
Make plans to attend the 2020 Broadband Communities Summit now.

The Leading Event for Multifamily Property Owners, Communities and Network Builders

JOIN US IN HOUSTON, APRIL 27 – 30, 2020
NETWORK WITH YOUR PEERS AT THE SPEED OF LIGHT

WHY ATTEND THE SUMMIT:
The Broadband Communities Summit is the nation’s premier meeting place for network builders and 
deployers. With a mission to deliver the information and contacts you need to take control of your 
community’s broadband future, we offer cutting-edge presentations focused on the successful delivery 
of high-speed broadband to multifamily properties and ultra-connected communities. Our outstanding 
speakers offer a wealth of take-home information on funding, building, marketing, managing and 
monetizing broadband investments. The Summit’s sessions concentrate on the leading issues affecting 
high-speed broadband in three areas: multifamily housing, economic growth and rural development. 
Industry leaders with their fingers on the pulse of what’s new and what’s coming help develop the 
programming. Summit speakers come to share their experiences and expertise, to answer your questions – 
and to network, connect with and learn from attendees like you. 

WHO SHOULD ATTEND 
THE SUMMIT?
The 2020 Summit anticipates more than 1,000 
attendees representing real estate owners, 
operators and developers; representatives of 
the telecommunications industry; cable system 
providers; architects and builders; federal, state 
and local officials and economic development 
professionals; telco and electric co-op officials; 
broadband champions and more.

GIGABIT DEPLOYMENT CONTINUES ITS RAPID EXPANSION – 
AND THE MARKET FOR IT IS HEATING UP
With record-setting growth in MDU living, and nine out of 10 renters ranking high-speed internet in their top 
five must-have features, it’s no surprise that ultra-high-speed internet deployment has grown for half a dozen 
years. A new high of 5.9 million homes newly passed by fiber was set in 2018 – a jump of a million over 2017 – 
and 2019 seems poised to ring up similar results.

New technologies that use suitable copper to supplement fiber – including G.fast, mmWave wireless and 
versatile DOCSIS 3.1 – have enabled delivery of bandwidth speeds that residents demand without deploying 
all-fiber solutions.

Deployment growth is being powered by all the major carriers and by the 1,200-plus smaller providers around 
the country. Small networks – municipal, public-private partnerships, local carriers, electric co-ops, telcos – are 
being created at a record rate.

Funding to build networks, especially in underserved and unserved areas, is increasing on both the state and 
federal levels, with both the FCC and the USDA providing hundreds of millions of dollars.

As we’ve been building this gigabit world, we’ve been adding more and more services and devices that depend 
on ultra-high-speed broadband. Consider these statistics that make the Summit so bullish on gigabit broadband:

• The global market for smart home devices is expected to grow 26.9 percent year-over-year in 2019 to 832.7 
million shipments, according to the International Data Corporation (IDC). “2018 was all about getting products 
into consumers’ homes, and both Amazon and Google excelled at this,” said Jitesh Ubrani, research manager 
for IDC Mobile Device Trackers. “However, 2019 will be more about tying the various devices together and 
layering in additional services.”

• Alexa et al: Voice assistants used to control smart home devices are expected to reach 555 million by 2024, 
says Juniper Research. Online retail sales of these devices will exceed $6 trillion by 2024.

• Expect a 9.6 percent growth in gaming devices sold in 2019. This year’s 42.8 million shipments are expected to 
grow to 55.2 million by the end of 2023.

• The number of U.S. households with two or more streaming services has been growing at a rapid pace – up 
130 percent since 2014, according to Parks Associates. Forty-six percent of U.S. broadband households now 
subscribe to two or more services, compared with 20 percent in 2014 and 33 percent in 2017.

• The total number of AI devices will grow from 2.7 billion in 2019 to 4.5 billion in 2024, predicts ABI Research.

WHAT OUR ATTENDEES SAY ABOUT THE SUMMIT:
Don’t just take our word for it that the Summit is a premier meeting place for network builders and service 
providers. Here’s what two industry-leading Summit chairpeople have to say:

“There are few conferences that focus so intently on multifamily technology and attract some of the most 
knowledgeable and influential minds in the industry. It is a fabulous format to network with peers, gain 
new insights into technological advances and get a glimpse of what’s to come. It is a must-attend event 
to be sure.” 

– Steve Sadler, Director, Residential Technology Services, RealPage, Inc.

“The multifamily program at Broadband Communities has proven year after year to be the best event in 
our industry to learn more about applications of new technologies that are cutting-edge in our business, 
as well as to network with our peers and customers and celebrate the many success stories of so many of 
the broadband providers in our market.”

– Bryan Rader, President, UpStream Network

HOT MDU TOPICS TO EXPLORE AT THE 2020 SUMMIT
5G and the MDU: Guide to getting from the pole 
outside to the apartments inside, including working 
with wireless operators, determining who owns the 
in-building wireless network and more 

It’s Not Easy Being Green: Technologies that deal 
with getting ahead of new laws… ones that save you 
money as you help save the planet

Identifying New Must-Have Technologies to 
Streamline Your Operation: What research says 
about what’s moving the needle

Enhancing Wi-Fi… and Getting It Right: From how 
to make the right infrastructure choices to how to 
make Wi-Fi available throughout your property, even 
on the walking trails that surround it

Bulk Agreement Pros and Cons: Plus, how to factor 
in the growing trend of  offering broadband internet 
but not video. Do you need to educate residents on 
OTT services? What effects do cord cutters have on 
your network’s bandwidth usage? And more

Brownfield vs. Greenfield Builds: Identifying the 
challenges and opportunities in each scenario, plus 
how do you find the infrastructure solutions that best 
meet your needs

Building Management Best Practices: Everything 
from monitoring heating to tracking water leaks. Plus, 
safeguarding residents’ privacy and data security 
while you’re gathering all that information

Introducing the 2020 MDU Chairmen,  
And 2020’s Advisory Panel of Property Owners

Expanded Multi-Housing Program
An Agenda Developed by Industry Leaders

THE NEW 2020 MDU CHAIRMEN

Kathleen Austin
Assistant Vice President –  

Revenue Partnerships
Equity Residential

Cheryl Jordan
Sr. Director Telecommunications, 

Operations & Investment Services
AvalonBay Communities, Inc.

Linda Willey
Director of Ancillary 

Services
Camden

Kevin Donnelly
Vice President for  

Government Affairs 
National Multifamily  

Housing Council

MDUs – multiple-dwelling-unit buildings – have been hot and are getting 
even hotter. Construction of MDUs has led the housing recovery since 2010. Our MDU 
committee has begun assembling an incredible new program to help building owners and 
managers and real estate developers, investors and permitting officials with what they need 
to know. As always, we’re unbiased. We provide clear, actionable detail in plain English, all the 
time. Join us and over 1,000 of your colleagues in Houston. Be there with your peers!

APRIL 27 – 30, 2020 • FIBER: BUILDING A GIGABIT WORLD
New Technology, New Marketing Strategies,  

New Success Stories...  No One Covers It All Like We Do

THE 2020 ADVISORY PANEL OF PROPERTY OWNERS

Barney Pullam 
VP Strategic Business Services 

The Inland Real Estate Group, LLC

Andrea Humanic
Director of Business Process

Waterton

Gail Corder
Ancillary Services Manager – Property Management

Fairfield Residential



Bryan Rader
President

UpStream Network

Heather Burnett Gold
CEO

HBG Strategies, LLC

Now Presenting the 2020  
Broadband Summit Chairmen

Lending Their Expertise to the Creation of a Timely, Dynamic Program
Eleven outstanding leaders in the fields of multifamily broadband, 

municipal broadband and rural broadband have signed on to help shape 
the program at the 2020 Summit.

Tom Stender
President and CEO

InfiniSys

Nathan Stooke
CEO, Wisper Internet

Chairman of the Board
WISPA

Mike Smith
President

White Space Building 
Technology Advisors

Gordon Caverly
Regional Vice President

Mid-State Consultants

Drew Clark
President

Rural Telecommunications Congress

Jim Baller
President

Baller Stokes & Lide, P.C.

Leo Delgado
Founder & President

Converged Services

Mike Coco
President

Choice Property Resources

Make plans to attend the 2020 Broadband Communities Summit now.

BROADBAND COMMUNITIES SUMMIT EXHIBITORS

Steve Sadler
Director,  

Resident Technology Services
RealPage, Inc.

BROADBAND COMMUNITIES SUMMIT SPONSORS
PLATINUM SPONSOR:

ENHANCED GOLD SPONSORS:

SILVER SPONSORS:

FEATURED SPONSORS:

PARTNERS:
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In our multiple-dwelling-
unit (MDU) issue each year, 
BroadBand Communities tries 

to reflect a range of perspectives. Not 
surprisingly, the industry leaders and 
experts whose views are represented in 
this issue don’t agree about everything. 

Is video a necessary feature of 
an MDU service package? No, says 
one provider; yes, says another. Will 
residents pay higher rents for smart-
home features? Yes, according to some; 
the jury’s still out, according to others. 
Is bulk broadband a winning strategy? 
Sometimes yes, sometimes no – and not 
everyone agrees about when it is and 
when it’s not.

Rapid technology change is a major 
reason for this diversity of opinion. 
Because technologies diffuse unevenly 
over time and across space, residents 
of different MDUs may be at different 
points on the adoption curve for a new 
technology. As Mike Coco of Choice 
Property Resources comments about 
smart-home technologies (p. 48), “In 
terms of adoption, we’re still somewhere 
between innovators and early adopters – 
we’re not at mass market yet.”

Geographic and demographic 
differences can have large effects on  
the demand for newer technologies,  
so knowledge of each specific market  
is critical. 

GROUNDS FOR AGREEMENT 
On several subjects, however, there  
is broad agreement. 
• MDU residents  consider high-

speed broadband a top amenity, 
even if they define “high speed” 

differently based on their needs. 
They value more than just speed. 
Reliability, consistency and 
“seamless” broadband experiences 
are equally important, if not more 
important, to most users. 

• Robust broadband infrastructure 
in MDUs enables owners to 
reduce operational costs by 
implementing building automation 
technologies. New broadband-
enabled technologies may include 
building security, package delivery, 
energy conservation or water leak 
detection. Not all these applications 
make economic sense in every 
building, but they (and others) are 
well enough developed that they 
are worth investigating. In new 
construction or major renovations, 
the ability to support open-source 
building automation technologies 
may be a sufficient economic reason 
to invest in fiber infrastructure. 

• Developers and broadband 
providers need to work together 
to plan for broadband. Differing 
assessments of the market’s revenue 
potential, lack of understanding of 
the available technology options, 
and insufficient communication 
about project timelines can all lead 
to frustration and less-than-optimal 
results. But when developers and 
providers see eye to eye, they both 
win – and so do residents. v

MDU Knowns and 
Unknowns

Residents’ need for speed, their demand for video service 
and their interest in other technology amenities may vary 
from market to market, but the MDU world still has its 
eternal verities. 
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expectations with 
faster WiFi 

To increase the value of your property, visit 
SpectrumCommunitySolutions.com
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Imagine you work for a small rural carrier. You see an 
opportunity to bring great broadband to a community 
you already serve with outdated equipment. From a 

business point of view, you seem to be in luck. If only 20 
percent of the cost could be subsidized, your business plan 
would be feasible. More than half of all states provide funds 
or tax breaks to do just that. So does the federal government. 
In fact, in many cases a state subsidy can unlock federal funds 
and pay for much of the project.

But the system breaks down when the folks handing out 
the grants or loans or operating subsidies demand detailed 
accounting and detailed pricing on the projected cost of the 
build. Oddly enough, those folks with the money tend to 
want more details for a loan than for a grant. That’s the way 
government works. A bad grant blows up once. A bad loan 
can linger for years.

Let’s say your small rural carrier is looking for a subsidized 
$10 million loan at 2 percent (the going rate for the 
Broadband ReConnect Program at the federal Rural Utilities 
Service), for 20 years. If the unsubsidized commercial interest 
rate is 5 percent, the difference in annual payments (principal 
and interest) is about $200,000 (that is, $600,000 versus 
$800,000). In that case, it is usually worth it for the carrier to 
spend the going rate – $60,000 to $100,000 up front – to get 
the business plan certified by a qualified third party. That’s on 
top of the money and management time needed to write the 
proposal in the first place. 

But, to go back to the starting example, if the carrier or 
willing business partner already has some money in the bank 
that’s ready to use or if the carrier has a deal with the businesses 

and communities it plans to serve with improved broadband, 
the missing piece for a state loan or grant might be only $2 
million and the annual savings on payments closer to $40,000 
if the state agrees to fund. That’s real money, but the cost of 
getting the deal could be five years’ worth of savings! 

Accountants and corporate financial officers know that 
when the cost of counting the beans gets too close to the cost 
of the beans themselves, the exercise is silly. But politically, 
the cost of awkward publicity from a loan gone bad may be 
far too high. When it comes to broadband, however, there 
are inexpensive alternatives that are not quite exact on paper, 
but still may provide an acceptable picture of risk. Indeed, the 
future is always somewhat murky, so why not settle for less 
expensive ways to estimate the risk – to count the beans?

Some states offer tax breaks. Some offer low-interest loans, 
or loans where there are no alternative lenders. Some offer 
direct operating subsidies or access to tax-favored financing. 
Some take vendor financing into account; most don’t. Some 
coordinate with federal funding. Some are lenders or granters 
of last resort. No one method will work for all states. But here 
is a summary:

• Use our free financial models at FTTHAnalyzer.com. 
These can be run by midlevel personnel at state agencies. 
Their major task would be to verify costs, construction 
schedules, and projected take rates and revenues by 
looking at existing similar projects. The models are well 
documented, and we offer remote help free and on-site 
help at low cost.

• Enlist local management talent at businesses that would 
benefit being served by better broadband, at business 

Needed: Easier, Accurate Checks on 
Deployer Subsidies
At least 28 states now offer some form of subsidy for broadband deployers serving 
rural or disadvantaged areas. But high costs of validating business plans often make the 
funds hard to get.

By Steven S. Ross / Broadband Communities
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colleges, and among retirees. But 
of course, watch out for conflict of 
interest. More than 300 community 
colleges offer courses in fiber 
deployment technology alone.

• Concentrate on key leverage points. 
Often, in rural areas, the key issue 

is construction cost. Expect take 
rates to be high and marketing costs 
low because competition is all but 
nonexistent.

• Use historical construction data. 
Most states regulate telecom (Title 
II) providers anyway. With 80 

percent of the cost in poles and pole 
attachments, the rest can be subject 
to large errors that will have only a 
small impact on final costs.

• Lean on vendors. They will have 
a bias toward lowballing costs, 
but they offer data that can then 
be checked or backstopped with a 
promise of partial vendor financing 
if something bad turns up. Vendors 
include suppliers of electronics, fiber 
and construction services.

• Many states offer access to capital 
as well as annual operating or tax 
subsidies. Require one study, not 
two! 

• Coordinate hiring and certification 
of outside consultants to handle 
multiple project reviews at once.

Above all, be flexible and be 
open about money changing hands. 
Taxpayers have a right to know. v

Contact the Hawk at steve@bbcmag.com.
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Bulk internet service providers have always been 
concerned about one thing: becoming a commodity. 
Multifamily broadband providers fear that their  

high-quality internet connection with a better price and  
speed than Big Cable may begin to look like an easy-to-beat 
service if they don’t build more “value” around the property 
owner proposition.

Yes, I know. Multifamily broadband providers win on 
service, responsiveness and overall reliability. Some win by 
deploying fiber to the unit. Others win with Ethernet or 
managed Wi-Fi. All these features are key to long-term success. 
Providers must also focus on creating value to avoid landing 
on the list of other commoditized products, such as gasoline.

As reported by Chron.com, the website of the Houston 
Chronicle, “commoditization occurs when consumers can 
buy the same product or service from different large or small 
businesses, and price becomes the only distinguishable factor.” 
Yech. I never want providers to get caught in that trap.

BRANDS, OPERATING CULTURE CAN HELP
Smart branding and a healthy operating culture can help a 
company avoid becoming a commodity, and I encourage  
new broadband startups to pay attention to these elements  
of their plan.

The multifamily broadband industry also should look at 
ways to build value around bulk internet services, especially as 
bulk internet increasingly is decoupled from bulk TV services.

Including a Roku device or another managed Wi-Fi device 
is one way multifamily broadband providers can add to their 
product sets. Adding digital broadcast local channels to the 
bundle is another popular pairing with bulk internet.

CONSIDER MUSIC STREAMING 
PARTNERSHIPS
What about music streaming? Multifamily broadband 
providers should consider partnering with one of the music 
streaming services and including streaming as a feature of 
their internet products.

