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EDITOR’S NOTE

B roadband funding from the 
Infrastructure Investment and 
Jobs Act is becoming available, 

and local towns and cities now see 
affordable broadband as an economic 
development tool. 

This comes at a time when many 
still lack access to affordable broadband. 
According to a 2021 BroadbandNow 
study, 42 million Americans can’t 
purchase broadband internet.

In this issue, BroadBand 
Communities is looking at three cities 
using broadband to attract and retain 
residents and businesses: 

• Albuquerque, New Mexico: 
Albuquerque will have a citywide 
fiber network supporting consumers 
and smart-city applications such 
as gunshot detection thanks to its 
partnership with Vexus Fiber.

• Ellensburg, Washington: 
Ellensburg is partnering with 
Consolidated Communications to 
migrate DSL-based customers to 
fiber-based 2 Gbps service. 

• Pharr, Texas: Upon completing its 
fiber network, the city shed its first-
place designation on the list of the 
nation’s top five “worst-connected” 
cities. 

These cities will also create new 
jobs. For example, Vexus Fiber plans 
to hire 200 people in the first phase of 
its network build and create 300 local 
construction jobs and 150 permanent 
local jobs. 

LEVERAGING ACP 
In areas with low-income populations, 
communities and providers are 

leveraging the FCC’s Affordable 
Connectivity Program (ACP), 
which provides subsidies up to $30 
a month toward internet services for 
eligible recipients. Albuquerque and 
Pharr are among the communities 
taking advantage of the program. In 
Albuquerque, Vexus Fiber offers a 
$30-a-month subsidy if a household 
earns less than 200 percent of the federal 
poverty level. In Pharr, residents are 
offered gigabit service for $20 a month 
with ACP. 

BOOSTING BUSINESS
Bringing broadband into a community 
will also enhance the business economy.
CenterFuse, Ellensburg’s Business 
Development Authority, found in its 
2021 broadband study that “business 
vitality requires strong internet service 
both to businesses and residents since 
employees and workers expect home 
internet to be as good as it is at work.” 
Ellensburg’s new fiber network with 
Consolidated will allow it to serve 
residents, a burgeoning student housing 
market and remote workers. Pharr’s 
broadband network will support 
residents and global manufacturers 
located on the Mexican border. 

These communities share a common 
thread: Broadband is an economic 
stimulant. With so many coming to the 
starting line, is your community ready 
to enter the broadband race? v

Communities Come 
to the Broadband 
Starting Line

Cities prioritize broadband to drive economic 
development by attracting and retaining businesses  
and residents. 



MMPPEEGG  DDAASSHH  SSttrreeaammiinngg  OOuuttppuutt  

OOrriiggiinn  SSeerrvveerr  ffoorr  225500  SSiimmuullttaanneeoouuss  VViiddeeoo  SSeessssiioonn  

PPlluugg  aanndd  PPllaayy  TTyyppee  IInnssttaallll  wwiitthh  AAuuttooccoonnfifigguurree  

RReessoolluuttiioonnss  uupp  ttoo  11008800pp6600  

PPrrooffeessssiioonnaall  HHDDMMII  IInnppuutt  ((nnoonn  HHDDCCPP))  

TTwwoo  ddiiffffeerreenntt  aauuddiioo//vviiddeeoo  pprroofifilleess  

DDoowwnn//UUpp--ccoonnvveerrssiioonn  ooppttiioonn  aanndd  ddeeiinntteerrllaacceerr  

RRuuggggeedd  hhaarrddwwaarree  ddeessiiggnn  

SSmmaarrtt  SSttrreeaamm  RReeddiirreeccttiioonn  

NNoo  nneeeedd  ooff  MMSSOO’’ss  iinnvvoollvveemmeenntt  iinn  tthhee  pprroocceessss  

EEaassyy  IInnssttaallllaattiioonn  aanndd  CCoonnfifigguurraattiioonn  

SSccaallaabbllee  ffrroomm  SSiinnggllee  PPrrooppeerrttyy  ttoo  WWoorrllddwwiiddee  MMaannaaggeemmeenntt  CCoommppaannyy  

DDeeppllooyy  FFeeaattuurree  RRiicchh  BBuulllleettiinn  BBooaarrddss  aanndd  DDiiggiittaall  SSiiggnnss  

DDeeppllooyy  LLiivvee  VViiddeeoo  ffrroomm  RReemmoottee  VVLL44551100HH  EEnnccooddeerrss  

CCeennttrraall  PPooiinntt  ooff  AAddmmiinniissttrraattiioonn  aanndd  MMaannaaggeemmeenntt  

VViieewweerr  AApppplliiccaattiioonn  oonn  RReessiiddeenntt’’ss    SSeett--TToopp  BBooxxeess  aanndd  MMoobbiillee  DDeevviicceess  

• Any TV and Any Device

• Service Provider Involvement Not Required

• Cost and Energy Efficient On-Premises Equipment

• No Hidden Cloud Cost



4  |  BROADBAND COMMUNITIES  |  www.broadbandcommunities.com |  AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2022

TABLE OF CONTENTSTABLE OF CONTENTS

DEPARTMENTS

 2 EDITOR’S NOTE

 6 BANDWIDTH HAWK

54 MARKETPLACE ADS

56 ADVERTISER INDEX / 
CALENDAR

IN THIS ISSUE
PROVIDER 
PERSPECTIVE

10 Prime Opportunity to 
Add Value /  
By Bryan J. Rader, Pavlov Media

 Just as Amazon increased the 
value of Prime membership 
with a host of added benefits, 
so too should bulk service 
providers increase offerings.

MULTIFAMILY 
BROADBAND 
TECHNOLOGY

12 Multifamily Supply 
vs. Demand in an 
Inflationary World /  
By Caitlin Sugrue Walter, NMHC  
and Valerie M. Sargent,  
Broadband Communities 

 Increased costs are impacting 
multifamily construction and 
operations as apartment 
demand stays strong.

THE FIBER HIGHWAY
14 Fiber’s Positive Impacts 

on Communities Run 
Deep / By Deborah Kish,  
Fiber Broadband Association

 Fiber-based broadband 
improves lives, creates 
jobs, improves health care 
and education and helps 
communities thrive.

PROPERTY OF  
THE MONTH
18 Stoneridge Apartments: 

Promoting Digital 
Equity by Providing Free 
Internet to Low-Income 
Residents / By Sean Buckley,  
Broadband Communities

FEATURES
INDUSTRY ANALYSIS

38 Labor: The Underlying 
Problem in Fiber Deployment 
and How to Solve It /  
By Kevin Morgan, Clearfield

 Manufacturers and service providers 
are pursuing product solutions that 
require less skilled labor and reduce 
the overall time of deployment with 
craft-friendly designs.

41 Starlink Evolves as a  
DIY Broadband Model /  
By David Daugherty, FyberCorp

 Small community cooperatives can 
leverage buying power and expertise 
to acquire Starlink satellite services to 
distribute broadband cost-effectively.

44 Is Fixed Wireless  
Access the Netflix of 
Broadband Internet? /  
By Harjot Saluja, Reach Mobile

 Fixed wireless access is gaining 
momentum as an alternative for 
wireline broadband and disruptive 
mobile market innovation.

46 Creating a DOCSIS-to-PON 
Migration Strategy Is Critical 
in the Era of Overbuilders /  
By Richard Rommes, Harmonic

 Service providers have an opportunity 
to leverage existing DOCSIS 
infrastructure to deliver services and 

simultaneously migrate subscribers to 
PON with minimal capital.

TECHNOLOGY

50 Making the Most of  
Existing Fiber Networks /  
By Michał Owca, Salumanus

 DWDM and grey optics show promise 
to help service providers increase the 
capacity of existing optical fiber.

SHOW COVERAGE

52 SXSW EDU Highlights 
Important Trends Driving 
Home Broadband /  
By Rollie Cole, Sagamore Institute for 
Policy Research

 Parent portals, out-of-classroom 
resources, eSports and user-created 
content were hot topics at this year’s 
conference.

Artist Irving 
Grunbaum is 
readying his 
economic 
development plans 
through broadband. 

ABOUT THE COVER

COVER SECTION: ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
24 Ellensburg, Washington, Taps Consolidated to Elevate Its 

Broadband Status / By Sean Buckley, Broadband Communities
 Consolidated Communications has entered a public-private partnership to 

transition the city’s copper-based DSL residential and business customers to a 
new, fiber-based network.

28 Pharr, Texas, Takes DIY Approach to Build Gigabit Fiber /  
By Sean Buckley, Broadband Communities

 A South Texas border town is building a citywide fiber network to enhance 
educational opportunities and attract business customers.

34 Albuquerque Finds Fiber Fit With Vexus Fiber /  
By Sean Buckley, Broadband Communities

 The growing New Mexico city employs Vexus Fiber to build a communitywide 
fiber broadband network to support residential broadband and business and 
smart-city applications.



Unlocking Your 
Community’s 
Potential
With broadband funding programs.
 
We know the road to new broadband 
deployment or overbuilding with better 
technology will be lengthy. From funding 
resources, grant writers, to community 
engagement and technology insights
 – Adtran is here to help you succeed.

  

Connect with us today to learn more!

 AD11325B Copyright © 2022 ADTRAN Inc. All rights reserved



BANDWIDTH HAWK

6  |  BROADBAND COMMUNITIES  |  www.broadbandcommunities.com |  AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2022

For loan and grant applicants, the USDA Rural Utilities Service has made it as easy as 
possible to reuse material from previous, unsuccessful applications.

By Steven S. Ross / Broadband Communities

The fourth round of the ReConnect Loan and 
Grant Program starts accepting applications on 
September 6. On the table is $1.115 billion for rural 

broadband deployments. The Rural Utilities Service will 
accept applications at the USDA until November 2 at noon. 
Nonprofit organizations – primarily tribal entities – are 
particularly favored.

This is the first round funded by the new infrastructure 
bill, so the rules have changed. I’ll summarize critical issues 
in this column and offer some new strategies. 

In this ReConnect round (ReConnect 4), consortia of 
deployers are banned. A regional deployment plan or public-
private partnership is still possible but only one deployer in 
the group can apply for funding. Because tribes, municipally 
owned deployers, nonprofit organizations, mutual associations 
and co-ops get extra points in the competition for funds, 
it makes sense that such deployers apply, at least if their 
financials can pass muster. That’s true even if the proposed 
deployment plan covers all the partners’ footprints.

USDA has a spiffy online application portal. Are plans 
uncertain? Applicants can start multiple applications and 

populate them online. But an applicant can only finalize 
one of them. That is, applicants can only press the “submit” 
button once.

Systems relying on satellites or mobile wireless are  
not eligible, but fixed wireless systems are acceptable, 
especially for portions of a network that is otherwise fiber. 
And leasing a network for cellular backhaul and other 
purposes in a nondiscriminatory “open-access” way is not 
only encouraged – it is almost mandatory. Start to convince 
cellular carriers to finally build access points that combine 
as many licensed frequencies as possible, even if they must 
compete for customers!

LOANS VS. GRANTS
If you need funds immediately, you may want to apply 

for a loan rather than a grant or grant/loan combo. Loan 
approvals are rolling, but grants and combos will be ranked 
and awarded only after the round closes. For ReConnect 
3, which closed months ago, about half the projects were 
awaiting approval as BroadBand Communities went to press. 
The downside for loans? It has perversely always been easier to 
get a federal grant than a federal loan – loan applications are 
scrutinized much more carefully. (See Table 1 for summary 
rules and amounts available, and loan interest you may pay.)

Systems that cross into tribal lands are tricky, as detailed 
later. Two separate builds might be applied for instead. 
Tribal coordination takes time. Start now if service is being 
proposed on or crossing tribal land, because a certification 
from the proper tribal official stating that the tribal 
authorities support the project and will allow construction to 
take place on tribal land is required. 

You no longer need an equity match in the bank by the 
time you get the award. USDA will disburse as you build 

USDA ReConnect 4: Tips, Tricks, and 
What You Have to Know

The ReConnect USDA mapping 
tool at www.usda.gov/ReConnect 
includes many eligibility layers, 
even for areas with pending 
applications at other agencies. 
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anyway, and the match can come in as 
USDA pays. 

USDA offers a lot of live help from 
staff at headquarters and in regional 
offices, pretty good maps, and more. It 
would be foolish not to take advantage 
(see “Finding Help” box below).

OVERLAPPING FEDERAL 
FUNDING
Areas under consideration for other 
federal funds are eligible for ReConnect 
funding as long as an entity has not 
received final approval to receive 
additional federal funding to construct 
terrestrial facilities providing at least 

100/20 Mbps service in the Proposed 
Funded Service Areas (PFSAs) as of 
September 6, 2022. Nevertheless, 
applicants proposing to serve such areas 
must submit a statement explaining 
why ReConnect funding is being 
requested and why RUS should provide 
additional funding. In addition, 

Table 1: Grant and Loan Provisions

100 Percent Grant $350 million in total funds;
$25 million maximum per project; $35 million 
maximum per project if the Proposed Funded 
Service Area (PFSA) meets specific guidelines. 

Competitive review based on scoring criteria; 
25 percent cash match requirement.

Loan-Grant 
Combination  
(50-50)

$250 million in total funds; 
$25 million maximum for the grant per project; 
$25 million maximum for the loan per project; 
loan and grant amounts will always be equal.

Competitive review based on scoring criteria. 
The interest rate is set at the U.S. Treasury rate at 
each advance of funds.

100 Percent Loan $200 million in total funds; 
$50 million maximum per project

Funds are awarded until exhausted on a first-
come, first-served basis. The interest rate is fixed 
at 2 percent.

100 Percent 
Grant for Tribal 
Governments 
and Socially 
Vulnerable 
Communities

$350 million in total funds; 
$25 million maximum per project; $35 million 
maximum per project if the PFSA meets specific 
guidelines. Refer to the FOA for details.

Only available to Tribal Governments or a 
corporation owned by a Tribal Government 
proposing service on its lands, OR applications 
in which 75 percent of the geographic area 
consists of Socially Vulnerable Communities 
(available here: www.usda.gov/ReConnect/
service-area-map-datasets). Competitive review 
based on scoring criteria general in the FOA.  
No cash match requirement. 

FINDING HELP

All applicants must have an active and current federal System for Award Management registration, including 
certifications (complete them at www.sam.gov) and a USDA verified Level II authentication. Of course, application 
identification requirements include a Tax Identification Number (TIN) and the Unique Entity Identifier (UEI) assigned 
when registering at www.sam.gov. The UEI, by the way, long ago replaced the DUNS number. Supplying a CAGE 
code is optional, but you can list it with USDA – many credit and banking references index with it. 

• Register for upcoming workshops and webinars: www.usda.gov/ReConnect/events
• Subscribe to receive updates about upcoming events on the ReConnect website: www.usda.gov/ReConnect 
• View the funding opportunity for ReConnect 4: www.federalregister.gov/d/2022-16694
• View the full regulation text: www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-2021-02-26/pdf/2021-03443.pdf. When  

working inside the application, use the “Contact Us” button on the screen or get to the same contact page at  
www.usda.gov/ReConnect/contact-us. 

• View a list of USDA general field representatives: www.rd.usda.gov/contact-us/telecom-gfr/all

Funding to nonfederal entities (defined in 2 CFR 200.1) is governed by the requirements of Section 70914 of the 
Build America, Buy America Act (BABA) within the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act. Funding to entities that 
are not nonfederal is governed by the agency’s Buy American requirement at 7 CFR 1787.
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ReConnect awardees that receive  
other federal funds and ReConnect 
financing must submit a statement  
that ReConnect funds have not and 
will not be reimbursed by another 
federal award nor used to reimburse 
another federal award.

Thus, awardees must keep separate 
accounts for each funding source to 
track the uses of the budget to support 
the certification statement submitted 
with the ReConnect application.

Service areas of existing RUS 
borrowers without sufficient broadband 

access, as defined in the ReConnect 
4 funding opportunity notice, still 
might be eligible for new ReConnect 
funding. Examples include previously 
constructed Community Connect and 
Broadband Initiatives Program (BIP) 
projects (mainly from the American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 
2009) not offering sufficient broadband 
access. But be aware that RUS 
Community Connect grants still  
under buildout are not eligible for 
ReConnect 4. Nor are areas directly 
earmarked by Congress or FCC Rural 

Digital Opportunity Fund Ready to 
Authorize Areas. 

