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Editor’s note: In 2007, this magazine pub-
lished a study by the Institute for Local Self-
Reliance (ILSR) about Burlington Telecom 
(BT) in Burlington, Vt. – at that time a 
success story for municipal fiber. Two years 
later, BT was in dire financial straits, the 
causes of which remain murky even after a 
state audit. Subsequently, ILSR conducted 
a follow-up study to extract lessons for other 
municipalities from BT’s troubles. This ar-
ticle is an excerpt from ILSR’s newest re-
port on BT. In addition to marketing, the 
report examines BT’s finances, structure, 
technology and more. 

Download the full report at www.
muninetworks.org/reports/learning-burl-
ington-telecom-some-lessons-community-
networks.

In little more than a year, Burlington 
Telecom went from being a hopeful 
star of the community fiber network 

movement to an albatross around its 
neck. The controversies surrounding it 
have encouraged cable and telephone 
companies to use it as Exhibit A in their 
case against communities’ going into the 
telecommunications business. However, 
most of those who criticize Burlington 
Telecom have very little understanding 
of what went wrong and how. Examin-
ing what actually happened helps to ex-
plain how other community networks 
may avoid these problems – as the vast 
majority have already done.

Get SerIouS About MArketInG  
The mantra of any new telecom entity 
must be “Take marketing very seri-
ously.” Local governments and non-

Marketing Lessons  
For Muni Networks 

By Christopher Mitchell ■ Institute for Local Self-Reliance

After a promising beginning, Burlington Telecom failed to add enough  
subscribers to reach break-even point. Here’s how to avoid making  
the same mistakes.

profits typically have little experience 
marketing competitive services. Despite 
the small number of competitors in the 
broadband industry, each provider is 
fiercely competitive. Community net-
works should hire marketing directors 
who have experience, who can create a 
brand and who understand advertising 
jujitsu. They must understand the ad-

largest source of BT’s problems – and 
that was a direct result of BT’s marketing 
failure. Some in Burlington have sug-
gested that new residents in 2008–2009 
could easily not have known they had a 
choice beyond FairPoint and Comcast. 

Under Nulty, BT developed a  
second-level marketing plan in consulta-
tion with citizen advisory committees. 
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Although little marketing may be necessary in  
the early years, when installers have their hands 

full connecting early adopters, marketing is 
needed to attract the next wave of subscribers.

vantages they have as local providers.
Community networks must also 

make smart decisions regarding market-
ing. Although little marketing may be 
necessary in the early years, when install-
ers have their hands full connecting all 
the early adopters and incumbent-haters, 
a proper marketing campaign is essential 
to attract the next wave of subscribers. 

The dramatic decline in new sub-
scribers a year after the resignation of 
Tim Nulty [BT’s creator and first gen-
eral manager] may have been the single 

While the network was being built, the 
marketing plan consisted largely of word-
of-mouth and signing up the many early 
adopters who already knew about BT. 
The next marketing phase, which would 
have entailed reaching out to a different 
segment of the market, was scheduled 
to commence in late 2007, but the new 
management canceled the campaign af-
ter Nulty resigned. BT then turned its 
focus to increasing average revenue per 
user (ARPU) rather than maximizing 
the number of new subscribers. 
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BT continued to add new subscribers 
as it turned up new neighborhoods, but 
it never enacted the necessary marketing 
campaign to succeed in the long term. 
In the January 2011 Special Council 
Meeting on BT, Stephen Barraclough, 
the representative of Dorman & Faw-
cett [the consultant currently managing 
BT], said, “BT has not been as focused 
on sales marketing and customer sales as 
it needs to be.” 

uSe VIrAl MArketInG 
Nulty worked with citizen advisory pan-
els (volunteers dedicated to helping the 
network succeed and ensuring that BT 
listened to the community), but Leopold 
and Burns [Nulty’s successors] effectively 
dismissed them. Richard Donnelly, BT’s 
former marketing director, argues that 
community networks should “strategi-
cally deputize” the people most excited 
about the network. A simple example is 
Chattanooga EPB’s supplying customers 
with yard signs that say “We’ve got the 
power! EPB Fiber Optics.” 

Part of getting people excited is mak-
ing the most of the incredible capacity 
offered by next-generation networks, 
which is a comparative advantage. BT 
marked an interesting transition be-
tween early community fiber networks 
and a second generation. BT was one 
of the first to rely on IPTV technology 
and to offer only symmetrical Internet 
access plans (where upload speeds are 
just as fast as download speeds). Later 
municipal networks, including Wilson’s 
Greenlight, Lafayette, Chattanooga and 
Monticello, have all offered symmetrical 
high-capacity connections, often start-
ing at 10 Mbps or higher. 

In a world of “up to” advertisements 
from asymmetrical cable and DSL net-
works, one key lesson for community 
fiber networks has been to open up the 
pipes and offer connections far faster 
than the competition’s. All-fiber archi-
tecture offers the competitive advantage 
of much higher capacity and reliability 
– advantages that do not assist market-
ing if they are not adequately commu-

nicated to potential subscribers. Even if 
few take the highest tier, there is a value 
to securing a reputation as the highest-
capacity network in town. 

Perhaps BT’s most surprising fail-
ure was its post-Nulty unwillingness to 
harness the enthusiasm of its strongest 
supporters or otherwise capitalize on 
its status as the local, pro-community 
choice. BT forgot that branding itself as 
“your” network must be a critical part of 
marketing for a small entity up against a 
megacorporation such as Comcast. This 
calls for creative solutions and meeting 
people where they are. 

