
46 | BROADBAND COMMUNITIES | www.broadbandcommunities.com | OCTOBER 2016

MDU CASE STUDIES

Looking Back:  
Property of the Month Classics
What does it take to make a Property of the Month? Vision, execution – and the 
willingness to try something new.

By Masha Zager / Broadband Communities

In 2008, this magazine launched a new 
feature called Property of the Month, 
intended to showcase success stories and 

highlight best practices for delivering broadband 
to residential communities and hospitality 
properties. Though we didn’t manage to produce 
one every month – for one thing, BroadBand 
Communities comes out seven times a year – we 
have published 44 Property of the Month stories 
in the last eight years. It’s continued to be a 
popular feature; readers have even said they read 
it “religiously.”

Recently, I looked back through the articles 
(you can see the entire collection at www.
bbpmag.com/property/Property_Land.php) with 
the aim of picking out the “top of the top” for an 
encore presentation – and I couldn’t do it. Nearly 
all are still impressive today, and there was really 
no meaningful way to rank them (though the 
January 2010 “fiber to the yacht” story might 
merit a prize for Most Unusual Deployment).

What struck me was their diversity in 
terms of property types, residents’ needs and 
demands, technologies used, services offered, 
business models and many other variables. 
No two stories are exactly alike; there are 
many ways to succeed. Some deployments 
are interesting because they address technical 
challenges, others because they address 
marketing challenges, still others because they 
meet niche resident needs or help revamp a 
property for an entirely new use. 

Here’s what they have in common: The 
property owners and service providers had 
clear ideas about what they were trying to 
accomplish, executed the projects very well 
(sometimes after recovering from a glitch or 
two) and were willing to take risks, if necessary, 
by trying out new ideas. 

In keeping with the theme of diversity, here 
are excerpts from four very different stories 
that show some of the range of deployments. 
Contributing editor Joe Bousquin wrote the 
first three, and I wrote the last one. I hope you’ll 
go back to the originals for more details – and 
that you will propose your own favorite project 
for a future Property of the Month.

JEFFERSON ON THE CREEK 
(OCTOBER 2008)
The first Property of the Month this magazine 
featured was Jefferson on the Creek, an early 
Verizon Fios deployment in Warminster, 
Pennsylvania. The property manager’s goal was 
to expand resident choices by adding a second 
excellent provider to the property.

Jefferson on the Creek is a community of 390 
apartments and townhomes that occupies nearly 
35 acres in Warminster, Pennsylvania. Straddling 
the banks of bucolic Southampton Creek in 
Bucks County (within 40 minutes of downtown 
Philadelphia), the community is sited among 
mature shade trees and ample walking trails. 

http://www.bbpmag.com/property/Property_Land.php
http://www.bbpmag.com/property/Property_Land.php
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Jefferson on the Creek was built in 
1971 and had been served by Comcast 
Cable as the primary internet and 
TV provider for more than a decade. 
However, JPI Companies, which 
managed the property, later began to 

focus on providing residents with greater 
choice for services. “We are pretty much 
devoted to having at least two providers 
of every service whenever possible,” says 
Henry Pye, assistant vice president for 
resident solutions at JPI. “Certainly, 

we never want to limit the number of 
services available to our residents. That’s 
just where the industry is going.”

To give residents that choice, JPI 
approached Verizon to deploy its triple-
play Fios service at the community 

Jefferson on the Creek
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and agreed to enter into a marketing 
agreement with the company to 
promote the service to its residents. In 
the deployment, a single-family-unit 
optical network terminal was installed 
in a small utility closet on the balcony 
just outside each individual living space. 
Pye says, “One benefit of outside storage 
areas was that a great deal of the work 
did not require access to the interior of 
the units and thus minimized the need 
for access to residents’ homes.”

One year after deployment, Verizon 
said Jefferson on the Creek boasted 
one of the highest penetration rates of 
any Fios community, far surpassing its 
national average of 23.5 percent for Fios 
Internet and 19.7 percent for Fios TV. 
A key factor leading to that take rate by 
residents was Verizon’s ability to offer 
local sports programming and coverage 
of the Philadelphia Eagles, Phillies, 
76ers and Flyers. 

At the property itself, the Fios 
deployment proved to be a boon for 
the leasing staff, whose job was to keep 
occupancy high while capturing as 
much rent as possible from prospective 
residents. “We’re always trying to 
push rents,” says Karen Filoon, on-site 
operations manager at Jefferson on the 
Creek. The amenity also made it easier 
for her and her staff to close leases. “In 
our immediate area, we’re pretty unique 
for being able to offer Fios – even the 
higher-end condos in the neighborhood 
can’t offer it yet. It’s definitely been a 
great selling feature for our prospects.”