The market for subscription streaming music is hot. 
During the first half of 2019, these services added nearly 1 
million new customers a month, according to the Recording 

Industry Association of America. Companies such as Spotify, 
Pandora, Apple Music and Amazon lead the way.

By mid-2019, there were 61.1 million subscribers to music 
streaming services. The Wall Street Journal recently found 
that revenue from music streaming in the United States alone 
(including paid and ad-supported subscriptions) increased  
26 percent to $4.3 billion for the first half of this year. 
YouTube and Spotify’s free tier grew 25 percent year over year. 
Paid subscriptions are growing even faster.

The music streaming business has exploded in the past 
three years, so how can the multifamily broadband industry 
join the party? And could it help avoid the commoditization 
of its core product?

Consider that internet customers use these music 
streaming services every day, and much of this consumption 
happens in their homes – and on networks the multifamily 
broadband industry provides.

I recently asked some of my team members about their 
music streaming habits. They said they use their cell phones 
at the gym or in their cars. But at home, they prefer Wi-Fi to 
avoid draining the phone battery. 

This could be a sign that multifamily broadband providers 
should consider adding one of these features to their bulk 
programs. Customers would get not only a 250 Mbps internet 
connection equipped with Wi-Fi but also a free subscription 
to Spotify for every resident in their building. 

Most multiple dwelling units use music streaming in 
common areas, such as fitness centers, clubhouses, pool 
decks and leasing offices. Why can’t multifamily broadband 
providers incorporate these services into their offerings? It’s a 
great way to bring another technology solution to clients.

It’s also a great way to continue avoiding the 
“commoditization challenge” the broadband industry faces. 
Now that’s music to my ears! 

I’m putting this idea on my personal playlist. v

Bryan J. Rader is the president of UpStream Network, a 
broadband provider (formerly Access Media 3). Reach him at 
brader@upstream.network or by phone at 314-540-1114. 

Another One for Your  
Personal Playlist
Multifamily broadband providers should consider offering music streaming services as a 
way to avoid the commoditization trap. 

By Bryan J. Rader / UpStream Network
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Facilities-Based IoT Could Reduce 
Maintenance Costs, Resident 
Frustrations 
Facilities-based IoT can boost a multifamily building owner’s net operating income and 
give building management and maintenance staff insight into how HVAC, security and 
alarms run across a property via a cloud-based connection. 

In the multifamily industry, facilities-
based internet of things (IoT) solutions 
are emerging as effective tools to help 

properties manage energy consumption, reduce 
costs, and increase overall net operating income 
(NOI). But what exactly is a facilities-based IoT 
solution, and what are the benefits?

Simply put, IoT is an ecosystem of 
connected physical objects accessible through 
the internet. It’s like a giant network of 
connected “things,” or devices. Facilities, when 
associated with the property management 
industry, tend to refer to the operations within 
a multifamily housing community for which 
management teams are responsible. Facilities 
management often includes overseeing devices 
within a building, ensuring a fully functioning 
living environment for residents. Think HVAC 
units, water heaters, leak detection, alarms and 
security systems.

When we introduce the wonderful world 
of IoT to building facilities, the term facilities-
based IoT is born. When applied to multifamily 
housing, this cloud-based revolution includes 
connecting smart devices in multiple residences 
across an entire building and leveraging the 
internet to transmit valuable information from 
those devices to management staff – without 
the need for staff to check the device in person. 
This helps provide staff with visibility into 
the efficiency of HVAC units, streamline 
maintenance operations, and improve the 
overall living experience for residents – all 
without staff having to leave the office.

REDUCING UTILITY, 
MAINTENANCE EXPENSES
In the multifamily housing industry, utility 
and maintenance expenses present a constant 
challenge and can have a detrimental impact 
on NOI. Property managers usually need to 
wait for residents to report any maintenance 
issues, meaning that many malfunctions can 
go undetected for weeks or even months at a 
time. This often results in reactive maintenance, 
which requires more resources, and options are 
usually limited and less than favorable.

By Opie Williams / Pace International, Multifamily Broadband Council

A facilities-based IoT solution can enable 
property staff to address equipment 
failures immediately. 
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Aside from equipment issues, properties also face the 
risk of residents intentionally adjusting device settings, 
creating conditions that can be destructive to facilities. Two 
common occurrences include residents turning off equipment 
altogether in the winter or summer months to reduce utility 
bills, and using equipment excessively during peak times. 
These actions, if unmonitored, can lead to costly property 
destruction resulting from mold or water damage.

Implementation of a facilities-based IoT solution provides 
property staff with access to a centralized platform that offers 
a birds-eye view of high-level device data from across the 
entire property. Visibility into valuable metrics such as unit 
run-time, system status, mode, ambient temperatures and 
humidity levels provides crucial insights that enable staff to 
address equipment malfunctions immediately, which reduces 
costs and increases NOI. 

From the centralized platform, property staff can set 
minimum and maximum temperature ranges and define 
thresholds that alert them when risky conditions are present 
within residences, such as when an internal temperature  
drops below or hits above the setpoint or extreme humidity  
is detected. Mold is reported as one of the costliest problems 
for properties, so the ability to measure humidity, and 
therefore detect the presence of mold, is invaluable to 
maintenance teams. 

Based on user-defined thresholds, real-time alerts are 
triggered to empower staff to proactively dispatch the 
maintenance team immediately. This is especially useful 
during periods of vacancy, when a resident may not 
necessarily be there to report an issue. It also helps keep 
service calls within normal business hours, avoiding late-night 
emergency maintenance calls from disgruntled residents, 
thereby reducing staff overtime.

This constant, real-time equipment monitoring enables 
staff to rapidly address some of the most common causes 
of maintenance problems. These include HVAC units 
that appear to be running for abnormal amounts of time, 
windows accidentally left open in conjunction with running 
HVAC units, undetected leaks in hidden areas, and drastic 
adjustments to the thermostat contractors may make while 
temporarily completing work in vacant units. Across the 
IoT industry, smart HVAC management generally provides 
a reduction in utility costs (15 to 20 percent), as well as 
extended equipment life (25 percent).

MOBILE CONTROL 
In addition to improving processes for people who manage 
the properties, a facilities-based IoT solution serves to increase 
resident satisfaction by providing residents with mobile control 
of their thermostats – an appealing value-added service that 
many smart living communities are implementing. 

Managing a building with hundreds of units requires a 
great amount of responsibility on behalf of property staff. 
Overall, an effective facilities-based IoT solution should be 
a robust reporting software, flexible enough to allow for 
the introduction of new smart devices, but sturdy enough 

to equip property teams with the tools needed to improve 
facility management operations. Brewing maintenance 
problems in vacant units no longer go undetected, 
unnecessary maintenance costs are avoided, and historical 
data reporting can be analyzed to help create more efficient 
properties going forward. v

Opie Williams is a board member of the Multifamily Broadband 
Council and president of Pace International. He can be 
reached at opie@paceintl.com. For more information on MBC, 
contact Valerie Sargent at vsargent@mfbroadband.org or 
949.274.3434, and visit www.mfbroadband.org.

COS Business Engine

Demand Aggregation
The Complete Solution

Manage Your Entire Network in One System

www.cossystems.com
800-562-1730

Smart HVAC management 
generally provides a reduction in 
utility costs (15 to 20 percent),  
as well as extended equipment  
life (25 percent).
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With Children and Technology, 
Moderation Is Key
Questions about kids’ screen time and digital privacy are not going away, and parents, 
advocacy groups and the government are grappling with how to respond. 

By Michael A. Kashmer / Digital Broadband Programming Consultant

Parents today are in a tough spot: They worry about 
the effect of screen time on their kids’ well-being, but 
recognize that screens are here to stay and efforts to 

curb their use will be an uphill battle. 
A July New York Times article by Nellie Bowles illustrates 

how far some parents will go to curb kids’ screen time. 
They’re hiring professional screen-free coaches who charge 
as much as $250 per hour to remind them how parenting 
worked before digital devices were always within reach. The 
coaching includes such analog ideas as throwing a ball outside 
or building with blocks. 

Of course, this advice may be easier to offer than 
implement, especially when parents themselves are glued 
to screens around the clock. Americans are more likely 
to watch a screen than engage in any activity other than 
sleeping and working, says Jonathan Rockwell, principal 
economist at Gallup. It’s not easy to restrict time kids spend 
scrolling through Instagram or streaming the latest episode of 
“Stranger Things” if parents are doing the same. 

THE RESEARCH 
Parents who take drastic action to limit screen time may 
be responding to sensational headlines. “Horns might be 
growing on our heads because of cell phones,” (Forbes, 
June 2019). “Too Much Screen Time Can Have Lasting 
Consequences for Young Children’s Brains,” (Time, January 
2019). What’s a conscientious parent to think? 

Some may be relieved to know that such headlines are 
overblown and misleading at best – and that a lot of research 
is spotty or inconclusive. 

A December 2018 New York Times article, “Is Screen 
Time Bad for Kids’ Brains?” cites a 2014 review by Queen’s 
University Belfast scientists of 43 of the “best designed 
studies,” which concluded that there’s “an absence of robust 
causal research regarding the impact of social media on the 
mental well-being of young people.” 

And what about those “horns” that caused panic last 
summer? Australian researchers found small bone growths on 
the base of the skull of about one-third of 1,200 people – but 
their study didn’t actually assess individuals’ phone use, so 
there was no way to draw the conclusion that the growths 
resulted from screens. Critics of the study pointed out that 
these bone spurs are a common symptom of bad posture. 

Certainly, some research shows that excessive watching 
can have negative consequences, especially for younger 
viewers who may be unable to distinguish a purely 
entertaining video from a documentary about new discoveries 
beneath the sea. But Slate magazine reports that some 
research cites benefits of screen time, even for very young kids, 
if it’s used for educational purposes and spurs kids to interact 
and converse. High-quality programs can be educational, 
and parents who watch TV or play screen-based games with 
kids may have an opportunity to help them understand the 
nuances of what they’re seeing and hearing.

Still, there are plenty of valid reasons for parents to monitor 
and limit kids’ screen time, and there are many resources 
available to provide guidance. The American Academy of 
Pediatrics, for instance, has excellent metrics that coordinate 
age and viewing time. As with anything, moderation is key. 

WATCHDOGS, LEGISLATION AND PENALTIES 
Parents aren’t the only ones worried about kids’ screen 
time. Many watchdogs and advocacy groups are working to 
protect kids’ digital rights, and their efforts may spur new 
legislation. In March, Sens. Edward J. Markey, D-Mass., and 
Josh Hawley, R-Mo., introduced updates to the Children’s 
Online Privacy Protection Act, which, among other measures, 
prohibits internet companies from collecting personal and 
location information from anyone younger than 13 without 
parental consent.

Sen. Hawley also recently introduced a bill intended to 
“curb social media addiction” by limiting “infinite scroll” 
and autoplay features that may make leaving a social media 
platform difficult. 

Meanwhile, the Federal Trade Commission recently 
demonstrated that it’s unafraid to take action to stop Big Tech 
from infringing on kids’ digital rights. In September, the 
agency fined Google, through its subsidiary YouTube, $170 
million for tracking kids through personal information and 
targeting them with ads. v

Mike Kashmer has worked in cable TV distribution, finance and 
programming for more than 30 years. His experience includes 
network startups and foreign-language programming. Reach 
Mike at mikekashmer@aol.com.
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When Murphy’s Law Strikes  
A Broadband Project
Building flexibility into the budget, schedule and deployment plan can save the day 
when things go wrong.

By Trevor Jones / OTELCO

As hard as we may work on planning, any broadband 
project will hit some bumps during construction and 
the ramp up of subscriber traffic. For example, on a 

recent OTELCO fiber project in Alabama, the engineering 
contractor unexpectedly lost key members of its staff, causing 
delays in deployment. In another example, a fixed wireless 
network OTELCO is deploying for four towns in western 
Massachusetts has been plagued by a shortage of 60- to 
80-foot-tall wooden utility poles needed for deployment.

Things go wrong sometimes. That’s just the way it is. No 
matter how good a plan is, community broadband organizers 
need to allow for the curveballs nature and members of the 
community will throw. Because anticipating every curveball 
is impossible, it’s important to build some flexibility into the 
plan so it’s adaptable when the unexpected happens. Here are 
a few examples of ways to prepare.

BUDGET FOR CONTINGENCIES
As much as we want projects to come in under budget, 
invariably unanticipated events will cause costs to rise rather 
than fall. For this reason, building an allowance for the 
unexpected into a broadband budget is a good idea. Ten to 
15 percent will provide a cushion to address minor changes 
without necessitating going back to voters or state or federal 
agencies to appropriate more money. For example, when 
OTELCO’s partner in Massachusetts couldn’t source tall 
utility poles in southern yellow pine, it was necessary to 
source Douglas fir poles from the West at a higher cost.

A community shouldn’t hand control of contingency 
funds over to a contractor. Instead, it should have access 
to the contingency allowance controlled by the broadband 
committee and require the contractor to submit a change 
request to the broadband committee. If there is money left 
over in the contingency allowance, it can be returned to the 
general fund or used to deploy Wi-Fi equipment and other 
broadband-related services in town facilities.

SCHEDULE TIME FOR DELAYS
Delays cost money and cause frustration among constituents, 
who are anxiously awaiting better internet access. For this 

reason, it makes sense to set expectations conservatively when 
it comes to the deployment schedule. No one will complain if 
the project is completed early. 

Residents are anxious for broadband, and it’s tempting 
to offer them an optimistic view of the schedule during the 
planning process to assuage their anxiety. But it’s better in the 
long run to resist making them feel good during the planning 
and budgeting process to avoid letting them down after they 
have voted. This doesn’t preclude broadband community 
organizers from having more aggressive expectations for their 
contractors – and they should.

CONSIDER ALTERNATIVE STRATEGIES
At times, a roadblock will interfere with a plan so severely that 
it’s better to work around it. For example, attaching fiber to the 
utility poles in a neighborhood may become cost prohibitive 
if several of the poles must be replaced. In such cases, burying 
fiber may be the best choice. As another example, in a 
neighborhood where existing utilities are direct buried, there 
is no access to conduit, and a homeowners association prevents 
trenching, a pole-mounted wireless solution may be able to 
bridge the gap between fiber and customer.

Alternative solutions such as these can cost more money 
and time, and that’s why it makes sense to have a contingency 
allowance and a flexible schedule. If there’s any chance of 
these things happening, it may be a good idea to build a little 
extra in specifically to address them.

PERSEVERE
Even after planning for things to go wrong, there will be 
times when something comes along that is so much bigger 
than anticipated that flexibility isn’t enough. In such cases, 
going back for more funding and apologizing for delays is the 
only option. As painful as this might be, the end result will be 
worth it for the community. v

Trevor Jones is vice president of marketing, sales and customer 
service for OTELCO, which owns independent telephone companies 
in seven states and partners with several community networks in 
Massachusetts. Contact Trevor at trevor.jones@otelco.com.
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Not Another Vanilla Triple  
Play Plan: Century Village,  
West Palm Beach, Florida
Century Village, a 55-plus condominium community in West Palm Beach, Florida, has 
employed Atlantic Broadband as its primary provider of voice, video and data services. 
Our thanks to Regan Anderson, vice president of select communities for Atlantic 
Broadband, and David Israel, president of the United Civic Organization, Century Village’s 
governing board, for helping gather information for this profile. 

By Sean Buckley / Broadband Communities

Century Village, a large condominium 
development for people 55 and 
older in West Palm Beach, Florida, 

found that Atlantic Broadband was the ideal 
service provider for its thousands of retirement 
community residents. It not only gives the best 
bang for the buck but also allows residents 
to choose pricing packages without worrying 
about losing a discount. 

Regan Anderson, vice president of select 
communities for Atlantic Broadband, says 
flexibility differentiates the company from other 
providers that serve communities similar to 
Century Village. “With us, it’s not just vanilla,” 
he says. “We have a lot of different flavors to 
choose from, whereas the other providers offer 
only a vanilla plan.” 

In January, Atlantic Broadband announced 
it would provide video services to 14,000 
residents in nearly 8,000 homes in the Century 
Village community. Atlantic Broadband 
designed, constructed and installed a fiber and 
coax-based network to serve the property, and 
activated services in individual units throughout 
the spring.

Century Village established a bulk video deal 
with Atlantic Broadband with a twist: It includes 
broadband for residents who want it. “We 
negotiated the bulk video component, but the 
agreement includes optional internet,” says David 
Israel, president of the United Civic Organization 
(UCO), Century Village’s governing board. 

Residents can get access to 300 video 
channels, broadband speeds up to 1 Gbps, 
voice service, and in-home Wi-Fi. These 
services are supported and complemented with 
a wire maintenance plan and 24/7 support. 
Atlantic Broadband provides a dedicated 
community account manager for Century 
Village’s residents, and Atlantic Broadband 
representatives are on-site to ensure residents 
have access to services information. 

