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Introduction
There are many people who rely on the UK’s 67,000 public call boxes (known as
‘call boxes’ or ‘phone boxes’).
For some people, who don’t have any kind of phone of their own, phone boxes
are a lifeline. For others, they’re useful if they find that their mobile phone isn’t
working. Most phone boxes – around 64,500 – are owned by BT.
Our research shows that over 33% of adults use phone boxes from time to time,
while 7% use them regularly. They’re most popular with:
•
•
•
•

young people;
people on low incomes;
people with mobiles but no home phone; and
people who have no phone at all.

They’re especially important in areas where mobiles don’t work, and in any
community where there are disadvantaged people.
Even so, people aren’t using phone boxes like they used to. The money that BT
received from phone boxes went down by nearly half between 2000 and 2006. In
fact, BT say that six out of 10 of their phone boxes are losing them money. This
is why they’ve launched a programme to reduce the number of phone boxes.
However, unlike a normal business, BT can’t just take away services for reasons
linked to money. They have a duty, known as the Universal Service Obligation
(USO), to provide a reasonable number of working phone boxes where they’re
most needed.
In 2005, we carried out a study of phone boxes. We wanted to be able to strike
the right balance between the number of call boxes that the public actually needs,
and BT’s wish to remove phone boxes that lose them money. This booklet
explains the rules that BT must now follow if they want to remove the only phone
box in a local area, and the important role that local authorities play in that
process. (In the Hull area, these same rules apply to Kingston Communications,
which owns the phone boxes there.)
This booklet gives you a simple summary of those rules. If you need to know the
fuller details, or want to ask for a new box in your area, please turn to the end of
this booklet.
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Removing a phone box - what BT have to do first
Our rules come into play when BT want to remove the one and only call box from
a site. By ‘site’, we mean a 400-metre walking distance surrounding a call box.
This means that if there are two phone boxes within 400 metres’ walk of each
other, BT can take one away without following our rules. However, if they want to
take away the last one as well, they have to follow an agreed process.
BT have to display a notice on the call box, to tell the public:
•
•
•

that they are planning to remove this particular phone box;
the name of the local authority where people can object (within 42
days); and
a freephone number people can call to find out the next nearest phone
box.

As well as letting the public know, BT must tell certain organisations about their
plans to remove the call box. These organisations include, in England:
•
•
•
•
•
•

district councils;
metropolitan councils;
London boroughs;
unitary councils;
the Corporation of London; and
the Council of the Isles of Scilly.

In Scotland, these organisations include:
•

unitary councils.

In Wales, these organisations include:
•

county councils and county borough councils.

In Northern Ireland, these organisations include:
•

unitary districts.

BT must tell them:
•
•
•

details of the call box they want to remove;
why this is reasonable, with any information to back up their view;
the date BT posted the notice on the call box;
www.ofcom.org.uk
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•
•

that there is a web link to our guidance on procedures; and
how the local organisation can make any objections to BT.

If the local organisation then writes to BT within 90 days to object, setting out
their reasons, BT cannot remove the call box. This is known as the ‘local veto’.

What does the local public organisation do?
When BT announces plans to remove a phone box, it is the local organisation’s
job to decide whether to use its local veto to object. To do this, they must first ask
the views of the local community by carrying out a consultation process. The
notice posted by BT on the call box may also invite local comments. The local
organisation will then announce their first decision, and ask for people’s opinions
on it, before arriving at their final decision a month or so later.
We don’t lay down rules on how local organisations should go about testing the
true feelings of their local area. However, we would normally expect their
consultations to involve other public organisations, such as the parish or
community council or, in Northern Ireland, local community groups.
This makes for an open and fair process, with all the local councils fully involved
in the decision-making process. Also, local organisations usually have systems in
place to make sure that the voices of the local communities and neighbourhoods
are heard. The local organisation must also work within the terms of the
Communications Act 2003. This means that they must be able to justify their
decisions, as well as encourage competition and look after the interests of us all
as citizens.
Below, we look at how they go about reaching their decision.

What to consider
Once the local organisation has heard back from their various consultations, we
recommend they look at the area that surrounds the phone box and the people
who live locally and consider the following.
Who lives there?
The type of local housing around a phone box may say how important it is to the
area. If it’s surrounded by people who own their homes, there’s a fair chance
they have home phones or mobiles as well. However, if the neighbourhood has
www.ofcom.org.uk
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mainly rented properties, social housing or residential-care homes, it could be
that there are people on low incomes who need that phone box.
Emergency calls
Many people feel reassured that phone boxes are available if there’s an
emergency. This can range from 999 calls to being able to call for help if your car
breaks down. The local organisation needs to think about whether a particular
phone box is more likely to be used for emergency calls than another. If, for
example, the call box is near a known accident blackspot, it may strengthen the
argument for it to be kept.
What are the takings?
Whether it’s a shop, a pub or a phone box, the amount of money people spend
on a local service is a sign of whether it’s important to them. BT may be able to
show how much business a particular phone box is getting. If it’s a very low
figure, this may support their case to remove it.

The procedure for publishing a notice
After the local organisation has weighed up the views they received from the first
consultation, they must follow a special procedure. This happens in two stages.
In stage one, the organisation publishes their first notice. This notice will say
whether they agree or object to BT’s plan to remove the phone box, and their
reasons why. We recommend that the local organisation waits at least 42 days
after BT first announced their plans before they publish this notice.
The local organisation then allows at least one month to receive comments back
on their decision, and to consider those comments. They must then publish their
second notice (known as the ‘final notice’), which sets out their final decision and
the reasons behind it.
The local organisation must make sure that these notices reach all the local
people who are affected by them. Like the consultations, we’d expect other local
public organisations to be involved, such as the parish or community council or,
in Northern Ireland, local community groups. BT and the Department of Trade
and Industry must also receive these notices.
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Appeals
If a local organisation objects to a phone box being removed, there is an appeals
system. The case would then be considered by the Competition Appeals Tribunal.

The option to pay with cash
Many people prefer to use cash for the calls they make in phones boxes, instead
of credit or phone cards. For this reason, at least seven out of ten boxes must
offer cash payment facilities.
When BT does take away the option to pay by cash, we expect them to make
sure that people can always make emergency, freephone and reverse-charge
calls. We would also expect, unless there’s a very good reason, that these phone
boxes accept debit and credit cards.
We expect BT to ‘sound out’ local organisations before they take away cash
facilities.

Asking for a new public phone box
You can also ask BT to install a call box on a new site. They weigh up each
request by looking at:
•
•
•

the number of people the new call box would serve;
the type of housing in that community; and
the distance between a call box already there and the possible new site.

To reach a decision, BT uses a scoring system under rules we have set. They
give the higher scores to large local communities with a high percentage of social
housing, and where there’s no phone box nearby. You can find full details of this
scoring system on our website.

www.ofcom.org.uk
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The process for removing – or keeping – a public call box (phone box)
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Would you like to know more?
If you’d like to see the full rules about removing a call box, please log on to:
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/consultations/uso/statement/callboxdirection.pdf
Local organisations carrying out the consultation process should look at the rules
and guidance on our website. Here there are examples of notices, and letters to
be sent to the Department of Trade and Industry.
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/consultations/uso/statement/removals.pdf
You can see the process for new phone boxes and the scoring system for
requests at:
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/consultations/uso/statement/requestcallbox.pdf
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