Filoon adds, “Residents say 
service is ‘phenomenal,’ and internet 
access speeds are much faster. They 
appreciate access to their sports 
channels, especially for those who are 
Philadelphia sports team fans. Also, 
residents were initially concerned 
that the implementation signaled 

that Comcast would go away at the 
property; many were relieved to find 
out that this would expand their 
choices rather than trade one exclusive 
provider for another.”

WALNUT HILL APARTMENTS  
(MAY-JUNE 2010)
To appeal to young renters, the owner 
and service provider in this Philadelphia 
student housing community made 
internet access fast, unrestricted and 
completely hassle-free. 

Andy Marshall has seen the 
apartment residents of the future. 
Usually, they’re carrying Xboxes. 
As CIO of Campus Apartments, a 
leading national owner and manager of 
student housing, Marshall oversees the 
technology needs of more than 26,000 

students in 23 states. His typical 
resident is in the millennial generation, 
between the ages of 18 and 25, and 
arrives at college with an average of 
three internet-connected devices – not 
just a laptop and an Xbox but also 
gadgets such as internet-connected 
media players for streaming music 
and movies. Over the years, Marshall 
has learned a couple of things about 
these technological overachievers: 
First, they’re quickly coming to expect 
unlimited bandwidth when they buy 
internet access; just as their parents 
never thought about having enough 
water coming out of the tap, they 
expect their internet pipes never to slow 
to a trickle. In addition, when they turn 
that tap on, they want all their internet-
fed apparatus – their Wi-Fi routers, 
laptops, media players, TVs and game 
stations – to work, all the time. “When 
you say, ‘always on,’ you’ve got to mean 
‘always on,’” Marshall says.

He adds, “If someone goes and 
buys a Roku media player, they want 
to plug it in and have it work. You 
can’t make them call your customer 
service guys and say, ‘Here’s the MAC 
address, register it for me and turn it on.’ 

Walnut Hill Apartments

At Walnut Hill Apartments, removing the 
authentication layer helps boost performance. 
Because not all users need 100 Mbps at all 
times, bandwidth can be oversubscribed.
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That just doesn’t fly.” For that reason, 
Campus took an unusual step at Walnut 
Hill Apartments, an 82-unit community 
it owns and manages in Philadelphia. 
Walnut Hill now boasts speeds of 
100 Mbps to each bed and provides 
true plug-and-play functionality, with 
all barriers to network access and 
authentication removed. 

Campus says Walnut Hill is the 
first unrestricted, 100 Mbps-to-the-
bed student housing implementation 
in the country; it plans to roll out the 
same service to an additional 10 to 20 
properties this summer. Residents get 
100 Mbps service for $59.99 a month, 
with no limits, MAC registrations or 
bandwidth throttling to dampen their 
usage. (They can also opt for 10 Mbps 
service for $39.99 per month.) The 
service is provided through Campus 
Apartments’ private cable operator 
subsidiary, Campus Technologies, 
branded as PhillyNet in Philadelphia. 
Campus Technologies provides 
technology services to both Campus 
Apartments and third parties. “It 
really works much like an office LAN,” 
Marshall says about Walnut Hill’s 
setup. “We’ve just said, ‘You’re adults 
now, you’re living away from home, 
we trust you. Here’s the internet; use it 
how you want.’” 

Walnut Hill residents can also dial 
up unlimited telephony for $29.99 a 
month, as well as order DISH Network 
television programming at various 
rates. Campus implemented the service 
using a Metro Ethernet, fiber-to-the-
building deployment with a 300 Mbps 
pipe feeding an internal Cat 5e copper 
network. 

Removing the authentication 
barrier, which can stymie network 
performance, helps boost performance. 
Because not all users need 100 Mbps 
at all times, bandwidth can be 
considerably oversubscribed. There have 
been virtually no help desk calls from 
residents. “From the demarcation point 
to the unit, it’s all copper,” Marshall 
says. “We’ve found that – particularly 
in a mid-rise building – you can easily 
exceed 100 Mbps over copper, which is 
much cheaper to deploy.” 

The secret behind that cheap speed 
is the WAN Acceleration Appliance, 
a rack-mounted box that Campus 
Technologies developed. The appliance is 
fed by a Cisco Catalyst 5509 access layer 
switch and a Catalyst 4507 distribution 
layer switch; it has 2 TB of on-the-fly, 
edge-of-network caching capacity and 
can be managed remotely. The result is a 
very stable, efficient system. 

“Let’s say someone in Room 4 
downloads a video from YouTube 
and then instant messages someone 
in Room 6 with the link to watch it,” 
Marshall explains. “Not only will the 
WAN Acceleration Appliance assign 
the appropriate priority to the IM 
application – which doesn’t actually 
need to be instant, because there’s 
usually a user delay between sending 
and receiving – but it will also pull that 
video out of cache when the guy in 
Room 6 pulls it up. So far, we haven’t 
used even 70 percent of the capacity 
we’ve got there.” 