Comcast still provides service to Century 
Village, but nearly all residents have switched to 
Atlantic Broadband.

Israel says Atlantic Broadband rose to the top 
after he considered alternative cable suppliers. 

“I was thinking about looking at other 
providers five to six years ago,” Israel says. “We 
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had the standard 10-year contract with 
Comcast, but I did a lot of research and 
I liked Atlantic Broadband.”

Although the transition to Atlantic 
Broadband required large network 
construction efforts, the experience has 
been positive. 

“A project this size is a big deal 
here and it takes time to get electronics 
up and running properly, but the 
complaints have been minimal,” he says. 

Later this year, Atlantic Broadband 
plans to open a new 3,000-square-foot 
customer center at Pine Trail Square 
Plaza on North Military Trail, to serve 
Century Village and the surrounding 
West Palm Beach community.

Atlantic Broadband’s Century 
Village contract came as the cable 
multiple system operator (MSO) 
bolstered its fiber holdings by acquiring 
FiberLight’s South Florida assets. This 
purchase added 350 route miles to 
Atlantic Broadband’s South Florida 
footprint, doubling its existing fiber 
footprint while expanding its capacity 
by 30 percent. 

Anderson says the FiberLight 
purchase and the Century Village 
contract are part of a broader buildout 
effort. 

“Century Village is part of a big 
expansion plan we began three years 
ago,” he says. “We signed the property 

to build and we ended up buying [a 
portion of] FiberLight’s network, which 
took our reach to North Palm Beach 
and gave us a broader backbone.”

There were a few elements that made 
the Century Village project unique. 
With 7,854 condominiums on 704 
acres, Century Village’s community is 
quite large. 

“Size was one of the biggest 
issues,” Anderson says. “We talked 
with Century Village during its board 
meetings about the network layout and 
where equipment would be placed.” 

Another challenge was to not 
disrupt the look of the community’s 
existing buildings. 

“Because Century Village has outside 
molding, they wanted to make sure we 

would match their buildings,” Anderson 
says. “Also, we wanted to make sure we 
were not disrupting their day-to-day 
operations and the residents.” 

Century Village offers condominium 
owners what it calls a distinct Century 
Village “way of life” and recreational 
facilities. A 92,000-square-foot 
clubhouse offers a party room and 
a 1,221-seat theater featuring well-
known entertainers, shows and recently 
released movies throughout the year. 
The clubhouse also has numerous 
meeting rooms that host classes, hobby 
groups, clubs, card games, an extensive 
library, billiards, bingo, music and other 
creative activities.

Additionally, Century Village 
residents can access a popular health

PROPERTY OF THE MONTH HIGHLIGHTS
~ Century Village, West Palm Beach, Florida ~

• 1,221-seat theater
• 24/7 manned security
• Onsite medical building and pharmacy
• Broadband internet (with speeds up to 1 Gbps) 
• Advanced home Wi-Fi
• TiVo and a variety of phone plans

Residents at Century Village can access up to 1 Gbps broadband, in-home Wi-Fi and TiVo video services from Atlantic Broadband.
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club that offers personal training and 
modern exercise equipment. Residents 
can take aerobics, yoga, pilates and 
dance classes. 

VITAL STATISTICS 
Property Description: 55-plus 

retirement community located in 
West Palm Beach, Florida

Greenfield or retrofit? Brownfield. 
Century Village was previously 
served by Comcast.

Number of units: 7,854 units

Style: Mid-rise condos

Time to deploy? It took Atlantic 
Broadband nine months to 
build the network and three 
months to install services in each 
condominium unit. 

Date services began: Following the 
installation process that started on 
April 15, 2019, services went live on 
July 1.

Special requirements: In order to 
provide on-site customer care, 
Atlantic Broadband is leasing a 
1,200-square-foot building on  
the premises. 

SERVICES 
Services offered or planned on the 

network: Atlantic Broadband offers 
high-speed broadband, telephone 
and video services to Century 
Village residents. Residents have the 
option to subscribe individually to 
Atlantic Broadband internet (with 
downstream speeds up to 1 Gbps) 
and phone services, with unlimited 
calling in the United States, Canada 
and Puerto Rico. 

Customers can sign up for 
advanced home Wi-Fi as well as 
access common-area Wi-Fi services 
at the clubhouse, pool and gym. An 
array of video services, including 
300 channels and TiVo, are available 
to every resident. Customized 

upgrade packages allow residents 
who choose Atlantic Broadband’s 
internet services the option to get 
an upgraded TiVo DVR at no 
additional cost. Atlantic Broadband’s 
broadband and video services are 
supported by a wire maintenance 
plan and 24/7 support. Additional 
services include concierge services 
and access control. 

Providers: Century Village residents 
may choose to stay with their 
previous provider – Comcast – 
but they still are responsible for 
paying the homeowners association 
charge that covers some of Atlantic 
Broadband’s services in addition 
to paying for the Comcast services 
they wish to retain.

Do additional service providers 
operate separate broadband 
networks on the same property? 
The previous provider, Comcast, 
will continue to have its network on 
the property. The two networks are 
separated, and Atlantic Broadband 
has worked with residents who wish 
to keep Comcast.

On the network described, can 
residents choose among multiple 
service providers? No.

Technical support: Atlantic Broadband 
provides technical support. Atlantic 
Broadband includes the wire 
maintenance feature within the 
agreement, which means there is no 
charge for any service calls.

BUSINESS 
Which parts of the network are owned 

by the service provider, and which 
parts are owned by the property 
owner? The distribution network, 
including on-premises fiber and 
connection to the pedestals, is 
owned by Atlantic Broadband. The 
drop from the pedestal to the telco 
room and the telco connection to 
the individual unit are owned by 
Century Village’s master association, 
UCO. The in-unit wiring is owned 
by the individual unit owner.

Is there a marketing agreement with 
the property owner? Yes, there is 

Atlantic Broadband built out a fiber and coax network to support 14,000 residents. 
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a marketing agreement in which 
Atlantic Broadband has exclusive 
rights to provide bulk services and 
to market additional services.

Does the agreement include an 
incentive such as a door fee or 
revenue share? The agreement 
with UCO does include a door fee 
payment. A master association is an 
organization that is authorized to 
exercise some or all of the powers of 
one or more associations on behalf 
of one or more common interest 
communities or for the benefit of the 
unit owners of one or more common 
interest communities.

How do the service provider and 
owner work together to market 
the services? What marketing 
approaches have been particularly 
successful? Atlantic Broadband has 
worked to keep residents informed, 
including running advertisements 
within the local newspaper. These 
ads have been both promotional 
and educational. The UCO also has 
worked to keep residents informed 
of progress throughout the process. 

Is there a bulk-service agreement? 
If so, what services are included? 
Can residents upgrade from 
the bulk services? Yes. The bulk 
services include Value and MoreTV 
programming with more than 
300 channels, one HD DVR, 
and two HD DTA (three boxes 
total). Additional premium content 
includes Starz, Starz/Encore, Epix 
and HBO. Additional coverage 
of wire protection eliminates the 
charge for service calls.

Network benefits: A fiber-rich network 
is attractive to residents and the 
condominium association because 
it allows them to have advanced 
products, including gigabit internet, 
with high levels of performance and 
reliability.

TECHNOLOGY 
Architecture: Fiber deep. Fiber runs 

to nodes on the property that 
use EPON and RFoG access 
technologies. From the fiber node, 

the signal is sent via coax to deliver 
DOCSIS 3.1 services to each unit. 

Where is the fiber terminated? Fiber 
is terminated at the fiber optic node 
location.

Technology/medium used to deliver 
signals to each unit: Signals are 
delivered to each unit via a mix of 
coax-based DOCSIS 3.1 and Wi-Fi.

Methods for running cables between 
buildings, vertically within 
buildings, horizontally within 
buildings: In most cases molding  
is used to both secure and hide  
the cable when attaching to 
buildings. Atlantic Broadband  
uses various types and shapes of 
molding – plastic, aluminum, 
round, square – depending on the 
required application.

Vendors/products:
• ARRIS, Hitron (cable modems/

routers)
• CCI Systems (design partner) 
• Cisco (headend, outside plant 

platforms) 
• TiVo (digital video recorders)

LESSONS LEARNED
What was the biggest challenge? 

Installation and education. Because 
the property is so large, we had to 
do multiple training sessions with 
smaller groups. Installation by  
zones was challenging because  
some residents were not available 
at their time slot, so we had to 
do multiple dates within each 
association or zone.

What was the biggest success? The 
relationship that we built with 
Century Village leadership as 
well as the various associations 
and residents of the community. 
Also, the seamless introduction 

of the new Atlantic Broadband 
service offering without disruption 
to the community. We also were 
able to offer computer classes, 
including special French-Canadian 
customized training. We had the 
ability to sell additional services to 
residents at specialized discounts to 
allow them the flexibility to move in 
and out of pricing packages without 
fear of losing a discount.

If the building was already occupied 
at the time of the deployment, 
what was done to limit disruption? 
Atlantic Broadband did a fantastic 
job of minimizing confusion and 
disruptions and making it easy for 
residents to activate their services. It 
also installed additional wiring at its 
own cost to support customers who 
wanted the dual provider option.

What feedback does the sales office 
get from residents? Atlantic 
Broadband conducts a variety of 
customer care surveys to monitor 
performance and ensure customer 
satisfaction. Feedback has been 
positive, and some suggestions have 
been incorporated for the property.

What should other owners consider 
before they get started on a 
similar deployment? In larger 
developments it is a good strategy 
to allow ample time. It’s time-
consuming to choose a provider, 
sign the contract, and start 
installation. More time means more 
opportunities to inform residents 
about what is happening, the choice 
of services available, and any steps 
required to activate services. v

Sean Buckley is the associate editor of 
BroadBand Communities. Reach him 
at sean@bbcmag.com.

Atlantic Broadband offers high-speed 
broadband, telephone and video services to 
Century Village residents.
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support your residents, sta�, and common areas with one, simple solution. 
DISH Fiber is multifamily Wi-Fi and TV reimagined.

dish.com/fiber
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Greenlight Networks Meets 
Customer Demand With FTTH 
Internet-Only Broadband Approach
In the growing Rochester (New York) market, the service provider is effectively 
overcoming build challenges and educating consumers about how its internet-only 
approach benefits the transition to over-the-top video services. 

By Sean Buckley / Broadband Communities

Greenlight Networks, an emerging 
competitive FTTH provider serving 
Rochester and other upstate New York 

communities, may compete with Frontier  
and Charter, but it’s not your typical triple  
play provider. 

“Our approach is that we provide internet 
only,” says Mark Murphy, president of 
Greenlight Networks. “We are not doing video 
and we’re not doing voice.”

Being an internet-only provider, Greenlight 
has educated its users and potential new users 
on the benefits of how a fiber-based broadband 
connection can help them cut the cord. 

The service provider has been ramping up its 
marketing investments to tout how its services 
can simplify the transition to OTT video 
service, such as Netflix, and the growing array 
of other players, such as YouTube TV.

“With the internet-only approach, we have 
done pretty well in terms of penetration,” 
Murphy says. “We try to advocate cord cutting 
and help simplify that process for our customers 
as best we can.” 

Having offered speeds up to 1 Gbps since 
its inception, the service provider has been 
updating its tiers. It offers customers four main 
speed tiers: 500/50 Mbps, 750/75 Mbps, 1 

Gbps/100 Mbps and now 2 Gbps/200 Mbps. 
Each plan is competitively priced. The 

500 plan costs $50 per month, the 750 Mbps 
plan costs $75 per month, and the 1 and 2 
Gbps offerings are $100 and $200 per month, 
respectively. 

“Our approach is to keep it simple and fair 
for everyone,” Murphy says. “We’re not pricing 
differently for new or existing customers, and I 
think our customers appreciate that.”

The new 2 Gbps offering is supported by 
Nokia’s XGS-PON platform. Although 2 Gbps 
is the new product, the XGS-PON platform 
provides an upgrade path for its existing 
fiber network, allowing Greenlight to move 
seamlessly from GPON (2.5 Gbps) to XGS-
PON (10 Gbps) using the same access node.

“We’re now able to provide technically up to 
10 Gbps and we’re starting out with 2 Gbps for 
$200 a month,” Murphy says. 

So, what has been the reaction from the 
competition?

“Charter has done some things that are 
consistent with what it has done in other 
markets,” Murphy says. “It is providing pricing 
and services that their existing customers  
can’t get.”
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BUILDING TO MEET 
DEMAND 
Greenlight Networks has a good yet 
pressing problem: staying ahead of 
customer demand for its broadband-
only service. 

“At this point, we’re doing 
everything we can to keep up with 
demand, which has been hard to do,” 
says Murphy. “It’s a good problem  
on one hand, but on the other hand, 
you don’t want to make people wait  
too long.”

To lure new customers, the provider 
has taken a page out of Google Fiber’s 
network buildout playbook. Its 
“fiberhood” plan requires  
each community to meet a certain 
threshold of interest before Google 
Fiber builds in that neighborhood. 

Targeting New York state’s 
Rochester and Finger Lakes regions, 
Greenlight’s fiber construction is based 
largely on customer sign-ups. 

Once it sees a concentration of  
sign-ups in an area, it determines 
the cost to build and the number of 
customers it needs.

 “We’re not really building on spec,” 
says Murphy. “We’re building really to 
meet customer demand.”

But the company is not standing 
pat. The service provider will continue 
to expand into more markets. 

In July, Greenlight started 
construction to expand its FTTH 
network to six additional Greenlight 
districts spanning 3,900 households 
in the upstate New York communities 
of Greece, Irondequoit and Rochester. 
Construction is underway in the 
Greece Hampton/Latta, Greece Dorsey, 
Irondequoit Nowadoga, Irondequoit 
Kindlewood, Irondequoit Oakgrove and 
Rochester Navarre Greenlight districts.

“We’re doing some things to 
accelerate construction and bringing 
out more contractors,” Murphy says. 
“This will allow us to keep up with the 
demand we have in the markets today 
and look at a significant expansion in 
upstate New York.”

Additionally, the service provider is 
taking more control over its installation 
process by hiring its own technicians. 

Greenlight brought these new techs on 
board during the first quarter. 

“We’ll continue to do more of that 
because now we’re at a size where we 
can start leveraging it a little bit better,” 
Murphy says. 

OVERCOMING BROWNFIELD 
CHALLENGES
In Rochester, there’s been a growing 
movement of people migrating back 
into the downtown area. 

The community has been building 
a mix of new greenfield MDUs as well 
as updating old brownfield buildings, 
giving Greenlight various opportunities 
to deepen its network penetration. 

“We’ve had a bit of a renaissance 
with new builds,” says Brian Bennett, 
director of business development for 
Greenlight. “We have done our fair 
share of greenfield, but also done quite 
a bit of brownfield.” 

Bennett adds the issues that once 
made brownfield builds more difficult 
are slowly being addressed. For one, 
MDU tenants are voicing their desire 

for broadband service. 
“Conversations about how to use 

someone’s existing conduits are a lot 
easier now, and there’s a lot more 
demand,” Bennett says.

To assist, vendors have developed 
various new techniques to ease 
brownfield installations. 

Innovations are also presenting 
new opportunities to ease the pain 
of MDU installations (see “Fiber 
Presents Opportunities, Challenges 
for Providers,” July 2019). New 
products from Corning and OFS are 
in this category. After acquiring 3M’s 
Communication Markets Division, 
Corning offers its Clear Track Hallway 
Fiber Pathway product. The Hallway 
Fiber Pathway is a surface-mounted, 
clear adhesive-backed solution that 
enables fiber installation with minimal 
disruption for MDU tenants.

“Vendors now have self-adhesives 
for fiber installations going down 
hallways,” Bennett says. “These 
innovations make the fiber installation 

BROADBAND-ONLY HOUSEHOLDS  
TO JUMP TO 40 MILLION BY 2023

Broadband-only households are set to grow from 23.3 million in 2018 to 
40.8 million by 2023, according to a recent Kagan report. 

The research firm said it expects broadband-only homes, or households 
without a traditional multichannel video package but with a subscription 
to wireline broadband, to rise at an 11.9 percent compound annual growth 
rate from 2018 to 2023.

Broadband-only homes will make up 41.7 percent of wireline 
broadband households by 2023. Kagan expects cable and telco broadband 
to serve nearly 75 percent of U.S. households by that time.

A big factor in this shift is the migration from traditional multichannel 
video to an over-the-top product. In the next five years, Kagan expects 
the segment of broadband homes without a traditional multichannel 
subscription to account for nearly one-third of U.S. households.