It doesn’t sound straightforward, 
but again, the ReConnect USDA 
mapping tool at www.usda.gov/
ReConnect includes many eligibility 
layers, even for areas with pending 
applications at other agencies. One 
calculation applicants must make 
for projects across multiple proposed 
service areas is to add up the 
populations of all sites and divide them 
by the total map areas. USDA will not 
accept a nonweighted average of each 

Table 2: Award Points. In general, each category is all or nothing. Applicants get full points if they qualify. The total is 
185 points, but because there are some mutual exclusions, the maximum is 175.

25 Points Rurality of the Proposed Funded Service Area (PFSA) (see mapping tool: www.usda.gov/ReConnect)

25 Points Level of Existing Service. Proposed projects in areas where at least 50 percent of households in each 
PFSA are not receiving service of at least 25/3 Mbps. 

20 Points Economic Needs of the Community, based on the county poverty percentage of the PFSA in the 
application, using the Census Small Area Income and Poverty Estimates (SAIPE) layer in the RUS 
mapping tool. If 75 percent of the PFSA(s) serve communities with a SAIPE score of 20 percent or 
higher, 20 points will be awarded. PFSAs for which no SAIPE data exist will count as an average SAIPE 
of 30 percent.

20 Points Affordability requires at least one low-cost option at speeds sufficient for a household with multiple 
users to telework and simultaneously engage in remote learning.

20 Points Labor Standards. Applicants requesting these points must describe how the project will incorporate 
the three labor standards and protection categories. “Strong labor standards” are defined as 
demonstrated or future compliance with labor and employment laws; a plan to recruit and support an 
appropriately skilled, trained and credentialed workforce (including contractors and subcontractors); 
and other details in the ReConnect 4 funding opportunity notice.

15 Points Tribal Governments and tribal wholly-owned entities where at least 75 percent of the geographic area 
of the PFSA(s) is on tribal lands get 15 points; Alaska Native Corporations and Tribal Governments get 
10 points; and nontribal governmental entities elsewhere, if at least 50 percent of the geographic area 
of the PFSA(s) is on tribal lands, get 10 points. 

15 Points Local governments, nonprofit organizations and cooperatives

15 Points Socially Vulnerable Communities are identified in the Centers for Disease Control’s Social Vulnerability 
Index with a score of 0.75 or higher.

10 Points For agreeing to net neutrality. Submit board resolution or equivalent deciding not to block lawful 
content, applications, services or non-harmful devices, subject to reasonable network management; 
impair or degrade lawful internet traffic based on content, application or service, or use of a non-
harmful device, subject to reasonable network management; and engage in paid prioritization 
(techniques such as traffic shaping, prioritization, resource reservation, or other forms of preferential 
traffic management, either in exchange for consideration (monetary or otherwise) from a third party, 
or to benefit an affiliated entity.

10 Points Nondiscriminatory wholesale broadband services (“open access”). Include an explanation in the 
application executive summary. 

185 Points total Due to mutual exclusions, only 175 are possible for any particular applicant.
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area’s densities. The density calculation 
will be made on the combined sites as if 
they were a single area. 

Funds substituted for the loan 
component must be expended first. 
Loan funds will be advanced second. 
Grant funds will be advanced third. 

New in this round is a requirement 
for cybersecurity risk management. 
Applicants must demonstrate, before the 
signing of the grant award agreement, 
an effort to consider and address 
cybersecurity risks consistent with 
the cybersecurity performance goals 
for critical infrastructure and control 
systems directed by the National 
Security Presidential Memorandum on 
Improving Cybersecurity for Critical 
Infrastructure Control Systems  
(or the current draft of these goals),  
at www.cisa.gov/control-systems-goals-
and-objectives. 

To ensure that rural households 
can take advantage of the Affordable 
Connectivity Program (ACP) benefit, 
applicants selected for ReConnect 
funding will be required to apply to 
participate in ACP before award funds 
are disbursed.

Eligible pre-application expenses 
now include environmental review 
costs. Pre-application expenditures 
incurred under the previous round 
of ReConnect but that benefit from 
an application for this round may 
be funded up to five percent of the 
total award. The total allowable pre-
application expense is still 5 percent of 
the total requested award.

USDA will conduct Service Area 
Validations on all PFSAs that receive a 
Public Notice Response (PNR). If an 
application has 10 PFSAs, but only one 
PFSA gets at least one PNR, then only 

one PFSA will be validated. PFSAs that 
do not receive a PNR will be considered 
eligible assuming they meet all other 
eligibility requirements. v

Contact the  
Hawk at steve@
bbcmag.com 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

DEFINITIONS

Summary definitions are in the table and detailed 
descriptions are in in the ReConnect regulations, at  
7 CFR 1740.2, but pay particular attention to these:

Tribal Governments – Tribal Governments eligible 
for ReConnect 4 refer to governing bodies of an Indian 
or Alaska Native tribe, band, nation, pueblo, village 
or community listed under the Federally Recognized 
Indian Tribe List Act of 1994, 25 U.S.C. 5130. Eligible 
“Tribal Land” refers to any area identified by the U.S. 
Department of Interior as tribal land over which a Tribal 
Government exercises jurisdiction. A GIS layer of most 
Tribal Lands can be found on the RUS mapping tool at 
www.usda.gov/ReConnect. Alaska has an extra set of 
definitions. Alaska Native Corporations eligible include 
Alaska Native Regional Corporation or an Alaska Native 
Village Corporation under the Alaska Native Claims 
Settlement Act, 43 U.S.C. 1602(g)(j).

Persistent Poverty County – A county with 20 percent 
or more of its population living in poverty over the past 
30 years, as measured by the 1990 and 2000 decennial 
censuses, the 2007–2011 American Community Survey 
five- to six-year average, or any territory or possession of 
the U.S. Newly Affluent counties would thus qualify.

System Requirements for Deployers – These are 
detailed in 7 CFR 1740.3(a)(2). Facilities being proposed 
must deliver 100 Mbps symmetrical service to every 

premises in the Proposed Funded Service Area (PFSA). 
This means that all premises in the PFSA must be able 
to receive this service once construction is completed 
(typically, five years maximum).

Eligible Entities – Include for-profit and nonprofit 
entities, cooperatives and mutual (customer-owned) 
organizations, states, local governments, or any agency, 
subdivision, instrumentality, or political subdivision 
of such governments, territories and U.S. possessions. 
(Eligible Entities are defined in detail in 7 CFR 1740.9.) 
To be eligible (see 7 CFR 1740.10), a project application 
must be complete, specify buildout within five years, 
show technical feasibility (typically with certification of a 
professional engineer licensed in at least one of the states 
the PFSA covers), be fully funded with USDA and other 
funds committed, and be financially stable long-term. 

At least half the households within a PFSA must lack 
sufficient broadband access. Applicants must identify all 
existing providers in the PFSA and indicate what level 
of service they are providing. USDA will treat multiple 
service areas as separate stand-alones. Still, if any 
service area in a competitive application does not meet 
the eligibility requirements, the entire application will 
be disqualified. The USDA map helps, but some state 
maps may have more detail on this point.
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Just as Amazon increased the value of Prime membership with a host of added benefits, 
so too should bulk service providers increase their offerings.

By Bryan J. Rader / Pavlov Media

Isn’t it great when you are surprised by getting something 
extra without having to pay for it? A waiter brings you 
a free dessert after a delicious meal. A barista offers you 

a free scone with your coffee. A SiriusXM subscription is 
included with your new car at no charge.

All those moments create added value for customers.
Who does it best? Amazon Prime, the subscription service 

from Amazon that in 2005 began offering free, two-day 
delivery for just $79 a year. 

Rather than adding value by expanding the products 
offered with the free shipping benefit, Amazon chose to “add 
value” to this service over time. Yes, it has raised rates every 
few years to keep up with inflation, but it has added value at a 
much faster clip than the rate increases.

In 2014, the company added Prime Music, which provides 
unlimited, ad-free music streaming to Prime members. Later 
that year, it added Prime Photos, a free, cloud-based service 
to store photos. In 2019, it increased the number of products 
that offer same-day delivery to more than 10 million. 
Included in the Prime annual fee was the ability to order (or 
reorder) millions of products and get them the same day at no 
charge. Wow, that’s value.

Probably the best value-add Amazon offered is the Prime 
Video service, which began as a small video-on-demand 
feature and has grown to one of the largest movie libraries 
online today with the purchase of MGM in 2021. Amazon 
built its own studio and is now creating unique content. 
This service alone is quickly catching up to other streaming 
services and is offered free to Prime members.

Several years ago, it was reported that more than half of all 
U.S. households subscribe to Amazon Prime service. I know 
that the added value rolled in each year keeps retention high, 
and customer satisfaction elevated.

Today, the annual Prime membership fee is $139, almost 
twice what it was when it began. But the perceived value is 
increasing much faster than the rate, which is why I call this 
the best example of creating value.

As a bulk services provider in the MDU space, you 
promise clients a number of things: internet speed, reliability, 
tech support, bandwidth capacity, etc. In most cases, you 
can raise your rate once a year. The question is, do property 
owners see added value over time?

Some operators believe increasing speed every so often or 
enhancing the overall bandwidth to the site is sufficient. But is 
this enough?

What if you did something more special? What if you 
rolled in other features to increase the perceived value of 
your bulk internet subscription? Managed service providers 
have a lot of products in their arsenals, and incorporating 
some of these services into core packages, similar to Amazon 
Prime, is quite possible. Doing so will definitely improve the 
added value of your service. Just as Amazon has increased the 
number of products available for same-day delivery, we MDU 
providers should increase our offerings too. 

I’ve always said that the broadband business is definitely 
not a “set it and forget it” proposition. When you install the 
new bulk service, don’t expect it to create value year after  
year for your MDU owners if you don’t 
keep layering in new features, concepts 
or services.

Follow Amazon’s lead and keep 
building in more value for your 
subscription. It's a "prime" idea.v

Bryan Rader is the president of MDU for 
Pavlov Media.

Prime Opportunity to Add Value
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Increased costs are impacting multifamily construction and operations as apartment 
demand stays strong.

By Caitlin Sugrue Walter / National Multifamily Housing Council and Valerie M. Sargent / Broadband Communities

Businesses nationwide have continually been 
challenged during recent months by the rising cost 
of labor and materials. This is due in part to ongoing 

supply chain issues. In addition to these costs, the apartment 
industry must deal with unique obstacles that impact both 
operations and construction. Here, we discuss how these costs 
impact the industry at a time when demand is high and the 
nation’s supply continues to fall short of numbers needed to 
sustain long-term market demand. 

Delays in development timelines can affect everyone from 
planning and construction teams to service providers that 
partner with apartment communities to provide broadband 
services and additional amenities in the lease-up stage and 
on an ongoing basis. Here are a few things to consider when 
planning a new development project.

INFLATION PERSISTS, RATES RISE
Inflation is at a 40-year high, and people everywhere are 
feeling the effects. The Consumer Price Index rose 9.1 percent 
year over year in June, marking the largest 12-month increase 
since the end of November 1981. Though the costs of nearly 
everything, including capital, are rising, inflation does not 
necessarily translate into rising cap rates; in fact, historically, 
there has been little correlation between interest rates and  
cap rates.

Because of the nature of their shorter-term leases, 
apartments are positioned to re-price rents during inflationary 
periods to offset rising costs. Accordingly, rising interest 
rates should leave cap rates unaffected as long as apartments 
achieve a proportional increase in rent growth.

However, there is still risk that the Federal Reserve will 
raise short-term rates too aggressively, dampening economic 
growth and potentially triggering a recession. This would 

likely have an adverse impact on property values and cause 
cap rates to rise. Though rent growth has accommodated 
rising costs thus far, there is a point at which that growth 
could become unsustainable.

Further complicating matters, the July Quarterly Survey 
of Apartment Market Conditions (see www.nmhc.org/
research-insight/quarterly-survey) found that equity financing 
and debt financing are much less available. For the deals that 
do go through, interest rates obviously make borrowing more 
expensive, which can ultimately contribute to affordability 
issues for renters as higher rents are the result.

WHAT ARE THE REGULATORY ISSUES?
Costs and hurdles are incurred on both the construction and 
operations sides that make delivering new developments in a 
timely manner more complex. In addition to the rising cost 
of capital and materials, regulatory and legislative impositions 
on new developments can create speed bumps when building 
new multifamily developments. 

The NMHC-NAHB Cost of Regulations Report found 
that regulation imposed by all levels of government comprises 
40.6 percent of multifamily development costs. Nearly three-
quarters (74.5 percent) of survey respondents said they have 
experienced “not in my backyard” (NIMBY) opposition, 
which adds 5.6 percent to development costs and delays the 
completion of these communities by 7.4 months on average. 

Other building code requirement changes and affordability 
mandates make delivering the housing the U.S. so desperately 
needs more challenging and more costly, especially in areas 
where addressing the critical shortage of affordable housing 
is necessary. Many regulations, though well-intentioned, 
go beyond what is necessary and impose costly mandates 

Multifamily Supply vs. Demand in an 
Inflationary World
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that drive housing costs higher and make building housing, 
particularly in areas that need it most, more difficult.

CONSTRUCTION COSTS CLIMB 
The construction and development sector has not yet fully 
recovered from pandemic woes. The problems that existed 
before the pandemic continue to persist and have driven up 
development costs, creating timeline delays. The NMHC 
Quarterly Survey of Apartment Market Conditions revealed 
continued construction delays, materials availability issues 
and labor issues. This has resulted in longer timelines for 
delivery of multifamily properties.

In the March 2022 survey, lumber prices had increased 
45 percent, and were the only major materials prices to drop 
(by 5 percent) in June 2022. Others continued to rise and 
average price changes in June 2022 included increases of 
11 percent in exterior finishes and roofing, 12 percent in 
electrical components, 5 percent in appliances and 10 percent 
in insulation costs. 

Nearly all respondents (97 percent) to the June 2022 survey 
experienced construction delays. The holdups in starts that were 
a consistent factor throughout the pandemic have continued, 
with 85 percent resulting from permitting, entitlement and 
professional services. The majority of respondents experiencing 
delays also noted municipalities took between three to six 
months on building permit approvals. Fifty-eight percent of 
respondents cited materials sourcing and delivery as the cause 
for delayed starts. It has been necessary for some developers 
to make alterations or use alternative pricing/materials due to 

ongoing shortages of first selection of materials, which adds to 
timeline delays in many cases.

DEMAND REMAINS STRONG DESPITE 
CHALLENGES
The good news is that apartment demand remains strong. 
As pandemic uncertainty leveled out, the immense need for 
apartment homes became even clearer. Even looking within 
the 150 largest metro areas, vacancy rates remained low in 
2021, indicating widespread demand for apartments. 

The multifamily industry needs to build 4.3 million 
units by 2035 to keep up with demand. The U.S. must build 
600,000 units to alleviate the existing shortage driving the 
immediate affordability crisis and rising rents, according to 
the Executive Summary of U.S. Apartment Demand Through 
2035 (see www.nmhc.org/research-insight/research-report/
us-apartment-demand-through-2035). The underproduction 
of housing created higher housing costs, which resulted in a 
decline of 4.7 million affordable apartments (with monthly 
rents below $1,000) from 2015 to 2020. The more cost-
burdened a household is, the less money it has for amenities 
such as internet.

New demand for apartments will focus on Florida, Texas 
and California, where 1.5 million units are needed through 
2035. Secondary cities such as Austin, Boise, Las Vegas, 
Orlando, Phoenix and Raleigh will all grow at twice the 
national pace, followed by Dallas, Houston, Charleston and 
Charlotte. 

Although developers keep building, they’re not meeting 
the demand, which has serious implications for workforce 
and underserved households. With a vacancy rate for 
professionally managed apartments in the first quarter of 
2022, more units under development should alleviate some of 
the pressure longer term. 

