PROPERTY OF THE MONTH

Old Buildings,
New Technology:
Coronado Place and
Towers, St. Louis, Mo.
In this issue, Broadband Communities showcases Coronado
Place and Towers in St. Louis, managed by Cardinal Group
Management. Despite its extraordinary location midway
between the Gateway Arch and Forest Park, the property
was ripe for a turnaround. The oldest building in the
four-building complex was built more than 100 years ago.
Cardinal Group turned to Charter Communications to build
a reliable, high-bandwidth broadband system over coax of
proven quality. Thanks to Dennis Finley of Spectrum Community Solutions and Mat
Windsor of Cardinal Group Management for supplying the information for this profile.
By Steven S. Ross / Broadband Communities

C

ardinal Group is a real estate investment,
construction, development and management
firm that specializes in opportunistic and valueadded investments throughout the United States. The
firm sponsors private equity real estate partnerships and,
through its investment arm, provides third-party asset
management services to outside owners.
The firm has earned a reputation for creating vibrant
multifamily and mixed-use communities that incorporate
signature design, high-quality finishes and marketleading amenities – and at the same time keeping a
gimlet eye on investment return. In the case of Coronado
Place and Towers, which Cardinal began managing a
year ago, broadband was at the top of the amenity list
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because of the target market, students
and young professionals.
One of the four buildings was
originally an old hotel. But rather than
keeping the one-room, one-student
layout, the spaces had been sliced, diced
and combined, resulting in 64 different
floor plans that ranged from two-story
penthouses for $3,500 a month to small
studios for $600 and multibedroom
layouts leased by the room for $800.
Total capacity is 406 units with 657
bedrooms. Double occupancy is
allowed, so the maximum is about
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1,100 beds. About 80 percent of the
tenants are expected to be students.
But despite the views and the
convenience – the property is within
steps of a major medical center, two
universities, shopping and fitness
centers and entertainment venues –
four management companies had failed
to fill the complex over the past two
years. Students gravitated instead to
several new structures in the area.
Not anymore.
“We’re preleasing for the fall, with
move-in set for August,” says Mat
Windsor, national facilities manager.
“It’s the fastest preleasing of any
Cardinal Group property.”
Charter Communications had
served the complex for eight years and
knew that the coax was in good shape
but was insufficient both in bandwidth
and reliability for the needs of students
and young professionals. So Charter’s
Spectrum Community Solutions group,

which customizes Wi-Fi, TV and voice
services for single-family residential
and multiple-dwelling communities
via fiber or cable, devised a solution
that would meet the community’s
needs without requiring a complete
network replacement.
The solution: Split the DOCSIS
nodes where fiber enters the site and use

the coax to service 420 Ruckus managed
Wi-Fi carrier-class 802.11ac routers. This
enables Spectrum Community Solutions
to offer 100 Mbps downstream plus
video as a bulk package, as is typical for
student housing. The current upstream
bandwidth is only 4 Mbps, but few
users have complained. The current coax
will support future DOCSIS 3.1

PROPERTY OF THE MONTH HIGHLIGHTS
~ Coronado Place and Towers, St. Louis ~
•
•
•

•

Cable competes with FTTH on reliability as well as bandwidth.
World-class gateways support managed Wi-Fi in dwelling units.
A student population, with some young professionals mixed in,
appreciate great amenities in common areas (pool, laundry, game
room, business center, gym, restaurants and more), all served with
seamless wireless.
Vendors include Arris and Ruckus Wireless.
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no rewiring was needed behind the
walls. Most boxes were flush-mounted,
out of the way of furniture.
VITAL STATISTICS
Property Description: Four multifamily
high-rises have stonelike concrete
and brick facades. Three are 15
stories, and one is six stories
and houses a movie theater and
a bowling alley in addition to
apartments. All the buildings were
built between 1912 and 1926.
Demographics: About 80 percent are
students. Most of the rest are young
professionals.
Greenfield or retrofit? Retrofit
Number of units: 657 bedrooms in 406
units. Rentals are by the apartment
or by the bedroom.
Style: High-rise
Time to deploy: Four months
Date services started being delivered:
August 1, 2015
Any special requirements: Special
surface-mounted boxes were needed
in one building to protect old
plaster walls with laths.