The rise in OTT video adoption is the product of two key factors: price 
and flexibility. OTT video products are offered at competitive prices, 
which make them an affordable option to a traditional cable or satellite 
TV subscription. Additional factors supporting the strong projection of 
broadband-only growth include the ease of joining and canceling online 
streaming services. Besides not requiring contracts, OTT video services can 
be viewed from any device inside or outside a home.
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look cleaner and attractive. Because 
fiber is so small, the footprint can be 
attractive, especially when you compare 
it with wrapping a building with coax.” 

NAVIGATING POLE 
ATTACHMENT, 
UNDERGROUND BUILDS
As an emerging player, Greenlight  
must leverage existing utility 
infrastructure and obtain access to  
it to build its network. 

To simplify its fiber build process, 
Greenlight prefers to lease lit fiber and 
follow existing middle-mile or other 
fiber to avoid building costly, time-
consuming fiber infrastructure from 
town to town. 

There clearly are differences among 
the markets it serves. In the more 
established parts of its footprint, 
the service provider will install fiber 
on aerial utility poles. In newer 
developments, installation will be  
all underground. 

Each method has its own challenges 
and opportunities. 

Aerial installation allows providers 
to use existing rights of way and 
infrastructure, but they face the harsh 
reality of dealing with the cumbersome 
make-ready process to get access to a 
pole. Make-ready work is the process of 
ensuring the utility poles upon which 
the fiber cable will be strung are in 
suitable condition to receive the cable.

New regulatory advances such 
as the FCC’s one-touch make-ready 
(OTMR) rule, which was championed 
by Google Fiber, eventually could help 
– but the process is still daunting for 
smaller providers, such as Greenlight, 
that lack sufficient resources. The 
OTMR rules will let providers attach 
wires to utility poles without waiting 
for the other users (telcos, electric 
utilities and cable operators) of the pole 
to move their own wires.

“In terms of aerial, it’s difficult 
because you have to go through the 
whole pole attachment process,” 
Murphy says. 

Even though underground builds 
are easier, they are time-consuming. 

“Underground is great from a 
regulatory perspective because the 

municipalities are willing to work with 
us to make FTTH services happen for 
their residents,” Murphy says. “The 
challenge is that it’s more expensive, 
and it takes longer. The taking longer is 
more difficult than the expense.”

MDUS ON THE UPSWING
MDUs, including apartment 
complexes, continue to be big business 
for Greenlight. In fact, MDUs were 
the provider’s initial target when it was 
founded in 2011. 

After it received approvals from 
the New York State Public Service 
Commission in June 2012, Greenlight 
began extending its network directly to 
homes and businesses.

With new single-family home 
development slowing in the 
northeastern part of the United States, 
more than a third of Greenlight’s 
customers reside in MDUs. 

“As you can imagine, in the 
Northeast there’s not a lot of single-
family home development,” Murphy 
says. “What we have been more 
successful at is working with multi-
dwelling developers.”

Like other providers, Greenlight has 
been establishing bulk agreements with 
MDU property owners. These property 
owners then make the broadband 
service part of the rent or directly 
charge residents. 

Murphy says more MDU developers 
are offering broadband as a feature to 
attract residents. This is a shift from 
when property owners listed cable TV 
as an amenity. 

“MDU owners, especially in newer 
developments, are offering broadband 
as an amenity,” Murphy says. “It has 
become a nice amenity for them as 
opposed to hanging a shingle with free 
cable on the front door.”

VARYING DEMOGRAPHICS
Greenlight’s services appeal to multiple 
demographic segments. They range 
from college students who attend 
Rochester Institute of Technology 
(RIT) to retirement-age residents in 
55-plus developments. 

Murphy says that “it comes down to 
the fact that the velocity of cord cutting 

continues to increase and people are 
looking to alternatives to the cable 
company for their broadband.”

For The Lodge, an off-campus RIT 
student housing complex located just 
minutes from campus, Greenlight 
provided 1 Gbps connections to each 
living unit. From there, each student 
room could access 100 Mbps. 

Leasing agents for The Lodge wore 
shirts that asked, “Can you gig it?” 

“They sold the place out, and it was 
a real success,” Murphy says. “We’re 
actually doing a couple more projects 
with RIT that will focus on gigabit to 
the unit.” 

A LOCAL FEEL
As service providers such as Greenlight 
Networks advance FTTH into  
more markets, they are helping boost 
the economies of the communities  
they serve. 

A recent Fiber Broadband 
Association study found that homes in 
neighborhoods with a fiber connection 
can see an increase in value up to 3.1 
percent, or $5,437, for the average home. 

Studies also show that homebuyers 
choose where to live based on access 
to high-speed internet service. A fiber 
connection from Greenlight makes 
a home and community stand out to 
potential buyers.

“We think fiber offers a lot of  
value for economic development,” 
Murphy says. 

For all that fiber connectivity 
brings, Greenlight has set its sights 
on keeping its presence local in every 
community it enters. 

Residents place door hangers to 
remind others in a community that 
Greenlight is present with FTTH. 
Greenlight’s marketing team works 
with neighborhood association 
meetings and other groups to increase 
its profile. 

“We’re trying to show we’re very 
local and act that way as best we can,” 
Murphy says. v

Sean Buckley is the associate editor of 
BroadBand Communities. He can be 
reached at sean@bbcmag.com.
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Small North Carolina Community 
Launches Network on Its Own 
Terms
After considering several ISPs, Cullasaja found the right partner to deliver high-speed, 
reliable internet.

By David Daugherty / Clarus Broadband

Cullasaja is a small residential 
community in Highlands, North 
Carolina, a town that sits on the 

Highlands-Cashiers Plateau high in the 
mountains of western North Carolina. The 
plateau is home to a number of residential 
communities such as Cullasaja, which are 
havens for southern residents eager to retreat 

from sweltering summers and find relief in cool 
mountain breezes. “Cullasaja is 10 to 15 degrees 
cooler than Atlanta, and maybe 20 degrees 
cooler than Miami,” observes Sid Nurkin, 
past president of the Cullasaja homeowners 
association (HOA). “It is a popular place for 
folks from Florida, Louisiana, Texas, Georgia 
and Alabama to escape the summer heat.” 

Nestled in Cullasaja is Cullasaja Club, a 
separate, membership-only club with an 18-
hole championship golf course, tennis courts, 
croquet courts, a wellness center and pool, and a 
clubhouse with multiple dining venues.

“Cullasaja is the first community on the 
plateau to offer fiber-to-the-home (FTTH) 
internet service to every home,” says Nurkin, 
chief broadband evangelist during the due 
diligence and fiber construction. Named 
CullasajaNet, the network is provided to 
residents as part of their annual HOA dues. 
It is wholly owned by the Cullasaja HOA and 
managed by BalsamWest FiberNET, a small, 
private internet service provider (ISP). 

CullasajaNet is an FTTH GPON system 
that currently provides residents with 250 
Mbps/50 Mbps and can be easily reconfigured 
to deliver up to 1 Gbps of symmetrical service. 
Residents enjoy a wide range of web-based 
communication and entertainment services, 
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including TV streaming, voice over 
Internet Protocol (VoIP) telephone, and 
home alarm and camera monitoring. 

The network is a real boon to the 
community, but launching it – on terms 
the community members were amenable 
to – was not a quick or easy process. 
This is the story of how it came to be. 

A FAMILIAR STORY
Cullasaja was built in the mid-1980s and 
now has about 287 homes. The original 
telecom provider, a predecessor of 
Northland Cable, was granted a 15-year 
easement to deliver cable television. 

“When they installed the 
infrastructure back in the ’80s, they 
didn’t put it in conduit, they direct 
buried the cable,” says Nurkin. “So, 
every time we had to repair the roads, 
we ended up cutting the cable.”

The original easement expired in 
2002, but the company continued to 
provide internet, television and VoIP 
telephone service over the original 
coaxial cable network. Frontier 
Communications also provided plain 
old telephone service (POTS) over 
twisted pair copper lines and a low-
speed DSL internet. Internet speeds 
available in the community ranged 
from 3 Mbps to a top of 25 Mbps. 
However, as the systems aged and 
were cut, spliced and degraded by the 
elements, service reliability dropped 
substantially. 

“Cullasaja residents were frustrated 
and often mad,” recalls Nurkin. 
“Before we installed fiber, you could 
walk into our clubhouse on any given 
day and find half a dozen people in the 
conference room trying to get to the 
internet using the club’s Wi-Fi because 
their home internet was down.” 

From the ISP’s perspective, there 
were too few subscribers in Cullasaja 
to justify investment in infrastructure. 
“The incumbent provider was 
looking at Cullasaja as a 300-home 
community,” says Nurkin. “It didn’t 
realize that for five to six months out of 
the year, the population on the plateau 
grows to more than 20,000.” 

The breaking point for Cullasaja 
came when a subcontractor cut the 
main feed for the clubhouse and 

administrative offices. “We called the 
service provider, and they installed 
a temporary service line across the 
clubhouse parking lot,” recalls Nurkin. 
“Every time a truck made a delivery  
to the clubhouse, the internet would  
go down.” 

At this point the HOA and the 
general manager could not find a 
suitable alternative to incumbent 
providers and finally decided to join  
the ranks of broadband DIYers. This 
was the beginning of a three-year 
education odyssey for the HOA. 
The ensuing parade of would-be 
service providers and the emotional 
rollercoaster for residents should serve 
as a warning to any community trying 
to solve the internet problem. The 
Cullasaja HOA and community were 
lucky – they had the financial resources 
and motivation needed to deploy fiber 
in their community. 

IF AT FIRST YOU DON’T 
SUCCEED
“We had a couple of objectives when 
we started the project,” recalls Nurkin. 
“First, we wanted to own the network. 
Second, we needed TV content since 
the mountainous terrain made satellite 
service unavailable to a large number 
of residents.” Before CullasajaNet 
launched, about 40 percent of the 
community relied on Northland 
Cable to provide video (with a limited 
number of high-definition channels) 
and the other 60 percent used DirecTV 
or DISH Network.

“When we started our due 
diligence, we thought we needed a new 
cable television provider,” says Nurkin. 
“We talked to all sorts of people for the 
first 12 months, just trying to figure 
out our options.”

Enter ISP #1. Cullasaja initially 
focused on video services, so the first 
prospective service provider in the door 
was a bulk satellite television provider. 
“This was a DirecTV distributor, and 
we were all excited,” recalls Nurkin. 
“The provider proposed the installation 
of the headend and satellite dishes at 
the clubhouse. Then all of a sudden, 
they stopped returning phone calls.” 
This was about the same time that 

DirecTV and AT&T started talking, 
and the distributor pulled out of 
discussions with Cullasaja. 

Enter ISP #2. The second prospective 
service provider the HOA engaged 
was a rural telephone company that 
provided residential broadband services, 
including high-definition television, to 
communities about 75 miles away. “We 
got pretty far down the path with these 
guys,” recalls Nurkin. “They proposed 
to come in and build a network that 
we would pay for and own, and they 
would provide content, including high-
definition television.” 

About halfway through 
negotiations, however, the prospective 
provider informed Cullasaja that 
it would build the network only if 
the HOA provided certain financial 
guarantees. “The real deal-killer was 
that it also imposed a transmission fee 
of several hundred thousand dollars 
annually,” says Nurkin. “We just 
couldn’t absorb that kind of expense.”

Enter ISP #3. Nurkin says that about 
the time the deal with ISP #2 fell 
apart, the town of Highlands had been 
talking to a nationally recognized 
service provider and suggested that 
Cullasaja join the discussion. “From 
the very first phone call, Cullasaja 
stipulated that it had to retain 
ownership of any network. We got all 
the way through a membership vote 
with 90 percent approval.” The club 
manager had never witnessed such a 
high membership vote of approval in 
his 20 years of managing clubs. 

However, when ISP #3 sent the 
proposed service agreement to the HOA, 
it detailed the design and installation 
of cable television services in a high-rise 
condominium, not a buried FTTH 
system. The word “fiber” appeared only 
once in the agreement. It also stipulated 
that ISP #3 would retain ownership of 
the network in perpetuity. Even after 
expiration of the service agreement, ISP 
#3 retained the right to solicit business 
in Cullasaja. When ISP #3 refused 
to change its position on ownership 
of the network, the HOA terminated 
discussions. This was a low point for 
Cullasaja residents and HOA officials. 
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“By this time, we had been working 
on this for close to three years, and 
I was actually pulling my hair out,” 
Nurkin says. 

Enter ISP #4. Northland Cable came 
back in and proposed to bring fiber 
into the entrance to the community, 
upgrade the legacy cable system, and 
provide residents with up to 100 Mbps 
of cable internet access. When asked 
about pulling fiber throughout the 
community, Northland explained that 
FTTH was not a supported service 
model. Cullasaja residents were out of 
luck yet again.

Enter ISP #5. “At that point, I picked 
up the phone and called a local company 
called BalsamWest FiberNET,” recalls 
Nurkin. BalsamWest is a privately 
owned company. Over the years, it built 
a 400-mile, redundant, self-healing 
internet backbone throughout the 
mountains of western North Carolina 
that provided commercial-grade services 
for institutional and governmental 
customers. It provides western North 
Carolina with multiple and diverse 
Tier-1 connections to the internet.

“When I first spoke with 
BalsamWest early in our due diligence, 
I learned it did not provide residential 
services,” Nurkin said. “So, after we had 
been through the bulk TV guys, the 
rural telephone company, and the ISP 
#3 disappointment, I called them back 
and explained that I was at my wits’ 

end and asked if they had any ideas.” 
BalsamWest said the timing of Nurkin’s 
call was perfect – the company had 
recently made the decision to launch its 
residential service offering. 

In January 2018, Cullasaja and 
BalsamWest began negotiating 
a contract for the design and 
construction of an underground 
FTTH network and for BalsamWest 
to provide bulk internet services over 
that network. “We were in a very 
fortunate position,” recalls Nurkin. 
“We had substantial financial reserves 
and could basically pay for the network 
and then replace the reserves over time. 
BalsamWest had shovels in the ground 
at the end of September of 2018.”

CULLASAJANET LAUNCHES
BalsamWest designed and installed 
the fiber optic network along the 
roadways, installed all field electronics 
and the headend, and used Cullasaja 
landscaping personnel to install all 
the fiber drops to the homes. “Since 
this was BalsamWest’s first residential 
deployment, we both learned how to 
build a residential service,” Nurkin 
says. “The BalsamWest service 
agreement included performance 
criteria that enables Cullasaja to 
terminate services if BalsamWest ever 
fails to meet the performance criteria. It 
was the contract we wanted.” 

“Because this was a bulk service 
agreement, Cullasaja was not a 

significant departure from our 
commercial service model, and we  
were all excited about our first 
residential deployment,” notes 
BalsamWest’s business development 
director, Ryan Sherby.

Sherby says that the most significant 
decision they made was choosing their 
construction contractor. BalsamWest 
outsourced fiber construction to 
McClure’s Communications out of 
Murphy, North Carolina. “We have a 
long working relationship with them,” 
says Sherby, “and they have a great 
deal of experience with mountainous 
terrain.” McClure’s used a variety of 
construction methodologies during 
the Cullasaja deployment, including 
microtrenching with flowable epoxy 
and directional boring. 

“Cullasaja takes great pride in 
their landscaping, and the grounds are 
gorgeous. So, we had to go in with a 
light hand,” recalls Sherby. McClure’s 
understood the importance of working 
with the community to maintain the 
landscaping and to keep disruptions 
to existing utilities to a minimum 
and executed flawlessly. It always used 
microtrenching for road cross connects. 

Cullasaja had a superb relationship 
with BalsamWest before construction 
began. The network is all underground, 
and BalsamWest had to drill through an 
enormous amount of rock. “Whenever 
you start something like this, you 
hope things work out perfectly and 

BalsamWest designed and installed the fiber optic network along the roadways. 
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are surprised when they actually do,” 
Nurkin says. “Our project came out as 
close to perfect as we could expect, and 
we are very happy with BalsamWest.” 

“The contract signed in mid-
August, deployment completed, and 
services lit by May 30, 2019,” recalls 
Terri McElroy, CEO at BalsamWest. 

“We broke ground sometime in 
September and never looked back.” 

Curb to the residence drops turned 
out to be the most problematic element 

PROVIDING BROADBAND TO UNDERSERVED MARKETS

One of the most persistent problems in the broadband 
industry is the lack of suitable broadband service 
offerings in underserved markets. This problem has 
grown even more acute with the rapid increase in 
use of the internet in human commerce, especially 
telemedicine and education. 

In the October 2018 issue of BroadBand Communities, 
I explored the mission-critical role for broadband in 
master-planned communities (www.bbcmag.com/
multifamily-broadband/broadband-do-it-yourselfers). 
Specifically, I discussed how master-planned 
community developers address the need for “utility-
class” broadband in new developments. 

