorola come
in—we worked through all the details of that with them—was very positive
news, as we acknowledged in the last hearing. It has enabled us to
manage this.

Sir Amyas Morse: Because you felt that you could rely on them to get it
right and do the necessary training.

Mark Sedwill: 1t is not for us to comment on what they did, but we would
need to work through with them—

Sir Amyas Morse: Actually, it is for you to comment, because you were
relying on them to have the right package of rights from Vodafone to
enable them to deliver the service that they were undertaking to you to
deliver. It is for you to ask questions about it.

Mark Sedwill: And of course, that obligation remains. Our contract is with
them to maintain this service. It is then their contract with Vodafone.
What we are talking about, for the reasons Mr Bacon set out—because this
is a very important service, it cannot just be a commercial negotiation—is
how we manage that to mitigate all the risks.

Chair: Mr Sedwill, we have talked about the legal relationship, but
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Motorola know that they could tie up the Government in legal knots. In
the end, you have got a hard deadline to deliver—an increasingly hard
deadline. As Mr Bacon said, they have got you over a barrel, haven't
they?

Mark Sedwill: 1 don't think they have, for the reason Mr Bacon said,
because in the end we are a big customer. We are a big customer in a
whole range of other areas of these companies, too. Let us not forget that
Motorola, Vodafone, EE—all these big companies—are doing a great deal
of business with Government, and their reputations matter to them. From
what we have seen so far, they are behaving well. They have the
obligation to deliver this service to us. We could end up in a series of legal
conversations. We would rather not, but if we have to, we will.

Chair: Can I go back briefly to the relationships? Then I will bring Mr Mills
back in, if he wants to come back in. Mr Webb, you have got these
relationships working for a long time with these contractors. My
experience with this sort of thing is that there would normally be at least
a conversation with a contractor before they wrote to a parliamentary
Committee, because you would have that kind of relationship. Did they
have a conversation with you before they sent the letter to us?

Stephen Webb: No, but as I say—
Chair: No is fine. Mr Boswell, do you want to come in on this point?

Philip Boswell: SPT runs the Glasgow subway, and it shares the same
concerns. It released a report into the public domain on the subway
secure communication network. I have some specific questions.

Chair: We should perhaps explain for those not from Scotland that SPT is
the Strathclyde Partnership for Transport.

Philip Boswell: This is a safety-critical service. It is provided by a sole
supplier with single negotiations, which is similar to other arrangements
already discussed. The sole source procurement deliverable was provided
by Airwave. Under the circumstances, the provider has a very strong
negotiation position, as covered by my colleagues. Whether that is the
best procurement option has been covered, I want to ask a specific
question. Are you aware of any terms or conditions limiting price increases
now that a sole supplier is engaged, particularly with regard to future
contract extensions as a safety net?

Mark Sedwill: In Airwave?

Philip Boswell: In the master agreement, quite often you can constrain
price increases in future years by mitigating them. Once you have a sole
supplier and the system is in place, it is an extremely expensive option to
switch it all out. Typically, you would have mechanisms. What safety
mechanisms do you have in place for contingency, going beyond your
contingency? Because it is a risk issue that should have been identified.

Mark Sedwill: 1 think this is about the pricing mechanism for the
extension—
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Philip Boswell: To constrain any extensions or future extensions.

Stephen Webb: This is presumably for the Glasgow—

Philip Boswell: No, for the master agreement.

Stephen Webb: We know the prices for Scotland and for every other
region. We are confident that that is under control.

Philip Boswell: And what about beyond 20207

Stephen Webb: Yes, that is what I mean by the extensions. We have
agreed national shutdown, so the entire network will continue until the end
of 2019. Beyond that we have the ability to extend region by region at
understood prices. That would cover all the services that Airwave provides
in that, whether it is standard above ground or the special services in
places like the metros.

Philip Boswell: As a previous contracts manager for contractors,
designed obsolescence is a convenient mechanism to squeeze money out
of customers—mobile phone users will be completely familiar with that,
and clients alike. The contractor having moved the goalposts by saying
they are going to withdraw their support, what can you possibly do about
this? Do you think it gives them a stronger position if you want to extend
beyond? You are just figuring out what you need at the moment.