Two of the towers at Coronado Place and Towers

deployments, which will deliver
additional bandwidth, says Adam Ray,
VP of Spectrum Community Solutions.
In designing the upgrade, Spectrum
paid great attention to reliability. “We
can’t have students losing broadband
while they are doing assignments on
deadline,” says Windsor. “Nationwide
in all student housing, that’s the biggest
complaint.”
A U.S.-staffed remote network
operations center (NOC) manages
the network, and an on-site portal
gives building management a detailed
view of the overall network health –
including the status of in-unit Wi-Fi
equipment, bandwidth use and even
customer-care calls taken from the
property. At present, the portal is used
mainly by Spectrum Community
Solutions. But in time, building
managers expect to handle some
complaints on site.
“Residents can get online as soon as
they move in. The Wi-Fi is always up
12
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and ready to connect,” says Windsor.
“There’s no need to go to the local
service provider’s store and pick up
a router or wait for a technician to
come in and turn them up. When the
property manager signs a lease, he can
hand the new resident a new sign-on
credential right then.”
Users can hook up gaming or videoon-demand gateways by themselves as
well. “We have not seen any problems
with students bringing unmanaged
Wi-Fi devices into the building, as
there is no need,” says Windsor.
Residents can also add telephone
service through the gateways and coax
at extra cost, but most rely on their
cellphones.
The 802.11ac multibeam wireless
gateways are expensive, but they saved
money in this installation. Legacy coax
and electric power are accessed close to
the floor, and that’s where the service
boxes that contain the routers, antennas,
power supplies and connections went –
www.broadbandcommunities.com
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Common areas in the Coronado Place and
Towers have great amenities.
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In Wall Structured Wiring Box (SWB)

Surface Mounted SWB

Between-the-studs box (left, shown open and closed) and surface-mount box (right) for plaster or solid walls have the same contents. The boxes are
placed low on the wall, close to the existing coax and easy to service without ladders.

SERVICES
Services offered on the network:
• High-speed Internet access via
managed Wi-Fi gateways. Top
speed is 100 Mbps downstream /
4 Mbps upstream.
• Video
• Telephone via the coax cabling
• Common-area wireless: A
Ruckus Wireless T300 is used
to provide omnidirectional
coverage across the entire
pool area on the roof of the
garage. The access points are
designed for high-density
public venues and are placed in
hardened enclosures for outdoor
environments. Residents can
connect to the guest SSID when
they are in common areas. Also
covered are all the typical areas,
such as lobbies, hallways, the
business center, the clubhouse,
the fitness center and the office.
• Video surveillance using wired
cameras in public areas
• Concierge services via a manager
portal
• Home networking: Each student
can have her or his own secure,
isolated network. Students can
connect any Wi-Fi–enabled
devices to their networks,
including gaming consoles
without Web interfaces. A portal
allows residents to manually
enter the MAC addresses of
these devices and add them to
their personal area networks.
14
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New residents can get online
immediately.
Technical support: Spectrum Community
Solutions handles resident calls, but
if the on-site management (up to 10
employees are on duty at any time)
can handle an issue, one of them will
log in and fix it.
This is a fully managed system
with a high level of self-monitoring
and self-healing capabilities.
Because all electronics are located
in the structured wiring box
(SWB), customers cannot reach the
equipment to reset it, so a power

The buildings’ makeover is attracting students
and young professionals.
www.broadbandcommunities.com
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distribution unit installed in the box
allows remote power cycling.
The SWB contains a router,
power distribution unit, cable
modem and wireless access point.
This system continuously ensures
that it has Internet connectivity.
If not, each box in the system
performs a power cycle, turning
itself off and on to reboot. Every
piece of equipment in the system
is monitored 24/7 by a remote
NOC. If there is an access point
problem, the controller at the NOC
is alerted and can manually perform
a remote reboot of the access point,
cable modem or router, with no
interaction required by the residents
or property manager.
A resident who has connection
problems that have not raised an
automatic alert can call the Spectrum
Community Solutions customer
support 24/7 to talk to a live person
based in the United States.
The vast majority of calls to
customer support are for password
issues. Property managers can
also provide password support to
tenants through the on-site property
management portal. This portal
gives property managers a view of
the entire Wi-Fi network, including
the status of access points.
If remote diagnosing reveals
that a piece of electronics has
failed, there is a spare electronics
board that site management will be
instructed to replace. All electronics
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NO MATTER WHERE YOU ARE IN THE PROJECT

MAXCELL FITS

BEGINNING

Add more cables
with MaxCell.

• Install up to 300% more cables
• Reduce cost, labor, energy,

MIDDLE

END

REMOVE

• Recovers up to 90%
RECOVER

waste & carbon emissions

• Maximize space,

productivity & savings

Make space for more
cables with MaxSpace.