There is still great opportunity if rising costs and 
the underproduction of housing can be addressed. The 
multifamily industry must navigate the many economic and 
policy obstacles ahead and continue to ensure that supply can 
keep up with demand in the years ahead. v

Caitlin Sugrue Walter, Ph.D., is vice 
president of research at the National 
Multifamily Housing Council in 
Washington, D.C., and can be reached at 
cwalter@nmhc.org. 

Valerie M. Sargent is a multifamily 
speaker, trainer 
and executive 
consultant and  

is the multifamily news correspondent  
for BroadBand Communities.  
Contact her at valerie@bbcmag.com.  
For more information, visit  
www.nmhc.org, www.bbcmag.com,  
or www.valeriemsargent.com.
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Fiber-based broadband improves lives, creates jobs, improves health care and 
education and helps communities grow and thrive as part of the digital economy.

By Deborah Kish / Fiber Broadband Association

T echnology has made a 
significant impact on people’s 
lives in a variety of ways. Over 

the years, new technologies have made 
life easier, made work more efficient, 
provided safety and security, and 
impacted the environment.

All new technologies are designed 
with the goal of improving lives. In my 

view, the internet – more specifically, 
fiber-fueled internet – has had the  
most significant impact on society and 
entire communities.

COMMUNITY COST SAVINGS
A 2020 study by Professor Bento J. 
Lobo, Ph.D., CFA, the First Tennessee 
Bank Distinguished Professor of 

Finance at the University of Tennessee 
at Chattanooga, analyzed the benefits of 
fiber in Hamilton County, Tennessee, 
which includes Chattanooga.

As shown in Table 1, cost savings 
were recognized in an analysis based 
on various factors, including the size of 
the community, the average residential 
monthly electric bill, and the ratio of 
fiber access fees. The study found that 
the community realized an annual cost 
savings of $144 million, or $930 per 
household over 10 years.

CLOSING THE DIGITAL DIVIDE
It’s long been known that the lack 
of adequate, high-speed broadband 
availability in rural areas compared 
with metropolitan areas continues 
to be a challenge in North America. 
That challenge was exacerbated by 
the pandemic in 2020, forcing nearly 
all communication to be conducted 
from home, further exposing the 
insufficiency or lack of broadband 
available in many rural areas.

Furthermore, the pandemic brought 
forth an awareness that most (not all) 
businesses can operate with a remote 
workforce and workers relocated to 
rural areas, away from crowded cities. 
However, with little to no access 
to the internet, the result is lower 

Fiber’s Positive Impacts on 
Communities Run Deep
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productivity, lagging education and 
poorer health outcomes. Bringing 
fiber broadband to the home can 
permanently close the rural high-speed 
broadband availability divide and  
offer higher productivity, the ability to 
learn remotely, and valuable resources 
to residents.

AN ECONOMIC BOON
The benefits of fiber broadband go far 
and wide. It is less costly to maintain 
compared with other technologies,  
and it brings value to businesses  
and communities.

The ebbs and flows of economies 
often take a toll on communities. 

Businesses relocate to less expensive 
areas to keep profit margins high, 
sometimes leaving a once-thriving 
community a ghost town.

Though it was not necessarily a 
ghost town, Wilson, North Carolina, 
in 2005 found itself facing a significant 
challenge after most manufacturing 
businesses and the tobacco industry 
moved out, resulting in a 9 percent 
unemployment rate. In 2008, the last 
economic crash, Wilson turned things 
around by creating the Greenlight all-
fiber network, a 10 gigabit symmetrical 
Ethernet project completed by 2010. 
The community completed the project 

Source: Ten Years of Fiber Optic and Smart Grid Infrastructure in Hamilton County, Tennessee
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on budget and one year ahead of 
schedule, and it made its first operating 
profit in less than a year while 
continuing to grow. The community 
now offers affordable, high-speed, 
reliable broadband to residents and 
businesses and created the GigEast 
Exchange, a local technology hub 
and networking space for community 
members to use.

After the fiber network builds, 
businesses began to thrive in Wilson, 
and the city attracted new companies 
to the area. Tobacco farming returned, 
and the unemployment rate dropped 
more than 2 percent. In 2019,  
Wilson was ranked 10th among  
the top best places in the country to 
start a business.

Another example of a thriving 
community built on fiber is in western 
Massachusetts, where Westfield  
Gas & Electric took the initiative to 
provide a community in Hampden 
County with reasonably priced, high-
speed symmetrical broadband service 
known as Whip City Fiber via a fiber 
optic infrastructure.

Previously deployed technologies, 
such as DSL, satellite and cable, 
provided low speeds and were cost 
prohibitive in places where adoption 
was low. The community began asking 
for better alternatives. Westfield is now 
one of the first cities in Massachusetts 
to offer 1 gigabit symmetrical Ethernet, 
and the community generated more 
than $88 million annually in job-
related benefits attributed to its 
fiber broadband network. For more 
information on Westfield Gas & 
Electric, see www.understandfiber.org/
case-studies/westfield-massachusetts-
leading-with-fiber.

COMMUNITIES TAKE ACTION
Closing the digital divide has long been 
viewed as a governmental undertaking, 
but some communities take the bull 
by the horns. In 2000, the incumbent 
local exchange carrier in Roseburg, 
Oregon, had reached service capacity. 
Upgrading would have been costly, and 
ultimately that cost would be passed on 
to consumers, which the community 
did not receive well. In response, the 
Douglas Fast Net all-fiber network 
was formed, becoming one of the first 
ISPs in the state offering symmetrical, 
1-Gbps internet service.

The network is profitable and brings 
value to the community by allowing 
people to learn and work from home 
productively. It was instrumental in 
ensuring communications were up and 
running when wildfires destroyed more 
than 130,000 acres, and more than 
1,000 people were evacuated.

Fiber is also responsible for 
providing medical facilities with the 
ability to transmit important, large-file 
medical records such as images, CT 
scans and MRIs. Fiber is estimated to 
have saved the county more than  
$573 million, and fiber has driven  
more than $25 million in annual 
revenue to the education system. See 
www.understandfiber.org/case-studies/
douglas-county to read the Fiber 
Community Profile about Roseburg. 

FIBER IS GOOD BONES
A house with “good bones” or a good 
foundation will be long-lasting and 
something that can be built on and 
provide increased value. Similarly, 
an all-fiber network provides the 
good bones or foundation a city or 
community can build on.

To prove this, the Lobo study broke 
down the estimates of the value of fiber 

optic and smart-grid infrastructure into 
five segments: economic development, 
smart grid, business effects, household 
effects and community effects (see 
Table 2 on previous page). It indicated 
that the economic value of the fiber 
optic infrastructure at a minimum 
exceeds $2.69 billion and 9,516 jobs 
over 10 years.

THE PROOF IS IN THE 
RESEARCH
The Fiber Broadband Association has 
begun developing a series of profiles 
about how fiber impacts communities 
from various angles. The goal is to 
quantify the economic and societal 
benefits fiber brings to the communities 
where it is deployed. The profiles 
provide valuable quantitative and 
qualitative information on how fiber 
broadband improves lives, creates jobs, 
improves health care and education, 
and helps communities grow and thrive 
as part of the digital economy.

For the initial phase of this 
project, we selected five communities 
representing different regions of 
the country, served by a variety of 
community broadband providers (rural 
operators, utilities, cooperatives and 
municipally owned) that have had fiber 
broadband available for a minimum 
of five years. For more information 
about FBA’s research program, see 
https://www.fiberbroadband.org/p/cm/
ld/fid=978 or contact Deborah Kish 
(dkish@fiberbroadband.org). v

Deborah Kish is 
the vice president 
of research 
and workforce 
development 
for the Fiber 
Broadband 
Association. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The FBA is developing profiles about the 
local impacts of fiber, aiming to quantify the 
economic and societal benefits fiber brings to 
the communities where it is deployed.
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Stoneridge Apartments: Promoting 
Digital Equity by Providing Free 
Internet to Low-Income Residents
Stoneridge Apartments in a suburb of Austin, Texas, is leveling the broadband playing 
field for low-income residents by offering free Wi-Fi service courtesy of PCs for People. 
BroadBand Communities thanks Brittany Hustad, senior project manager, Dominium; 
Maria Christinia, community manager, Stoneridge Apartments; Tom Esselman, executive 
director, PCs for People Kansas City; Jim Crammond, president, MoCA; and Andreas 
Bergman, head of sales and channel account management, InCoax Networks AB for 
contributing information for this profile. 

By Sean Buckley / Broadband Communities 

Pflugerville, a suburb of Austin, Texas, 
has a rich history. The community 
was named after the original German 

settlers who farmed the area; pfluger means 
“plowman.”

Real-estate developer Dominium is 
carrying that spirit forward. It’s plowing a new 
broadband path for Stoneridge Apartments, an 
affordable housing complex located in the heart 
of Pflugerville with 256 apartments spanning 
13 buildings. Dominium realized that to stand 
out from the competition, it needed to practice 
digital inclusion by making internet accessible 
for families eligible for leases at Stoneridge. 
According to Dominium, 60 percent of 
residents are eligible for affordable housing. 

The Stoneridge Apartments complex is 
close to a wide array of dining, shopping and 
entertainment options and is a 30-minute drive 
to downtown Austin and the Austin-Bergstrom 
International Airport. It offers two-, three- and 
four-bedroom apartment homes and boasts an 

outdoor swimming pool, a playground and an 
on-site fitness center. 

Through a collaboration between PCs for 
People and InCoax Networks, the complex also 
provides free communitywide and in-home 
Wi-Fi to residents.

Brittany Hustad, senior project manager of 
corporate services for Dominium, who works 
on many acquisitions, says the company made 
broadband services a priority when it started 
refurbishing Stoneridge after purchasing the 
property. “It was during the rehab that we had 
communitywide Wi-Fi installed by PCs for 
People,” she says. 

PCs for People is a national nonprofit 
organization working to provide low-cost, 
quality computers and internet for people, 
families and nonprofit organizations with low 
income. It recycles and refurbishes computers, 
providing a valuable service to businesses, 
families and the planet by keeping computers 
out of landfills and repurposing them to 
advance digital inclusion.
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PCs for People serves as the ISP for 
the Stoneridge project, which it views 
as an opportunity to advance digital 
equity by offering broadband access to 
low-income residents. 

Stoneridge’s commitment to 
providing communitywide Wi-Fi came 
at a critical time during the COVID-19 
pandemic. “When COVID-19 hit, and 
a lot of students attended school from 
home, the [free internet] service allowed 
parents to not rely on the school district 
to supply Wi-Fi so their kids could 
attend school regularly via the internet,” 
says Maria Christinia, community 
manager at Stoneridge Apartments.

Tom Esselman, the executive 
director of PCs for People Kansas 
City, says that just as his organization 
treats low-income housing residents 
with dignity by providing refurbished 
computers, Dominium tries to offer 

excellent amenities to attract residents 
who need affordable housing.

“One of PCs for People’s board 
members felt that providing free 
broadband for residents is something 
he wanted to pilot as an amenity 
a developer would provide to its 
residents,” he says. “He felt it was no 
different than having running water 
and electricity and asked us to consider 
Stoneridge.” 

LEVERAGE, EXTEND EXISTING 
INFRASTRUCTURE
Tasked with delivering communitywide 
and in-home wireless high-speed 
broadband to Stoneridge Apartments 
with a limited budget, PCs for People 
needed to look beyond traditional fiber-
to-the-home (FTTH) deployments to 
solve the problem. It partnered with 
InCoax Networks. 

When PCs for People started 
surveying the property, it quickly found 
two things: existing fiber and coax. 

The fiber was present from an 
existing DISH network that AT&T 
had purchased. However, the fiber 
was no longer operational. It was run 
underground from a central location in 
a laundry room closet to each of the 13 
buildings on the property and connected 
through an exterior box with coax to 
every apartment. 

Esselman found that the condition 
of the existing coax was still sound. 
“As we were exploring our options on 
how to get these units connected with 
reliable service, fiber over coax became 
an option.” PCs for People now uses 
InCoax Multimedia over Coax Alliance 
(MoCA) adapters to deliver service to 
each unit. 

However, getting the coax and the 
fiber operational was a long process. To 
make the fiber usable, PCs for People 
finally “had to have a local electric 
contractor re-terminate every one of the 
fiber cables,” Esselman says. “We also 
re-terminated every piece of coax for 
260 apartments at the exterior box and 
where it terminated in the apartment." 

A fiber switch connected the 
incoming trunk fiber to the 13 main 
buildings with individual fiber cables. 

PROPERTY OF THE MONTH HIGHLIGHTS
~ Stoneridge Apartments in Pflugerville, Texas ~

• Communitywide Wi-Fi and in-home broadband 
• 256 two-, three- and four-bedroom apartment homes 
• Outdoor swimming pool and playground area 
• On-site fitness center

A collaboration between the property developer, PCs for People and InCoax Networks has resulted in free communitywide and in-home Wi-Fi to 
residents at the affordable housing complex.
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Control units (DPU) at each building 
facility connect fiber to the apartments 
using the existing coaxial network  
to provide high-speed broadband to  
the tenants.

"It was very labor-intensive but a 
great learning experience for us because 
it showed how little regard there was 
for efficiency when the property was 
originally built,” Esselman says. 

PCs for People did not cut corners. 
By deploying fiber to each building 
and utilizing the existing and fully 
functional coaxial network, previously 
used for satellite TV, it now provides 
fiber-like broadband service to tenants.

The company designed a network 
with sufficient capacity for years to 
come: It includes 2.5 Gbps to each 
building on the property and 40 Gbps 
of routing capacity. By building out a 
fiber network that can initially support 
1 Gbps, every apartment will be able  
to access up to 100 Mbps speeds and 
the ability to stream on more than  
10 devices. 

Hustad says being able to leverage 
the existing coax infrastructure was 
beneficial for a number of reasons. 
It reduced installation time in each 
apartment by 10 to 15 minutes, and  
“it was a great cost savings for us,”  
she says. Preliminary calculations 
showed an average in-building total 
installation cost dropped from $440 
per apartment with fiber to $125 per 

apartment by reusing the existing 
coaxial cabling infrastructure. 

PCs for People’s ability to leverage 
and extend the existing infrastructure 
resulted in a less disruptive installation 
process. “We were able to notify 
residents when the work was 
going to be done,” Christinia says. 
“Communications is key, so that made 
things go much more smoothly.” 

EVOLVING MOCA
The Stoneridge deployment leverages 
MoCA specifications that allow 
providers to deliver broadband over 
existing coax. 

MoCA continues to evolve its 
specifications, including MoCA Link, 
a point-to-point coax connectivity 
bridge for managed services to work, 
learn and stream. MoCA Link provides 
a symmetrical, multi-gigabit, sub-
millisecond latency, point-to-point 
coax link for broadband services. It 
is now looking to develop a 10 Gbps 
specification.

Jim Crammond, president of 
MoCA, says that a provider’s ability 
to reuse existing coax wiring in a 
multiple-dwelling-unit (MDU) 
property provides two key benefits: 
lower cost and minimal impact on 
residents. 

Because all coax feeds in MDU 
properties generally go down to a 
basement or central location, it’s 

possible to bring fiber to a building 
and use MoCA to distribute the fiber 
network to each apartment. 

“By doing this, you don’t have to 
run fiber to each apartment, and you’re 
reusing existing coax,” Crammond says. 
“This provides less disruption, and it 
reduces the installation cost.” 

But providing a platform for 
connectivity is just one element that 
MoCA can account for in an existing 
MDU setting. Its collaboration with 
the Broadband Forum can provide 
network management tools to providers 
such as PCs for People. 

“Through our work with the 
Broadband Forum, we can standardize 
data models to make it easier for service 
providers to manage the network,” 
Crammond says. “We are also working 
on technical reports TR-181 and TR-
419, which will enable a fiber access 
extension over copper.” 

REPLICATING THE MODEL 
The Stoneridge project is now complete, 
and Dominium hopes to replicate the 
model for broadband in other parts of 
Austin and other markets. With much 
of its focus on affordable housing, 
Husted says the company is focused on 
providing broadband access to residents 
in other parts of the city. 

Dominium has already signed 
another deal with PCs for People to wire 
another existing building in the city for 
broadband. 

