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FTTH CONFERENCE MUNICH

The mood at the European FTTH 
Conference could not have been 
stated more clearly than it was by 

Chris Holden, president of the FTTH 
Council Europe. He said that, though 
last year’s gathering in Milan was nota-
ble for its discussions of “Why FTTH?” 
the debate in 2012 had shifted to “How 
FTTH?”

DSM Functional Materials, which 
supplies UV-curable coatings for the 
production of optical fiber and cable, 
used the occasion to host its third an-
nual Designed for the Future execu-
tive roundtable in Europe. DSM con-
tributed to the debate on how best to 
engineer Europe’s competitiveness by 
bringing together leading minds from 
regulation and policymaking to telecom 
service providers, vendors and advisors 
from five continents to address Europe’s 
unique issues and challenges, suggest 
remedies and assess opportunities for 
breaking through to the zettabyte era. 

Throughout the evening, four major 
themes elicited creative and provocative 
opinion: 

• The mainstream telecom industry is 
finally embracing FTTx. 

• Who needs a killer app when data 
consumption is expanding exponen-
tially? 

• A case still exists for public invest-
ment in all-fiber networks. 

• Fiber networks are increasingly criti-
cal for public services and economic 
success. 

The MainsTreaM TelecoM  
indusTry is Finally  
eMbracing FTTx  
In previous years, there has been much 
hand-wringing over the reluctance of 
Europe’s big incumbent telcos to invest 
significantly in fiber to the premises. 
The loudest complaints have been lev-
eled at operators in Western Europe, 
where penetration has consistently 
lagged Central and Eastern Europe 
(CEE), Scandinavia and, increasingly, 
Southern Europe. According to FTTH 
Council Europe research, only 600,000 
extra subscribers were added across Eu-
rope in the past year. 

In the FTTH Council Europe’s list 
of top 20 nations for FTTH/B penetra-
tion, the highest-placed Western Euro-

pean economy, Portugal, comes in at a 
lowly 11th. The only other Western Eu-
ropean economies in the top 20 are the 
Netherlands, France and Italy at 13th, 
17th and 19th respectively.  

Still, there are grounds for optimism 
that deployment is gathering steam. 
For one thing, BT, France Telecom and 
Deutsche Telekom have all recently 
made bold public statements about their 
aims to accelerate FTTH/B rollout. At 
the same time, there is also a sense that 
fiber is finally working its way into some 
marketing departments’ DNA. Slick ad-
vertising campaigns based on the virtues 
of fiber are currently running in a num-
ber of countries, including the U.K. 

Another trigger for increased activ-
ity by the big beasts of Europe is activity 

Is Europe Ready  
For the Zettabyte Era? 
At Europe’s premier fiber optic industry event, held in Munich in February, 
the message was clear: Europe is beginning to recognize the imperative of 
investing in fiber to the premises to ensure its economic competitiveness. 

European fiber deployments may be gathering 
steam: BT, France Telecom and Deutsche Telekom 
have all made bold public statements about their 

aims to accelerate FTTH/B rollout.
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further down the food chain. Round-
table participants heard that one firm 
based in Norway – Altibox – currently 
accounted for 80 percent of all FTTH 
connections in that country. Given 
that Altibox was having success in the 
kinds of semirural areas that FTTH is 
not normally associated with, the results 
were even more impressive. The upshot, 
according to Altibox, has been careful 
scrutiny of its go-to-market strategy 
by incumbent Telenor, followed by a 
marked ramp-up in Telenor’s sales and 
marketing efforts. 

Lending credence to comments 
made by certain delegates at the confer-
ence that the best way to get people to 
pay for FTTH/B would be to give it to 
them free for 100 days and then take it 
away, some participants offered anec-
dotal evidence that, in some countries, 
businesses were starting to relocate to be 
able to get fiber connections. 

Although Scandinavia has been a 
stalwart supporter of FTTH/B for some 
years, the European region’s most stellar 
performance came from Spain, which 
had the largest growth in household 
penetration in 2011 – an increase of 184 
perent from the year before, urged on per-
haps by the rapid expansion of services in 
neighboring Portugal and in Turkey. 

Who needs a Killer app? 
The number of FTTH/B connections 
in Russia and CEE equals the number 
in the whole of the EU-27. This regional 
disparity disproves assertions that, to 
succeed commercially, FTTH/B needs 
new killer applications. Its popularity in 
places such as Lithuania, which topped 
FTTH Council Europe’s Top 20 pen-
etration table again this year, is based 
squarely on its ability to deliver the 
kinds of services that Western European 
consumers and businesses have become 
used to but now face losing because of 
bandwidth constraints. 