Residents’ reactions to the network 
have been typical of the millennial 
generation. “Honestly, we’ve done 
surveys that have come back where they 
hadn’t even noticed the upgrade, which 

I guess means it just works,” Marshall 
quips. “Others, of course, say it’s the best 
thing they’ve ever had.” 

Of course. And they’ll expect to get 
everything they want, as fast as they can 
get it, for the rest of their lives. Welcome 
to the future.

RIO VISTA APARTMENTS  
(MARCH-APRIL 2012)
Affordable housing residents need broad-
band service as much as anyone else –  
and they need affordable service. The 
developer’s goal in this Los Angeles project 
was to help overcome the digtal divide. 

Securing financing for affordable 
housing communities has become more 
competitive and challenging in recent 
years. “There are always more people 
asking for money than there is money 
available,” says Brian Horton, president 
of Fresno, California-based Innovative 
I.T., a technology infrastructure 
consulting firm that specializes in 
designing high-speed networks for 
affordable housing developments. 
Horton often works with developers 
competing for federal low-income 
housing tax credits, which can be sold to 
banks and other corporations to secure 

Rio Vista  
Apartments
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funding. “As a developer, you need to 
enhance your score any way you can.” 

One surefire way for a developer to 
accomplish that is to provide free high-
speed internet to lower-income residents 
and help bridge the digital divide. That’s 
exactly what Los Angeles–based Abode 
Communities decided to do to secure 
tax credits for the $27 million Rio Vista 
Apartments, a joint-use development 
that combines affordable housing and an 
early education center on Los Angeles 
Unified School District surplus land. 

In each of the 50 units at the 
modern mid-rise centered on a clean, 
inviting courtyard, residents who 
earn between 30 and 60 percent of 
the area’s median income enjoy free 
broadband internet connections that 
Abode provides as an included amenity, 
with speeds upgradable to 24 Mbps. 
The building network uses fiber to 
the intermediate distribution frame 
and Cat 5e cable to each unit. In 
combination with the community’s on-
site computer center, that connection 
provides access to job resources, 
education and health care services. 

“Having access to that technology 
and the internet goes beyond computer 
literacy,” says Robin Hughes, president 
and CEO of Abode Communities. 
“It’s really about developing the whole 
family, whether it’s helping kids with 
their academics or giving adults a key 
resource in their job search. This kind 
of access provides a very important tool 
for our residents.” 

Although residents get internet 
access for free, provided by Rio Vista, 
the community was also developed 
with choice in mind. Residents can 
choose to subscribe to triple-play 
services from AT&T or Time Warner 
Cable or to video from DISH Network. 

Large in-unit media cans provide 
enough space for various equipment, 
such as optical network terminals, 
modems and wireless access points 
from multiple service providers. “That 
was a key component in the design,” 
Horton says. “You can provide choice 
to residents by getting different service 
providers into the building, but if you’re 
going to put a 12-inch media can in 
the unit [that could not accommodate 

their equipment], you might as well not 
bother.” Having enough space enables 
residents to subscribe to television 
programming from one provider, 
telephony from another and enhanced 
internet, if desired, from a third. 

In addition to the computer lab, 
common-area amenities include an 
entertainment room with automated 
audio and video control components 
and outdoor speakers with an iPod 
input that can easily be controlled with 
a single Control4 remote. 

Other smart features of the 
community include IP-enabled 
security monitoring systems and an 
IP-enhanced solar water heating system 
that helped score the property a LEED 
for Homes Platinum rating, the highest 
achievable. Abode can now monitor 
solar energy generation and usage 
throughout the community from a 
central location.

“Providing the correct pathways 
to the various points of the building 
to make sure we could monitor the 
solar panels was critical,” Horton says. 
“One of the biggest achievements was 
just having all the different parts work 
together when we flipped the switch. 
The fact that we haven’t had any service 
calls is the biggest success of all.”

Adds Hughes, “This is a project 
that we’re extremely proud of. When 
we see how excited and grateful our 
residents are about this community, 
that’s a reward in itself. It’s why we do 
this work.”

SAN TRAVESIA  
(AUGUST-SEPTEMBER 2015)
The developer of San Travesia, a luxury 
development in Scottsdale, Arizona, 
planned for long-term competitiveness 
by installing fiber to the unit for gigabit 
service before residents knew what a 
gigabit was.

Things are percolating in the 
McDowell corridor, a formerly 
rundown, 8-square-mile portion of 
southern Scottsdale, Arizona. Ever 
since the mall that anchored the 
area closed, the city has promoted 
revitalization there; today, private 
capital is pouring in, and new jobs are 
opening up. The McDowell corridor 

has great potential because it’s close 
to everything – the Phoenix beltways, 
the Sky Harbor Airport, Arizona 
State University, the quaint Old Town 
(Scottsdale’s downtown area) with its 
financial and health care institutions, 
and the cities of Phoenix and Tempe.