“The internet-for-all concept is 
taking off, and we want to be a part of 
that,” Christinia says. “As the nation 
entered the COVID-19 pandemic, we 
asked what we can do for our residents 
to provide them an amenity that other 
apartments nearby don’t have.” 

The answer, she says, was 
communitywide Wi-Fi. “It was a 
service our residents would not be able 
to find elsewhere.”

Though a new Wi-Fi option is 
undoubtedly compelling, low-income 
residents are often not immediately 
willing to access a new service, even if 
it’s free. 

“We know low-income households 
are accustomed to deals being thrown 
at them, but they lack a lot of trust 
because typically those things get 

PCs for People re-terminated every piece of coax for 260 apartments at the exterior box and 
where it terminated in apartments. 
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pulled away from them, or after two 
years, they then are required to pay $50 
a month,” Esselman says. “There’s a lot 
of skepticism with a free deal.” 

He adds that PCs for People will 
tell residents it will offer broadband for 
$15 a month, but the cost to residents 
will be $0 because the development 
company will pick up the tab. 

“It makes the conversation more 
believable for them and easier for them 
to understand because they still have to 
enroll,” Esselman says. “They have to 
agree to the terms, and many people are 
unwilling to do it unless they feel trust 
with the provider.” 

DRIVING UP OCCUPANCY
Christinia says the Wi-Fi service has 
become a new essential amenity to 
attract and retain residents. As of March 
2022, 230 units were occupied, up from 
128 units in 2019 before PCs for People 
began to plan the free-service offering. 

When Dominium acquired 
Stoneridge, occupancy was at 90 
percent, but it quickly dropped to 50 
percent when the COVID-19 pandemic 
hit. 

“After we acquired Stoneridge, we 
wanted to increase rental pricing, so 
Dominium offered everyone $1,000 to 
move out pre-COVID-19,” Christiana 
says. “When COVID-19 hit, we weren’t 
leasing as quickly, so we had to come 
up with other ways to create value for 
our community and set ourselves apart 
from our competition.” 

Dominium found that offering 
free Wi-Fi was an amenity that could 
increase value to its community. The 
free Wi-Fi offering drove Stoneridge’s 
occupancy rate back into the 90 percent 
range. “Going to free Wi-Fi was the 
icing on the cake,” Christiana says. 

VITAL STATISTICS 

Property Description: Conveniently 
located in the heart of Pflugerville, 
Texas, a suburb of Austin, the 
Stoneridge Apartments community 
is a 256-unit housing complex 
across a 13-building site with 
an outdoor swimming pool, a 
playground area, and an on-

site fitness center. It offers free 
communitywide and in-home Wi-Fi 
provided by PCs for People. 

Demographics: Low-income residents

Greenfield or retrofit? Retrofit.  
The installation connected the 
newly laid underground fiber trunk 
fiber to a fiber switch at the 13 
apartment buildings, pool house 
and learning center.

Number of units: 256

Style: Mid-rise

Time to deploy: 20 months: Stoneridge 
began to define its network 
requirements in September 2019, 
and the Wi-Fi service went fully live 
in May 2021.

Date services started being delivered:
Service began on Feb. 13, 2021, and 
went 100 percent live in May 2021.

Special property requirements:  
There were zero-touch provisioning, 
self-install and self-maintenance 
requirements because of COVID-19 
precautions. 

LESSONS LEARNED

What was the biggest challenge? 
The fiber cable for each building 
ran underground to a laundry 
building. The initial objective was 
to replace the coax portion of the 
network and have GPON in each 
apartment. Deploying fiber from 
the wall cabinet to each unit was 
too expensive. The consensus was to 
use InCoax MoCA Access nodes in 
each outdoor wall cabinet. A 10G 
fiber switch was installed in the 
laundry room and ensured the 13 
buildings were connected through 
the existing fiber network. Fiber 
performance was extended from 
the wall cabinet to the TV outlet, 
reaching symmetrical internet 
speeds of up to 1 Gbps without 
pulling new cables or fiber to the 
respective apartments. 

What were the most significant 
successes? PCs for People’s solution 
resulted in free Wi-Fi for all 
residents and guests in each unit and 

a common area. A complete network 
teardown and rebuild was avoided. 
Installation of FTTB and products 
with MoCA Access technology 
while using existing coax wires for 
network connectivity and access was 
cost-effective. Gigabit and multi-
gigabit broadband networking are 
now available. The installation of 
MoCA Access nodes was completed 
in a minimal amount of time.  
The home modem installation was 
self-installed by each apartment 
owner, so installation costs and 
subsequent building and tenant 
disruption were kept at a minimum 
by using existing coaxial cable 
infrastructure. 

Stoneridge Apartments now  
has symmetrical, high-speed,  
1 Gbps broadband internet and  
can be upgraded to 2.5 Gbps  
thanks to PCs for People’s 
application of InCoax Networks 
products based on the MoCA Access 
2.5 standard and the Broadband 
Forum’s TR-419 standard. 

What was done to limit disruption 
during deployment? PCs for People 
minimized resident disruption by 
leveraging the existing coax and 
fiber infrastructure. The coax cable 
network originated and connected 
the fiber to the coax network 
that extends to each apartment’s 
coaxial cable outlet. In-home access 
modems were connected to the 
existing coax outlets the tenants 
installed themselves. Because the 
coax outlet is near each apartment’s 
media hub, additional apartment 
wiring was unnecessary. Reusing 
the existing coax and self-
installing InCoax’s MoCA Access 
2.5 platform to Ethernet bridges 
connected to a wireless router 
eliminated the need for additional 
installation visits. Self-installations 
also decreased installation costs 
and kept tenants safe during the 
COVID-19 shutdown.

What feedback does the leasing/
sales office get from residents/
guests? Feedback has been positive. 
Residents report they can now work 
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from home thanks to the high-
speed network. At least 10 families 
with kids use Wi-Fi for schoolwork. 

What should other owners consider 
before they get started on a 
similar deployment?  
Four networking necessities should 
be considered before any build:

1 Installation at gigabit and future 
multi-gigabit network speeds without 
rip and replace in-unit requirements

2 Low per-unit installation costs that 
do not exceed existing networking 
subsidy programs, including the 
Affordable Connectivity Plan, which 
provides a one-time subsidy of $100 
for a device and up to $30 per month 
to pay for internet services

3 Limited to no congestion with 
existing wireless networks

4 Self-install at the unit-tenant or 
subscriber level for cost reductions 
at installation and ongoing network 
maintenance.

By reusing existing copper or coax 
infrastructure to extend fiber gigabit 
services with minimal construction 
work, fiber-to-the-extension-point 
(FTTep) no longer requires new 
infrastructure installation, saves costs 
and time, and delivers higher flexibility 
and multi-gigabit speeds. Reusing 
coaxial networks can provide gigabit or 
multi-gigabit speeds, reducing the ISP’s 
deployment costs and increasing fiber 
deployment rollouts. The cost-benefit 
of installing a MoCA Access DPU and 
modems significantly reduces capex 
and offers a viable alternative to FTTH 
installations in MDUs. 

SERVICES 

Services offered or planned on the 
network: High-speed internet 

access. Leveraging the existing 
fiber and coax infrastructure, PCs 
for People built a network that can 
support two main speeds: 2.5 Gbps 
to each building on Stoneridge 
Apartments’ property and 40 Gbps 
routing capacity. A 1 Gbps fiber 
network was deployed to each of 
the 256 apartment homes. PCs for 
People also offers free Wi-Fi in the 
common area. 

Is there a marketing agreement with 
the property owner? Yes. PCs for 
People has an exclusive contract 
with Dominium.

Does the agreement include an 
incentive such as a door fee or 
revenue share? Dominium fully 
pays the monthly subscription fee 
for each resident who enrolls in the 
PCs for People network. There are 
no other incentives.

How do the service provider and 
owner work together to market 
the services? PCs for People has 
been on-site regularly, following 
an in-person launch in May 2021. 
Dominium supports the creation of 
posters, flyers and resident notices. 
Regular service visits from the 
PCs for People tech team to the 
property help build word-of-mouth 
awareness.

Is there a bulk-service agreement? 
If so, what services are included? 
Can residents upgrade from the 
bulk services? The only service 
provided is in-home Wi-Fi. There is 
no upgrade option. 

Can residents choose among multiple 
service providers? Residents can 
purchase separate services from 
Consolidated and Comcast. 

Is the point of contact for resident 
technical support the property 
manager, the service provider, or 
a third party? The service provider, 
PCs for People, has a service 
number for residents to call.

BUSINESS 

Who owns the network? The property 
owner owns the wiring and PCs 
for People manages network 
maintenance for the residents.

Is there evidence that the network 
helps attract residents, retain 
residents, increase property values, 
etc.? Yes. As of March 2022, 230 
units were occupied, up from 128 
units when Stoneridge Apartments 
began to define its network 
requirements in September 2019.

TECHNOLOGY 

Broadband architecture: PCs for 
People built a network that includes 
two main elements to support 
broadband: home run coax to each 
apartment unit and fiber to the edge 
of the building. 

Where is the fiber terminated?  
The fiber is terminated at the edge 
of each building. Fiber to each 
building is connected to the laundry 
room core network.

Methods for running cables between 
buildings: PCs for People installed 
fiber to the edge of each building, 
then installed an InCoax Networks 
fiber to coax converter. The fiber 
is joined in the laundry room core 
network.

Vendors/products 
• InCoax Networks (coax gateways)
• PCs for People (internet services) v

Sean Buckley is 
the editor-in-chief 
of BroadBand 
Communities. You 
can contact him at 
sean@bbcmag.com. 
 
 

Leveraging the exisiting coax infrastructure 
reduces installation time, costs and disruption 
to residents. It also delivers higher flexibility 
and multi-gigabit speeds. 
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Consolidated Communications has entered a public-private partnership to transition the 
city’s copper-based DSL residential and business customers to a new, fiber-based network. 

By Sean Buckley / Broadband Communities

Like many communities around the 
country, a few years ago Ellensburg, 
Washington, decided it needed to do 

something to improve its broadband situation. 
In its 2018 strategic plan, the city’s economic 

development agency, CenterFuse, identified 
what it said was a lack of consistent, high-speed 
broadband – a weakness in sustaining and 
recruiting businesses.

“Every time someone came to town when 
we were doing business recruitment, they always 
asked, how is your broadband?” says CenterFuse 
executive director 
Margaret Reich. That 
spurred the CenterFuse 
board into action. The 
agency applied for and 
secured a $50,000 grant 
from the Washington State 
Department of Commerce 
Public Works Board for 
a broadband planning 
feasibility study, which it 
hired a consultant to conduct. 

Following an RFP process, CenterFuse 
selected Finley Engineering and CCG 
Consulting (CCG) to conduct the analysis, 
which was completed in December 2020.

That year, COVID-19 amplified Ellensburg’s 
need for better broadband. “The issue of 

broadband was elevated substantially then 
because people worked from home and kids 
went to school online,” Reich said. 

OVERCOMING BROADBAND 
CHALLENGES 
In its 2020 broadband study, CenterFuse 
highlighted broadband challenges in Ellensburg 
centered around four main elements: speed, 
reliability, access and security. The study found 
a disparity in available broadband in the city. 
Though broadband capacity was “robust” in 
some parts of the city, such as downtown, 
residential service was “subpar,” and broadband 
options were poor outside the city limits. 

The study also highlighted how the lack of 
reliable broadband affected local businesses. To 
maintain uptime, local companies purchased 
two or three services. 

“Business vitality requires strong internet 
service both to businesses and residents [because] 
employees and workers expect home internet to 
be as good as it is at work,” the study said. “The 
pandemic has perhaps changed the expectation 
of employers and employees for the frequency 
and desirability of working from home.” 

It found that 33 percent of home internet 
connections are too slow or unreliable for people 
to attend work or school from home. Residents 
who lived outside the city could not connect  
to their work remotely. What’s more, those  

Ellensburg, Washington,  
Taps Consolidated to Elevate  
Its Broadband Status

Margaret Reich
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who could connect found connections 
were slow. 

Though high-speed broadband was 
present in the center of Ellensburg’s 
downtown core, old buildings were not 
connected to it, so offices and residents 
did not benefit.

From an access point of view, the 
study found two things: 15 percent 
of residents had no home broadband 
connection, and 35 percent of residents 
were still using DSL, “so their upload 
and download speeds were prolonged,” 
Reich says. 

The study recommended that 
Ellensburg collaborate with broadband 
providers to expand and improve 
the quality of available internet 
service. Ellensburg found its knight 
in shining armor in Consolidated 
Communications, an incumbent telco 

Ellensburg, Washington, about 90 minutes from Seattle, is experiencing rapid growth and will benefit from a new, high-speed fiber broadband network. 

PUBLIC-PRIVATE PARTNERSHIPS ENHANCE CONSOLIDATED’S FIBER BUILD PLANS 

Consolidated Communications continues to establish 
public-private partnerships with various communities 
within its wireline footprint, including towns and cities 
in New Hampshire, Maine, Vermont, Washington and 
other states. 

For example, in May, Consolidated struck an 
agreement with Southern Vermont Communication 
Union District (CUD), which represents 14 rural towns  
in Bennington County. CUD advocates for bringing 

high-speed internet to the  
hard-to-connect region and 
has secured state funding for 
broadband projects.

Bob Udell, CEO of Consolidated, 
told investors during the telco’s 
second-quarter earnings call that 
it sees new opportunities in 2023 
for up to $100 million in broadband 
partnership and grant-funding 

projects to deliver fiber-based services across a few 
states where it operates today. 

“We’re actively pursuing all opportunities that align 
with our build plan and help offset rural, high-cost 
castings, allowing a return consistent with our model,” 
he said. “As demonstrated by our successful track record 
in securing and executing public-private partnerships, 
we are well-positioned to capitalize on incremental 
government programs.” 

Udell added that the telco would “remain flexible” 
with public-private partnerships and seeking federal 
broadband funding. 

“We’ll remain opportunistic as we pursue a public-
private partnership or […] the infrastructure funds [are] 
made available from a federal government perspective 
and allocated by the National Telecommunications and 
Information Administration,” he said. “That’s a key focus 
of ours.” 

Bob Udell
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serving the area that it struck a deal 
with to build fiber services throughout 
the city. When Consolidated completes 
the fiber-to-the-home (FTTH) 
network at the end of this year, it will 
provide 3,000 homes and businesses 
in Ellensburg with 2 Gbps fiber 
broadband services.

The study concluded, “Improving 
broadband capacity and service in 
Ellensburg is critical to our ongoing 
economic development success, and 
Consolidated’s leadership in investing 
in Ellensburg will take our internet 
service to a more competitive level.” 

A COLLABORATIVE APPROACH 
Consolidated Communications says 
it has already built fiber to most of 
downtown and told CenterFuse it will 

bring fiber to any business that wants it. 
Two things boded well for 

Consolidated in its partnership 
with Ellensburg. First, the telco told 
Ellensburg officials it was willing to 
bring fiber to businesses anywhere 
in the city, but not always without 
upfront construction fees. Second, 
Consolidated already provided DSL to 
a company located outside downtown.

Though the prospect of having a 
fiber-based connection was compelling, 
existing Consolidated customers 
wanted service consistency. “People 
who had those DSL speeds were 
customers of Consolidated who did not 
want to switch,” Reich says. “When 
Consolidated learned of our study and 
started talking about what investment 

the telco would be willing to make in 
Ellensburg, it opened the door for a 
partnership between a business that 
wants to expand in the city and a 
community that likes it.” 

Besides Consolidated, the city had 
a mix of cable operators, including 
Charter/Spectrum and broadband 
wireless operators Symplified 
Technologies, WIFiBER and Kittitas 
Broadband. 

Ellensburg also operates City 
Fiber, an ISP it owns and operates as 
a public service that provides for local 
municipalities and public agencies. 
Ellensburg has been providing fiber 
services to local municipalities and 
other public agencies in the community 
since 1999, and the city began offering 
internet service in 2017.

“The city of Ellensburg has 
fiber service to institutions such as 
schools and the fire department, but 
Consolidated is the preferred provider,” 
Reich says. 

Consolidated has submitted several 
permits to the city, and at least one was 
approved. “Consolidated is well on its 
way,” Reich says. “It has had meetings 
with the necessary regulatory bodies.” 

