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Planning for the Best Case
When a community builds a gigabit broadband network, it must be prepared for an 
enthusiastic response. Longmont, Colo., shows how to plan for high take rates. 

By Craig Settles / Gigabit Nation

When Longmont, Colo., created 
its pilot broadband deployment, 
community leaders tried to 

anticipate the many things that possibly could 
go wrong: Contractors might fall behind 
schedule, permitting processes might take 
longer than expected and, of course, in the 
worst-case scenario, take rates might fall way 
short of projections. Unlike some communities, 
Longmont also tried to plan for what might  
go right. 

Longmont, a community of 87,000 people 
northeast of Denver, launched its pilot FTTH 
program to homes and businesses beginning 
in 2013, leading a surge of gigabit city 
announcements. In September of that year, the 
city received the Community Broadband Fiber 
Network of the Year award from the National 
Association of Telecommunications Officers 
and Advisors, an association of government 
officials who manage communications and 
technology; in November, citizens voted to 
approve $44 million in bonds for a citywide 
buildout, and the city began the process of 
expanding the network. 

As Longmont’s successes multiply and the 
network’s popularity skyrockets, the importance 
of planning for the halo effect – the best-case 
scenario in which everything that could go 
right does go right and take rates far exceed 
expectations – becomes increasingly clear. 
Because, yes, there definitely can be too much 
of a good thing. 

“Our network is being built to sustain a 
100 percent take rate by the entire city,” states 

Vince Jordan, telecom manager for Longmont 
Power and Communications, the municipal 
utility that is deploying the network. “Our 
residential pilot had a 60 percent take rate with 
just one round of promotion for the service. 
If we marketed with direct mail or additional 
outreach to the remainder of homes in that 
area, the take rate would probably go to 75–80 
percent. But if we actually got 100 percent, we’d 
be severely strained financially.”

Other community-based projects have 
experienced higher-than-expected take rates. 
For example, the Greenlight community 
network in Wilson, N.C., quickly exceeded 
its take-rate projections soon after launch in 
2008. Co-Mo Electric Cooperative in Missouri 
expected its pilot to have a take rate of about 
25 percent, but 30 percent of homes subscribed 
to the service during the pilot. Demand from 
homes outside the Co-Mo pilot area also is 
exceeding expectations as those residents learn 
about the project. Communities joining the 
gigabit ranks of the newly wired, particularly 
in rural areas, continue to report strong early 
subscriber numbers.

Calix, the FTTH equipment vendor 
involved in many gigabit deployments, believes 
that gigabit speed has proven to have a powerful 
appeal to consumers. As explained by David 
Russell, solutions marketing director, “Gigabit 
is very clearly defined in consumers’ minds in 
a way that FTTH alone was not. Because it 
is so highly differentiated from other service 
offerings, offering a gigabit distinguishes market 
leaders. We call it the halo effect. Consumers 
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view the operator offering the gigabit 
more favorably, even if they can’t get a 
gigabit where they live yet.”

MEET CONSUMER 
EXPECTATIONS
In venture capital circles, a “hockey 
stick” is the common label for the 
obligatory slide in startup presentations 
that forecasts low sales in the first 
months after a product launches and 
meteoric growth in the following 
months. Even if community broadband 
stakeholders don’t forecast hockey-stick 
sales, they need to consider what they 
will do if the hockey stick materializes. 

Longmont’s Jordan says, “Too much 
success can hurt you just as much as too 
little. The hockey stick looks good on 
paper, but with a broadband network, 
the people, time and equipment required 
to respond to a flood of sales could be 
very challenging. The big struggle would 
be with cash flow, especially for those 
communities that are not charging 
installation fees to subscribers.” 

Ongoing cash flow can be further 
strained if residential take rates are high 
compared with business take rates. “I’ve 
been in this business for a lot of years,” 
says Jordan, “and I find that customer 
service and tech support costs are almost 
always higher per residential subscriber 
than for each business customer, while 
monthly revenue is lower.” 