The basic problem is that the development and 
maintenance of communications infrastructure is 
typically not within real estate developers’ areas of 
expertise. Faced with a deluge of new technology, an 
ever-increasing appetite for bandwidth, and a lack of 
acceptable service alternatives, developers have been 
exploring different ways of sourcing bandwidth for new 
communities. Many ISPs struggling with diminishing 
profit margins and an increasingly unhappy customer 
base are not investing in new community infrastructure. 
They are shifting business priorities to 5G backhaul for 
larger cellular service providers. 

SERVICE MODELS
Over the years, ISPs have used a variety of service 
models to address demand in a rapidly evolving 
marketplace. This began with a one-size-fits-all 
retail service model for basic internet services that 
evolved from POTS. It has evolved into a robust, living 
communications system with tentacles in every aspect 
of human commerce. 

In the first significant departure from the retail 
service model, ISPs used third-party-managed services 
subcontractors to address specialized markets. A good 
example of managed services is in student housing. 
Student housing is characterized by very high turnover 
(most students move in and out at least twice a year), 
high device counts (typically eight to 10 devices for each 
subscriber) and high bandwidth consumption. Student 
housing is among the most challenging broadband 
service markets in existence. 

From a purely technical perspective, any time you 
put several thousand bandwidth-consuming devices 

on a single network, existing residential retail service 
models fail. It turns out that the device-centric demand 
for bandwidth and access to the internet in student 
housing is a good foundation for next-generation 
internet of things (IoT) services.

The next evolutionary phase for internet service 
models emerged to address differences in the business 
model (and the cost of fiber deployment) for ISPs and 
real estate developers. Real estate developers cannot 
always depend on retail or managed service models 
to deliver utility-quality broadband to residents. As a 
result, many of them have partnered with ISPs to form 
in-house broadband companies (IBCs). 

Although IBCs solve the access and service stability 
problems for master planned communities (MPCs), 
they often are too expensive for smaller existing 
communities in underserved markets. Underserved 
markets are created when incumbent service providers 
cannot achieve minimal return on investment (ROI) 
for investments in infrastructure. There are too few 
customers in a neighborhood to justify the cost of 
retrofitting existing (brownfield) infrastructure. 

This is where rural broadband cooperatives and 
public/private partnerships (the fourth business 
model) come into focus. The foundation of any 
successful broadband service model can be achieved in 
underserved markets in several ways. 

• Providers can expand the number of subscribers 
in a target market to a point where expected take 
rates achieve minimum acceptable ROI. This can be 
done within a single community or by aggregating 
smaller, separate but physically adjacent 
communities. 

• Providers can secure some form of bulk service 
agreement or service exclusivity within the target 
market that restricts competitive overbuilding. This 
protects investors until the initial capital outlay 
required to deploy infrastructure has been repaid 
by expanding the service market to include several 
smaller underserved communities and by securing 
some kind of exclusive service period. 

The most common problem in the deployment of 
rural broadband is funding. In an upcoming article we 
will explore how deployment costs change once an 
underserved region has been seeded. 
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of construction because most of the 
homes are nestled into a mature 
forest. “It’s a gorgeous community,” 
observes BalsamWest sales executive 
Jason Maples. “They really take a lot 
of pride in the grounds, so most of the 
fiber drops had to be hand dug, and 
many of them made their way through 
rhododendron understory.” Because of 
geographic barriers and the inability to 
follow the driveway, the path of least 
resistance from curb to home was often 
very difficult. 

Before construction began, the 
HOA sent all residents a questionnaire 
asking where they wanted the router 
located within their home and what 
type of home Wi-Fi they had. The 
questionnaire asked other questions 
pertinent to planning for speedy in-
home set-up. When residents started 
showing up in May for the summer, 
they were greeted by a BalsamWest 
technician who promptly installed their 
preconfigured router as directed. Many 
residents used this as an opportunity to 
upgrade their in-home Wi-Fi systems to 
mesh networking systems.

KEEP IT SIMPLE 
At some point during the process, the 
HOA elected to keep things simple and 
drop the TV service. “We realized that 
over-the-top television was the future,” 
Nurkin says. “I’ve been streaming 
personally for six or eight years, and I 
love it.”

Losing TV service certainly 
simplified the service agreement, 
but it presented the HOA with 
another problem. “I think I’m pretty 
sophisticated about streaming,” observes 
Nurkin. “But we knew many residents 
would require a fair amount of coaching 
and handholding about streaming 
devices and live TV services.” 

The HOA conducted a series of 
weekly seminars before and after the 
network went live. “We would gather 
in the clubhouse for a streaming 
class,” Nurkin says. “Some of the 
people would come in three or four 
times. It was fun because many of our 
neighbors were self-professed Luddites 
who wanted to learn how to hook up a 
Roku and log on. We showed them the 

popular streaming devices and five or 
six different live TV streaming services 
with different features.”

BalsamWest worked closely with the 
HOA and helped host these customer 
education seminars. “I can tell you 
anecdotally that when we conducted 
these town halls, the residents were 
very excited about all of the web-based 
streaming services,” recalls Maples.

THE DEFINITION OF 
SUCCESS
“Anytime you see a technology-averse 
75-year-old excited about learning 
how to stream television on a Roku 
device, you know you did something 
right,” Nurkin says. “Since we deployed 
CullasajaNet, I can’t walk from one end 
of the clubhouse to the other without 
someone telling me how great the 
internet service is and how they have 
really adapted to streaming live TV.”

After only three months of service 
under their belts, the contrast of service 
experience pre- and post-deployment 
is very pronounced. All the residents 
are streaming or learning to stream 
television and are being introduced to 
VoIP telephone services. 

“Internet is our latest utility,” 
observes Nurkin. “We are providing 
250 megabits of bandwidth to every 
household, whether they want it or  
not. We also provide water and sewer, 
and all utilities are included in their 
HOA dues.”

FEEDBACK
From a business perspective, one of 
the more important aspects of any 
business is proactive feedback. As a 
matter of fact, any business without 
feedback is unpredictable. In the case 
of CullasajaNet, feedback for internet 
services takes the form of a residential 
town hall meeting – essentially 
Tupperware parties for the digital era.

The HOA also assembled a list of 
tech-savvy residents who are willing to 
help their neighbors learn streaming or 
upgrade their in-home Wi-Fi. “Aside 
from the fact that we have a wonderful 
new internet utility, it’s a great way 
to get to know your neighbors and 
build a better sense of community,” 
Nurkin says. “I’m on the list and have 
already visited a couple dozen homes to 

help people improve in-home wireless 
coverage and connect their stuff.”

IMPROVED PROPERTY VALUE
One unexpected benefit for Cullasaja 
has been its emergence as a “telehood.” 
“It is currently the only fiber-connected 
community on the plateau,” Nurkin 
says. “We also have a growing number 
of new residents who want to live in a 
beautiful community in the mountains 
with great amenities and robust 
internet access typically found in more 
urban areas.” 

FTTH has helped Cullasaja become 
one of the hottest communities in the 
North Carolina mountains. “Other 
communities on the plateau are 
trying to replicate our infrastructure,” 
observes Nurkin. “Most of these 
communities don’t have a core group of 
residents with the time and technical 
acumen to mount a three-year 
campaign required to sell it within the 
community and make sure it works.”

Given the time and cost required 
to retrofit an existing community, 
Cullasaja feels it has a significant head 
start over neighboring communities. 
“We were fortunate in having a core 
group that did most of the heavy 
lifting, and now we feel we’ve got a 
lead of a couple of years. This gives us a 
marketing advantage in our real estate 
operations. Our inventory of homes 
for sale is at its lowest point in years 
because homes sell very quickly in our 
community now,” says Nurkin. 

With the striking physical beauty 
of the North Carolina mountains 
and connection to the world through 
high-speed internet, Cullasaja is an 
ideal place to live, work and play. 
Cullasaja homeowners are very proud 
of their internet. “Bottom line,” Nurkin 
concludes, “this project has taken us 
from a 1986 era to being a ‘with it’ 
community today.” 

Special thanks to Sid Nurkin and 
the Cullasaja community for sharing 
this story. v

David Daugherty is the chairman and 
co-founder of Clarus Broadband. Clarus 
is dedicated to the development and 
marketing of broadband in underserved 
markets. Contact David at david@
clarusbroadband.com. 
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Lumos Finds Success in  
MDU Strategy Inside and  
Outside Its ILEC Footprint 
Before building out new properties, the telco secures commitments from developers 
and homeowners associations.

By Sean Buckley / Broadband Communities 

As Lumos Networks advances its fiber-to-
the-home (FTTH) rollout, the service 
provider is targeting new multiple-

dwelling-unit developments (MDUs) inside 
and outside its ILEC footprint. For smaller 
providers such as Lumos, the MDU drive is 
about achieving a simple goal: diversifying its 
revenue streams. 

Lumos has captured many MDUs, 
commercial businesses and mixed-use 
developments and now presents itself as a 
service provider prior to a new development’s 
breaking ground. 

MDU construction is on an upswing. 
According to “A Boon for Network Deployers: 
MDU Construction Reaches New Heights” 
(page 42), about 424,000 new units are 
expected to start construction in 2019.

“It’s got to make business sense,” says 
David Smith, senior director of operations and 
planning for Lumos. “Outside our footprint, we 
have to get a commitment from a developer or a 
homeowners association to build fiber to them.” 

Smith adds that the ongoing desire by 
consumers and businesses for broadband is 
driving more requests for MDU FTTH service. 

“We have had more success with apartment 
MDU complexes in the past 12 months than 

we have had in the previous five to six years,” 
Smith says. “This is mainly because developers 
understand that the need for broadband  
has grown.” 

The home of Liberty University, Lynchburg, 
Virginia, has experienced a rise in new 
multifamily apartment building developments. 

“Our biggest market for MDUs is 
Lynchburg,” Smith says. “Apartment complexes 
are popping up all over the place.”

COUPLING RESIDENTIAL MDU, 
BUSINESS OPPORTUNITIES
As it pursues small to medium business (SMB) 
service opportunities, Lumos looks to hit 
existing nearby MDU locations. 

These scenarios could include an MDU 
located near an SMB or a business that resides in 
a mixed-use building with residential units. 

“As we build fiber to these businesses, we try 
to pick up what’s along the route,” Smith says. 
“So, if there’s an MDU or future growth, we go 
and build capacity to support that long-term.”

Smith adds that the presence of a business 
and an MDU in one area helps build a fiber 
business case. This is because the service provider 
can leverage network infrastructure such as poles, 
rights of way, and other materials. 
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“It’s one of those areas where the 
MDU has its own stance, and we have 
our small business segment,” he says. 
“There are definitely cases where we 
try to make them both work out, or if 
there’s one side that can’t support the 
business model, we can combine the 
two opportunities.” 

ACCOMMODATING 
BUILDING DIVERSITY
Not all MDUs are alike, so Lumos 
takes steps to accommodate the unique 
characteristics of each building.  

“In our footprint and outside our 
footprint, some customers may have 
only Cat 3 wiring inside,” Smith says. 
“What we have done for those types of 
buildings is bring fiber to the building’s 
entry point. The customer will then 
rely mainly on Wi-Fi to distribute 
bandwidth to users.”

For example, Lumos is bringing 
FTTH to an MDU customer that has 
two use cases: expanding an existing 
complex and building a new location.

In the first, Lumos will bring fiber 
into the building, and the customer 
will carry the data signals over the 
existing Cat 5 and Cat 6 wiring. In the 
other use case, Lumos will bring fiber 
to each unit. 

For the expanded MDU, “we’ll put 
a device on the side of the building or 
a telecom closet, and the customer will 
run the existing Cat 5 cabling to this 
location,” Smith says. “With the new 
location, we’re going to install fiber in 
each of the units, which is a physical 
design change we have made.” 

ENHANCING WI-FI REACH, 
VISIBILITY
Wireline technology is only one 
element of Lumos’ MDU fiber network 
strategy. The service provider is 
improving the Wi-Fi experience for 
MDU residents and businesses.

To alleviate Wi-Fi interference 
issues, Lumos has implemented the 
AirTies Wireless Networks Wi-Fi 
solution. The AirTies Managed Mesh 
System runs an intelligent routing 
algorithm that calculates the best path 

from a consumer’s wireless client to any 
source with fast recovery to resolve real-
time network changes. 

Whether a consumer lives in an 
apartment building or a single-family 
home, AirTies Interference Avoidance 
technology ensures the system uses 
the least busy frequency channel and 
optimizes wireless airtime. 

“We spent a lot of time evaluating 
Wi-Fi,” Smith says. “It has been the 
main source for people to access 
the internet, but in MDUs we have 
congestion.” 

By gaining visibility into the Wi-Fi 
performance across an MDU or a 
single-family home, Lumos gains two 
benefits: lower operational costs and an 
additional revenue source. 

“We decided in 2015 to own the 
whole home versus stopping at the 

traditional demarcation point [on the 
side of a home or an apartment],” he 
says. “We started implementing the 
residential gateways where we could 
see into the home network and went to 
more sophisticated Wi-Fi.”

Lumos can take advantage of 
new Wi-Fi networking technologies, 
including the emerging 802.11ax 
standard. Known as Wi-Fi 6, 802.11ax 
is designed to provide connectivity in 
locations with hundreds or thousands 
of connected devices such as stadiums 
and other public venues, as well as 
corporate networks utilizing time-
sensitive, high-bandwidth applications. 

“Whenever you’re pushing 1 Gbps 
to the premises or higher, you can 
offer a strong signal, but does it offer 
the throughput?” Smith asks. “That’s 
one of the reasons why we have held 

FIBER BROADBAND RAISES MDU VALUES

When MDU owners and developers agree to let a provider equip their 
buildings with fiber, they can raise the property values. Recent research 
from RVA and BroadbandNow illustrates how powerful fiber-based 
broadband is for a multifamily property. 

RVA revealed that high-speed broadband, which usually means fiber-
based services, adds 2 percent to the value of a condo and 8 percent to 
the rental price of an apartment. However, only 40 percent of MDU owners 
and renters are prompted by property owners/sellers about internet 
connectivity. 

Likewise, BroadbandNow found in a survey that nearly 50 percent of 
all apartment hunters would be willing to pay more for ultra-high-speed 
internet connections via fiber. 

Nearly half of the survey respondents said they would pay more for 
an apartment where fiber-based broadband was available. Interestingly, 
for apartment dwellers who already have fiber, 35 percent said that they 
would be willing to pay an additional $50 per month to continue using  
fiber for internet access.

For buildings that have only Cat 3 wiring 
inside, Lumos brings fiber to the entry point. 
The customer then relies mainly on Wi-Fi to 
distribute bandwidth to users.
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off on anything new on the wireless 
side – because we’re at that stage where 
802.11ax is going to be available.” 

Looking forward, Lumos plans to 
pursue opportunities to equip whole 
properties with Wi-Fi. 

With Wi-Fi 6, MDU broadband 
customers will be able to get Wi-Fi not 
only in their living units but also by the 
pool or along an adjacent walking trail.
MDU developers have been extending 
their Wi-Fi service ranges to other parts 
of their properties to stand out in the 
crowded rental market. 

“What we see with new 
developments is walking trails,” Smith 
says. “We’re looking into new solutions 
where you can blanket a whole property 
with Wi-Fi to get internet services.” 

FIBER CONVERSION OPENS 
NEW OPPORTUNITIES
Lumos’ MDU buildout, particularly 
in its own territory, is clearly 
complemented by converting aging 
copper plant to fiber. To date, the service 
provider has overbuilt 50 percent of its 
traditional customers with fiber. 

Larger telcos such as Verizon have 
faced ongoing customer issues with 
copper to fiber replacement. Rolling a 
truck to visit a customer premises to 
rectify an issue results in lost time  
and money. 

Copper, unlike fiber, can degrade 
over time and cause issues for 
traditional DSL and even phone lines. 

“Every year, that copper gets older 
and is out in the weather longer,” Smith 
says. “So, we definitely try to go after 
areas that we know about from our 
trouble ticket history or from staff. We 
try to build a better solution for our 
customers in these places.” 

But connectivity is only one part of 
the story. 

By targeting MDUs with fiber, 
Lumos can ratchet up additional 
revenue growth streams from IPTV 
and streaming video applications. A 
fiber connection will easily handle an 
array of over-the-top video streaming 
services such as Netflix, Hulu, Amazon 
and others. 

“We see that we need an avenue for 
other growth, and that’s why the edge-
out strategy is big for us,” Smith says. 
“We’re searching for different avenues 
to continue to grow the business.” 

Unlike other large telcos that have 
abandoned their facilities-based video 
service plans, Lumos sees IPTV as 
a sticky service that most customers 
bundle with a broadband connection. 
Today, 98 percent of Lumos’ video 
customers have broadband. 