CONSOLIDATED STRETCHES ITS FIBER GROWTH 

Consolidated has an aggressive fiber-to-the-home 
(FTTH) buildout plan to provide symmetrical, multi-gig 
fiber internet to more than 70 percent of its service area 
by the end of 2025. Fiber network builds are underway 
in California, Illinois, Maine, Minnesota, New Hampshire, 
Texas and Vermont.

During the second quarter, the telco continued to 
progress in rolling out fiber-based services, passing 
another 142,300 new locations. This tripled the telco’s 
fiber passings in six quarters. Consolidated now serves 
more than 800,000 sites with fiber.

In the first six months of 2022, Consolidated 
built fiber to 226,000 locations. Bob Udell, CEO of 
Consolidated, said it’s “on track to achieve roughly 1 
million total fiber locations this year as we upgrade 
[more than] 400,000 passings by the end of 2022.” He 
added, “each of these operating milestones reflects a key 
inflection point and positioned us for a return to revenue 
growth with our fiber build execution.”

Consolidated also made inroads on the subscriber 
front, adding 9,600 fiber customers and achieving three 
times fiber subscriber growth year over year. Consumer 
fiber revenue grew 28 percent to $68 million so far  
this year, driven by more than three times consumer 
fiber net adds. What was significant about this growth 
was that the fiber gain surpassed DSL losses for the  
first time in seven years. “Eighty percent of our net  
adds are new fiber subscribers, with more than  
65 percent of those subscribers choosing our 1-gig 
service,” Udell said. 

But the company is not sitting still. Its Fidium 
fiber broadband product is now available in 150 
communities, and it launched at 2 Gbps symmetrical 
speeds at the end of June. “[Though] it is still early, we 
are pleased with the customer interest and reaction to 
our 2 gig promotions,” Udell said. “And, importantly, 
Fidium 2 gig further solidifies our position as a 
technology leader in the markets we serve.” 

When Consolidated completes the FTTH 
network at the end of this year, it will provide 
3,000 homes and businesses in Ellensburg with 
2 Gbps fiber broadband services.
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STUDENT HOUSING 
OPPORTUNITIES
Located in Central Washington state’s 
Kittitas County, “Ellensburg is a college 
town on steroids,” Reich says. The city is 
home to 20,000 people, 10,000 of which 
are undergraduate college students 
at Central Washington University. 
First-year students are required to live 
on campus, so just shy of 3,000 of the 
10,000 students live in residence halls.

Today, CWU leases dark fiber from 
the city because it is an institutional 
client Ellensburg serves. But Reich 
points out that many students live 
in off-campus housing that could 
leverage a fiber broadband connection 
for conducting classwork and other 
activities. “They will benefit from this 
service,” she says. 

A GROWING POPULATION
When Consolidated completes its fiber 
broadband build, it could be a key 
attraction for residents and businesses. 

Ellensburg is already experiencing 
ongoing community growth. According 
to the 2020 census, Kittitas County’s 
population is listed as 47,935, up 17.2 
percent from 2010. The growth rate in 
Ellensburg mirrored that of the county. 
Ellensburg’s population grew at 15.4 
percent – from 18,301 to 21,111.

“We’re experiencing much higher 
population in-migration than other 
parts of Washington state,” Reich 
says. “We’re only 90 miles from the 
Puget Sound area, and we have remote 
workers headed here.” 

Reich says she knows people who 
telecommute. “I have a friend who  

lives on a road with seven homes,  
and six of them have people who  
work from home,” she says. “Having  
a reliable, secure, consistent service 
with Consolidated will be a game-
changer.” v

Sean Buckley is 
the editor-in-chief 
of BroadBand 
Communities. 
You can contact 
him at sean@
bbcmag.com. 

Half of Ellensburg’s population is made up of 
college students who will benefit from the new 
high-speed service from Consolidated.
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A South Texas border town is building a citywide fiber network to enhance educational 
opportunities and attract business customers. 

By Sean Buckley / Broadband Communities

For Pharr, Texas, 
the move to get 
fast, affordable 

broadband came down 
to a do-it-yourself 
spirit. When the town’s 
mayor, Dr. Ambrosio 
Hernandez, talked with 
superintendents about 
how the city’s broadband 
situation was affecting their children’s ability to 
complete homework assignments online, they 
cited three main issues: availability, reliability 
and affordability. 

“The city had a big digital divide,” he said 
in a video interview. “Our city leaders said 
we’re now in charge of making this better for 
our residents, so we decided to look at the best 
way to get people connected.” He added that 
“the city decided to take on the internet as a 
utility to ensure reliability and affordability for 
broadband services.” 

The Texas-Mexico border in the Rio Grande 
Valley (RGV) is one of the least-connected 
regions in the U.S. Sixty percent of border 
counties in the RGV can’t access residential 
internet. Pharr has had the unfortunate 
designation as one of the nation’s top five “worst 
connected” cities according to the Digital 
Inclusion Alliance. It ranked No. 1 worst; other 
Texas communities, including Brownsville and 
Harlingen, also made the list.

Although Pharr’s schools had good 
connectivity via the FCC E-Rate program, 
which helps public schools and libraries obtain 
affordable broadband, there was a disconnect in 
the community’s homes. 

“What do you do with underserved cities 
[such as] Pharr, which take 95 percent of their 
E-Rate funding to connect its public buildings?” 
asked Cynthia Garza-Reyes, director of external 
relations in the Office of the Mayor, during 
the “Economic Development: How Pharr Can 
You Go” panel at the Fiber Connect show in 
June. “We wanted to go beyond the middle 
mile because every household should have the 
opportunity to connect to a 1 Gbps service.” 

Despite its designation as the worst-
connected U.S. city, Pharr frustratingly could 
not access or apply for existing federal funding. 
It wasn’t eligible for a spate of broadband 
funding programs via the USDA because of the 
government’s definition of “rural.” 

“We weren’t rural 
enough, but we weren’t 
urban enough, so we  
fell into the black hole  
of no funding,” Garza-
Reyes said.

ACP: KEY TO 
AFFORDABILITY 
A big piece of how Pharr 
is making service available to its residents is 

Pharr, Texas, Takes DIY  
Approach to Build Gigabit Fiber

Ambrosio Hernandez

Cynthia Garza-Reyes
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the advent of the FCC’s Affordable 
Connectivity Program (ACP). 

ACP is a government-sponsored 
program that provides internet services 
for low-income households. The 
Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act 
(IIJA) provides $14.2 billion in funding 
for $30 subsidies for people with low 
incomes and $75 grants to individuals 
on tribal lands.  

In addition, eligible households  
can receive a one-time discount of  
up to $100 to purchase a laptop, 
desktop computer or tablet from 
participating providers. 

“We are 
an approved 
Affordable 
Connectivity 
Program service 
provider,” says 
Jose J. Peña, IT 
director for the 
City of Pharr. 
“We’re starting to 
do marketing in 
our area to offer free broadband service 
to residential customers.” 

The ACP program will provide an 
immediate benefit for students. Pharr 
can now offer free broadband service 
because five school districts in Pharr’s 
city boundaries qualify for the free 

lunch program. Every household with 
a student using the free lunch program 
can access free broadband services. 
For households that can afford to pay, 
TeamPharr.Net offers a $20 a month 
gigabit plan with ACP.

Although Pharr officials advertise 
at local community events, the 
community still has more work to do to 
educate residents about the ACP. “We 
have to continue to talk to residents to 
make them aware that we’re offering 
services,” Peña says. 

THE PLANNING BENEFIT
As far back as 2017, Pharr recognized 
that student connectivity was subpar. 
During a conversation the city had with 
the superintendent who oversaw one of 
the largest school districts in the region 
and state, the prevailing sentiment was 
that students needed to be connected. 

“This was five years ago, when 
broadband was not a discussion at the 
state or local level,” said Garza-Reyes. 
“It was not even a discussion at the state 
or national level.” 

At that time, the superintendent 
said that although it’s great that the 
state equips students with laptops, 
it is not great for students to have to 
sit at the campus doorstep to get a 
connection to do homework. 

“The situation was unacceptable,” 
Garza-Reyes said. “We know there 

are other metro areas in Texas where 
students are connected, yet this border 
town where students are just as bright 
and capable as everyone else doesn’t 
have those resources.” 

Pharr recognized it had a problem 
and assembled a team to tackle it and 
create a plan. “We knew we needed 
to have a financial feasibility study 
attached to our plan,” Garza-Reyes 
said. Through the Federal Reserve Bank 
of Dallas, which requires local banks to 
fund financial literacy programs, BBVA 
bank agreed to fund the $100,000 
feasibility study. 

But even after partnering with 
CTC Technology & Energy, a 
communications and IT engineering 
consulting firm, to get the middle-mile 
concept on paper, the city realized 
it had to make other stakeholders 
understand its broadband predicament. 
“We knew the costs, but we had to tell 
our story about the type of population 
Pharr has,” Garza-Reyes said. “We also 
tapped into local incumbent providers, 
such as AT&T and Charter/Spectrum, 
but no one wanted to come into Pharr 
because the household income on 
average is $38,000 a year.” 

She added that the community had 
to “think outside the box to achieve its 
goals. If we wanted the ability to provide 
a long-term solution for our community 

Jose J. Peña

The Pharr-Reynosa International Bridge measures more than 3 miles long and has the fastest commercial crossing time in the Lower Rio Grande 
Valley. It’s a key to the community’s business vitality.
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and an affordable one, we knew we had 
to act,” Garza-Reyes said. “That’s where 
the idea came regarding owning our 
network to control the price.” 

To test the waters, the city wanted to 
understand how local families accessed 
the internet and if they knew how to use 
it. The city initially used a Cambium 
wireless network platform to connect 50 
households and invested $100,000 in 
external devices. Pharr also committed 
to improve digital literacy. 

“We gave people the tools to 
understand how to work the internet,” 
Garza-Reyes said. “Unfortunately, we 
had some families that never used an 
online banking system, so we provided 
a full-blown class on digital literacy and 
helped them do things such as create an 
e-mail address.” 

LACKLUSTER COMPETITION 
Broadband competition in Pharr 
traditionally has been sparse. The 
primary incumbent broadband provider 
was Charter/Spectrum. 

“The southern part of town always 
had problems with connectivity,” 

Peña says. “High-speed services were 
unavailable, which is why Pharr was the 
worst-connected city.” 

The southern side of Pharr is  
home to 30,000 people. “That’s 
where we started and are trying to get 
everyone connected,” Peña says. “We 
can’t offer video or voice, but we can 
offer internet.” 

Pharr officials reached out to 
Charter/Spectrum, which told Pharr it 
was going to craft an agreement with the 
city to expand broadband services, but 
Peña says the cable MSO never followed 
up. “After talking to our mayor, we 
found that a full fiber network would be 
the best solution,” he says. 

A PARTNERSHIP APPROACH
Pharr is employing the help of a variety 
of partners to make its ambitious fiber-
to-the-home (FTTH) dream a reality. 

The City works with a team that 
includes contractors, consultants, 
engineers, fiber distributors, network 
equipment and software providers, 
including CTC, Brownstone 

Consultants, Cobb Fendley & 
Associates, Graybar, Calix, IQGEO, 
Corning, Extreme Networks and  
STX Underground. 

On the network core hardware 
side, Pharr is deploying Extreme 
Networks routers and the Calix E9 
series to deliver services to the home 
and GigaSpire BLAST Wi-Fi platforms 
within the home. 

“We are working as a team with 
different partners and are trying to 
provide the best experience possible 
and make the best decisions to move 
forward,” Peña says. “We follow our 
mayor’s lead, who sets the vision and 
secures the funding to deploy.” 

CREATIVE FUNDING SOURCES
Pharr had to get creative in its 
approach to funding the network build. 
Although it applied for NTIA grants, it 
has not been awarded any yet.  

After being turned down by the 
USDA to tap into special funding, the 
city proceeded with its plans. It had 
already made the decision not to wait for 
new funding because it had its financial 
feasibility study in place. “We made a 
goal last June to build out our 1 Gbps 
network in a year,” Garza-Reyes said. 

Instead, the city took a different, 
two-pronged approach to fund the fiber 
project: It issued revenue bonds and 
secured a small portion of the funds 
from the American Rescue Plan Act, 
which included broadband provisions. 

“The city did not need to raise 
property taxes,” Peña says. “Our mayor 
worked with our Pharr Economic 
Development Corporation to find a 
solution to secure funding to start this 
project, and that’s why we’re ahead of 
other communities.” 

He adds, “As more funding 
resources become available, the supply 
is going to be a bit scarcer. This means 
projects will take more time to get 
done, so it was great to start a year ago.”

“The City of Pharr is innovative, 
and when the idea came up, the Pharr 
EDC was happy to partner with 
the city to bring broadband to our 
residents,” says Victor Perez, Pharr 
EDC President/CEO. “Even before 
the pandemic, we saw much success 
from a broadband pilot project the 
city partnered on with our local school 

WORKFORCE TRAINING,  
EDUCATION OPPORTUNITIES

As Pharr completes the buildout of its fiber network – one driven to help 
the community’s students – the city plans to create a greater opportunity 
for secondary education and job training. 

“We have gone through this journey, and we know we’re light years 
ahead of other communities, which we’re excited about, but we’re not 
done,” said Garza-Reyes at the Fiber Connect show. “Our final phase is to 
connect the educational pipeline.” 

The city plans to partner with its original partners, including local 
school districts and community colleges. In particular, the focus will be on 
providing IT education opportunities. “We’re going to take advantage of 
the High School Dual Enrollment program,” Reyes said. “State funds are 
given to students so high school students can earn college hours, and by 
the time they graduate, they have certificates or associate degrees.” 

She adds that these students “will become our employees 
troubleshooting technical issues for our population.” Pharr will partner 
with a local school district to sponsor and assist two of its high school 
Cyber Patriot cybersecurity teams as they compete with other high 
schools. In addition, Pharr has a grant through the Texas Workforce 
Commission to provide paid IT internships. Interns will learn about 
aspects of private enterprise networks and about Pharr’s FTTH network, 
cybersecurity systems, network operations and customer service.



AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2022  |  www.broadbandcommunities.com |  BROADBAND COMMUNITIES  |  31

district, and we knew that the time to 
invest in broadband was now.” 

HANDS-ON INSTALLATION
After Pharr representatives returned 
from the Fiber Connect trade show 
in June, the city started to install its 
new FTTH service. During the first 
phase, the city is connecting three 
neighborhoods to the fiber network. 
After connecting 80 homes in the 
first target neighborhood, the city lit 
a second with 400 homes. It is now 
installing its third neighborhood of 70 
homes and the entire South Pharr area 
will be  ready for fiber installation by the 
end of September. 

City staff register and provision 
home equipment and a third-party 
home installation crew schedules the 
installation and activates the service. 

“It is a full hands-on approach,” Peña 
says. “We work with everyone to get 
them connected as soon as possible.”

Calix’s GigaSpire BLAST 
portfolio, which includes multiple 
Wi-Fi 6E systems, is installed by a 
certified technician and consists of 
the CommandIQ/TeamPharr.Net app 
with enhanced parental controls and 
network security.

“We try to make subscribers aware 
that they’re not just getting routers,” 
Peña says. “They’re getting a managed-

services experience and if they ever have 
any questions, they can call us. The 
mobile app offers security and parental 
control at no cost.” 

Pharr’s mayor encouraged the fiber 
network team to make a big marketing 
push in each neighborhood. “When 
we get a neighborhood ready to start 
connecting, our marketing team goes 
door to door and visits residents,”  
Peña says. The marketing team leaves  
a bilingual door hanger if a resident  
is unavailable. “Although we have a 
large social media following, we still 
find that many people were unaware 
of our broadband service offering,” he 
says. “We’ve doubled our registrations 
per neighborhood after our marketing 
team visits them.” 

To Peña, the most rewarding part 
of the process is seeing customers 
get connected. “To be able to have 
customers on board finally makes 
it come full circle,” he says. “We’re 

now pushing more marketing to 
bring awareness to the community 
and commercial customers that we’re 
providing a direct fiber service at the 
lowest cost in the area.” 

