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The town of Olds in Alberta, Can-
ada, is a broadband pioneer. This 
year, it completed an arduous, de-

cade-long journey to build one of the few 
community-owned broadband networks 
in Canada. Its trailblazing offers several 
valuable lessons for other communities 
that want to follow in Olds’s footsteps.

In 2001, the Olds local economy was 
struggling. To help turn it around, com-
munity stakeholders channeled the ef-
forts of the local chamber of commerce, 
the town government, Olds College and 
the Olds Agricultural Society into the 
Olds Institute for Community and Re-
gional Development (OICRD). The in-
stitute created 12 committees, including 
the Technology Committee, and struc-
tured a long-term planning process that 
moved people’s thinking beyond the 
three-year political election cycles that 
often influence local public planning. 

The Technology Committee began 
in 2003 to explore broadband as a way 
to assist in improving economic con-
ditions not only in Olds but in all of 
Mountain View County. Unfortunately, 
sticker shock led the committee to reca-
librate its vision. 

“The initial estimate to lay fiber 
optic cable throughout the county was 
approximately $80 million [Canadian 
dollars], well beyond OICRD’s fund-
ing ceiling,” states Joe Gustafson, who 
was OICRD chairman at that time. 
“The Tech Committee subsequently 
refocused on just the town of Olds and 
its population of just over 8,000, which 
brought the estimate down to $13.5 
million, or about $3,140 per premises 
passed.” With the experience gained 
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A middle-mile fiber network, Alberta SuperNet, runs right past the town of 
Olds – but to gain access to it, Olds had to build its own last-mile network.

over the intervening years, the com-
mittee staff believes the buildout today 
would likely cost less than $3,000 per 
premises passed.

No LasT-MiLe MiracLe
Some policymakers believe that once 
middle-mile networks encircle commu-
nities with fiber and connect key institu-
tions to the Internet, last-mile networks 

After the Technology Committee 
downsized its focus to Olds, it planned 
to build a dark fiber network and in-
vite the incumbents to lease the fiber 
and provide enhanced services. One 
incumbent provider turned down the 
offer soon after it was made, but the 
other worked diligently with Olds for 
some 18 months before deciding against 
the initiative. The institute developed a 
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The Olds network grew out of a town 
revitalization project. In 2001, public and private 
community stakeholders formed a development 

institute and began long-term planning.

are sure to follow as incumbents and 
smaller ISPs rush in to offer services. The 
Alberta experience challenges this theory. 

Near the time the Tech Committee 
began its planning, the government of 
Alberta began constructing the Alberta 
SuperNet, an open-access, middle-mile 
network that connects 27 urban and 
402 rural communities throughout Al-
berta. The network is complete, but to 
date, 142 rural communities still do not 
have an Internet service provider.

network architecture and engineering 
design based on the provider’s specifi-
cations, but once the design was com-
pleted, the provider withdrew, and Olds 
hit a dead end.

This experience opened the insti-
tute’s eyes to a flaw in the open-access 
strategy. “To date, few incumbents see 
value in working with a community on a 
network such as this,” states Craig Dob-
son, currently the director of Olds Fibre 
Ltd. (OFL) and initially a consultant for 
the institute. “In essence, they believe 
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strongly in facilities-based competition 
and appear to be threatened by market-
based services competition that open-
access networks enable.” Open-access 
networks rely on service providers for 
revenue – without them, the networks 
are not sustainable. 

OFL president and CEO Lance 
Douglas believes market size is also an 
issue. “Large incumbents don’t feel this 
community – or any of the other rural 
communities, for that matter – is big 
enough for them to bother with,” he says. 

The institute eventually shifted 
strategy and built the fiber network it-
self while partnering with an operating 
company that would light the fiber. The 
institute hoped to develop a wholesale 
services business using the open-access 
infrastructure, and it created OFL as a 
for-profit company to develop a more lu-
crative set of retail services. 

Unfortunately, conflicts related to 
managing the wholesale and retail ser-
vices resulted in a mutual decision to 
part ways with the partner. The institute 
and OFL continued alone. In the mean-
time, OFL received valuable informa-
tion about market needs from Calix, the 
fiber access vendor it ultimately selected, 
and this helped clarify key questions 
about how to move forward. 

The institute debated using a home-
run, active Ethernet solution in lieu of 
GPON, which many telecom compa-
nies favor, in part because it is less ex-
pensive to build out.

Dobson explains, “With active Eth-
ernet, you can deliver 1 Gbps symmetri-
cal speed to each home because you have 
one strand per home running from the 
central office that’s not shared. However, 
because they’re not shared, you need 
more fiber and electronics for the net-
work overall, and this increases the costs. 
GPON allows us to run just one shared 
cable from the central office that is then 
split into as many as 64 strands.” As a 
compromise, Olds built a hybrid archi-
tecture that has a GPON structure with 
only a 1:16 split as well as several indi-
vidual active Ethernet strands of fiber for 
customers who want dedicated service.

The VaLue of seLf-reLiaNce 
Olds came to fully understand the value 
of self-reliance in owning and man-

aging its network, a lesson that could 
serve other communities well. Own-
ing its network enables a town to make 
business decisions that are in the best 
interests of its community. By having 
a well-managed, community-owned 
enterprise, a town such as Olds could 
retain the millions of dollars that other-
wise were leaving the community every 
year for voice, Internet and TV services.

