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Wholesale Economic Development:  
FTTH and Fertile Ground 
To promote economic growth, communities must take actions that benefit a wide range 
of businesses. Upgrading broadband is a great example of such a wholesale strategy.

By Rollie Cole / Fertile Ground for Startups, Small Firms and Nonprofits

My colleagues and I have identified 
a way of looking at economic 
development activities that helps 

explain why fiber to the home (FTTH) can be 
such a valuable aid to economic development. 
We call it the “fertile ground” approach to 
wholesale economic development. 

What do we mean by fertile ground? Think 
about a garden or a park. A nicely designed, 
flourishing garden or park has plants of varying 
sizes and shapes, all alive and healthy and 
growing at the appropriate rates – perhaps 
with some careful trimming to keep them the 
appropriate size for the space. Having too many 
plants would be like having too much economic 
growth; having too few plants or sickly plants 
would be like having too little economic growth. 

Making the garden “nicely designed and 
flourishing” requires taking care of individual 
plants, especially the larger ones. It also requires 
fertile ground. Similarly, a community that 
wants all its firms – large, medium, and small – 
to thrive must provide a fertile ground for them.

WHOLESALE VERSUS RETAIL 
To put it another way, many recommendations 
for local action in economic development call 
for retail action – that is, action on behalf of 
individual entrepreneurs or individual firms. 
The recommendations include tax incentives 
(for example, forgiving property tax for a few 
years), training grants and help with finding 

suitable sites. Such actions can be very effective. 
However, a healthy economy needs lots of small 
firms, just as a garden or park needs ground 
cover such as multiple blades of grass. Though 
some communities do offer help to individual 
small firms, most communities need so many 
small firms that helping a few of them does not 
improve the community very much.

Wholesale action can benefit many firms 
at once and even many types of firms at once, 
just as fertilizing and watering help all types 
and sizes of plants in a park. The economic 
development activities currently in use, and the 
ones we recommend in our book and elsewhere, 
spread across two different spectra. The first is 
the size of the firms that are helped, and the 
second is the number of firms that are helped 
at the same time. Figure 1 shows this view of 
the range of possible economic development 
activities. It also shows where we think 
broadband is applicable.

ROBUST RESIDENTIAL 
BROADBAND 
Upgrading broadband, especially residential 
broadband (and preferably upgrading to FTTH), 
helps firms of all sizes and helps a large number 
of firms at once. One of the best resources 
in a community for small firms and rookie 
entrepreneurs is robust residential broadband. 

Upgrading residential broadband to promote 
business development seems paradoxical. Why 

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 



62 | BROADBAND COMMUNITIES | www.broadbandcommunities.com | MARCH/APRIL 2014

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

Residential broadband matters to businesses, 
not just consumers. Businesses may be home-
based or may need to communicate with 
employees and customers in their homes.

not just upgrade business broadband? 
We say residential broadband is needed 
for four reasons: First, small firms and 
rookie entrepreneurs often start out 
operating from their homes. They may 
even stay there. Second, small, single-
site firms are almost always offered the 
same level of broadband as individual 
homes, although often at two or three 
times the price; the price is higher 
because network operators assume 
a firm will use the connection more 
intensively than a family. 

Third, many small firms offer 
goods and services for individuals 
and households rather than for bigger 
firms. Operating in an area with robust 
residential service allows them to 
market, and often deliver, their goods 
and services far more efficiently and 
effectively than in areas that lack  
such service. 

Finally, even employees of large 
firms that have their own high-quality 
broadband live in homes and often have 
children in those homes. Doctors who 
work for large hospitals use their home 
connections to check medical images at 
night. Graphics professionals, software 
developers and technical designers get 
ideas in the middle of the night and  
use their home connections to upgrade 
very large files with photographs, 
software programs, and computer-
aided-design drawings. 

The employees and the firms 
themselves buy goods and services from 
smaller local firms and find that easier 
if those firms have good connections. 
The children of the employees, for the 
most part, can not use their parents’ 
connections at work – they must work 
with what is available to them at home.

Sometimes a community will have 
spots of robust broadband serving mid-
sized and bigger entities and some, but 

not all, multiple-dwelling-unit (MDU) 
housing. These MDUs may house some 
startups and rookie entrepreneurs, but 
starting a business in an MDU unit is 
often more difficult (and more likely to 
be prohibited by law or building rules) 
than in an individual house. 

In addition, a network that serves 
only big entities has skimmed the cream 
off a larger network. It has the anchor 
tenants that would help make a broader 
network clear costs but does not extend 
to the individual firms and homes that 
could really make a difference for small 
firms and rookie entrepreneurs. 

The definition of “robust” changes 
over time as one community leapfrogs 
over another in terms of speeds offered, 
pricing and other measures of quality 
and value. The leaders now are the 
communities that offer 1 gigabit per 
second for both upload and download 

using full FTTH; others offer 100 
megabits per second or so with FTTH; 
a few cable networks are experimenting 
with 100 megabits or so on the 
download side but not upload. Such 
one-sided networks help with such 
tasks as viewing medical images, but 
they do not help the graphics, software 
and design professionals who need to 
upload large files. In fact, they do not 
help anyone who needs really high-
quality connections for activities such 
as videoconferencing.

This is why communitywide 
FTTH is a great wholesale economic 
development activity that goes a long 
way toward creating fertile ground 
where firms of all sizes and types  
can thrive. v

Rollie Cole, Ph.D., J.D., is the founder 
of Fertile Ground for Startups, Small 
Firms, and Nonprofits, an Austin,  
Texas-based public policy firm. This 
article was adapted from his book, 
“Wholesale Economic Development.” The 
e-book is available free to all attendees 
of the Broadband Communities Summit 
2014. They can order a copy by emailing 
colebook@bbcmag.com. Contact Rollie  
at rolliecole@gmail.com.
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