ATTRACTING BUSINESSES 
Pharr’s service is not just about serving 
residents. The city is keen on attracting 
and supporting businesses with its 
broadband service. 

As a border town with 80,000 
people, the city is the location of the 
Pharr-Reynosa International Bridge, 
which measures more than 3 miles  
long and has the fastest commercial 
crossing time in the Lower Rio  
Grande Valley.

Since it was built in 1994, the 
bridge has grown to be the seventh-
busiest port in the U.S. and the 
fourth-busiest port on the southern 
U.S. border with Mexico. “Being on 

The TeamPharr.Net app offers enhanced 
parental controls and network security.  

The Pharr-Reynosa International Bridge has grown to be the seventh-busiest port in the U.S.  



ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

32  |  BROADBAND COMMUNITIES  |  www.broadbandcommunities.com |  AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2022

the Mexico border, we have a large 
industrial trade zone,” Peña says. “We 
have a lot of global manufacturers and 
electronics distributors.” 

During the recent International 
Bridge Association meeting, Pharr 
officials met with local businesses and 
promoted its new broadband service. 

OVERCOMING SUPPLY-CHAIN 
WOES
Like other providers, Pharr is not 
immune to the supply-chain issues that 
have plagued the entire service provider 
industry. In particular, the city had 
challenges procuring fiber cabling to 
connect neighborhoods and residents 
to its FTTH network, but it recently 
received a large fiber order from 
Corning. “We’ll be able to finish a lot 
of neighborhoods,” Peña says. 

The city is partnering with Graybar 
to procure fiber and other related 
products to operate the network. 
Graybar works with OMNIA 
Partners, which helps communities 

take advantage of collective buying 
power. The company’s cooperative 
contract enables public-sector agencies 
to save costs on everything from data 
and communication to networking, 
wireless, security, electrical and 
lighting. Moreover, the cooperative 
contract allows cities such as Pharr to 
maximize savings on needed products 
and reduce procurement time. Peña 
says the cooperative agreement has 
“made things so much easier.”

Timing for Pharr was of the essence 
given the mayor’s goal to have the city 
wired with fiber within a year. 

Guillermo Aguilar, a consultant for 
Brownstone Consultants, suggests that 
other communities looking to take on 
similar projects should be prepared. 
“You have to pick winning teams,” 
he said. “Once you confirm you have 
funding, partner with engineering 
suppliers and get bills of material early. 
That way, you can get Graybar, Hubbel, 
Calix and Corning to see how they can 
support your project.” 

INSPIRING NEIGHBORING 
CITIES 
Pharr’s FTTH plans are inspiring 
neighboring communities to pursue 
fiber broadband. “A few nearby 
communities have expressed interest in 
our project, but right now, our main 
focus is to finish our initial project, 
which is to connect citywide all our 
zones – south, central and north parts 
of the city,” Peña says. 

He adds, “School districts outside 
our jurisdiction are interested in us 
helping them provide a service similar 
to ours.” v

Sean Buckley is 
the editor-in-chief 
of BroadBand 
Communities. 
You can contact 
him at sean@
bbcmag.com. 
 

Trucks from Mexico line up to cross the bridge into Pharr.  
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The growing New Mexico city employs Vexus Fiber to build a communitywide  
fiber broadband network to support residential broadband and business and  
smart-city applications. 

By Sean Buckley / Broadband Communities

In July, the City of Albuquerque finalized 
its license agreement with Vexus Fiber, a 
Texas-based provider, to begin construction 

on a citywide, fiber-based network that will allow 
the city to support businesses and residential 
customers with affordable, high-speed broadband 
and an array of smart-city applications.

Getting to this point 
was a long journey: The 
city negotiated with Vexus 
for two years. Catherine 
Nicolaou, Albuquerque’s 
broadband program 
manager, says the first 
priority was to see if 
Vexus was a good match. 
“We wanted to make sure 
its service fits well with our city, our residents, 
and our vision,” she says. “Other than some 
fiber that connects businesses, Albuquerque did 
not have fiber broadband connections to any of 
the city’s homes.” 

Vexus, which is 
expanding into various 
markets, found that 
Albuquerque fits its target 
criteria. Jim Gleason, 
CEO of Vexus, says the 
company will help satisfy 
the need for broadband 
in a market that lacks 

broadband options. “There’s a competitive void 
in the city because there are only two major 
players there – the cable company and telephone 
company,” he says. “We thought there were 
many opportunities to capture market share.” 

The pandemic, which drove many people 
to attend school and work from home, 
highlighted the absence of high-speed options in 
communities similar to Albuquerque. “There’s a 
lack of competition in many mid-sized markets,” 
Gleason says. “A lot of major metro areas have a 
lot of other players to build broadband networks, 
but that trails off when you get to mid-sized 
markets, and I would put Albuquerque in the 
upper end of the mid-sized market segment.” 

THE AFFORDABILITY FACTOR
Albuquerque wanted to ensure that its residents 
could access affordable internet. Vexus 
Fiber participates in the FCC’s Affordable 
Connectivity Program (ACP), which means 
customers are eligible for a $30-per-month 
subsidy to pay for internet service if the 
household makes less than 200 percent of the 
federal poverty level or an individual participates 
in specific government assistance programs. 

Albuquerque lags nationally in internet-
connected households; currently, only about 10 
percent of homes in the metro area participate 
in the ACP.

Nicolaou says officials wanted to collaborate 
with a provider that would agree to build a 

Albuquerque Finds Fiber Fit  
With Vexus Fiber

Catherine Nicolaou

Jim Gleason
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citywide network. Service providers 
often decide to build fiber-based 
broadband to only certain parts of a 
city. “It was important to the city to 
make sure Vexus would not do digital 
redlining,” she says. “ACP provides an 
incentive for providers to build out to 
all city areas.” 

Though Vexus has not seen a 
response from local incumbents, it 
often forces them to improve service. 
“What we have found in many 
markets, whether a customer subscribes 
to our services or not, is that we tend 
to make the incumbents better at what 
they do,” Gleason says. 

DIVERSE COMMUNITY NEEDS
Today, the population of Albuquerque 
is 560,000 – and growing. The city is 
demographically diverse, and is home  
to sizeable Native American and 
Hispanic populations. 

From an economic standpoint,  
the city and the state of New Mexico 
have several poverty-stricken areas. 
“There is a lot of crime and literacy 
issues, so it’s rough for a lot of people,” 
Nicolaou says. 

Though affluent parts of the city 
can access broadband from large 
ISPs, the city now wants to make sure 
that privilege is extended to other, 
less-affluent areas. “The international 
district suffered through the pandemic,” 
Nicolaou says. “We want to ensure 
all communities are ready if another 
situation like the pandemic occurs.” 

JOB CREATION, ECONOMIC 
BENEFITS 
Vexus Fiber’s presence will create new 
job opportunities for the community. 
During the first phase of the network 
build, the provider expects to hire 
200 people to support construction 
and engineering. The project could 

bring $250 million in much-needed 
broadband infrastructure investment 
to the city and create about 300 local 
construction jobs and 150 local, 
permanent jobs.

Vexus plans to start construction 
north of downtown Albuquerque in 
September, and residents can begin 

LEVERAGING, EXTENDING FIBER ASSETS 

As Vexus Fiber enters new markets, including Albuquerque, the provider 
is keen to leverage and extend its assets and those it purchased from 
NTS Communications in 2019. Upon closing the acquisition of NTS, the 
company rebranded itself as Vexus Fiber. 

When Vexus purchased NTS, the provider operated a 2,700 route mile 
network, passing more than 60,000 locations across its footprint and more 
than 20,000 residential and business customers in parts of West Texas and 
Southeastern Louisiana.

Jim Gleason, CEO of Vexus Fiber, says that the NTS fiber assets serve as 
a foundation to further build its residential fiber-to-the-home network. 
Vexus saw an opportunity to build into the residential areas of the fiber 
backbone. “NTS Communications built mainly commercial fiber networks 
in commercial corridors in several West Texas communities, including 
Lubbock, Abilene and Wichita Falls,” he says. “We liked the acquisition and 
the communities they were in and thought there was an opportunity to 
build out the rest of the markets of the fiber backbone [NTS] already built.” 

He adds that the existing assets will enable Vexus to pursue more 
opportunities in alternative markets. “We are focused on the opportunities 
in smaller and medium-sized markets, and in the Southern and 
Southwestern parts of the U.S., such as Texas, Louisiana and New Mexico,” 
Gleason says. “In Texas, we don’t play in the big triangle – Dallas, Houston 
and San Antonio – because we’re in the medium-sized Texas cities outside 
of that triangle.”

Albuquerque officials wanted to collaborate with Vexus Fiber  
because it agreed to build a citywide network.  
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service 90 to 120 days from the start 
date. Future construction will occur 
throughout the city. 

By installing fiber, Vexus could 
also help bolster existing and new 
businesses in the city. Albuquerque is 
home to several small companies and a 
booming television industry, as fans of 
the popular shows “Breaking Bad” and 
“Better Call Saul” know. 

The city also has a robust film 
industry that will benefit from the 
new fiber investment. For example, the 
city is a hub for production studios, 
including Albuquerque Studios, one of 
Netflix’s primary production hubs. “We 
need a lot of bandwidth, which will 
elevate us,” Nicolaou says. 

But she is realistic that the federal 
funding to expand fiber into cities and 
towns is not infinite. “It’s a great time 
to focus on using the money from the 
federal government,” Nicolaou says. 
“Companies including Vexus will invest 
a lot of network buildout [funding] 
over the next two to three years, so we 
need to capitalize on this opportunity.” 

Besides supporting more businesses, 
fiber may enhance wireless services with 
improved backhaul capabilities. “The 
city always has issues with cellphone 
coverage, which can be very frustrating,” 
Nicolaou says. “We’re hoping that when 
Vexus puts fiber in the ground, it will 
improve cellphone coverage.” 

ENABLING SMART-CITY APPS 
Broadband is not just about serving 
businesses and residents at home. 
Albuquerque envisions the fiber 
network will support its smart-city 
initiative, which aims to improve safety, 
communication and mobility. 

Adding smart-city technology to 
critical points in Albuquerque allows 
the city to use trash cans, bus stops 
or crosswalks to identify issues or 
opportunities.

The city also offers free Wi-Fi access 
at public city facilities and outdoor 
Wi-Fi hot spots. To use these services, 
a resident just needs a wireless device, 
such as a laptop computer, smartphone 
or tablet. 

Kevin Folk, 
regional vice 
president of 
operations for 
New Mexico 
at Vexus, says 
that as the 
company talks 
to Albuquerque 
about the design 
phases, the city is eager to collaborate 
to enable smart-city applications. 

For example, the city wants to 
install Wi-Fi in parks to enable 
security cameras. “Albuquerque has a 
lot of vandalism, and it doesn’t have 
connectivity at some of those locations,” 
he says. “It’s a great opportunity for us to 
partner with the city.” 

First responders can proactively 
leverage smart-city infrastructure. 
For instance, Albuquerque Mayor 
Tim Keller’s administration is using 
it to target crime through gunshot 
detection. The city has implemented 
ShotSpotter in three of the 
Albuquerque Police Department’s six 
area commands, based on data showing 
where gun violence is most prevalent. 
About 100 cities around the country 
use ShotSpotter, which provides police 
information if a gun is fired.

Folk says that Vexus has reassured 
the city it will build out the entire city 
with fiber. “Our objective is to build 100 
percent of the city,” Folk says. “That’s a 
big deal to the city because it factors into 
its economic development plans and its 
future infrastructure plans.” v

Sean Buckley is 
the editor-in-chief 
of BroadBand 
Communities. 
You can contact 
him at sean@
bbcmag.com. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Kevin Folk

EYING ADJACENT MARKETS

As Vexus Fiber builds out its fiber-to-the-home network in Albuquerque, 
the provider is talking to other nearby communities about similar 
broadband collaborations, including Rio Rancho, Las Lumas and Berlin. 

“A lot of communities need reliable broadband service,” says Kevin Folk, 
regional vice president of operations for New Mexico at Vexus. “We have 
plans as we build out Albuquerque to explore other options.” 

Jim Gleason, CEO of Vexus, agrees and adds that he sees potential to 
pursue rural markets further. “In many markets, including New Mexico, 
we are looking at more rural areas that might be adjacent to what we 
are serving,” he says. “If there are subsidy opportunities that come about 
because a community is adjacent to a place where we’re already building, 
we’ll take advantage of those.” 

Albuquerque currently lags nationally in 
internet-connected households; only about 10 
percent of homes in the metro area participate 
in the Affordable Connectivity Program. 
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Manufacturers and service providers are pursuing product solutions that require less 
skilled labor and reduce the overall time of deployment with craft-friendly designs.

By Kevin Morgan / Clearfield

The industry is racing toward passing 
more homes with fiber over the next 
five years than all homes in the previous 

20 years. How can the fiber industry keep up? 
What new and innovative techniques are being 
used to hit these milestones? Let’s look at how 
the fiber-to-the-home (FTTH) industry has 
evolved, what new methods are fueling the 
fiber push, and what insights providers can gain 
about the technologies that are changing lives in 
communities across the country.

Now is a critical time for fiber-fed 
broadband. The latest statistics indicate that 
fiber broadband now passes 60 million unique 
homes in the U.S. Of these, more than 25 
million homes relate to fiber. In addition, more 
new yarn is expected to be deployed in the five 
years from 2021–2025 than during all fiber 
deployments in the previous 20 years. 

Market forces have led several large ILECs 
to publish their goals to pass homes with fiber, 
including:

• AT&T – 30 million by 2025
• Frontier – 10 million by 2025
• Lumen – 12 million by 2027
• Apollo/Brightspeed – 3 million by 2027

ONCE-IN-A-GENERATION INVESTMENT 
During the pandemic, the government 
recognized the need for high-speed broadband 
to enable remote work, telehealth and distance 
learning. This awareness led to the passage 
of federal laws with bipartisan support for 

funding the construction of high-speed 
broadband networks over the next five years, 
supplementing the affordability of financing 
initiatives intended to bridge the digital divide. 
Altogether, these government-funded programs 
will inject more than $100 billion into the 
U.S. economy, and fiber is expected to be the 
primary technology used in deploying these 
high-speed broadband networks. The subsidies 
are also expected to specify aggressive buildout 
timelines with penalties for missing deadlines. 

The most significant funding ($65 billion) 
comes from the Infrastructure, Investment, 
and Jobs Act (IIJA). Within the IIJA, the 
Broadband Equity Access and Deployment 
(BEAD) Program set aside $42.45 billion for 
constructing these networks, with the rules 
for accessing grant funds administered by the 
National Telecommunications & Information 
Administration (NTIA). All subgrantees that 
receive BEAD funding for network deployment 
must deploy the planned broadband network 
and begin providing services to every customer 
who desires broadband services within the 
project area no later than four years after the 
subgrantee receives the subgrant from the 
eligible entity. 

This is a historic, once-in-a-generation 
investment in broadband, but the industry 
faces a lack of labor that threatens to throttle 
this market. According to the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, U.S. telecommunications employment 
dropped 25 percent in the last decade, from 

Labor: The Underlying Problem in 
Fiber Deployment and How to Solve It
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868,000 to 653,000 workers. In 
addition, contractors are having a 
challenging time finding the skilled 
workers they need for construction. The 
skilled labor shortage is a critical issue 
the fiber industry faces. 

OVERCOMING SUPPLY 
OBSTACLES
Market forces, government funding and 
labor shortages contribute to the boom 
now happening across the board in the 
fiber industry. All this is unfolding as 
fiber equipment suppliers work their 
way out of global raw material shortages 
initially caused by pandemic shutdowns, 
which also significantly disrupted the 
transportation of goods into seaports. 

Service providers elected to deploy 
fiber in a big way must investigate 
new methods to remove obstacles. The 
pace of fiber deployment is expected 
to increase, and product solutions that 
require less skilled labor and reduce the 
overall time of deployment with craft-
friendly designs are needed. If service 
providers can avoid permitting and 
rights-of-way applications, they can save 
months on their deployments. Faster 
turnup times yield quicker time-to-
revenue for network service providers.

