
26 | BROADBAND COMMUNITIES | www.broadbandcommunities.com | NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2014

FTTH DEPLOYMENT

Bolt Lights a Spark in Oklahoma
A rural electric cooperative in Northeast Oklahoma gets ready to launch gigabit services.

By Masha Zager / Broadband Communities

In many rural areas where incumbent 
operators have not built broadband 
networks, electric cooperatives are rising 

to the challenge. Co-ops, which are member-
owned and whose mission is to support their 
communities, view the need for broadband  
with some urgency: Local businesses can’t  
thrive without broadband, and when businesses 
fail or relocate, the co-ops lose their biggest 
electric customers. 

Many co-ops began by building wireless 
networks – the simplest, lowest-cost alternative 
for a company without existing telecom 
plant – but in the last few years, more than 
a dozen have decided that fiber broadband is 
needed to keep their service areas economically 
competitive. One of these is the Northeast 
Oklahoma Electric Cooperative, which serves 
30,000 members in rural communities, tribal 
areas and a lake resort area. 

The cooperative had some experience with 
fiber broadband already. Two decades ago, it 
launched a technology subsidiary, RECtec, 
which has connected school buildings, libraries 
and enterprise customers. So when members, 
fed up with satellite and slow wireless Internet, 
began pressing the co-op to provide broadband 
to homes and small businesses – annual member 
surveys consistently show broadband as the top 
need – the cooperative was ready to listen.

Finding a way to deliver broadband 
took some time, however. The cooperative 
examined and rejected several possible 
solutions, among them WiMAX (unreliable 
because of the terrain and foliage) and fiber 
to the home (too expensive because of the low 

population density). However, as prices for 
FTTH equipment fell and members’ pleas for 
broadband grew more urgent, the cooperative 
decided to take another look at fiber and try to 
develop a business case for it. Eventually, when 
it had a business case that made sense, it formed 
a new subsidiary, Bolt Fiber Optic Services, and 
applied for a Rural Utilities Service loan. 

Forming a subsidiary was critical to the 
business case, says Alex Mercado, Bolt Fiber 
Optics’ operations supervisor. He explains, 
“Most boards want to make sure the co-op won’t 
have to suffer on the electric side.” Though there 
are synergies between the electricity and telecom 
divisions, their finances are kept separate to 
mitigate risk: Bolt attaches fiber to the co-op’s 
utility poles but pays pole attachment fees; the 
co-op will use Bolt’s fiber network (Bolt will put 
Internet points of presence at the substations) 
but will pay Bolt for transport. In addition, 
some cooperative employees are working on the 
network build, but Bolt reimburses the co-op for 
their time. 

A SHARED HEADEND
Making the business case required several other 
strategic decisions. Perhaps most significant was 
the decision to build a video headend. “We went 
back and forth for about a year,” says Sheila 
Allgood, Bolt’s manager. “Over-the-top video 
is coming on the horizon, but we live in an area 
where people still like to have channels. … We 
felt that, [by offering] video, we would increase 
the take rate enough to pay for it.” A member 
survey clinched the deal; members indicated 
they were very interested in buying TV services 
from Bolt, and that convinced Bolt (and the 
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RUS) that a headend would be a good 
investment.

However, video headends are 
expensive, and programming is even 
more expensive, even with help from the 
National Cable Television Cooperative, 
which negotiates programming 
contracts on behalf of its nearly 1,000 
members. To reduce the risks inherent 
in video service, Bolt decided to lease 
headend services to other providers 
once the system was working smoothly. 
“There are probably four municipals 
and co-ops that are very interested in 
sharing the headend with us,” Allgood 
says. “We’re working on a business case 
for a client in Kansas right now.”

Sharing the headend is possible 
because of the technology that Bolt 
selected – most importantly the IPTV 
middleware, Ericsson Mediaroom. Bolt 
chose Alcatel-Lucent as its integrator 
and FTTH equipment vendor in large 
part because the company had extensive 
experience deploying Mediaroom. 
Alcatel-Lucent is providing its GPON 
solution (7360 Intelligent Services 
Access Manager and 5520 Access 
Management System) as well as its 
Triple Play Express and Video Systems 
Integration solutions. As integrator, 

it is providing architecture, design, 
engineering and installation services 
and coordinating third-party solutions 
such as Mediaroom.