RENEW

of occupied conduit space

• Removes & recycles rigid innerduct
• Adds new cables, no digging
• Maximizes space,
productivity & savings

MAXCELL.US | 1.888.387.3828 FOR A FREE MAXCELL SAMPLE
OR MAXSPACE CONSULTATION
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Why didn’t the property owner choose the
fiber offering? When residents can
get up to 100 Mbps and eventually
utilize DOCSIS 3.1 technology at
a lower cost, property owners have
a decision to make. The choice
between coax and fiber is based on
such factors as

The surface-mount box cannot have the depth of the between-the-studs version, so it has to be
larger in height and width to contain the same components. The close-to-floor mounting can be
hidden by furniture and still offer great Wi-Fi connectivity.

are connected to a backplane that
simply snaps out of the SWB. A
property engineer can go into the
unit, unplug one electrical plug,
unscrew the coax cable going into
the cable modem, snap out the
board and insert the replacement.
A call to tech support activates the
new board, and the customer is back
up and running without a truck roll
and with minimal downtime.
BUSINESS ISSUES
Which parts of the network are owned by
the service provider, and which are
owned by the property owner? The
property owner owns the inside
cabling and the SWBs. Spectrum
Community Solutions retains
ownership, management and
support of all equipment, including
what’s inside the SWBs.
Is there a marketing agreement with
the property owner? Not necessary,

as this is a bulk video and Wi-Fi
property
Can residents upgrade to faster speeds
from the bulk services? Not at present
Network benefits: The network is heavily
marketed online and on tours to
show the benefit of high-speed
wireless, which definitely increases
Coronado’s appeal with young
people, compared with competitors.
TECHNOLOGY
Broadband architecture: Hybrid fiber/
coax (HFC) to each building and
coax distribution throughout the
buildings. Coax distribution to each
unit already existed, so there were no
additional costs to run new wiring.
Spectrum Community Solutions
offers property owners a choice
of Spectrum Community WiFi,
which is a coax-based offering, or
Spectrum Fiber WiFi, which is a
fiber backhaul/Ethernet distribution
offering.

The customer-premises equipment is set up
so a property engineer can easily swap out a
board and insert a replacement if needed –
truck rolls are rarely necessary.
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• What kind of wiring already
exists within building?
• Is it cost-effective to bring fiber
to building if it does not already
exist?
• Are there facilities on each floor
or in each building (intermediate
distribution frames) to house
the switches for an Ethernet
distribution?
• Would the distances between
buildings require significant
trenching for Ethernet cable or
fiber?
• What speeds does the property
owner want to offer tenants?
(Though the fastest coax-based
offering is currently 100 Mbps
in St. Louis, fiber-based service
allows speeds up to 1 Gbps.)
Wi-Fi architecture: These are not
residential Wi-Fi routers!
Commercial-grade access points
from Ruckus Wireless are used.
These are high-performance,
smart Wi-Fi access points with
adaptive antenna technology. Using
residential routers for multiple
units in close proximity can create
an RF nightmare by broadcasting
interfering channels. Access points
used by Spectrum Community
WiFi enable automatic interference
mitigation by selecting the best
channel and then using beam
forming to get the signal where
it’s needed. The use of 802.11ac at
5 Ghz gives 23 non-overlapping
channels to select from, compared
with just three available on 2.4 Ghz.
Where is the fiber terminated? At the
DOCSIS nodes near the parking
garage. There is a control room
there and two in the basement of
the Coronado building.
Technology/medium used to deliver signals
to each unit: Coax/DOCSIS 3.0
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and 802.11ac Wi-Fi access points
are located in each unit. All
electronics are located in an SWB,
usually installed flush into the wall
in each unit. This setup eliminates
the hazards of having cable modems
and other electronics sitting around
with cables running between them,
and it protects the Wi-Fi electronics
from damage.
Vendors/products used: An Arris
embedded multimedia terminal
adapter (eMTA, or voice/data
modem) is used, along with Ruckus
Wireless access points.
LESSONS LEARNED
What was the biggest challenge? Largescale installation involved cutting
holes and installing boxes into walls
in 406 units and 14 common areas.
What was the biggest success? Execution
was seamless, considering

Commercial-grade access points enable
automatic interference mitigation by selecting
the best channel and using beam forming to
get the signal where it’s needed.

coordination among three large
companies running multiple teams.
What was done to limit disruption
to residents? Consistent and
recurring communication and clear
instructions to occupants limited
disruption.
What feedback does the leasing office
get from residents? What has the
experience taught them about
marketing, installing or supporting
these services? All positive; the
building offers the fastest option
in the market. Leasing staff lead
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with the broadband, before any
prospective tenant gets a chance
to ask.
What should other owners consider
before they get started on a similar
deployment? Provisioning was a
challenge. All newly installed
equipment needs to be doublechecked at each unit before
proceeding. v
Editor-at-large Steve Ross can be reached
at steve@bbcmag.com.

| BROADBAND COMMUNITIES |

17