One fundamental decision made 
by the outside plant engineer function 
within the network service provider 
will be the type of passive optical 

network (PON) topology. The FTTH 
network can support several topologies, 
including homerun, centralized split, 
distributed split and distributed tap. 
Each has pros and cons. 

NEW FIBER MANAGEMENT 
PROCESSES
Keen fiber-based service providers are 
actively looking for new methods to 

increase the speed of fiber deployments. 
They are asking the right questions: Are 
we using the correct deployment method 
that yields the fastest time to market? 
What should we do differently? Is there 
any way we can avoid paying penalties 
for missing deadlines if we apply for and 
accept federally funded grants? 

In response to the challenges, 
manufacturers on the fiber-
management side of the industry 
are developing new methods to help 
operators answer these questions. This 
starts with craft-friendly deployment 
tools that speed time to revenue and 
require less skilled labor to deploy fiber. 

For example, fiber distribution 
hub (FDH) cabinets traditionally 
include a high-count fiber tail from the 
factory that is spliced into the feeder 
(F1) and distribution (F2) fibers in 
the field within a splice case at a vault 
near the cabinet. This requires several 
steps: opening the vault, pumping the 
maintenance hole, setting up safety 
cones and signs impacting traffic, 
prepping multiple F1 and F2 cables, 
opening the splice case, preparing the 
tray, bringing the fiber tails to the splice 
point, splicing the fibers, closing the 
splice case, and properly securing the 
F1 and F2 cables. The total installation 

U.S. telecommunications employment has dropped 25 percent in the last decade. 

Contractors report increased difficulty finding skilled workers and that they are turning down 
more work.  
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can take between six to nine hours 
depending on the cabinet size and 
whether it’s aerial or pole-mounted. 
This type of installation is supported 
through a modular, 12-port, patch-only 
Clearview cassette with the fiber tail 
spliced in at the factory. 

To stay competitive and reduce 
operational costs, service providers prefer 
Clearfield’s FastPass approach using 
in-cassette splicing as they upgrade their 
outside plants to all-fiber networks. 

By utilizing in-cassette splicing, the 
FDH cabinets ship from the factory 
without fiber tails and instead are 
equipped with Clearview cassettes ready 
for splicing in the field. The cabinet is 
also safer for the technicians because 
there are no traffic concerns found with 

legacy methods. The F1 and F2 fibers 
terminate directly in the cassette. 

An essential benefit for providers 
utilizing this method is that they can 
align their capital costs with subscriber 
take rates. The requirements for this 
operation are to prep only as many F1 
and F2 cables as there are cassette ports, 
prep the cassette, bring the cassette to 
the fiber tails for splicing, splice the 
fibers in the cassette, put the cassettes 
back in the cabinet, and adequately 
secure the F1 and F2 cables. The 
installation time with in-cassette splicing 
takes two to five hours, depending 
on the size and mounting. That’s a 50 
percent savings in time compared with 
legacy methods. We’ve learned that with 
homes passed affecting service provider 
success, rapid service turnup is necessary. 

Increased market demand for 
gigabit-class services drives greenfield 
deployments, competitive overbuilds, 
and replacement of legacy copper and 
coax with future-proof networks. 

With increased market demand for 
fiber networks and an influx of federal 
funding on the way, carriers must 
look for ways to overcome the skilled 
labor shortages to stay competitive and 
quickly deploy fiber to communities 
across the country. By taking advantage 
of new techniques and more efficient, 
craft-friendly technologies such as 
FastPass, carriers can cut fiber cabinet 
installation times in half – speeding 
time to revenue. v

Kevin Morgan 
is the chief 
marketing officer 
at Clearfield. 
He also serves as 
2022 chair of the 
Fiber Broadband 
Association’s board 
and previously 
was a two-time elected board chair (2015, 
2019) after first joining the board in 2010.

The FTTH network can support several topologies, including homerun, centralized split, distributed split and distributed tap. Each has pros and cons. 

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics,  
U.S. telecommunications employment dropped 
25 percent in the last decade, from 868,000 to 
653,000 workers.
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Small communities can leverage buying power and expertise to acquire Starlink satellite 
services to distribute broadband cost-effectively. 

By David Daugherty / FyberCorp

Starlink, the satellite internet division of 
Elon Musk’s rocket company SpaceX, is 
quickly becoming a force to be reckoned 

with as a broadband alternative in underserved 
markets. What Starlink has managed to 
achieve, intentionally or otherwise, will change 
the shape of these markets moving forward 
– it has awakened and educated underserved 
communities about the possibility of building 
and owning broadband service. 

Specifically, Starlink residential and 
commercial service packages are sufficiently 
robust in their current form to satisfy the needs 
of between 20 to 50 full-time subscribers. All it 
takes is for subscribers to connect to the service. 

As Starlink deploys laser-equipped, 
generation-two satellites, throughput and 
latency are expected to improve. This will 
provide long-term stability and support 
the formation of small neighborhood and 
community broadband collaboratives. This 
approach is similar to the formation of the rural 
electric collaboratives of the 1930s and 1940s.

In this case, the small cooperative model is 
key. Small communities, businesses, education 
campuses and health care providers can pool 
resources and expertise to acquire and distribute 
broadband cost-effectively. Recent upgrades to 
these broadband services also allow for roaming 
and intermittent use.

BENEFITS OF COOPERATIVES
The small cooperative model allows residential 
communities to focus on basic internet access. 

Agricultural businesses can deploy systems  
to support emerging automation to keep 
pace with future demand. First responders 
can concentrate on dispatching and resource 
allocation during catastrophic weather events 
and other emergencies. K–12 educators, 
individual institutions of learning, and research 
campuses can focus on mission-critical aspects 
of internet access. 

Legacy broadband service models used 
in more urban areas were never a good fit for 
rural markets. They were explicitly designed for 
return on investment and ultimately sustainable 
cash flow.

Small cooperatives are much better models 
for rural markets because they allow small 
groups of members to tune broadband services 
to meet specific needs of communities while 
maintaining economies of scale – something 
well beyond the reach of legacy service 
providers. As a result, Starlink service models 
will completely upend legacy service models and 
disrupt underserved markets.

The good news for underserved consumers 
is that they can radically improve broadband 
access and reduce month-to-month operating 
costs while retaining ownership and control of 
their services. 

What remains to be seen is the impact on 
business models used to justify the current 
level of fiber investment to reach underserved 
markets. They typically depend on securing 
and retaining customers for several years. The 

Starlink Evolves as a  
DIY Broadband Model 
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unspoken truth of current internet 
service models is that very few 
residential subscribers need much more 
than 20 Mbps to support daily needs. 
Even when subscribers fork out cash for 
gigabit service levels, they rarely receive 
consistency-level service. These service 
levels are almost always sacrificed to 
achieve acceptable profit margins in 
increasingly competitive markets.

SMALL COOPERATIVES AND 
STARLINK
To get Starlink service, the small 
cooperative model is an especially good 
service template for small groups of 
subscribers or small, rural communities. 
Small cooperatives are designed as 
part of a larger conglomeration of 
neighborhood cooperatives to help 
drive economies of scale, maintain 
standards and share best practices. 
Each small cooperative purchases and 
maintains the equipment and pays the 
Starlink monthly service fee. 

Compared with current ISP or 
WISP service packages, important 
distinctions for the small cooperative 
model are cost-based pricing, no 
service-level agreements or recurring 
operational costs, and manageable 
oversubscription. Unlike most legacy 
service models, small cooperatives 
manage oversubscription by limiting 
the number of subscribers. Therefore, 
Starlink is slow walking residential 

deployment on newly opened service 
cells. It ties the number of subscribers 
to satellite density to protect service 
levels. Oversubscription in urban 
service models is typically connected to 
profit margins.

Post-deployment operations will be 
supported by local geeks. This model 
is somewhat future-proof because 
it is designed to migrate to a hybrid 
fiber/Starlink model as fiber reaches 
any point of the network. Moreover, 
the future value and performance of 
deployed infrastructure will improve 
with the deployment of Starlink laser 
interconnected second-generation 
satellites and improved satellite density. 

Another essential function for small 
cooperatives is the ongoing training 
and certification of local service techs. 
These are bidirectional information 
exchanges designed to resolve ongoing 
operating issues, update best practices, 
and establish and build relationships 
with other local small cooperatives. 

Rather than pay a WISP or an  
ISP a monthly support fee, cooperative 
members can rely on one another  
for support. As the number of  
small cooperatives increases, they  
will eventually form statewide 
governance boards to help extend 
economy of scale and best practices. 
The formation of new small group 
cooperatives will follow the deployment 
of Starlink service cells and provide 
a standard means of organizing 
or aggregating neighborhood and 
community members.

Regional economic development 
nexuses will also form around small 
cooperatives, allowing broadband to be 
deployed in markets in which Starlink 
is currently available. This dovetails 
nicely with regional first responders’ 
communication needs. It is simple to 
deploy first-responder support VLANS 
by provisioning FCC-designated 
support channels. 

STARLINK IS EXPANDING ITS REACH

Starlink began launching satellites in 2018 and has already accumulated 
more than 500,000 global subscribers. The current low-Earth-orbit satellite 
constellation is approaching 2,500 and increasing. SpaceX plans to launch 
more than 12,000 satellites over the next five years, seeking international 
approval to place more than 30,000 in service by 2027. 

 A Starlink wireless canopy provides internet to disparate locations in a rural area. 
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FIELD TEST
In a recent deployment of Starlink 
residential services in Coryell County, 
Texas, FyberCorp tested the small 
cooperative model. The property  
owner was on the Starlink waiting list 
for roughly 18 months. FyberCorp 
placed the Starlink router in bypass  
and used Ubiquiti equipment to extend 
the network.

The resultant Wi-Fi service delivers 
between 60 and 120 Mbps in a shared 
flat network between three residences for 
$100 per month. Overall construction 
costs for the network were less than 
$4,000. There’s no service agreement, 
and Starlink users’ boards and customer 
support seem sufficient. This is a great 
DIY broadband solution for those 
inclined to do things themselves. 

The emerging service model 
follows the service narrative discussed 
in my previous article, “A Franchise 
Model May be the Key to Providing 
Rural Broadband” (October 2021). 
Neighborhoods with fewer than 20 
potential users can probably get by with 
Starlink’s residential service package 

for $500 in equipment costs and a $100 
monthly service charge. 

Neighborhoods or communities 
with between 20 to 50 end users 
will require Starlink’s retail service 
package. The Starlink equipment is 
$2,500, with a monthly service fee of 
$500. There are no service agreements 
with the residential or commercial 
service packages. These are reliable and 
immediately deployable services for 
most remote areas of the U.S. and they 
will have a significant impact on the 
agriculture industry. v

David Daugherty 
is the founder 
and CEO of 
FyberCorp, a 
veteran-owned, 
Texas-based 
company 
specializing 
in broadband 
solutions for 
underserved communities. He can be 
reached at david@fybercorp.com.A Starlink tower provides internet. 

Starlink’s reliable, immediately deployable services for the most remote areas of the U.S. will have a significant impact on the agriculture industry.
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Fixed wireless access is gaining momentum as an alternative for wireline broadband 
and disruptive mobile market innovation. 

By Harjot Saluja / Reach Mobile

Fixed wireless access (FWA) is disrupting 
the broadband market along two distinct 
paths – as a scalable alternative for fixed 

broadband and as a disruptive mobile market 
innovation akin to Netflix. It disrupted the cable 
industry by offering the world bingeable TV and 
movies at low prices and HD quality. Netflix 
created a new TV environment, giving people 
more choice and flexibility in their content and 
content provider. It’s a landmark case study in 
understanding, anticipating and influencing 
customer wants and needs.

With FWA still a ways from Netflix status 
but gaining awareness with mainstream 
consumers across all markets (not just 
rural), many service providers are adopting a 
combined fixed and mobile broadband strategy. 
Historically, providers have deployed fiber to  
the most economical point, leaving plenty of 
gaps in serviceable households and consumer 
choice. This makes 5G FWA a switch-hitter for 
existing broadband providers and a compelling 
solution for challenger service providers 
looking to compete head-on with the wireline 
broadband market. 

FIXED WIRELESS ACCESS LAND GRAB
What is the key to mass market adoption for 
FWA? Consumers want choices, choices and 
more choices. Just as Netflix asked, “Do I 
need my cable provider?” FWA offers the same 
freedom of choice: “Is there a better alternative to 

my internet service provider?” Choice and simple, 
affordable, reliable service may be driving FWA’s 
significant traction and consumer spending. 
As such, the ecosystem for FWA is increasing, 
with new players from across the spectrum 
announcing plans, products and partnerships. 

Some large operators have shown their cards 
on FWA. With public relations campaigns 
downplaying the importance and positive 
disruption that FWA offers, they are far from 
understanding consumers’ point of view. 
Industry leaders, such as Comcast Chairman 
and CEO Brian Roberts, have gone so far as to 
label FWA an “inferior product.” 

Analysts are noting the growth of fixed 
wireless. According to research firm Moffett 
Nathanson, FWA captured about 38 percent 
of the U.S. broadband industry adds in the 
fourth quarter of 2021. T-Mobile claims that 
about half of its FWA subs come from cable 
competitors. Consumers are voicing their 
appetite for choice.

This trend continued into the first and 
second quarters. T-Mobile and Verizon added 
816,000 new FWA customers during the second 
quarter; Charter and Comcast collectively lost 
around 21,000 broadband customers. T-Mobile 
added 560,000 high-speed internet customers 
in the second quarter.

Verizon added 256,000 FWA subscribers 
in the second quarter of 2022, up from the 
194,000 it added in the first quarter of 2022 

Is Fixed Wireless Access the  
Netflix of Broadband Internet? 
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and the 23,000 added in the same 
quarter a year ago. The telco added 
168,000 consumer FWA subs in the 
second quarter of 2022, ending the 

period with 384,000 subscribers. 
Additionally, Verizon had 88,000 
business fixed wireless reserves in the 
second quarter of 2022 (versus 82,000 

adds in the second quarter of 2021), 
expanding that total to 316,000.

CONSIDERING FWA
Denying the viability of FWA may 
work for behemoths such as Comcast, 
but for many providers, it offers inroads 
to untapped markets and thwarts 
competitive threats. As FWA gains 
mainstream awareness and momentum, 
many Tier-2 cable operators grapple 
with when to launch – and how. v

Harjot Singh 
Saluja is the CEO 
of Reach Mobile.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FWA MARKET SET TO RISE

Analyst groups are seeing potential growth for the FWA market. Dell’Oro 
Group forecasts that sales of PON equipment for fiber-to-the-home 
deployments, cable broadband access equipment, and fixed wireless 
customer premises equipment (CPE) will all increase from 2022 to 2026 
as service providers look to expand the reach of their fixed broadband 
services to customers’ homes and the quality and reliability of those 
services within homes. The research firm said that revenue for fixed 
wireless CPE is expected to reach $5.1 billion by 2026, led by shipments of 
5G sub-6GHz and 5G millimeter wave units.

Polaris Market Research agrees that the FWA market is set for growth. 
According to its recent report, the 5G FWA market size is expected to reach 
$88.5 billion by 2027, up from $389.05 million in 2019, at a compound 
annual growth rate of 99.3 percent during the forecast period 2020 to 2027.
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Service providers have an opportunity to leverage existing DOCSIS infrastructure 
to deliver services and simultaneously migrate subscribers, as needed, to PON with 
minimal capital.

By Richard Rommes / Harmonic

Today, there is more funding for rural 
buildouts from government and 
private investors than ever. A common 

misconception in the cable industry is that 
DOCSIS networks are dead and are not worth 
maintaining. This is far from the truth. Revenue 
from DOCSIS subscribers will continue for 
years to come. Still, operators will likely need 
to upgrade infrastructure to stay competitive 
without completely overbuilding their networks 
with a PON-based fiber network. 

The key is to utilize existing DOCSIS 
infrastructure to deliver competitive services 
to subscribers and simultaneously migrate 
subscribers, as needed, to PON with the 
minimum capital required.

Suppose operators sit still and continue to 
fund their legacy DOCSIS networks without 
upgrading infrastructure. In that case, they will 
potentially be made irrelevant by well-funded, 
fast-moving competition offering 100 percent 
fiber and gigabit speed networks. 