“We felt that we would see a loss 
if we got out of the video business,” 
Smith says. “With that we said, if we’re 
going to stay in the video business, we 
want to offer the best solution we can.” 

Lumos realizes that consumer 
video consumption habits continue to 
favor streaming solutions. The service 
provider will launch a streaming video 
solution later this year. 

“Streaming video is another avenue 
for us to offer a good solution for 
customers, which I hope will put us on 
an upward revenue track in a segment 
that’s stagnated,” Smith says. “This 
video solution will be app-based and 
can be played on Amazon Stick, Apple 
TV and Android phones, so it supports 
the bring-your-own-device movement.” 

EYEING 10G AND BEYOND
Today, 1 Gbps is cited as a top 
broadband speed, but Lumos is looking 
to stay ahead of its competition by 
bringing fiber directly into the living 
units. Having fiber in every MDU unit 

allows it to support an array of services, 
including residential 10G speeds. 

“If we get in early with the 
developer, we’ll take our fiber into 
each individual unit,” Smith says. 
“That means if we want to upgrade the 
infrastructure to support 10G, we don’t 
have to mess with the internal wiring.” 

The timing could not be better 
as Lumos’ chief competitors, Shentel 
and Comcast, have been expanding 
DOCSIS 3.1 and FTTH into MDUs 
in the same territories. 

For instance, Shentel recently 
issued a job posting for an MDU 
account executive who will be charged 
with building out its new Glo Fiber 
subsidiary’s market position within the 
MDU vertical. Meanwhile, Xfinity 
Communities continues to extend 
Wi-Fi and other broadband services 
into MDUs. 

For Lumos, 10G momentum is 
rising, particularly with business 
customers. 

Earlier this year, Lumos announced 
that it is leveraging ADTRAN’s 
10G fiber access portfolio to provide 
10G fiber services for small business 
customers. This will address what Lumos 
says are growing bandwidth demands 
from municipalities, higher education 
facilities and teaching hospitals, financial 
services companies, government and 
small business customers.

Initially, Lumos will offer business 
customers tiered symmetrical speed 
profiles of 2, 4 and 8 Gbps. Lumos’ 
customers include seven to eight 
businesses, including a few schools, IT 
consulting and a medical call center. 

“Our gigabit products have 
picked up steam recently because our 
customers weren’t ready for that type 
of service,” Smith says. “If you asked a 
customer if [its] network can support 
more than a 1 Gbps handoff, the 
majority of our customers’ equipment 
stopped at 1 Gbps.” v

Sean Buckley is the associate editor of 
BroadBand Communities. He can be 
reached at sean@bbcmag.com.

To boost revenue and continue to grow its 
business, Lumos plans to launch an app-based 
streaming video solution later this year.
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A Boon for Network Deployers: 
MDU Construction Reaches  
New Heights
Private construction of multiple-dwelling-unit apartments is hitting a new record this 
year, with about 424,000 units expected. 

By Steven S. Ross / Broadband Communities

Powered by market demand among 
young professionals and empty nesters, 
construction of multiple-dwelling-

unit (MDU) apartments by non-government 
builders continued to set records this year, with 
about 424,000 new units expected to start 
in 2019. The surge, about 30,000 over 2018, 
is due in part to fewer young families able to 
qualify for mortgages. But new construction 
techniques – in particular, nationwide adoption 
of wood-framed, sprinklered construction for 
MDUs – has played an important role as well. 
The new buildings go up faster, and at a cost per 
square foot of typically only 65 percent of older 
concrete- or steel-framed construction.

National building codes limit the new 
construction to five inhabited floors, which 
may or may not be placed on top of parking 
garages or commercial space. Although the bulk 
of the new construction is aimed at the current 
rental market, construction quality and design 
features often anticipate eventual conversion 
to condominiums. Even in MDUs meant for 
the college dorm market, typical units have 
one or two bedrooms. Configurations of the 
buildings range from simple blocks to U-shaped 
and T-shaped. Façade treatments, balconies 
and parking vary widely by region and even by 
building lot in the same city.

The construction growth is quite stable. 
More than 300,000 new, privately developed 
apartments (in more than 10,000 buildings) 
have been started in the United States each year 
since 2014. All this offers extra opportunities 
for broadband deployers, especially smaller 
deployers seeking to exploit the lower per-
apartment deployment costs for MDUs.

The bounty is widespread. Though more 
than half of all new MDUs are being built in 
the South, 297 metropolitan statistical areas 
(MSAs) – or almost three-quarters of all MSAs 
across the country – saw construction permitting 
of at least one MDU with at least five units. 
There were 67 MSAs with more than 1,000 new 
MDUs authorized in 2018. The biggest gains are 
noted in the table on p. 45, but all 297 MSAs 
with MDU construction are listed in the digital 
edition of BroadBand Communities.

Local-government construction permits 
were issued in 2018 for 420,864 units in 13,976 
separate buildings – an average of 30 units per 
MDU. The data on housing starts and permitting 
comes from the U.S. Census Bureau.

The Bureau does not report detailed data at 
the city level for housing starts but does report 
them for permits issued (see tables). It also 
reports regional data less completely than it 
does national data.
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These new MDUs are indeed all 
getting broadband networks and for 
good reason. As researcher Michael 
Render of RVA LLC consistently 
reports in his market surveys, 
broadband is the most sought-after 
amenity among renters and prospective 
buyers. However, about half of new 
MDUs are still built with copper 
broadband infrastructure rather than 
far more robust fiber-based systems 
that take up less building space for 
equipment rooms and risers, and 
usually cost less to deploy. 

Render reports that a very high 

percentage of residents – about 60 
percent – occasionally work from 
home, but it is unclear from census 
data how many households or dwelling 
units are occupied by residents working 
only from home. Do both members of a 
household tend to work at home? Only 
one? Is the pattern different for couples 
than for young workers sharing living 
space to split the rent? Is the “gig” (job, 
not bandwidth) part-time or full-time? 

Render also says a fifth of all 
families run a business from home –  
up from just 9 percent in 2010 
(12 percent of residents with fiber 

connections that year). Is the home 
business a small added income or a 
major part of family income? 

The best advice is for MDU owners 
and managers to survey the needs of 
their tenants and prospective tenants. 
What is absolutely clear is that home-
based workers need fast, reliable, 
symmetrical broadband.

NEW PRODUCTS FOR MDU 
DEPLOYMENTS
Vendors now offer new products to 
make MDU fiber deployments ever-
cheaper to implement. The fiber itself 

DATA UNCERTAINTIES

Large builders and deployers are well aware that 
national and regional real estate trends are not usually 
mirrored exactly in local markets. They also are aware 
that local radio, TV and newspapers tend to report only 
aggregate national numbers for all housing starts. Right 
now, the aggregate number is more than 1.4 million 
housing starts a year. More than two of every three new 
units are single-family homes, and much of that is to 
replace old housing that has fallen into disrepair or is in 
locations where populations are declining. 

The data are collected by private contractors hired by 
the U.S. Census Bureau. But there are 40,000 communities 
in the United States, and not all of them require 
construction permits. So the Census Bureau inflates the 
numbers it collects by 3.3 percent in its national reports.

In many states, large developments are built outside 
city or town borders in unincorporated areas and then 
folded into those communities once construction 
is finished. Thus, although nationally the number of 
units completed tends to be about 7 percent below 
the number started, the number of dwelling units 
completed is sometimes larger in a given location. 
That has not been the case for the past few years, 
however. In addition, MDU completions have tended 
to be successful at a higher rate in the past few years – 
closer to a 3 or 4 percent drop from starts. That is due in 
part to the lower cost and faster construction cycle of 
prefabricated, wood-framed MDUs.

For clarity, the charts do not include the small 
number of housing units in buildings with two, three or 
four apartments – 10,000 to 12,000 units a year for the 
past decade. There ended up being 421,000 five-plus 
unit MDUs permitted (usually with a building permit 
but sometimes with just financing in place) in 2018, but 

monthly data projections showed significantly higher 
and lower permitting rates. Weather and local seasonal 
patterns tend to account for much of this variation. The 
2017 data, for instance, totaled 343,000, revised down 
from 352,000. We predicted an average annual rate of 
MDU starts in 2018 at 395,000, and we underestimated 
by only 1,500 units. The 2018 MDU start rate was up 13 
percent from 2017. Our prediction for 2019 is almost 8 
percent above 2018.

There are also regional variations, and those are 
reported about a year late by the Census Bureau. The 
Bureau does not break out number of units in very small 
MDUs – those of four or fewer units – in the regional 
data, but it does in the MSA-level data. 

MDUs, as one might expect, tend to be small in 
rural areas, but in rural population centers of fewer 
than 50,000 people, garden and dwelling-above-
store apartments are not uncommon and are easy to 
service with broadband, as long as the community 
itself is well connected to the outside world. MDUs 
that are non-residential – hotels, hospitals and 
dormitories – are more common in the South, as are 
retirement communities in rural areas, even though 
rural populations have declined more in the South than 
elsewhere since 2010. The South has more counties 
where retirement or vacation housing is dominant than 
any other region.

Small regional and local broadband carriers move 
quickly to take advantage of opportunities presented 
by new residential construction. Local carriers do not 
usually need the census to tell them what is going on 
in their own communities. To take advantage of local 
opportunities, national property owners and managers 
need to strengthen connections to local carriers.
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is now thinner and more flexible. 
Connections rarely require fusion 
splicing, so deployments are faster  
and require less skilled labor. Workers 
can pull fiber inside and simply strip off 
the weather shielding.

Hubs are smaller, making fiber 
easier to deploy and maintain with 
standardized trays and simple but 

effective gaskets that allow easier 
maintenance. 

Many deployments now combine 
copper (often in the form of Cat 5 cable) 
with various broadband technologies. 
They include wireless, G.fast, satellite, 
DOCSIS 3.1 and true, all-fiber, passive 
optical networks terminating at the 
property line, attic or basement.

THE RENTAL TRAP
The national percentage of owner-
occupied dwelling units has fallen 
from its peak of nearly 70 percent in 
2008 to 63 percent today. Nevertheless, 
single-family housing starts are rising 
even faster than MDU starts. Mortgage 
interest rates are near historic lows. 
But young, first-time buyers and those 
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who lost their homes to foreclosure 
or short sales in the recession still 
have great difficulty finding mortgage 
lenders. This pushes demand for rental 
housing, so rental costs are rising faster 
than income. As a result, the number 
of people who share apartments and 
houses has increased – complicating 
marketing for network deployers, but 
increasing the demand for broadband 
services in any one apartment. 

Deployers may wish to take some 
credit risks, however, as many young 
tenants buy only internet broadband 
– a high-margin sale for deployers. 
Because the profit margin for old-style 
linear video content is so low and 
deployers would lose money on video 
service if residents default on their 
payments, the new reality of over-the-
top content often looks attractive in 
modern MDU settings. 

There has been an increase in the 
number of households offered bulk 
services through building owners and 
managers. That is, broadband costs 
are treated as part of the rent rather 
than billed as a separate fee. This saves 
residents money, cuts deployer operating 
costs, and puts building owners on the 
hook for the fees. But some owners and 
managers worry about adding bulk fees 
to rents that are already rising.

Bulk reduces tenant broadband 
choice and induces many to take 

only the bulk package, with no 
extras. Instead, residents – especially 
younger residents – buy their content 
directly through over-the-top services 
from Amazon, Netflix, Apple and a 
constellation of other providers. 

That in turn requires buildings  
or broadband deployers to spend on 
good wireless infrastructure – Wi-Fi 
and cellular.

Tenant churn creates a hidden cost 
for MDU deployers. Unrelated people 
renting an apartment together are 
particularly unstable tenant groups even 
when each individual tenant has a good 
income. As tenants move in and out of 
apartments and swap housing partners, 
the actual monthly broadband revenue 
earned by deployers tends to stay close to 
the lower, promotional price. 

No longer can deployers depend on 
higher revenues from tenants who have 
completed promotional terms, because 
fewer of them do. What’s the penalty? 
From 12 to 30 percent of “full price” 
revenue – and the 12 percent revenue 
loss, typical for short promo periods  
of three to six months, can eat all of  
the profit. BroadBand Communities 
offers free monthly cash flow models  
to help you do your own calculation. 
Look for Monthly Revenues (Tool 
4) or Monthly Cash Flow (Tool 5) at 
FTTHAnalyzer.com to download cash 

flow models and instructions for using 
or modifying them.

Expect the bias toward rentals 
to continue for several more years, 
even though interest rates remain low 
and seem to be falling worldwide, 
including in the United States. The 
Federal Reserve Bank (FRB) started 
to reduce the money supply five years 
ago by reducing its balance sheet, 
but has stopped. When the recession 
started in 2008, the FRB had about 
$800 billion in assets. That figure grew 
sixfold to about $4.5 trillion as the FRB 
bought up lower-quality assets (mainly 
bonds) – a process called “quantitative 
easing.” The money it spent went into 
circulation, but the assets it carried on its 
books could also be borrowed against by 
other banks. Today, the balance sheet is 
still almost $4 trillion. But each dollar 
gets spent only about 1.4 times in a year 
– the lowest level since the 1930s. 

All this puts smaller local banks in 
a quandary. If they can’t raise interest 
rates beyond what the FRB posts, they 
will tend to avoid lending long-term 
either to individuals or to capital-
intensive businesses. And no businesses 
are more dependent on 15- to 20-year 
financing than network deployers.

The scarcity of long-term capital 
has enticed MDU developers – who 
typically finance with interest-only 
loans that are rolled over every five 

Metropolitan Statistical Area, Ranked 
by Number of New Privately-Funded 
MDU Housing Units Permitted, 2018

Total 1 Unit 2 Units 3-4 Units 5+ Units 5+ Units, 
Structures

Average 
MDU Units/ 

Structure

New York-Newark-Jersey City, NJ-NY 49,692 11,077 1,682 1,061 35,872 1,120 32

Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX 63,893 36,832 354 484 26,223 617 43

Seattle-Tacoma-Bellevue, WA 28,186 9,134 632 824 17,596 388 45

Los Angeles-Long Beach-Anaheim, CA 29,524 10,042 1,528 522 17,432 506 34

Houston-The Woodlands-Sugar Land, TX 57,288 40,321 254 106 16,607 410 41

San Francisco-Oakland-Hayward, CA 17,421 4,048 154 259 12,960 219 59

Austin-Round Rock, TX 30,035 17,030 100 65 12,840 371 35

Atlanta-Sandy Springs-Roswell, GA 39,441 26,506 98 87 12,750 253 50

Orlando-Kissimmee-Sanford, FL 28,882 16,455 246 59 12,122 309 39

Washington-Arlington-Alexandria, DC-VA 25,757 13,588 94 38 12,037 187 64

Residential permits issued in 2018 in 10 MSAs. These are all MSAs with permits for at least 12,000 dwelling units in MDUs of five units or more. See the 
online version of this article for a longer table showing data for 297 MSAs. Source: U.S. Census Bureau.
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years – to finance network builds 
themselves. Will that continue? And 
what happens now that the federal 
deficit has ballooned to almost 25 
percent of the federal budget this year? 

Does the increased money supply 
and moderate interest rate make up for 
the federal government beginning to 
crowd out local borrowers? There are 
models to predict the answers to these 
questions. I have been attending FRB 
meetings on these subjects in Boston 
and New York – meetings that usually 
have Nobel Prize economists at the 
table. The verdict: The models have 
never been tested with money swings of 
this size. This is not comforting.

The general feeling is that a mild 
recession, not deep (banks are not 
in danger of collapsing) but long, 
could begin in late 2020. The federal 
government has been running such 
a high deficit in good times that it 
has little wiggle room to stimulate an 
economy that may fall. In addition, 

the rest of the world is facing much 
the same problem. For deployers, that 
means caution – and caution means 
paying greater attention to MDU 
deployments, where margins are high.

THE FUTURE 
Immigration policy is in flux, and net 
immigration is supposedly falling. 
Refugee flow gets most of the attention, 
but while refugee admissions have been 
cut substantially on a percentage basis, 
legal immigration other than refugees 
and asylum-seekers is much larger (more 
than 1 million a year). The White House 
announced an annual cap of 30,000 
refugees for fiscal 2019, just ended and 
18,000 for next year, down substantially 
from the modern peak year of 108,000 
in 2017. It has asked for changes in the 
broader flow as well. Before the refugee 
policy change, the Census Bureau 
estimated that all net population growth 
in the United States after 2020 would  
be from net immigration, whatever  

the level might be. Population growth 
from 2017 to 2018 was 0.62 percent, the 
lowest in 80 years. Half of that was  
from immigration.

