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Michael Weston, Director, Market-
ing Operations, Verizon Enhanced 
Communities: We started out deploy-
ing FiOS to suburban, single-family 
units but soon saw there were a lot of 
potential consumers in MDUs. It took 
some adaptive learning on our part to 
figure out how to deliver FiOS to them 
and what the right services were. Today, 
about 32 percent of FiOS homes passed 
and about 17 percent of homes mar-
keted are in MDUs or multitenant-unit 
buildings (MTUs).

It’s not hard to go down a suburban 
street and take orders, but dealing with 
MDU owners can be difficult. In addi-
tion, there are technical challenges to 
overcome. Because easements don’t nec-
essarily cover the insides of buildings, 
a commercial negotiation is needed for 
each building. 

To negotiate successfully, we have to 
listen to MDU owners and understand 
their needs. They have concerns about 

aesthetics, usage of electric power and 
space (we need grounded power to de-
liver services at all), disruption to ten-
ants, service quality and revenue shar-
ing. Owners often expect to get a share 
of service revenues, based on their his-
tory with cable operators – so we learned 
to play that game.

Winning over the building staff is 
important. If staffers have competing 
services at home, they may not be willing 
to push your service, so there has to be 
an opportunity for staff to benefit finan-
cially from increased take rates. Nor do 
they want to hear complaints from resi-
dents, so we needed to make installation 
and services as trouble free as possible.

A DEEp BAg Of TriCks
Because buildings vary so much, we 
had to develop diverse technical solu-
tions. You need a deep bag of tricks to 
be able to come up with the right de-
sign for every property. For example, 
putting large optical network terminals 

(ONTs) into small apartment closets of-
ten was not acceptable, so we developed 
other alternatives – some “just-inside” 
ONTs and a small desktop ONT that 
can be placed anywhere, that blends in 
well with apartment décor and that also 
has a “cool” factor. To put an ONT in 
a closet, we need an electrical outlet in 
the closet – we can’t afford to upgrade 
electrical wiring.

Some owners are hesitant about ced-
ing control of inside wiring, and in those 
cases we need to use MDU ONTs. If we 
hadn’t been able to offer that option, we 
would have lost several large portfolios. 
Sometimes we even prefer that type of 
design – for example, if there is asbestos 
in the building. From an MDU ONT 
in the basement, we like to use Ether-
net over Cat 5 wiring to the individual 
units, but in some buildings we use Cat 
3 wiring with VDSL. 

We’ve developed several options for 
inside fiber pathways. Often, we en-
hance the existing molding that covers 
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the coax cable with better molding. The 
3M One Pass, which combines a drop 
cable with a paintable, adhesive-backed 
pathway, is a good hallway solution. 

For garden apartments, we often 
use external downspout moldings and 
then bring cable down from the at-
tic. In many cases, we place microduct 
throughout the building first and then 
use a drop-placing tool to blow fiber 
through the microduct when we get a 
service order. 

Plug-and-play connectors reduce 
our time to market and also reduce dis-
ruption for residents. Placing bundled 
cabling outside walk-up apartment 
buildings and then penetrating each 
floor from the outside is a low-impact, 
low-cost and fast method. It can reduce 
installation time from between six and 
eight days to two days.

NO ME-TOO OffEriNgs 
In terms of services, it’s important not to 
offer me-too products. Our top Internet 
offering in MDUs is 150 Mbps down-
stream and 35 Mbps upstream, with 
Wi-Fi in individual units and in public 
areas. Recent testing by the FCC showed 
that FiOS delivers advertised speeds or 
higher even during peak hours. 

FiOS TV offers 3D programming 
24/7, along with 130 high-definition 
channels, on-demand content, Flex 
View multiscreen service and TV wid-
gets. Our widget environment is open-
development; we released a software de-
velopment kit to application developers. 
Embracing that philosophy represented 
a major change in our culture. 

The Concierge service, which is free 
at the basic level, is specific to MDUs. 
It offers features for building manage-
ment, such as work-order tracking, as 
well as features for residents, such as in-
community social networking and links 
to local businesses. 

Home Monitoring and Control, 
which is being introduced in October, 
allows residents to manage their appli-
ances remotely and view remote video 
feeds from their homes. It will be intro-
duced first in MDUs and later in single-
family housing.

Next up will be Health and Well-
ness, which we expect to be used partic-

ularly in retirement living centers. The 
first application will be Healthsense, a 
Wi-Fi–based monitoring service. Later, 
we’ll offer virtual care and remote con-
sultations, which will require fiber to  
the home. 

katie Espeseth, Vice president, EpB 
fiber Optics: Chattanooga, which 
was named “America’s Dirtiest Little 
City” in 1969, was recently cited as one 
of Outside magazine’s top 10 towns. 
We like to think EPB, the municipally 
owned power distributor, contributed to 
that change. 

EPB operates the country’s largest 
municipal fiber network. We built it so 
the electric utility could create a smart 
grid – which, by cutting electrical out-
ages by 40 percent and reducing theft of 
services, has yielded savings of $40 mil-
lion. In addition to the smart grid, we 
use the fiber network to deliver triple-
play telecom services. 

Those services were launched two 
years ago, and we now serve 30,000 cus-
tomers out of a possible 170,000. Twenty 
thousand premises are in MDUs with 
five or more units per building. This 
includes rental apartments, condomini-
ums and small businesses. 