Mark Sedwill: Just one point of context: this was a severe risk when
Macquarie were the owners of Airwave—and we spent quite some time on
this at the previous hearing—because they had essentially been telling the
market that they were going to be able to charge us pretty much any price
they liked after the end of the PFI 2020.

With Motorola taking over and agreeing a much more reasonable set of
price extensions, we have already mitigated that financial risk very
substantially. As Mr Webb says, it is Vodafone not Motorola who have
issued the notification about the support for this particular part of the
infrastructure. There is a question between them as well as between us
and Motorola but, as Mr Webb says, we have a price agreement with
Motorola for those extensions that is firm. Is that fair?

Stephen Webb: indicated assent—

Philip Boswell: Okay. How detailed and how open are you? Are the
variation rates agreed specifically, for example, if they continue the
service? Usually there is not a lot of detail in this type of thing, although
there can be. If you have a mechanism by which you have, for example,
additional handsets, which may have a mechanical breakdown quite
easily, you may require a list, a schedule of rates for whatever. Are the
mark-ups on the variation 200% over standard contract rate or are we
talking about comparable with existing contracts?

Stephen Webb: 1t is broadly a rolling forward of the existing contract
with abatements in certain circumstances.

Chair: Just to be clear, we talked about the nine-month delay, and you
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said that just gives you more testing time, that it is not cutting into the
transition time, so you have not overlapped them. Are you confident that
you will deliver on time in what is, for the record, your expected point for
delivery UK-wide?

Stephen Webb: 1 think it is a very robust plan. As I said last time, there
are huge numbers of moving parts in here and many of these things have
to land together, but I think it is a plan we can have a lot of confidence in.

Chair: So, you don’t think the nine-month delay will cause any further
extensions? That’s it, you think now.

Stephen Webb: 1 think the nine months has given us an enormous
amount of time, particularly on a lot of the related projects, to get much
more done than we had previously. Those are things such as the air to
ground and the vehicle fitting; there are a lot of things. It has now taken a
lot of pressure off those programmes. I am standing by it and am
confident that we can achieve it. It may be that in two years’ time it will
slip a month or two.

Mark Sedwill: To help the Committee, it might be worth pointing this out.
There are two deadlines you might be interested in, Madam Chair. One is
the time at which we roll out the new system, which is well within the
period we have been discussing. Then for how long there is the dual
running by which we switch off the old system. It might be useful for the
record that there are two dates in a sense.

Chair: So when is the new system, which you are so confident about,
going to be rolled out?

Stephen Webb: The date for the new system to be in place is now June
2018. That is the point at which we expect the new system to be ready for
service, having gone through trials.

Chair: Is that the switch-on date?

Stephen Webb: That is the switch-on date. Then, as the permanent
secretary said, there is the final switch-off date for Airwave, which is the
end of transition, which will now be—

Chair: March 2020.

Stephen Webb: No, that is in September 2020. The March date is that
subcomponent of the existing Airwave, and structure support.

Chair: We talked a lot last time about when emergency services will have
to switch off Airwave and be exclusively on ESN. You were really clear—
when they are ready. But with these extra challenges now in the
timetable is there going to be a point where we are going to have this
quite hard deadline of Airwave switching off, unless potentially there is
more taxpayers’ money going in? So will emergency services be forced to
transition even if they are not content at any point?

Stephen Webb: That comes down to the point you were mentioning
earlier. There is now a gap between March 2020 and September 2020 in
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which we think we need Airwave to continue, so that will require the
discussions we were talking about earlier with Vodafone and Motorola. I
am still very confident that we can give them the full 27 months. I also
personally think we can make a case for them to reduce that, but at the
moment the users are very clear they want 27 months; and that is all we
are committed to give them. Particularly the users, towards the end of it,
will have seen other regions going on to this new system completely. They
will have experienced the first few months of it. I would have thought the
regions at the end might well be prepared to bring it forward a few months
and therefore finish a little earlier.