Network planners debated the merits of GPON 
and active Ethernet and decided to use a 

combination of the two approaches.

Central-office equipment (above) and outdoor-plant construction (below)  
for the Olds municipal fiber network
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Early on, the Technology Commit-
tee considered emulating Fredericton, 
New Brunswick, by forming a coopera-
tive in which community stakeholders 
would collectively own the network. 
Fredericton’s co-op initially comprised 
the city government and 12 of the larg-
est businesses in the town. 

Douglas says that, after a careful 
review, “We didn’t use the Fredericton 
model because, to generate the amount 
of money necessary, it would have taken 
five to 10 years for a co-op to grow to the 
point where it could fund a $14 million 
project. Nevertheless, we still wanted 
an organization that would prevent the 
community from losing control to an 
outside entity.”

The ownership structure that Olds 
settled on keeps control within the 
community. OICRD, a nonprofit orga-
nization, owns the for-profit OFL and 
provided it with a shareholder loan to 
build the dark fiber network – which 
the institute also owns. OFL licenses 
the network from the institute and is 
responsible for operating it. OFL sells 
broadband services and pays the in-
stitute a per-subscriber fee based on a 
formula that enables OFL to generate 
enough money to cover operating ex-
penses. The institute uses the revenue 
from these fees to fund community eco-
nomic development projects. 

Steuben County, Ind., offers a prec-
edent for this type of business arrange-
ment. The Steuben County Commu-
nity Foundation, a nonprofit, created 
an enabling organization called iMAN 
to raise money for, build and operate a 
dark fiber network. iMAN sells access 
to the fiber to businesses for $225 per 
month. Sixty-five percent of the revenue 
from subscribers goes to the foundation 
to fund local economic development 
projects. Business customers are respon-
sible for finding ISPs to light the fiber 
and provide Internet services.

However, Olds seems to be the first 
in Canada to use this arrangement. “In 
Canada, costs have prevented quite a 
few other rural communities from at-
tempting what we’re doing,” says Doug-
las. “Also, being the first scares some 
people.” However, Alberta’s increasingly 

progressive stance on community-run 
initiatives may add an extra spark that 
encourages other communities to follow 
in Olds’s steps. 

Olds presented a credible broadband 
plan to the province of Alberta that doc-
umented a strong financial case for Olds’s 
ability to run a profitable network opera-
tion. The town subsequently received a 
government loan that covered some of 
the initial capital expenditures. Douglas 
believes other communities might have 
an easier time negotiating similar deals 
today. He explains, “The province is 
shifting toward a policy of letting com-
munities take responsibility for their own 
economic and social development. Our 
community said, ‘We’ll take the risk.’ 
And government basically said, ‘Take 
your taxes back and build away.’” 

LiceNse To iNNoVaTe
The stakeholders in Olds’s broadband 
project have been through a long pro-
cess with several restarts and changes of 
direction. Still, those leading the broad-
band charge believe they are right where 
they need to be. 

“We can be as innovative as pos-
sible going forward,” says Douglas with 
conviction. “We’re in a fortunate posi-
tion because our renowned agricultural 
college, Olds College, has given us the 
creative mind power to understand how 
to use technology. Constituents are used 
to pushing the envelope.” Olds had no 
control over the complexities involved 
in operating a network, or the associated 
costs, when it had a partner controlling 
much of the process. By taking control of 
the infrastructure, Olds can implement 
new ideas to contain operating costs. 

OFL uses open-ended technology 
that ensures that the network can stay 
ahead of future broadband develop-
ments. Its design facilitates integrating 

all the services OFL offers under the 
brand name O-NET, including IPTV, 
voice and over-the-top video, as well 
as integrating Facebook, Twitter, Web-
based applications and services, local 
content and more.

OFL has open application interfaces 
in its platform to allow development 
of applications that meet community 
needs. For example, a doctor could 
make a virtual house call via a patient’s 
TV, write and upload a prescription to 
the patient’s FibreCloud account and 
then send the prescription to the phar-
macy the patient chooses. 

Many of the communities surround-
ing Olds have become interested in get-
ting broadband for themselves as they 
watch Olds get ready for its network 
launch. However, they are concerned 
about the cost of building the network 
infrastructure and about the difficulty of 
getting providers to offer services. Olds 
is informing communities that want 
broadband that, if they build and man-
age their own dark fiber infrastructures, 
OFL will light the network and provide 
services. Communities would still have 
capex costs but could avoid the cost and 
effort of enticing providers and manag-
ing services. OFL would then facilitate a 
regional rather than a city network.

As Olds’s service takes off, OFL is set 
on trying not to be “just another pro-
vider.” Its mission is to make the com-
munity better. Typical providers sell ser-
vices. OFL wants to give citizens tools to 
integrate social services with television 
and create new forms of e-health. Doug-
las states, “For constituents, faster speed 
by itself doesn’t offer enough incentive 
for them to switch from what they have. 
We have to be the best community ser-
vice. We have to offer services they can’t 
get elsewhere.” v

O-NET’s legal structure is designed to keep 
ownership and control local, return funds to 

the community for economic development and 
encourage new community broadband services.