Changing the growth outlook 
would have major implications for 
housing construction of all kinds. But 
the impact probably would be greatest 
for residential MDU demand, and thus 
construction. There would be fewer 
construction jobs, fewer opportunities 
for broadband deployers, and a smaller 
economy overall. v

Editor-at-large Steve Ross can be reached 
at steve@bbcmag.com.

A table ranking MDU permits 
for 297 MSAs is available in the 
digital edition of this article at 

www.bbcmag.com.
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Providing the Whole Broadband 
Experience 
Even in a gigabit world, it takes more than great internet speed to keep MDU residents 
happy.

As president of Choice Property 
Resources, Mike Coco negotiates and 
manages ancillary services for mid-

sized property owners nationwide. Recently, 
BroadBand Communities had the opportunity 
to interview Coco about how property owners 
can provide residents with the technological 
amenities they demand. Following are 
highlights of our conversation.

BROADBAND COMMUNITIES: According to 
many surveys, MDU residents consider good 
broadband a top priority when renting or 
buying. But what, specifically, are they looking 
for? What qualifies as “good broadband” today?

MIKE COCO: It’s coming to mean the entire 
experience. People get fixated on speed, but 
even when you look at the technical part, 
it’s not just speed, but also symmetry, or 
whether the upload speed is appropriate for 
the amount of content users are producing.

It’s about latency, reliability and uptime. 
And then, what is the support like? What  
is the setup experience? A number of  
providers have done a plug-and-play setup, 
which is really exciting to have available  
for properties. 

BBC: Are there different needs for different 
demographics?

MC: Yes. For example, some affordable housing 
might have a mix of social services or basic 

medical services, as do assisted living and 
memory care facilities, which are much more 
intensive environments. In that continuum 
of care, we’re seeing different styles of 
housing with different health care providers 
coming in. There could be a speech 
therapist, a nurse practitioner, a physician 
or a physical therapist, and they’re going to 

Q&A With Mike Coco, Choice Property Resources

Mike Coco, Choice Property Resources
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need access to broadband. It’s not so 
much that they’re demanding high 
speed, but it’s got to be a seamless 
experience. There can’t be any kind 
of friction for them to spend time 
trying to connect their computers. 
So, all of a sudden, you have people 
who don’t even live there having a 
legitimate need to be able to get on 
the network. The way medical care 
is going, there’s going to be a need 
for reliable telehealth experiences, 
where you visit with a doctor while 
you’re still at home via something 
like FaceTime.

BBC: And when service is not good, what 
do residents complain about?

MC: First, reliability. Second, that their 
internet is out. That’s the one that 
gets residents’ attention the most, 
especially if they have to wait in 
the unit or take off work and wait 
for the technician to come do the 
install or some sort of repair. I know 
I’ve experienced it personally – if I 
have a two-hour window, I think, 
OK, two hours, I can live with that. 
But when they show up in the last 
10 minutes, that two-hour window 
is really like a three-hour window. 

BBC: How should owners address those 
kinds of problems when they affect a 
whole building?

MC: We’ll go to the vendor and work 
with them on the trouble ticket 
report – how many outages they’re 
having, or how many support calls 
they’re getting, and how quickly 
issues are resolved. You can put the 
report up against their metrics in 
that market and start to see if it’s 
out of balance. Once or twice a year 
we’ll have that kind of report come 
in and see that a property is really 
at the far end of the scale. And 
then we start looking at wiring. It 
could be on the provider’s side of 
the network or it could be on the 
owner’s side, but that’s typically 
where we go next. 

BBC: How about technological amenities 
beyond internet access – smart-home 
features, building access, package 

delivery systems, ability to use personal 
Wi-Fi throughout a building, and 
many others. Which of these are must-
haves today, and which are nice to 
have or not important?

MC: Building access is a must-have. 
That’s the easy one. And package 
delivery systems are a must-have 
in new construction, because they 
make it easier to get in. Once you go 
past those two, the rest is just bells 
and whistles. I think they’re going 
to become sticky in the market. 
However, in terms of adoption, we’re 
still somewhere between innovators 
and early adopters – we’re not at 
mass market yet. 

Part of the challenge here is to 
figure out who’s really going to pay 
for smart-unit devices. Owners and 
operators are trying to figure out, 
first, which technology is going to 
drive efficiency in their operations 
and maintenance, and then which 
is going to generate higher rents. 
I don’t think it’s fully proven yet. 
Something that’s complicating the 
issue is the bring-your-own-device 
option. As a resident, I can bring 
Amazon Alexa devices and put one 
in each room, and I can buy some 
plugs and other devices. Maybe, 
even though I’m not supposed to, 
I can get away with putting my 
own Nest thermostat in. And when 
I move out, they all go with me. 
The owner didn’t have to make 
the investment and didn’t have to 
maintain the infrastructure. But I’m 
still living in a smart unit.

Think about a hospitality 
property. Holy cow, imagine the 
potential savings! If the owner 
can control the environment, the 
HVAC system and maybe even the 
curtains, there’s a huge efficiency 
savings. But in a multifamily 
property that’s submetered, I’m 
not going to be as motivated to put 
those in until I know I can get a 
higher return on investment – and 
that’s what we haven’t proven in 
the market. That’s why it’s easy 
to start from the parts that can 
be controlled and that are critical 

to operating the building more 
efficiently, such as package delivery 
or building access. Let’s start there.

BBC: What kinds of obstacles do 
property owners and managers face in 
providing residents with broadband?

MC: In new construction, which is 
the vast majority of what Choice is 
seeing right now, the difficulties are 
getting the vendors engaged early 
enough in the process, making sure 
they have their ducks in a row in 
terms of system design, they’ve done 
their site surveys, they’ve negotiated 
the contract, they have approval 
from finance and legal and the 
capital has been deployed. And then 
that you get in the queue with their 
construction people and that they’re 
actually out in the field doing their 
part when you need them to, in 
line with your development and 
construction process.

In addition, there’s been a shift 
in attitude on the part of some 
vendors – it’s no longer automatic 
that they’re going to build out to 
your property. The regulations have 
changed. We’ve seen vendors just 
say, “Hey, we’re not going to service 
you,” or “We’re going to service you, 
but only under these conditions.” 

BBC: Are they looking for a higher 
financial contribution from the 
owner?

MC: That could be it. We’ve seen that. 
We’ve also seen [disagreements 
about] just how they’re going to 
deploy. With one ILEC that was 
just starting to get into fiber to 
the unit, we had a situation with 
two different clients. The vendor 
wanted to do fiber to the unit in 
both properties, and the walls were 
already going up. And in both of 
these buildings, it was very late in 
the process to change the design. 
We said, “No, you can take fiber 
to the telecom closet, then you’re 
going to be on home runs going 
into the unit.” They were insisting, 
“No, we want to go to the unit, 
and we’re going to put in an ONT, 
which means we need a bigger panel 



OCTOBER 2019 |  www.broadbandcommunit ies.com  |  BROADBAND COMMUNITIES  |  49

than you were planning, and we’re 
going to need power there.” We 
were saying this was driving up the 
costs for the property owner, and 
they basically said, “You need to 
do it this way, or we’re not going to 
service your property.”

BBC: What can owners do to overcome 
these difficulties? 

MC: Have good communication with 
the vendors. Don’t assume they’re 
going to build out. Don’t assume 
they’re on top of it or they’ll come 
when you call. Also, if you have a 
selection of providers, you’re not 
stuck. We have seen that where  
we have two providers, if one of 
them is delayed and they’re not 
there when the property opens 
and the certificate of occupancy 
is initially issued, well, you have a 
contingency when there’s another 
available vendor.

BBC: We seem to be hearing more about 
bulk broadband lately. When and 
where does bulk broadband make 
sense, and what should owners be 
aware of in deciding between bulk 
and direct service? 

MC: Some vendors I’ve talked to 
think bulk broadband is the best 
thing since sliced bread, and 
every property should have it. The 
reality is, it’s not a fit for every 
property, but there definitely is 
an application. Owners should 
think about what they’re trying to 
accomplish and ask whether bulk 
makes sense to get there. We have 
a client that focuses on senior and 
affordable housing and is doing 
a six-month pilot program at a 
property where it had us negotiate 
a propertywide Wi-Fi system. It’s 
going to issue each resident an Alexa 
device. It’s working with the AARP 
Foundation, which has developed 
different skills for interacting with 
the residents. The owner is trying 
to see if there are different ways 
it can be more efficient and also 
engage the residents and make 
their lives better through the use of 
technology. To get the full effect, 

they needed a bulk broadband 
solution and it needed to be 
wireless, to make it easy to deploy 
throughout the property and not 
have a lot of hardware in the units.

Another situation where bulk is 
relevant is this: We have a number 
of clients doing tax credit deals for 
affordable housing. They’re applying 
for tax credits through their state 
allocation agencies. The application 
process continues to get more and 
more competitive, and some states 
award more points if you provide 
free broadband to the residents. 
Sometimes they’re committed to 
providing free broadband for 15 
years. An owner making those sort 
of commitments needs to plan for 
all these costs and have reserves to 
replace equipment down the road.

BBC: Do residents want a choice of 
broadband providers? What are 
advantages and disadvantages for the 
property owner to having more than 
one provider at a property? 

MC: Yes, residents want choice. The 
primary advantage for the property 
owner is to have enough selection 
to keep residents happy. Everybody 
can be subscribing to vendor A,  
but there might be one person  
who really dislikes vendor A. If  
you have vendor B, residents have 
an alternative. 

In terms of the disadvantages, 
there will be a revenue impact if 
there’s a marketing agreement in 
place and then more infrastructure 
costs or more infrastructure 
to maintain. But when you’re 
negotiating the contract, you can 
try to push as much [responsibility] 
to the vendors as you can to 
maintain that infrastructure. 

BBC: Finally, what tips can you offer 
for a property owner to have a 
successful working relationship with a 
broadband provider? 

MC: No. 1, communication. No. 
2, communication. And No. 3, 
communication. The key is to have 
the right person on the vendor side 
who’s really owning that project 

and communicates well with the 
property. That will go so much 
further than the owner saying, 
“Well, I have it in the contract,  
and I can beat them over the head 
with the contract.” At the end of 
the day, everybody really wants to 
play nice. We just want to get the 
project done. And having somebody 
who communicates well helps get 
us there.

BBC: Let’s say the communication didn’t 
go so well, and you do have to resort 
to hitting them over the head with the 
contract. Are there things that owners 
regret having signed?

MC: Yes. Not that there was a bad 
provision in the contract but that 
a section was missing: namely, the 
scope of work. Clarifying who is 
responsible for what would go far 
toward making sure everybody’s on 
the same page. It’s that simple, but 
when it doesn’t exist, that becomes 
a problem. Sometimes it’s left out 
because it’s just one small piece 
of hundreds of puzzle pieces in a 
project, and it just doesn’t rise to 
the top. 

Another thing is understanding 
and monitoring what actual services 
the vendor is delivering. The 
owner shouldn’t just assume the 
vendor has the fastest speed or the 
latest technology, or even that the 
network on their side is up to speed.

Keeping on top of these issues 
has become more difficult because 
property ownership has become 
more institutional – not many 
owners have just one property. 
They’re watching multiple 
properties, multiple vendors, 
different technologies, different 
contracts with different life cycles. 
The world’s getting more complex, 
and multifamily keeps getting more 
professional in how it operates 
businesses. There’s so much more 
business intelligence available and 
more metrics to measure yourself 
against the market and your 
competitors. With that complexity 
and sophistication come good and 
bad things. v
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Broadband Technology and 
Connectivity Take Center Stage at 
The NMHC 2019 OPTECH Show 
As renters continue to acquire more connected devices, it’s clear that the role of network 
connectivity is changing the dynamics of the multifamily housing industry. New trends 
will be highlighted at the NMHC OPTECH Conference & Exposition this November. 

By Kevin Donnelly / National Multifamily Housing Council

Changing demographics and consumer 
preferences are driving unprecedented 
demand for rental housing and fueling 

the multifamily industry’s growth. Investors, 
owners and developers of apartments are 
building new apartment communities and 
rehabbing existing properties to meet this 
growing desire for healthier, more personalized, 
flexible and – perhaps most important – 
connected homes. 

Nine out of 10 apartment renters rank 
high-speed internet in the top five must-have 
features in their apartments, according to the 
new 2020 National Multifamily Housing 
Council (NMHC)/Kingsley Renter Preferences 
Survey. In fact, nearly half said they would not 
rent an apartment without it. At the same time, 
renters report having more connected devices, 
and interest in smart-home features, from smart 
lights and locks to internet-enabled fridges and 
dynamic glass, continues to grow. 

Getting connectivity right is an imperative 
in today’s apartment market. With broadband 
infrastructure now serving as the real backbone 
of multifamily communities, we’re seeing 
more innovation enter the space. Moreover, 
apartment firms are more focused than ever 
on the related design, financial and technical 
considerations, and regulatory challenges. 

But the broadband landscape is changing 
rapidly. 5G is coming. Wi-Fi is everywhere. New 
solutions are appearing. Rules are changing. 
That’s why the NMHC OPTECH Conference 
& Exposition (November 11–13 in Dallas) will 
explore many of the topics and issues discussed at 
the 2019 BroadBand Communities Summit in 
Austin earlier this year. From smart communities 
to emerging legal challenges and beyond, 
attendees will dig into the key issues at the nexus 
of broadband and multifamily. 

Here is a sneak peek at some of the topics 
we’ll discuss.

RENTER CONNECTIVITY 
PREFERENCES
At OPTECH, we will release results from the 
new 2020 NMHC/Kingsley Renter Preferences 
Survey – a landmark study of nearly 373,000 
apartment renters across the country. This is 
the largest survey of apartment residents in 
existence, providing the industry the most 
comprehensive data on what residents like, love 
and won’t rent without.

This survey includes data on many 
connectivity topics – the number of internet-
connected devices apartment dwellers own; 
preferred video media sources; use of voice-
activated technology and virtual assistants; and 
interest in smart thermostats, locks, lighting 
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and even glass. Moreover, the results also offer insight into 
what apartment renters might be willing to pay monthly for 
some of these features, amenities and services. 

INTELLIGENT BUILDINGS
Though much of the conversation around the internet of 
things (IoT) in multifamily has centered on consumer-
focused, smart-home devices, that conversation is not only 
changing but also broadening quickly. From new sensor 
technology to more mobile and user-friendly building 
management systems, the options for monitoring and 
running multifamily buildings have never been greater. 

These new technologies help reduce operational and energy 
waste, help create predictable maintenance plans, and may 
even lower multifamily firms’ insurance premiums. However, 
when putting this level of smart technology in the field, due 
diligence is critical. There’s a balance to strike between finding 
solutions that work for apartment companies and residents 
and identifying ones that offer integration best practices that 
streamline operations and ensure the best results.

TELECOM INFRASTRUCTURE
Given the critical role connectivity plays in almost all 
lines of operation in the multifamily industry, let alone 
the massive priority it is for ensuring resident satisfaction, 
multifamily firms are ever more invested in their telecom 
and broadband infrastructure. But getting the infrastructure 
right can be tricky when there’s a growing list of options – 
from distributed antenna systems (DAS) and Wi-Fi booster 
installations to other cutting-edge solutions. 

Whether for existing buildings or new builds, multifamily 
firms are devoting more time and resources to finding the 
infrastructure solutions that fit their company, building 
and resident profiles, while providing the most return on 
investment. 

CONSUMER DATA PROTECTIONS
Multifamily property operations rely heavily on sensitive 
resident data. Layer on a move toward greater smart-home 
technology adoption and an embrace of artificial intelligence 
and virtual reality technologies (and their accompanying data 
generation), and data security and privacy become serious 
multifamily concerns. 

Moreover, with the European Union’s  adoption of 
the General Data Protection Regulation and California’s 
approval of the California Consumer Privacy Act and with 
relationships between Big Tech and lawmakers eroding, the 
need for stronger data and privacy protections for consumers 
across the country is clear. The real-world consequences 
for multifamily operators who are sloppy with data are 
significant, so multifamily firms are moving now to put 
stronger data safeguards in place.

BROADBAND LEGAL ISSUES
With significant broadband-related regulatory challenges 
coming out of Washington, the NMHC is closely 
coordinating with other real estate trade groups and property 
owners to counter a move by the FCC to further regulate 
provider marketing, revenue share, wiring, rooftop and  

DAS agreements. These changes in policy and regulation  
pose significant threats to the current state of play in 
multifamily broadband.

Together, this coalition continues to educate the FCC 
about the multifamily industry and the real-world challenges 
apartment firms face in boosting connectivity, while 
communicating that broadband deployment and access in 
multifamily environments is driven by innovation and a desire 
to provide residents with superior broadband service and 
choice whenever possible. 