A steady linear growth rate is easier 
to handle than an accelerating hockey 
stick, and communities may plan 
for it by educating residents that the 
network will be rolled out in phases 
or that neighborhoods will be selected 
by lottery. If pent-up demand is great, 
however, extended delays in hooking 
up subscribers could create animosity 
from the people not yet served, leaving 
an opening to competitors. Jordan 
and other stakeholders have structured 
a buildout schedule that reduces the 
chances of hockey-stick growth in favor 
of managed growth. 

Hockey-stick growth can negatively 
impact more than broadband 
operations. Some areas have a delicate 
balance between population size and 
the capabilities of infrastructure such 
as water treatment plants, electric grids 

and roads. If a broadband network 
fuels an economic boom that increases 
population and business activity, the 
community’s infrastructure could 
literally collapse beneath the onslaught. 

Another potential problem is that a 
rapid change in broadband speeds can 
widen rather than close the existing 
digital divide as those who cannot 
afford broadband or who don’t have 
basic technology such as computers 
will fall further behind the rest of 
the community. Communities need 
to be aware of and prepared for these 
possibilities. 

In a small, rural community there 
may be opposition to a network due to 
the fear of a sudden cultural divide in 
the face of rapid broadband adoption, 
though this fear isn’t supported by 
research. Many news reports about 
Kansas City’s Google Fiber deployment 
highlight the surge of young people, 
entrepreneurs and information workers 
moving into the parts of town Google 
has built out. 

Though Kansas City is large 
enough that a sudden demographic 
shift wouldn’t be noticeable right away, 
in smaller communities with many 
traditional workers or senior citizens 
unaccustomed to change, concern 
about this shift can lead to clashes. 

PLAN FOR THE BEST …
The needs assessment, planning and 
pilot project stages for a gigabit network 
should include a “What if we’re wildly 
successful?” analysis. All stakeholders 
should be involved in this analysis, and 
they should look for answers in a wider 
context than the broadband network 
and its operations. Broadband affects 
many aspects of a community – local 
government, businesses, education 

and more – so a hyper-successful 
network will cause ripples in all these 
areas. Project leaders in Longmont, 
Chattanooga, Kansas City and other 
towns hold frequent meetings with 
regular citizens and community leaders 
that enable them to explore “what if” 
scenarios. 

If a primary goal for broadband 
is to impact economic development, 
the project team should have meetings 
with business leaders and IT managers 
from a cross-section of local companies. 
For example, Seattle public officials 
conducted a widely publicized drive to 
bring faster Internet speeds to Pike Place 
Market and to get most of the retail 
businesses there to sign up for access. 
Many subscribed, but officials were 
embarrassed when they discovered that 
the older business owners weren’t using 
the Internet because they didn’t know 
what to do when they gained access to it.

Casting a wide net for participants 
in the “what if” planning process 
allows everyone involved with 
deploying the network, as well as those 
using broadband services, to prepare for 
success. “If your broadband network 
is not incorporated into your regional 
planning process and economic 
development plans, you cannot manage 
the broadband results and may just set 
yourself up for failure,” states Chuck 
Sherwood, senior associate at the 
consulting firm TeleDimensions.

Institutions such as schools, 
colleges, libraries and medical facilities 
also should be included in this 
planning because their early adoption 
of broadband and related specialized 
technology can create a hockey-stick 
effect. School districts are giving 
students leading-edge technology tools 
and increasing schools’ broadband 

Strong consumer demand for network 
connections can cause cash-flow problems for a 
new network and generate resentment on the 
part of the consumers who have to wait. 
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speeds. Parents line up to subscribe to 
community networks, so engineering 
design must consider their demands 
when planning infrastructure location 
and capacity. Hospitals and clinics 
will see a network as their vehicle for 
offering new telemedicine services, and 
this in turn should drive residential 
take rates. 

Moving from the planning stage to 
the pilot project is the next opportunity 
to plan for success. A pilot project that 
establishes and analyzes benchmarks 
helps anticipate demand. The pilot’s 
fiber build and participants are selected 
to enable the team to test assumptions 
resulting from the needs assessment. 
Longmont’s pilot project helped its 
team determine that a 60 percent take 
rate would strain the utility’s human 
resources because it might have to 
triple the number of people installing 
infrastructure at customer premises. 