Chair: It could be the corollary; if things go badly wrong they could think
they want more.

Stephen Webb: Indeed.

Chair: Have you planned for that possibility?

Stephen Webb: We have now planned huge amounts of testing—user
acceptance testing, trials, pilots in every region. There will be a huge
amount of opportunity to learn from it. Certainly in some of the key areas,
the actual experience for a user is going to be very similar to using a
smartphone. It should not be a difficult bit of technology to operate, in any
way.

Mr Bacon: You said you have planned a huge amount of testing. How
much testing—in weeks?

Stephen Webb: There is a sort of system testing. There is a whole range
of different testing. A lot of it is—

Mr Bacon: For all the testing, in total, how many weeks?

Stephen Webb: 1 am sorry, but I will need to come back to you with a
precise—

Mr Bacon: Next question: when should we expect to hear that the testing
timetable has been compressed?

Chair: Mr Bacon is being cynical.

Mr Bacon: It happens regularly. I am not cynical. A cynic is somebody
who has given up but not shut up. I am just sceptical.

Chair: Years of experience.

Mr Bacon: Yes. Years of experience suggest that the compression of the
testing timetable is a big red flag. It happens all over the place in lots of
different areas—as well as, by the way, foisting on people who do not
want it immature technology to replace stuff that works.

Stephen Webb: We are testing now. The software is coming in what is
known as feature packs. Feature pack 3 came before Christmas. We are
just doing a series of testing now. Feature pack 4 is due at the end of
March, I think—then, again, a whole series of testing on that.



5

Q59

Q60

Q61

Q62

HOUSE oF COMMONS

Mr Bacon: So do you have to have a testing timetable that takes you
right out to 2019-207

Stephen Webb: Yes.

Mr Bacon: Can you give us a note summarising that testing timetable,
with how many weeks of testing are involved?

Mark Sedwill: 1 saw just this week, Mr Bacon, some examples of the
handsets, with a push-to-talk facility, which I know, again, was a concern
of the Committee at the last hearing. It is like a mobile phone with a big
rubber case on it, because it needs to be ruggedised. The screen is just
like a mobile phone screen—a smartphone screen—but it also has this
push-to-talk facility on it. If you see it, it begins to feel quite real. Again, if
the Committee is interested we can show you some.

Chair: Okay. We have asked for this particular update; we have also
previously asked, of course, for regular updates. I was wondering if you
would undertake to come back to us to explain any commitments after
these negotiations to pay more, either for an upgrading of Vodafone
capability or extension costs, or both.

Mark Sedwill: Of course.

Stephen Webb: May I add to the permanent secretary’s point? The
interworking solution is absolutely essential for this transition to happen.
So, basically, people can have a group call with some of the people
working on Airwave and some working on the ESN. A couple of weeks ago
we had a successful test of that. There are a few bugs that need to be
fixed but we have got eight months in the plan to do that. We have seen a
product. So we are seeing stuff coming through that is giving—

Chair: Mr Webb, very often SROs are not as confident as you, or are
without such depth of knowledge; so we will be holding you to that. I am
going to bring in Anne-Marie Trevelyan, and then I want to get on to some
of the issues around underground services.

Mrs Trevelyan: This is on behalf of my colleague the MP for Torbay, who
was concerned last year that the south-west is at the end of the
programme and really did not have any time lag capacity. The
assumption was that everyone else, as you have just said, would find it
was all working, and they would therefore just pick up and get on with it.
Surely that is now under real pressure, and if there are problems there
that is an immediate cost to the programme, because you will have to
extend, because of the distance. What is your view? Will the south-west
cause a block in that final roll-out?

Stephen Webb: 1 do not think so. If the south-west needs a little more
time to build contingency, the best thing to do would be to bring forward
the start of their transition period and do it that way rather than doing it
at the end. As I said last time, it is a region that has put in a huge amount
of effort. In many ways it is already one of the best prepared, so it may
well want to shift its period and where it sits in the transition timescale
anyway. We are discussing with the users. I was just talking to the senior
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police user this morning. We are looking at a major review of all the user
readiness and transition plans and will want to pick all these things up.