Alcatel, in turn, recommended 
that Bolt use ETI Software Solutions’ 
Overture Software Suite as its B/OSS  
solution because ETI provides an 
advanced Mediaroom applications 
set that includes remote DVR 
management, on-screen caller 
ID, visual voicemail and more. In 
addition, ETI had experience setting 
up Mediaroom in a shared headend. 
Allgood explains, “All of our subscriber 
data will be kept separate and secure, 
but we will be able to share technology 
with our neighbors to quickly and 
easily provide services to residents of 
underserved communities.” 

Bolt also uses Overture for 
fiber design and management, GIS 
monitoring of alarms, customer care, 
provisioning and end-to-end billing 
for all services. According to Frank 
Gine, ETI’s president, the advantage 
of integrating fiber management and 
design modules with GIS and customer 
care is that information about outside 
plant becomes readily available to the 
network operations center (NOC) and 

customer care representatives. When 
the NOC receives an automated alarm 
or the customer contact center receives 
a call about an outage, the responder 
has full information about the outside 
plant that may be affected and knows 
whom, if anyone, to dispatch for 
the repair. Most operators silo their 
outside-plant information, Gine says, 
but when this information can be 
integrated with other systems, “it 
becomes a living, breathing entity.” 

All Overture modules update the 
database in real time, Gine adds. When 
a customer requests service, a customer 
service rep can provision the optical 
network terminal (ONT) instantly and 
start delivering the service – and billing 
for it – immediately. Provisioning the 
ONT automatically updates the GIS 
map, and the NOC will receive alarms 
if anything is wrong with the ONT. 
“The system stays on the pulse of what’s 
happening every second,” Gine says.

PRIORITIZING BY DENSITY
Another strategic decision was to 
prioritize the project by population 
density. The fiber build will take three 
years to complete, and the first phase, 
which is in the lake resort area, is nearly 
finished. The phase-one area has about 

Bolt Fiber Optic Service’s new data center will offer data backup and colocation to businesses.
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15 homes per mile, the phase-two area 
about eight homes per mile and the 
phase-three area two to four homes per 
mile. Staging them in this order allows 
the co-op to start collecting revenue as 
quickly as possible and thus minimize 
its debt. Says Allgood, “The reason we’re 
doing the whole project is for the people 
in phase three, but the only way to get 
there is to do the first two phases.” 

COMMUNITY SUPPORT
Excitement is mounting as residents 
wait for Bolt’s triple-play services to be 
turned up. The base speed for Internet 
service, 20 Mbps, will be considerably 

higher than what most residents can 
currently access, and speeds up to a 
gigabit will be available to all residents. 

More than 1,200 households 
preregistered even before pricing was 
announced, and the phase-one area 
already has a 70 percent take rate. 
“Whole homeowners associations are 
coming in,” Allgood says. “Banks 
put up signs thanking us. We’ve had 
support from communities, chambers 
of commerce, colleges – it’s been pretty 
remarkable.” 

Residents are already getting 
organized to use the network for 

economic development. Communities 
are collaborating to draw new 
manufacturers into the area, and 
a committee made up of realtors, 
bankers and others is identifying 
other employers that the network 
might attract. Bolt will contribute to 
economic development by offering data 
backup and colocation in a new, secure 
data center that is rated to withstand an 
F5 tornado and has multiple redundant 
AC and DC power systems. 

“Seventy-five years ago, rural 
America didn’t have electricity, and the 
only way they got it was by communities 
bonding together,” says Allgood. “This 
is no different. We feel it is absolutely 
part of our responsibility as a rural 
cooperative to take care of our members’ 
needs, just as we did 75 years ago.” v

Masha Zager is the editor of BroadBand 
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“The reason we’re doing the whole project is for 
the people in phase three, but the only way to 
get there is to do the first two phases.”
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