“It’s a phenomenal location,” says 
John Carlson, vice president of the 
residential division of Mark-Taylor, 
one of Arizona’s largest apartment 
developers. So phenomenal, in fact, 
that Mark-Taylor chose it as the site of 
a Next Generation community – the 
designation it gives its newer assets, 
whose living units, Carlson says, are 
“more like modern, custom homes” 
than like apartments.

Assembling the 29-acre site was a 
complex undertaking – Mark-Taylor 
had to redevelop several parcels, 
including the dilapidated mall – and 
took several years. It was worth the 
effort, Carlson says: “We felt this was the 
ideal product for an urban environment 
like south Scottsdale. An opportunity 
with this much space is quite rare. We 
leveraged the expansiveness by building 
the Valley’s largest rental units. … 
We believe residents appreciate that 
apartments don’t have to be compact 
just because they’re in urban locations.”

San Travesia (named after the 
Spanish word for “crossroads,” not for 
an actual saint) opened in January 2015, 
complete with “everything a discerning 
apartment resident expects, and more.” 

The property is already nearly half 
leased; the average resident age is 32, 
and the average household income is 
above $100,000. Residents include 
both empty nesters moving out of their 
houses and young professionals who 
aren’t ready to buy their first houses.

One thing Mark-Taylor expected 
discerning residents to want was good 
internet access. Fortunately, the property 
was being planned at about the same 
time as Cox Communications’ 1 Gbps 
service, branded as Gigablast. When 
Cox approached the developer about 
installing the new technology at San 
Travesia – based on fiber to the unit and 
wireless 802.11ac gateways – Carlson 
jumped at the chance. “Our strategy is 
long-term hold,” he explains. “We’re not 
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looking to exit. We wanted to be armed 
with the right technology to take care of 
our residents on a going-forward basis.”

The choice appears to have been 
a good one. When the property first 
opened, leasing agents had to explain 
to prospective residents what a gigabit 
was; today, residents tell their friends 
about the gigabit service, and the 
friends call the leasing office to ask 

when they can move in. The property is 
9 percent ahead of its rent projection –  
which, given that Mark-Taylor prides 
itself on accurate projections, is “very 
significant,” Carlson says.

The company’s next three 
developments will all be Gigablast 
communities. “There’s no going 
backward at this point,” Carlson says. 
“The take-home is that, as you move 

into the future, apartment properties 
might be branded or labeled in terms 
of their internet access as much as their 
curb appeal. If owners don’t plan for 
that, they’ll miss an opportunity.” v

Masha Zager is the editor of BroadBand 
Communities. You can reach her at 
masha@bbcmag.com.

San Travesia

‘EVERYTHING WORKS AT THE SPEED OF LIGHT’ 

Residents of San Travesia are enthusiastic about having 
gigabit internet service and say it makes a positive 
difference in their lives. Rob Wax, a business developer for 
an energy services company, uses his internet connection 
for both work and play. “I don’t really have hours,” he 
explains. “I work when my customers are working. We 
do a lot of videoconferencing. My team is spread out 
across the Southwest, so we use GoToMeeting. It’s critical 
to have high-speed internet so we don’t have choppy 
calls and so we can download files without cutting 
down the bandwidth for the call. That’s what clogged 
everything up [before moving to San Travesia] – we’d be 
doing a video call, and a 5 MB file would take forever to 
download, or the call would get choppy. 

“Now, I don’t have to go into the office as much. 
I’m on the road a lot, and when I get back and I can 
work from home, it’s pretty fantastic – it’s a stress-free 
environment. It makes life a lot easier for me.” 

Wax, a former New Yorker who says patience is not his 

virtue, also appreciates being able to download a high-
definition movie in five seconds. “It’s a crazy thing to 
watch. I used to have to check back on the progress. Now 
it goes from 0 to 100 percent instantly. It’s the coolest 
thing to see. Everything works at the speed of light.” 

At another Gigablast community, Park Place in San 
Diego, resident Andy De La Cruz is equally appreciative 
of the gigabit internet service. De La Cruz works from 
home full-time, counseling patients as they return to 
the “real world” after stays in rehabilitation centers. He 
spends most of his time on video or VoIP calls while 
logged in to several web-based applications. For him, 
gigabit service means not having to worry about 
whether his roommate might be trying to use the 
internet during his work hours. “Before, I would notice a 
total difference if there was someone in the other room 
– it would freeze up, or there would be a lag in the video 
feed,” he says. That no longer happens – and, “for our 
line of work, that’s very imperative, and very helpful.”
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