Chair: I think a lot of colleagues, not just those in this room on this
Committee, are interested in what is happening in their area. When we do
have you back, we will want to know about those.

Philip Boswell: This is specifically on risk management impact,
probability matrices and what risk management process you are using.
Can you give us a brief description of who is involved, how much detail
you go into with risk management and what tools you use? Very briefly,
who is involved?

Stephen Webb: We use the normal tools of risk management—the risk
registers and so on. We have built in a lot of the contingency on the
financial side. We follow the usual Green Book rules of optimism bias and
then quantified risk assessment for things that are a little more—

Philip Boswell: Monte Carlo probability analysis as well?
Stephen Webb: Not really on this area.

Philip Boswell: For schedule and cost?
Stephen Webb: We have not used that.

Philip Boswell: Who is we?

Stephen Webb: Obviously the programme, primarily. We have a delivery
partner that helps us in preparing a lot of this material and then the
programme board will discuss it. We had a meeting just yesterday about—

Philip Boswell: So it is planners, cost engineers, quantity surveyors,
project managers and hands-on management that are used to
understanding the problems?

Stephen Webb: Yes.

Chair: I want to cover the issue around the London Underground, and I
know colleagues have issues around other metro systems as well. Last
time you came in front of us Mr Webb, in November, you said that in the
next couple of months an announcement would be imminent. I think Liam
Maxwell said the roll-out on the underground was one of the things that
kept him awake at night. Could you update us on progress and where you
are in rolling this out on the London Underground?

Mark Sedwill: 1 have a couple of sentences first, and then Mr Webb can
come in. We have picked this up. I spoke to Mike Brown, the
commissioner, just before Christmas. Coincidentally, we have a meeting
tomorrow and we have said that we want a joint proposition from our two
teams on roll out in the underground. From what I have seen of the
papers for that meeting, it looks like it is in good shape and the
relationship feels like it is where it needs to be. I feel more confident now
than I did at the hearing. There were some issues there and I think we are
working through them.
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Chair: I should explain that between when you came to us and now there
has been some press coverage suggesting that the Mayor is still
negotiating with the providers about the cost. Mr Webb, do you want to
give us a more detailed update?

Stephen Webb: Yes. We are doing a lot of detailed design work and the
trials are commencing. Equipment is being put in to one particular part of
the network to test the new approach that we are looking to do to deliver
ESN over this. We need a firm sign-off. There are certain technical
complexities. We need to have the finance sorted and the commercial
arrangements with the mobile operators.

Chair: Who is that? Who is having that arrangement with the mobile
operators? Is it TfL?

Stephen Webb: That is TfL.

Chair: So you are relying on Transport for London to make sure that it
has got its negotiations right with the providers. You have this meeting
tomorrow. Is that the end of it or the beginning?

Stephen Webb: No, it is an ongoing process.

Chair: You talked about a couple of months and you did say it was not an
imminent decision. What is your timescale for having sealed the deal with
Transport for London over the underground?

Stephen Webb: As I understand it, it is probably going to be June or July
for a final business case and for them to sign this off. That is from internal
TfL governance. Up to that point, there is nothing—the work that is
necessary for the critical path is proceeding. As I said, we are doing the
work on the trials. All the work we need to do is proceeding. At that point
they need to have finalised their designs for how they are going to do it
and sorted out the finance.

Chair: This will be both the deep underground and the sub-surface—

Stephen Webb: The stations and the tunnels. Obviously anything above
ground is going to be covered anyway. Indeed, all the other regional
metros—Glasgow, Tyne and Wear and so on—are covered in the main
contract anyway, so there is no problem with that.

Chair: We are going to bring those in. Just to be clear, you are having
this meeting tomorrow with the London transport commissioner, you are
convinced that things are progressing and we will know by the summer.
If you were in front of us in the summer, you would be able to give us
more detailed answers to our questions. I am just worried that this is
butting up against the timetable. You gave us a fairly clear timetable in
November. It sounds like it is overrunning a bit.