Massive companies can dominate 
the airwaves and fill mailboxes with 
glossy mailers, but communities need a 
more personal approach. In North Car-
olina, Wilson’s Greenlight network used 
a truck at fairs and public gatherings to 
demonstrate the superiority of its tech-
nology and show how it could be used. 
The UTOPIA network has an RV for 
similar purposes. 
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Don’t Count on  
CoMMerCIAl CuStoMerS 
Nulty’s philosophy was to first serve the 
residential customers, who ultimately 
owned the network, and to maintain a 
high level of customer service to keep 
them happy. He eschewed a focus on 
commercial clients because of the addi-
tional expense of attracting them. 

Any revenue from big commercial 
clients would be gravy on top of a net-
work that he predicted would be sus-
tainable after hitting some 5,000 resi-
dential subscribers. 

When Nulty left, BT’s top prior-
ity ceased being residential subscribers. 
Under Leopold and Burns, BT turned 
its focus from the low-ARPU residen-
tial market to the commercial market, 
where clients are far fewer but generate 
much higher revenues and fat margins. 
Conventional wisdom may lead com-
munity networks to spend consider-
able resources to gain the fat margins of 
commercial subscribers, but BT’s expe-
riences reveal the downside of trying to 
woo such clients. 

Though BT competed against only 
Comcast and FairPoint for residential 
customers, it competed against at least six 
other providers for commercial clients. 
BT was the newcomer, and big commer-
cial clients rarely want to be the first to 
switch to an unknown entity for essen-
tial services. Securing big clients takes 
many meetings to build trust. It requires 
crafting special products and sometimes 
necessitates buying out an existing long-
term contract with a rival provider. 

Donnelly recommends that com-
munities focus first on a few influential 
businesses that can serve as examples to 
others – once again, community fiber 
networks need to harness their most ex-
cited, community-oriented customers to 
aid in the marketing effort. 

The difficulties and rewards of go-
ing after the big fish vary from market 
to market. In some areas, a community 

fiber network may be the only provider 
with a fiber optic connection, while 
other cities may have multiple provid-
ers with their own fiber and a history of 
providing commercial services. Because 
Burlington does not have an especially 
large number of potential high-margin 
commercial customers, BT was left in 
a difficult position when it effectively 
ceased adding new residential customers.

Get Into MDuS
A special challenge related to market-
ing is making services available to resi-
dents of  apartment buildings (multiple- 
dwelling-unit properties, or MDUs). 
Building owners may ask what is in it for 
them to allow a new network operator 
into the complex and may have already 
signed exclusive agreements with exist-
ing providers. The fact that the FCC 
has declared  most exclusive agreements 
unenforceable does not change the fact 
that MDU owners have no requirement 
to allow a new network operator into  
the building. 

In such situations, a community 
network must take advantage of its 
good standing among MDU residents 
who could organize other tenants and 
demand that the MDU owner welcome 
the new network. 

Sell the IntAnGIbleS 
Marketing also involves managing ex-
pectations. Community network invest-
ments are essential infrastructure and 
must be evaluated as such. Though the 
manager of the network may be under 
great pressure to break even within a set 
time period, the community must be re-
minded of the reasons for creating the 
network. ILSR has yet to find a commu-
nity where the first goal of the network 
was to generate net income for the gen-
eral fund. The first goal is almost always 
economic development. 

Many other goals, including creating 
competition, increasing educational op-

portunities and enhancing the quality of 
life, typically rise above making a profit. 
However, critics will focus on the bal-
ance sheet, so someone must remind the 
community of the motivations behind 
the investment and offer a balance sheet 
that includes the intangible and indirect 
benefits of a community network.

PrICe StrAteGICAlly 
The state audit and others that exam-
ined BT suggested that BT priced its 
services too low. Unfortunately, that 
conclusion is too general to be helpful. 
Did BT price individual services too 
low, or were the prices of bundles too 
low? The general consensus seems to be 
that ARPU was too low – a result of too 
many customers taking only one service. 

The prices of triple-play bundles, 
starting with a standard $100 per month 
package, seem to be right on the mark – 
and less expensive than the competing 
nonpromotional pricing from Comcast. 

Public networks need to understand 
the sad truth that, despite the fact that 
consumers protest against promotional 
pricing (introductory rates that increase 
after 6 or 12 months), they respond 
strongly to it. BT decided not to offer 
promotional pricing. That was in keep-
ing with its philosophy of straight shoot-
ing and transparency with its customers, 
but it also gave its competitors a market 
opening that they exploited. BT should 
have frequently reminded residents why 
BT does not offer those balloon con-
tracts, integrating that reminder into its 
marketing efforts. 

BT’s offering extremely inexpensive 
pricing for a single service, such as tele-
phone, hurt its sustainability. Because 
its cost of connecting a new customer 
was above $1,500, the company needed 
to generate much more than $20 per 
month to recoup the connection costs 
within a reasonable time frame. Over 
time, BT stopped advertising single ser-
vices and strongly encouraged custom-
ers to subscribe to bundles. 

Because these decisions may be diffi-
cult and possibly unpopular, the reason-
ing behind them should be made avail-
able and accessible to the public. If the 
public wants those services so badly, it 
must accept waiting for additional years 
to pay down the network investment. v

To make inroads among commercial customers, 
community networks should focus first on a few 

influential businesses that can serve as examples.