CONNECT ThE MOsT  
pEOplE fAsTEsT
Our MDU strategy is to focus first on 
those buildings where we can connect 
the most people fastest. In our conversa-
tions with owners, we find that about 15 
percent either have exclusive agreements 
with their existing providers or require 
a door fee – which EPB, as a municipal 
organization, cannot pay. Sometimes, 
when residents tell property managers 
they want fiber optic services, owners 
agree to drop their requests for door fees.

When an owner is willing to have 
fiber installed, we conduct a site sur-
vey and ask for the owner’s input about 

ONT placement. We need to put ONTs 
near electric meters. Many buildings 
have common attics, and if an owner 
gives us access to that, we can get into 
the units that way. Sometimes we put 
ONTs in boxes outdoors, behind walls 
or in wiring closets. It’s important to of-
fer many options to property owners.

We then do a design and go back to 
the owner and get sign-off. Once own-
ers buy into the design, they help mar-
ket the services. Our overall take rate 
in MDUs is above average (27 percent, 
compared with 24 percent overall), even 
though we started installing in single-
family neighborhoods first.

One tactic that drives up subscrip-
tions is presale events. However, there’s 
a danger in advertising too much – your 
competition may get there first! Also im-
portant is rapid problem resolution and 
commitment by property owners.

Other advice:

• Remember MDUs when you’re talk-
ing with the media. Just because 
you have fiber going down the street 
doesn’t mean you can deliver services 
to MDU residents.

• Don’t make things too easy for the 
competition!

• Wire as you go when possible.
• Begin preselling services as soon 

as you have an agreement with the 
owner.

• Deploy fiber first in the buildings 
with the most presales.

• Offer the same services you would of-
fer elsewhere. You may have to offer 
special services at some later point.

Barry Walton, senior Access Ad-
visor, fTTp, Bell Aliant: Bell Aliant 
serves much of eastern Canada. We’ve 
already passed 320,000 homes with fi-
ber and expect to double that. Our big-
gest challenge is finding enough skilled 
technicians.

Offering property owners a wide variety 
of options for placement of ONTs and fiber 
pathways is key to successful negotiations. 
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Some small MDUs are wired on the 
outside, and we can treat those as if they 
were single-family dwellings. The ma-
jority are between 24 and 48-unit low-
rise housing. Our challenges aren’t as 
great as Verizon’s. 

At first, we were doing a lot of splic-
ing, but now we’re using connectorized 
fiber or mechanical connectors. We’ve 
been working to reduce the time and 
skills required to install fiber and to 
minimize the learning curve. 

Originally, we terminated fiber in 
the doorway; now we feel that bringing 
fiber deep into apartments is better, so we 
don’t have to install new wires. We can 
use very short runs of Cat 5 or coax cable. 

Retrofitting MDUs is a challenge be-
cause our contractors are more familiar 
with installing fiber in new buildings. In 
retrofits, they have to deal with firewalls 
that must be drilled, concrete floors that 
must be X-rayed, conduits full up with 
Cat 3 cable and electric wiring that gets 
in the way. All this cost-plus work can 
make installation unaffordable. 

A lot of great products are available 
for MDU installations, but training 
staff to use them is a challenge. 

ADViCE fOr MDU DEplOyErs 
• Use connectorized fiber wherever 

possible.
• Work with vendors on adapting 

products to meet your requirements.

• Change your record-keeping pro-
cesses if necessary.

• Reach a clear understanding with 
owners. Give them samples of what 
you will use.

• Educate your contractors and tech-
nicians.

• Don’t divide work in a single loca-
tion between multiple contractors – 
they’ll point fingers at one another.

• Make your testing and acceptance 
criteria very clear.

• Make sure the building owner is sat-
isfied before turning over the job.

• Pull in-building wiring through air 
spaces or through hallway moldings.

Mona simon, Communications En-
gineering & Operations supervi-
sor, lUs fiber: LUS Fiber, the munici-
pal provider in Lafayette, La., has now 
passed 38,000 homes with fiber, includ-
ing 8,000 MDU households. Smaller 
MDUs can be served as if they were 
single-family homes. For larger MDUs, 
we’ve developed criteria for cost and 
take rates to determine whether install-
ing fiber is affordable. 

Installation costs include outside 
plant, drop cable and inside wiring 
costs. Take rates are estimated based 
on surveys that gauge residents’ inter-
est and ask which services they would 
be likely to take. Certain MDUs, such 
as condominiums, have higher projected 
take rates than others.

Many property owners said at first 
that they were not interested in having 
their buildings wired for fiber; as resi-
dents learn about LUS Fiber, more own-
ers are calling to ask for fiber installation 
because their tenants are requesting it. 

Student apartments are difficult to 
serve because of their high churn rates 
and limited budgets. Serving more of 
these apartments may become possible 
as we become more experienced.

Placement of ONTs varies a great 
deal. In one building, we are mounting 
ONTs on the building roof. In another 
building, the outlets are all on the out-
side wall, allowing us to penetrate the 
building from the outside, which makes 
installation much easier. v

Bringing fiber deep into apartments allows Bell 
Aliant to avoid installing new inside wiring. The 
company uses very short runs of Cat 5 or coax. 