Stephen Webb: The period at which we will get certainty and definite
commitment is likely to be a little later, as I understand it now, but all the
work that would be necessary anyway is progressing, so we are not losing
any time from the critical path. I suppose it can’t come too soon from my
point of view—getting actual certainty that this is definitely happening.
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Chair: Just to be clear, Transport for London has got to pay for some
aspects of this—is that right?

Stephen Webb: We are or will be making a contribution for our part.
There is potential TfL support and potential support from elsewhere and
indeed negotiations with the mobile operators.

Chair: So in terms of the contribution, is that negotiable? Is that
something that you are still wrestling with with Transport for London? I
know that the Mayor has some stiff challenges with that budget. That was
what was recorded in the newspaper coverage.

Stephen Webb: 1t has been pretty much agreed, our share, so the
question is how then—

Chair: Pretty much agreed, your share? So they might come back and
negotiate?

Stephen Webb: 1t is not completely agreed, but I would be pretty
confident and we have budgeted for what we need. The question is the
gap between that and the rather more expensive solution that they are
looking at. There is a financial hole that needs to be plugged, either from
their own resources or from agreements with the mobile operators.

Chair: But not from the central Government taxpayer-funded pot?
Stephen Webb: Well, I guess that is all to be discussed.

Chair: Okay. That is something else to plot for when you come to see us
later. Louise Bladen from the National Audit Office wanted to come in,
then I'm going to go to Bridget Phillipson and then Phil Boswell.

Louise Bladen: Looking at figure 12 in our original report, which shows
the transition activity by region and month, London is a pretty early one to
go. So if the business case isn’t going to be signed off until June this year,
what is the impact on transition for London? Are they going to be at a
point of transitioning, but not having something fully working on the
underground, if the technology is going to take a while to put in place?
You suggested earlier that there was room to negotiate the ordering of the
transitions, but London does look very early.

Stephen Webb: As 1 say, all the transition timescales were driven at the
point when we were tied to the original Airwave contract endpoints and so
there was much less flexibility. There is a lot more now. We will discuss
with the Met what the optimum times in the year are that they want to
transition in London. All these times can potentially change.

Bridget Phillipson: Mr Webb, you talked about the regional roll-out and
the impact on metro systems. I wondered if you could provide an update
on that, particularly with reference to the Tyne and Wear Metro, which is
used by many of my constituents.

Stephen Webb: Indeed. Coverage in those metro systems is part of the
core Airwave contract and that has been rolled forward as part of the core
ESN, so there are not the same issues as there are with London. That will
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be provided. There will be 4G coverage in the same way that there is
Airwave coverage now.

Bridget Phillipson: I accept that there aren’t the same challenges as
with the underground system, but there are some of the same challenges
in terms of the coverage. Could you just make clear what will happen
around ensuring that we have a system that works effectively and that
makes sure that there is no risk to public safety?

Stephen Webb: Yes, it will need to go to the full area. The coverage
assurance uses the acceptance that there will be a whole range of testing
in every force, so in the Northumbria force or whatever, they will no doubt
be wanting to test and ensure this. Then there will also be discussions
about the extent to which that is going to be extended to the general
public.

Mark Sedwill: May 1 just clarify a point? The difference between London
Underground and the other metros is that the other metros were in the
contract anyway for the provision of the infrastructure to enable the full
4G coverage. The reason London Underground was not in that was the
expectation at the time, for purely commercial reasons, that just having
mobile phone coverage on the tube was going to happen anyway. That is
why London Underground is in a different position. The others are part of
the network requirements that are part of the EE infrastructure contract.
The same is true in Glasgow for example.

Bridget Phillipson: Can you just give an assurance that there will be no
switchover or sign-off on this unless the emergency services and
Northumbria Police, who take a lead on this, are absolutely confident that
this is a system that will work and will keep the public safe?

Stephen Webb: Absolutely. We have to demonstrate to their section that
this is a safe system.