Fiber’s popularity in Russia and CEE 
also reflects how much poorer the copper 
infrastructure is in those countries than 
in Western European countries. One of 
the big talking points among roundtable 
participants was that, perhaps counter-
intuitively, the brilliant applications in 
the areas of e-health, distance learning, 
business and entertainment on display 
at the ICM conference center in Mu-
nich may drive uptake less than the 
simple reality that copper broadband 
networks are straining to cope with cur-
rent demand for bandwidth  – and that, 
for them to cope with future demand, 
urgent action is needed. 

Leif Aarthun Ims, CEO of Altibox, 
said that overwhelmingly, demand for 
FTTH/B came from families’ wanting 
to access the Internet using multiple de-
vices at the same time rather than from 
one or two mega-hungry applications. 
Other participants agreed that fiber 
connections are most likely to be made 
by households with young people in 
them, even if those young people do not 
personally control household budgets. 

public invesTMenT  
in all-Fiber neTWorKs 
Because sovereign debt is Europe’s mac-
roeconomic megatrend for 2011 and 
2012, the issue of public funding is emo-
tional. Nowhere is the debate so clear-
cut as in Germany, the conference host 
nation. Many roundtable participants 
argued that the German government’s 
desire to invest in FTTH/B has been 

dampened by a belief that the coun-
try’s copper infrastructure is adequate 
to meet current bandwidth demands 
and there is no need to invest in more  
bandwidth. 

The consensus among participants 
was that, although this view was genu-
inely widespread, it emanated more from 
the German incumbent telco’s short-
term investment horizon than from a 
logical assessment of future bandwidth 
needs. Indeed, the host city, Munich, 
won plaudits from participants for 
bringing FTTx to every home and busi-
ness in the city center. That investment, 
funded entirely by the state through its 
wholly owned utility firm rather than by 
taxpayers, illustrated the difficulties that 
private companies, vis-à-vis publicly 
owned entities, face in justifying long-
term investments. 

Although participants agreed that 
without public support, Europe stands 
to lose compared with other regions of 
the world, they disagreed about how this 
support should be provided. Policymak-
ers, citing Europe’s legacy of dominant 
incumbent operators, argued passion-
ately that European-level support for op-
erators to deploy FTTH/B should be tied 
to operators’ agreeing to unbundle their 
services. Many other participants ar-
gued that unbundling acts as a disincen-
tive to investment and that monopolies 
should be viewed – as they are in China, 
South Korea and other countries –  
as a necessary evil to get fiber deploy-
ment going. 

Meanwhile, there were hints that any 
impasse between business and the Euro-
pean Commission might not last long. 
With Europe’s Digital Agenda targets 
for 2020 looking increasingly optimistic, 
participants familiar with the Commis-
sion’s efforts stressed that there was room 
for more public-private partnerships  

To get people to pay for fiber, delegates said, give 
it to them free for 100 days, then take it away. In 

some European countries, businesses are starting 
to relocate to get fiber connections.

Brilliant new applications are less important than 
the fact that copper networks are straining to 

cope with current bandwidth demands. 
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in rolling out FTTH/B and that the 
Commission stood ready to provide 
more support in terms of investment 
and regulation to kick-start progress.  

Fiber For public services and 
econoMic success 
Discussion about technology – and, 
more specifically, about which technol-
ogy should be used to optimize net-
works and future-proof them against 
failure – was lively. Echoing Chris 
Holden’s comments on the change in the 
FTTH/B debate from “Why FTTH?” 
to “How FTTH?” the roundtable par-
ticipants said that, with the case for fiber 
much more clear-cut today, the issue was  

not so much whether demand existed 
as how best to service this demand. 
Verizon is reporting 80 percent fewer 
trouble calls with fiber than in its legacy 
business, but some participants urged 
caution in concluding that all fiber is 
created equal, and participants unani-
mously agreed that product quality af-
fects network reliability. 

One high-level representative from 
the European Commission’s Informa-
tion Society directorate general stressed 
that the Commission considered the is-
sue of network reliability extremely im-
portant, as Europe’s fiber networks were 
expected to be able to support the next 
phase of European integration, whether 

that is harmonized health care, pensions 
or social services. 

Others concurred that the impor-
tance of network reliability was more 
acute than ever, given the central role fi-
ber would play in Europe’s economic re-
covery. As Rob Crowell, senior business 
director for DSM Functional Materials, 
put it, “We are reaching an inflection 
point in the number of governments, 
businesses and consumers that now see 
the benefits that fiber to the premises 
can deliver, whether for home working, 
e-government or simply entertainment. 
As a result, FTTx demand is shifting 
from being ‘nice to have’ to ‘must have’ 
with the capability to create jobs, ensure 
vital public services and entrench in-
novative, competitive economies. Tele-
com operators must adapt to this shift 
not just by building networks capable 
of supporting demand today but also 
by future-proofing them for tomorrow, 
because with so much at stake, failure in 
the field will not be tolerated.” v

The European Commission considers network 
reliability extremely important, as fiber networks 

must support the next phase of integration.
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