BILLBOARD RATES VS. REALITY
Cable subscribers rarely push speeds requiring 
1 Gbps symmetric services, but the sight of a 
shiny new billboard offering 1 Gbps symmetric 
services may give them reason to consider 
changing. To stem subscriber losses and give 
pause to new overbuilders, operators need to 
immediately start selling 1 Gbps symmetric 
services and then quickly deliver equivalent 
services while maintaining profitability.

Unfortunately, operators will not be able to 

build a path to PON unless they upgrade their 
existing legacy CMTSs and node equipment. 
Legacy DOCSIS networks are typically built 
using large, inefficient, purpose-built monolithic 
platforms that are power-hungry, take up lots 
of rack space, and, in many cases, have reached 
their end of life in terms of no longer being 
supported by the vendor. The evolution of a 
PON network requires a different approach. 

VIRTUALIZED, DISAGGREGATED 
DOCSIS
How do cable operators leverage their existing 
infrastructure and simultaneously provide a 
path to PON? There is significant momentum 
behind virtualized multitenant and multi-
access platforms, which allow cable operators to 
deploy both DOCSIS and PON using unified 
software, provisioning and management for all 
access technologies. Virtualization is the key to 
these scalable, multi-access platforms. 

With the maturation of general-purpose 
computer platforms (i.e., servers) and system 
resource management architectures, such as 
Kubernetes, individualized functions such as 
virtualized cable modem termination systems 
(v-CMTSs) and virtual optical line terminals 
(vOLTs) can be run in individual software 
modules (i.e., PODs) running on off-the-shelf 
servers. Purpose-built, proprietary hardware is 
no longer needed. To expand capacity, operators 
simply add more computing resources. They 
only need to upgrade the specific POD on the 
control platform to add more functionality.

Creating a DOCSIS-to-PON 
Migration Strategy Is Critical in the 
Era of Overbuilders
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DISTRIBUTED ACCESS 
ARCHITECTURE 
With virtualization comes the ability to 
disaggregate, moving essential external 
hardware functions to a common 

platform. This enables multivendor 
interoperability and the ability to 
use best-in-class solutions instead of 
purpose-built systems. Virtualization 
also allows for easy migration to all-IP-

based networks, eliminating the need 
for costly, complex RF combining in 
the headend. IP-based transmission of 
DOCSIS traffic will enable operators 
to replace an entire rack of combining 

Figure 1. Legacy vs. Precision PON Architectures
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equipment with just a few Ethernet 
switches and inexpensive fiber optic 
transceivers. Disaggregation also allows 
far greater distances from the headend 
to the node than current analog 
transmission methods. 

Migrating the nodes using IP and 
placing the RF transmission in the 
node is known as a distributed access 
architecture (DAA). DAA provides 10 
Gbps of Ethernet/IP bandwidth to every 
node or remote PHY device/remote 
MAC device (RPD/RMD) in the 
network using a single wavelength on a 
single fiber. With DAA, operators have 
almost unlimited bandwidth capacity on 
their existing fiber networks.

PRECISION PON
PON was initially designed for the 
last mile, not for transport over IP/
Ethernet aggregation networks. Every 
PON network requires its unique fiber 
for approximately every 32 homes. 
This isn’t a problem when subscribers 

live in a dense environment. However, 
as subscribers have shifted to rural 
locations, the PON protocol does not 
efficiently support broadband delivery 
from the headend. As a result, PON 
transport has moved farther away from 
the headend and closer to subscribers. 

Typically, this is achieved by 
installing an expensive cabinet, adding 
power and cooling and installing a 
chassis-based OLT.

Precision PON offers an alternative 
approach, enabling operators to 
manage and control PON from a 
central location in the network to 
active devices in the field. Under this 
method, DAA nodes effectively become 
the OLT leveraging existing 10 Gbps 
links from the headend to the node for 
DOCSIS. PON traffic is transmitted 
over the feeder network using standard 
Ethernet/IP packets. It can be 
multiplexed on a single wavelength or 
multiple wavelengths on a single fiber 
to scale as needed on existing fibers. 

Enabling each PON to be placed 
much closer to the subscriber base, 
precision PON allows the number of 
subscribers per PON to grow from 
32 to up to 128 per PON. For a node 
supporting 1,000 homes passed, a 
legacy deployment would require as 
many as 32 fibers, one per PON from 
the headend to the splitters. Precision 
PON supports the same number of 
PONs on a single fiber. (See Figure 1.)

Precision PON helps operators meet 
the demand for next-gen broadband 
in rural communities by providing 
optionality and significant capex and 
opex savings. With precision PON, 
operators don’t need to invest expensive 
capex in fiber buildouts to support 
PON over feeder networks. Operators 
can now upgrade their legacy DOCSIS 
platform to a virtualized DAA that 
supports both DOCSIS and PON 
using their existing infrastructure. 
Deploying PON over a DAA network 
is as easy as adding a software license, 
putting a single SFP+ module (OLT) 
into a DAA node, and running fiber for 
the last mile to homes or areas in need. 

Because precision PON is based 
on a virtualized, cloud-native 
infrastructure, deployments can be 
completed in about one-tenth of the 
time of overbuilding the network with 
fiber. Moreover, precision PON delivers 
a massive reduction in ongoing energy 
use and carbon emissions compared 
with legacy hardware-based networks. 
A transformative approach to next-gen 
broadband, precision PON enables 
operators to provide competitive 1 
Gbps symmetric services, improve the 
experience for subscribers, increase 
customer retention, and optimize their 
network resources. v

Richard Rommes 
is the vice 
president of access 
networks solutions 
and strategy 
at Harmonic, 
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innovative 
solutions to video, 
cable and media companies  
(www.harmonicinc.com).
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DWDM and grey optics show promise to help service providers increase the capacity of 
existing optical fiber.

By Michał Owca / Salumanus

Nowadays, network users want more 
data capacity and less latency. Data 
centers, enterprises and telecom 

operators face the challenge of constantly 
increasing throughput. Meanwhile, changes 
to a network’s backbone are often extremely 
expensive or impossible. The best choice is 
to scale the transmission capacity in existing 
optical networks using dark fiber solutions, such 
as grey transceivers and wavelength division 
multiplexing (WDM) technology. 

Dark fiber is commonly defined as unlit, 
unused optical fiber that could potentially 
benefit a network’s capacity significantly. 
Thanks to dark fiber, network operators can 
connect two locations through point-to-point 
connections and scale network transmission 

capacity. Regardless of whether the fiber pair 
is part of the infrastructure or has access to 
it based on a lease agreement, there are many 
advantages to using existing lines. 

One of the most significant advantages of 
dark fiber is the scalability and flexibility in 
developing throughput, allowing operators to 
expand networks when and if needed. This 
also gives users complete independence and 
control of network development. Similarly, dark 
fiber offers almost unlimited bandwidth and 
eliminates common public network elements, 
thus making networks more secure, especially 
for organizations in critical sectors. 

GREY OPTICS SHOW PROMISE 
Grey optics with higher bit rates can speed up 
data transmission. Grey optics, also known 

DWDM-LONG HAUL EQUIPMENT TO SURPASS WDM METRO GROWTH

DWDM long-haul equipment is heading into a new 
growth cycle. According to a Dell’Oro Group report, 
demand for optical transport DWDM equipment is 
forecast to surpass $17 billion by 2026. Over the  
next five years, the research firm expects DWDM long-
haul system sales to grow faster than WDM metro 
system sales.

Dell’Oro said DWDM long-haul revenue is forecast 
to grow at a five-year compounded annual growth rate 

(CAGR) of 5 percent. Meanwhile, WDM metro revenue is 
predicted to grow at a five-year CAGR of 3 percent.

Despite seeing what he calls “market turbulence,” 
Jimmy Yu, vice president at Dell’Oro Group, said the 
research firm is “projecting continuous growth for 
DWDM system revenues.” 

Yu added, “We expect more growth from DWDM 
long haul since IPoDWDM should lower the use of WDM 
metro systems in data center interconnect.” 

Making the Most of Existing  
Fiber Networks
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as grey transceivers or standard 
transceivers, are the most popular 
type of transceivers. They work at 
wavelengths of 850nm, 1310nm or 
1550nm in two fibers (one fiber in one 
direction) and often come in different 
forms, such as SX, LX, EX or ZX, SR, 
LR and ER. However, the phenomenon 
of chromatic dispersion has limitations. 

Chromatic dispersion happens 
when different wavelengths in a light 
beam arrive at their destination at 
slightly different times. This creates a 
distribution or spreading in the pulses 
that convey digital information. To 
ensure that optical fibers deliver their 
maximum capacity, operators must 
compensate for chromatic dispersion. 
In the case of transmissions of 100 
Gbps and more, one solution is using 
optical modules with a more significant 
number of lasers and carrying part of 
the transmission at each wavelength. 

XWDM MULTIPLIES 
POSSIBILITIES
WDM technology enables the capacity 
of existing optical fiber to be further 
increased.

Two complementary inserts 
are needed, one wavelength per 
transmission direction, to implement 

a WDM link. The simplest solution 
is to use BiDi modules. Transmission 
in both directions using two different 
wavelengths is realized in a single fiber. 
When a transmitting (TX) module at 
1310nm and a receiving (Rx) module 
at 1550nm are mounted on one side of 
the link, an inverse module (Rx 1310 
and Tx 1550) must be mounted on the 
other side.

The bit rates on the existing pair of 
single-mode optical fibers can also be 
increased by migrating toward coarse 
wave division multiplexing (CWDM) 
technology. 

Further development in the direction 
of wavelength multiplication is dense 
wave division multiplexing (DWDM). 
Compared with CWDM, DWDM 
technology significantly reduces the 
width of the channel. There are several 
options, which differ in the width of the 
channel plan grid: 100GHz, 75GHz, 
50GHz and more. The 100GHz 
grid uses 0.8nm spacing between 
the channels, which allows network 
operators to organize a 48-channel plan. 

The next step is to use a 50GHz 
grid and reduce the channel width to 
0.4nm. The frequency of 50GHz allows 
the use of 96 independent transmission 
channels. Thanks to DWDM 

technology, the aggregate capacity of 
the link has increased significantly. 

The main advantage of DWDM 
technology is the possibility of a cost-
effective, flexible approach to capacity 
development based on the available 
pair of single-mode fibers. At the same 
time, systems with a different mesh 
can be used and expanded if necessary. 
Systems using 100GHz can be used 
simultaneously with 75GHz and 50GHz 
optical modules. It is possible to mix 
systems with different grid designs in 
one optical fiber, a technology called 
ROADM. This allows users to manage 
their bandwidth more efficiently. The 
best solution is to choose the channel 
width for the bitrate size.

Dark fiber solutions present 
numerous benefits over new links, 
from cost reductions to scalability and 
increased transmission capacity. v

Michał Owca 
is the product 
manager at 
Salumanus, 
which develops 
data transmission 
technologies to 
optimize tele-
communications 
networks.

A WDM system enables the capacity of existing optical fiber to be increased.



SHOW COVERAGE

52  |  BROADBAND COMMUNITIES  |  www.broadbandcommunities.com |  AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2022

Parent portals, out-of-classroom resources, eSports and user-created content were hot 
topics at this year’s conference.

By Rollie Cole / Sagamore Institute for Policy Research

SXSW EDU, the education offshoot 
of South by Southwest, reassembled 
in person in 2022 after two years of 

meeting virtually. 
The “little sister” of the big SXSW, SXSW 

EDU usually draws just under 10,000 to 
Austin, Texas; “big brother” SXSW, with tracks 
for music, film and interactive, draws almost 
200,000. SXSW EDU focuses on education, 
which BroadBand Communities has identified 
as a key driver of demand for fiber to the home 
(FTTH). The conference usually includes 
content related to that increased demand for 
FTTH. This year was no exception.

Three trends in education are directly 
increasing demand for FTTH and will continue 
to do so even if the pandemic recedes to a 
memory. Two developments outside education 
per se will also drive demand. Here’s a look at 
the trends highlighted at the conference. 

PARENT PORTALS
Even as recently as two or three years ago, almost 
none of those who created the technology on 
display at SXSW EDU had given much thought 
to the role of the “supervisor of students.” The 
supervisor is usually a parent for school-age 
students but might be an employer for adult-age 
ones. This year, several technology offerings had 
an explicit role for the “parent” – specifically, 
parent portals. 

A parent portal is usually a separate way to 
log in to an app, showing measures of student 

progress relative to time, other students and 
the material being taught. Using such a portal, 
a “parent” can track student progress without 
having to know the subject matter or even much 
about learning and teaching.

In an employment context, the “parent” 
might use the technology at work. But for 
school-age students, the parent will almost 
always log in from home. The bottom line 
is that many more of these products exist, 
leading to more demand, and widening the 
digital divide where that demand is not met 
with appropriately robust supply – FTTH or 
something almost as good.

SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL LEARNING
Social-emotional learning (SEL) was a big 
buzzword throughout the conference. The need 
for remote education during the pandemic put 
a huge spotlight on a problem already receiving 
growing recognition. Students struggling with 
social or emotional issues have a hard time 
learning more traditional academic topics.

The pandemic directed attention to the  
wide range of home environments – including 
the stark reality that many students don’t  
have parents, food or heat at home, much  
less broadband. At the same time, some students 
thrived in a remote environment, removed  
from classroom issues such as bullying or 
shabby clothing.

The conference sent a strong signal that 
attention to SEL would grow as students came 

SXSW EDU Highlights Important 
Trends Driving Home Broadband
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back to classrooms, whether full-time 
or part-time. 

Addressing SEL will require more 
attention to the variety of in-home 
environments. It will also increase the 
demand for technology with parent 
portals to get parents or supervisors 
involved.

OUT-OF-CLASSROOM 
RESOURCES
The third trend showed up in a variety 
of products that attempt to connect 
students with resources outside the 
classroom, even when students are in 
class or in school. Such resources might 
include accessing subject matter experts 
or connecting students with people 
in advanced careers of interest. Other 
resources include museums, geographic 
sites and special ed and counseling 
resources students might otherwise 
avoid because of the stigma.

The demand is not just in classrooms 
but also in every place students might 
want or need to access those resources. 
Resources being accessed, such as 
museums and geographic sites, might 
need more sensors, cameras and 
connectivity than otherwise.

ESPORTS
One big development that might 
not be deemed education per se is 

eSports. Competitive videogame 
playing, and watching others play 
videogames, continues to grow quickly. 
It is developing along the same lines 
as professional physical sports. Many 
people watch a few highly paid 
professionals. But the system that 
produces those professionals includes 
a growing network of those playing 
videogames starting in elementary 
school and continuing beyond college.

The relatively new twist is the 
growing percentage of videogaming 
that does not take place at home, 
alone in the dark playing against the 
machine. People play against other 
players, often in formally organized 
tournaments. Those promoting eSports 
make a big deal about all the nonplayer 
roles – game developer, marketer, 
tournament organizer and others – 
that are and can be done by students 
or people who are not themselves 
professional-quality game players.

Game players need high-quality 
practice environments, usually in 
their homes. Promoters can use robust 
broadband at home and other places to 
do their jobs, such as development or 
marketing or organizing.

CREATOR ECONOMY
Two speakers from Variety Intelligence 
Platform, Andrew Wallenstein and 

Gavin Bridge, gave a fascinating 
presentation on “The Future of 
Content.” (Watch the video here: 
https://tinyurl.com/3yzspbsz.) The 
presentation covered the large and 
growing interest in listening to or 
playing with user-created content, 
which is not available on traditional 
broadcast media and is mostly created 
at home – or in tiny offices, not 
inside schools, large corporations or 
agencies. Anyone younger than 25 
consumes more user-created content 
than traditional content, and even 22 
percent of the content those older than 
55 consume is user-created. 

In earlier articles, I called teaching 
(education), health and entertainment 
the drivers of demand for home-based 
broadband. The pandemic has added 
employment to that list. The news from 
SXSW EDU shows that education and 
entertainment are continuing to create 
more demand for home broadband. v

Rollie Cole is a 
senior fellow at 
the Sagamore 
Institute for Policy 
Research.
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