Bridget Phillipson: So will Northumbria Police have final sign-off? What
is the process by which it will be determined that we are confident that it
is working and it is safe?

Stephen Webb: On the main police governance, there is a reference
group that each region sends a representative to, including the north-east,
and which is chaired by Francis Habgood, who is the chief constable of
Thames Valley. We will largely be looking for a collective view from police
about whether it works, but we will obviously need—particularly on
matters like coverage—some quite intense local work as well, to guarantee
that people are satisfied that it is there. The good thing about coverage is
that it is something we can start testing now and can demonstrate to
people over quite a long period that it is there and it is reliable.

Mark Sedwill: Of course, it is not just policing, it is fire and ambulance
and so on.

Bridget Phillipson: This is a slightly wider point, but in terms of the
extent of the coverage, as I understand it, it will be at least as good as or
better than existing coverage. Is it ambitious enough to want it to be just



Q84

Q85

HOUSE oF COMMONS

as good as we have?
Mark Sedwill: Coverage is pretty good now.

Stephen Webb: If you look at roads, for example, by bringing ESN over
4G to the road network, we will cover 5,000 kilometres of roads that are
not covered at the moment. That means people will be able to make 999
calls. When the eCall technology in cars comes in from April 2018, cars will
automatically make a call to emergency services when there has been a
crash. There will be a substantial improvement in coverage. You can
always go further—the programme is ambitious enough. We could always
decide to go further on coverage later on if there was a case for it. We are
talking about very remote areas that are not going to be covered by this.

Mark Sedwill: With mobile repeaters, if there is an operation in a remote
area—your area of the country, like mine, has quite a large expanse of
lightly populated areas—we will have the ability to extend the coverage
into those areas.

Chair: Which we covered last time, so I don’t want to go through that.

Bridget Phillipson: The coverage is still pretty rubbish, even in parts of
the relatively urban area that I cover. Finally, what will be the process by
which you will hear from police forces, for example, or other emergency
services, that there are difficulties? What would be the mechanism by
which you would be involved in understanding what is perhaps not
working and what needs to be done?

Stephen Webb: Do you mean during the trials and transition period, or
once we have actually gone live?

Bridget Phillipson: Indeed.

Stephen Webb: We are going to be working incredibly closely. As I say,
we have regional teams and we have the police governance. There is
going to be area-by-area sign-off for the process.

Mark Sedwill: We have a deputy chief constable within the programme
who is part of ensuring that. We have a senior fire officer as well. We also
have the reference group that Mr Webb already described, which is chaired
by the chief constable of Thames Valley, Frances Habgood. There are
plenty of formal mechanisms and, in any case, we have regular contact
with chief constables for a range of other reasons. If ever they have a
concern, they tend to raise it pretty swiftly.

Louise Bladen: Just for the record, when we spoke to police forces about
the kind of testing that is being done, a lot of them said they planned to
do their own testing on top of that. I think they were taking that very
seriously.

Chair: My final question, to Mr Webb and Mr Sedwill, is what is keeping
you awake the most now? Perhaps the Motorola thing, possibly, but apart
from that?
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Stephen Webb: 1t is still the combination of the number of related
projects we have to deliver at the same time, I suppose, and the
underground, simply because it is a risk that is not under my control. I
probably worry a bit more about that. I am relatively confident that we will
find a way around the Vodafone-Motorola thing.

Chair: We will be watching that closely because it is obviously critical to
the taxpayer and to the success of the programme.

Mark Sedwill: As you can imagine, this week it is not this programme for
the Home Office, for obvious reasons. On this programme, it is just the
scale, complexity and pace—and ensuring that we are able to manage all
of that effectively. I think we have a great team to do it, but of course, as
we have always said, it is a high-risk, high-return programme. That is the
issue that is always most on my mind.

Chair: Okay. Thank you very much for coming in front of us. We will be
watching this closely because it is of interest to us. Is critical to public
safety and, as you say, quite high risk. The transcript will be available on
the website in the next couple of days.