The engineering design stage 
presents another chance to prepare 
for success. Longmont’s design firm, 
Uptown Services, carved the citywide 
buildout into six phases, each with 
about 5,000 passings of homes and 
businesses. “The area we designated 
for the first phase has conduit already 
going past 1,100 homes, so we can 
get in, build out quickly and start 
up service,” reports Jordan. “We get 
a fast win, prove ourselves and drive 
up demand in the rest of town when 
people see what’s going on here. We 
prioritized the other phases based on 
where we can build out quickly with a 
good mix of homes and businesses.” 

This issue of balancing home and 
business customers is very important 
because communities want to generate 
high revenues from business subscribers 
to offset the costs of building laterals 

deep into neighborhoods. Google has 
done a great job of showing how to 
build a successful residential business. 
“However, when you do the math, 
you need business subs,” states Jordan. 
“The ratio of businesses to residences 
in Longmont is about 1:8. Google can 
ignore businesses [in the short term] 
because they have deep pockets, plus 
they’re not expecting a network to pay 
for itself for a long time. For others, 
over the long haul, businesses always 
generate the bulk of revenue.”

Probably the greatest insurance for 
positive outcomes from the halo effect is 
to masterfully manage stakeholders’ and 
constituents’ expectations. If everyone 
expects to get service at once, lots of 
people will be unhappy. Jordan and his 
team constantly and consistently remind 
people that the network will take three 
years to complete and somebody’s going 
to have to be last. Project teams must 
overcommunicate to constituents the 
realities of broadband and deployments.

… AND PREPARE FOR THE 
WORST
Longmont learned through experience 
that preparing for overwhelming success 
can help prepare for unexpected negative 
events as well. The city’s buildout was 
well underway in fall 2013 when a 
natural disaster tested the network in 
ways not foreseen. The city found that 
the robustness of its capacity was key to 
passing the test with flying colors. 

A massive September flood hit 
Longmont’s portion of the state, 
causing at least $1 billion in damage 
as it wiped out homes, businesses, 
highways and interstates. In addition 
to causing property damage and loss 
of life, the flooding made travel and 
communication within the area difficult, 
if not impossible, for several days. 

Longmont’s network enabled 
an enormous impromptu crisis 
communication and crisis survival 
operation. The city’s videographer 
went airborne in the local skydiving 
club’s airplane several times daily 
to video damaged structures, rivers 
and waterways, road conditions and 
stranded survivors throughout the 
region. The city loaded massive video 
files to YouTube. A team of round-
the-clock webmasters and volunteers 
kept the city’s servers and Web pages 
pumping out videos, Facebook 
posts, Twitter messages and other 
communications to residents, the Army 
Corps of Engineers and people outside 
the area.

Jordan observes, “Without the 
network, there is no way we could 
have done this, particularly on such 
a massive scale. We had the only 
comprehensive and up-to-date news 
coming from these areas.” The major 
network and cable news outlets placed 
cameras mainly in one or two areas 
that kept showing the same scenes 
repeatedly. 

Though no one could have foreseen 
such a use for the network, the city is 
revising its emergency response plans to 
incorporate its ability to move massive 
amounts of data. 

Another fortunate outcome of the 
city’s planning was the decision to 
build durable underground vaults to 
house network cabinets. Despite the 
deep water and heavy mud deposits, 
the cabinets and electronics were 
completely undamaged. Using typical 
street-level cabinets could have resulted 
in catastrophic damage to the network. 

It is early in the gigabit game and 
there are few rules, for better or worse. 
However, gigabit networks clearly 
produce great interest and excitement 
that drive subscriptions. It is incumbent 
upon communities to plan well for the 
best of times yet be well prepared for 
the occasional storm. v

Craig Settles is a community broadband 
industry analyst, a strategy consultant and 
the host of the Gigabit Nation radio talk 
show. Reach him at craig@cjspeaks.com.

In addition to managing the phased  
installation of their networks, operators  
must manage constituents’ expectations  
to avoid creating disappointment.
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