MORE TO SEE AND LEARN
Beyond these five hot topics of discussion, OPTECH is a 
great place to connect with the leading executives sitting at 
the crossroads of multifamily and broadband. In addition to 
both structured and casual networking opportunities, the 
conference also features a Telecom Town Hall. 

This is a fast-paced interactive session that covers a lot of 
ground, including the latest trends and developments in 5G, 
new fiber rollouts, Citizens Broadband Radio Service, the 
promise of Wi-Fi 6, and what it all means for multifamily. 

Moreover, we host a series of peer roundtables – including 
one on smart communities – that provide an opportunity for 
facilitated discussion and additional solutions sourcing on a 
variety of issues. 

The multifamily industry faces an immense slate of 
issues surrounding connectivity and broadband deployment. 
However, through stronger partnerships with broadband 
providers and supplier partners, innovative solutions can be 
deployed across property types. With a shift in how consumers 
access media and increasingly rely on the internet for basic 
functions, too much is at stake not to keep broadband 
connectivity a top priority for the apartment industry.

Please come and be part of the dialogue. v

Kevin Donnelly is vice president of government affairs at 
the National Multifamily Housing Council (NMHC) in 
Washington, D.C. He can be reached at kdonnelly@nmhc.org.

OPTECH AT A GLANCE 

Who? Broadband providers, supplier partners and 
multifamily owners, developers and managers

What? OPTECH is the leading multifamily conference 
dedicated to all things operations and technology. 
From emerging trends and technologies to 
new research, guidance and best practices, the 
conference provides critical information and an 
unparalleled networking experience for everyone 
whose portfolio includes multifamily. 

When? November 11–13, 2019
Where? Dallas, Texas

Register at nmhc.org/optech
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Seattle Launches B4B-Build for 
Broadband MDU Initiative
Among other goals, the city’s new initiative aims to promote creating capacity for 
competitive service options and provide trusted resources for local MDU owners, 
developers and managers.

By Alice Lawson / City of Seattle 

In a tech hub such as Seattle, you might 
expect all residences have access to 
competitive options for high-speed 

broadband, but they don’t. 
Seattle is fortunate to have three cable 

operators, offering most neighborhoods two and 
sometimes three high-speed broadband service 
options – some including fiber gigabit services. 
But residents of apartment and condo buildings 
on those same blocks often don’t have the same 
choices. Residents of multiple-dwelling-unit 
buildings (MDUs) might have only one option, 
or options that don’t provide the high speeds 
needed to keep pace with the digital future of 
ultra-HD video streaming, internet of things 
(IoT), virtual reality, telemedicine and the many 
new uses yet to be imagined. 

For Seattle, limited broadband options for 
MDU residents is a digital-equity issue. More 
than half of Seattleites now live in apartments, 
condos and townhomes, and 2019 permitting 
records show nearly 81 percent of the city’s new 
housing builds are MDUs. As Seattle tracks 
the current and future connectivity needs 
of residents, it must ensure that local MDU 
owners, developers and managers understand 
the importance of prioritizing investment and 
planning for competitive, high-speed broadband 
options in new construction and in renovations 
of older buildings. 

RAISING AWARENESS
To support our MDU community, this spring 
the Seattle Office of Cable Communications 
launched its B4B-Build for Broadband 
initiative. It’s an awareness and education 
effort designed to help MDU decision-makers 
understand and navigate the challenges of 
planning for broadband. This is especially 
important for those who can’t afford specialized 
consultants and telecom planners, and those 
who have long relied on service providers to do 
all the investment and design decision-making. 

The initiative’s website (https://www.seattle.
gov/tech/initiatives/broadband/building-
for-broadband) provides a central source of 
information and resources, including a video of 
a city-sponsored forum outlining steps to make 
buildings ready for multiple ISPs. A webinar 
series this past summer covered foundational 
subject areas for anyone involved in broadband 
planning. Webinar topics included Broadband 
101, Pathways, Wired vs. Wireless, and G.Fast 
Technology. An upcoming webinar will cover 
the various types of agreements involved in 
bringing broadband services to MDUs and tips 
for property owners to help protect their future 
flexibility when it comes to service provider 
options. Interested parties can sign up to receive 
B4B-related updates, including new webinar 
offerings and other resources.
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THE RESEARCH
The B4B initiative evolves not only 
from digital-equity interests, but also 
from valuable input MDU owners and 
residents provided as part of a 2017 
Seattle Office of Cable Communications 
survey assessing the state of broadband 
in the MDU sector. The survey found 
95 percent of MDU residents have 
access to broadband (defined as the 
FCC’s standard of 25 Mbps), but there 
is a significant lack of competitive choice 
in terms of access to 100 Mbps-plus 
broadband providers as compared with 
single-family residences. The survey also 
found MDU residents who had a choice 
of service providers were more satisfied 
with their internet speeds than those 
who did not have a choice. Access to 
multiple providers is just as important to 
residents who do not have a choice as it is 
to those who do have a choice, according 
to the survey results.

MDU residents said broadband 
access and choice are high priorities, 
and MDU owners reported a need to 
better understand what’s possible with 
current technology and building for 
future technology. Building owners also 
reported a lack of knowledge regarding 
what could be achieved with access 
agreements, persistent doubt about 
the best options for infrastructure 
and/or access decisions, and a deeper 
distrust of all telecom/cable providers 
as compared with other utilities and 
vendors. Survey respondents expressed a 
need for a credible source of information 
to confirm or deny claims from service 
providers, and they requested a city- or 
FCC-based resource to provide guidance 
in several broadband-related topic areas:

• Technology to enhance the 
construction of future-proofed 
MDUs

• Availability of service providers by 
geographic area, and what offerings 
those providers can supply to 
residents

• Wiring requirements and why service 
providers demand certain wiring

• The ramifications of “exclusive use of 
wiring” or “exclusive marketing” in 
service contract agreements

Using these survey findings, Seattle’s 

B4B initiative aims to raise awareness 
about the growing demand for 
broadband, encourage early broadband 
planning, and promote the value of 
creating capacity for competitive service 
options. It also aims to provide trusted 
informational resources for local MDU 
owners, developers and managers to help 
them prepare, plan and negotiate for 
broadband services to their buildings.

Seattle’s B4B webinar series has 
attracted a range of participants, 
including MDU developers for both 
market-rate and affordable housing, 
property managers, engineering 
consultants, attorneys, homeowners 
association representatives and internet 
service providers. This variety is 
encouraging – for every MDU decision-
maker B4B can help make more 

informed about broadband planning 
choices, an entire building of Seattle 
residents will reap the digital benefits 
long into the future. A refrain in each 
B4B webinar says it all: “The broadband 
decisions you make today will impact the 
access to competitive, ultra-high-speed 
broadband your residents will have long 
into the future.” v

Alice Lawson is broadband and cable 
program manager for the city of Seattle. 
She has spent the past decade working 
on cable, broadband and telecom policy 
and consumer protection issues. For more 
information about the B4B-Build for 
Broadband initiative or to share helpful 
resources, contact Alice at alice.lawson@
seattle.gov or 206-684-5957.

New mid-rise MDU in residential neighborhood accommodates Seattle’s growing population. 
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Journal Squared: Case Study of an 
Intelligent Building 
Residents of this new luxury high-rise in Jersey City appreciate the high-speed internet 
access and other technological amenities that fiber broadband enables. Behind the scenes, 
an intelligent building platform makes the building operate smoothly and efficiently. 

By Masha Zager / Broadband Communities

Jersey City, home of the Statue of Liberty 
and directly across the Hudson River 
from lower Manhattan, has followed the 

cyclical path typical of many U.S. cities. Once 
a transportation hub and manufacturing center, 
this thriving blue-collar city fell on hard times 
in the 1970s and 1980s. Jobs and workers left, 
storefronts were boarded up and buildings 
were burned down for insurance money. The 
city’s upward swing began in the 1990s with 
the development of a financial district and the 
revival of the light-rail system that crossed the 
Hudson. Artists moved in to occupy former 
light manufacturing spaces. 

Today, Jersey City is in full gentrification 
mode, with new commercial and residential 
developments being built at a rapid pace. Real 
estate prices have skyrocketed, and the bar 
and restaurant scene is legendary. In 2017, the 
city was voted “neighborhood of the year” by a 
popular real estate blog. 

Probably no development is more 
emblematic of Jersey City’s renaissance 
than Journal Squared, a new luxury rental 
community being built by KRE Group. When 
completed in 2024, the project will contain 
2,000 living units, along with office and retail 
space. The first of three planned towers opened 
in 2017; the second is under construction and 
will open in 2020. 

The Journal Square neighborhood in which 
the community is located is the city’s historic 
heart. The new towers dwarf the surrounding 
brownstones, government buildings and even 
the century-old commercial buildings that 
were once considered skyscrapers. Though 
Journal Squared seems destined to change 
the neighborhood’s character, its owners tout 
the buildings’ proximity to established small 
businesses that range from butcher shops to art 
galleries to denim design facilities.

TECHNOLOGY FRONT AND 
CENTER
Journal Squared has far more going for it 
than location and stunning views. From the 
outset, its developers were keenly aware that 
they needed broadband to attract residents 
and operate the buildings efficiently, and they 
planned a technology infrastructure that would 
support both goals. 

Renters will never have to worry about 
connectivity. All apartments are prewired for 
Fios, Verizon’s fiber optic service, which offers 
near-gigabit symmetrical internet speeds. The 
10,000-square-foot lounge, which includes a 
yoga studio, fitness center, catering kitchen, 
kids’ playroom, pool and other amenities, is 
fully covered by Wi-Fi. 

Communication between residents and 
building management is all internet-based. 
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Residents can use the Journal 
Squared website to pay rent, schedule 
maintenance, sign up for fitness classes 
and even leave forwarding addresses 
when they move out. 

Another technological amenity 
designed to make life easier for 
residents is Hello Alfred, a digital 
concierge. Journal Squared was the first 
residential community in New Jersey to 
offer Hello Alfred, whose app connects 
residents with in-building services 
such as package delivery and laundry 
and with pre-vetted, local providers 
of services that range from pet care to 
home cleaning to IT support. Residents 
can use Hello Alfred to schedule 
periodic tasks, such as grocery delivery, 
or request help with special needs, such 
as organizing a party. 

SMART BUILDING 
OPERATIONS 
Even though renters may not think 
much about the internal workings of the 
buildings they live in, they benefit from 
the broadband-enabled systems that 
keep the building running smoothly. 

The sense of luxury at Journal Squared 
depends on the ambient temperature 
always being comfortable, the high-
speed elevators always arriving promptly, 
the hot water never failing. To achieve 
these and similar goals, building 
staff must continuously monitor and 
adjust dozens of pieces of equipment, 
including heat pumps, condenser water 
loops, cooling towers, heat exchangers, 
modular boilers, hot water heaters, water 
pumps and, of course, the high-speed 
elevators. An automated platform with 
a strong data analytics capability is 
the only means of controlling all this 
equipment without employing armies of 
maintenance workers. 

To achieve the required 
environmental control and efficiency, 
Journal Squared fitted all its building 
equipment with internet of things 
(IoT) sensors that detect temperature, 
motion, vibration, leaks, pressure, 
voltage and many other vital signs. 
These wireless sensors, which are secure 
and robust, use very little bandwidth.

Some equipment also has cameras 
and radios attached, in addition to 

Journal Squared fitted all its building 
equipment with internet of things (IoT) 
sensors that detect temperature, motion, 
vibration, leaks, pressure, voltage and many 
other vital signs.

The maintenance crew at Journal Squared reviews the daily SmartKit AI reports.
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sensors. The sensors, cameras and radios all operate over 
networks separate from those the residents use. Building 
staff in the control room use the cameras and radios to 
view what’s happening in the equipment room and talk 
with any maintenance crews there. The ability to use Wi-Fi 
communications obviated the need for expensive solutions to 
ensure cellular connections everywhere in the building.

The sensors, along with the interval meters, load control 
devices and software that Journal Squared uses to monitor 
and control its building systems, make up the SmartKit AI, 
a cloud-based building automation platform developed by 
Livingston, New Jersey-based Logical Buildings. Logical 
Buildings also supplies the training and support that enable 
the staff at Journal Squared (and more than 250 other 
buildings) to evaluate and act upon the real-time information 
the platform provides.

SmartKit AI can send alerts about equipment malfunctions 
to building staff, giving them the opportunity to respond 
quickly, long before residents notice any changes in the 
building environment. A SmartKit AI dashboard allows the 
building manager to keep tabs on staff activity and ensure that 
staff are addressing urgent issues appropriately.

Logical Buildings helped the Journal Squared staff identify 
strategic locations to place sensors and the best types of sensors 

to attach to each type of equipment. It also recommended 
reliable off-the-shelf IoT and data backhaul products that use 
widely accepted protocols. This enabled Journal Squared to 
avoid being locked into closed, proprietary systems. 

THE VIRTUAL POWER PLANT 
One of the most important functions SmartKit AI performs – 
a function invisible to residents but critical for the building’s 
finances – is to fine-tune Journal Squared’s electricity usage. 
SmartKit AI analyzes weather conditions, energy prices, 
real-time energy demand and demand history, and uses this 
information to recommend adjustments to electricity use. 
For example, if the afternoon is forecast to be very hot, the 
building staff might pre-cool amenity spaces in the morning 
to avoid drawing too much electricity at the peak demand 
hours. These pre-cooled spaces act as an energy storage 
battery, making the building a “virtual power plant.” Another 
strategy might be to raise temperatures a few degrees in parts 
of the building that are not widely used at that time. Through 
SmartKit AI, building staff can make these changes remotely 
and instantaneously. 

By both reducing and time shifting peak electricity 
demand, SmartKit AI saves money for the property – as much 
as 10 to 20 percent of energy costs. At the same time, the 
demand shift reduces the need for the electric utility (and the 
electric grid as a whole) to invest in new, expensive plants just 
to meet peak load. 

Abhay Ambati, senior vice president for technology 
services of Logical Buildings, elaborates on the concept of a 
virtual power plant: “In the context of MDUs, a virtual power 
plant is the aggregation of buildings (load) trained and ready 
to reduce load strategically at short notice, thereby helping the 
grid avoid building an all-new ‘peaker’ power plant to handle 
loads when the electric demand on the grid is exceptionally 
high. The buildings stand to gain in this deal as the grid  
offers financial incentives for its participants. A virtual power 
plant can be effective only when the building energy systems 
are communicating.”

FIBER INFRASTRUCTURE IS KEY
Ambati adds that Journal Squared’s fiber backbone is what 
makes SmartKit AI work. He compares the importance of 
connectivity to that of heat a century ago. 

The fiber backbone doesn’t only enable communication 
among the maintenance team anywhere in the building. It also 
supports monitoring, control, fault detection and diagnostics of 
all the building systems, including the energy systems. 

In summary, Ambati explains, “The presence of open-
access, ubiquitous, last-mile fiber to where critical building 
systems, amenities, and residents reside, while providing 
future-proof capacity, is key to creating a smart building that 
is responsive (and in some cases proactive) to its internal as 
well external conditions.” v

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

Private equity GrouP LookinG to

invest –or–

Purchase
BroadBand infrastructure systems

and/or Provide exPansion caPitaL

• CATV Systems
• Fiber Systems
• Telcos
• Wireless Systems
• Municipal Networks

If you are interested in monetizing your investment  
or seek expansion capital, please contact:

512-266-1440
Or send a message to both emails:

chris@cbtyson.com  •  scott@widham.com



Maximizing Damage Prevention
Learn how to reduce your damages, save costs,
and retain customer goodwill.

“There [are] just so many things to see, so many people
  to visit with, so many great sessions. I would totally 
  recommend this conference to anybody.

– Andrea Stainback, CenturyLink – 12-time attendee

of surveyed attendees stated that
information obtained will help them
implement change at work.89.8% 

Education sessions across
all stakeholder groups

Damage Investigation Workshop by Ron Peterson,
Ron Peterson Consulting, LLC.

80+

Palm Springs, California | March 24-26, 2020
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Register by January 11 to save up to $200 over onsite pricing!
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Multifamily Renters Expect Smart 
Technologies 
Smart technologies have become must-have amenities for renters and an effective way 
for property owners and management companies to achieve operational savings.

By Marshall Friday / ADT

Imagine you’re about to head home on 
Monday after spending more time on a 
project at work than you expected. You 

invited several friends over to enjoy “Monday 
Night Football” but realize they’re going to beat 
you back to your apartment. Before walking out 
of the office, you open your home management 
app and generate a temporary code that goes out 
to the crew headed over to enjoy the game that 
will allow them to unlock your front door. 

You toggle over to the lighting control and 
light up the apartment so it’s not dark when 
they walk in. Finally, you look at the thermostat 
settings, which you left at 80 degrees while  
you were at work all day. With a few taps 
on your screen, the temperature is set to 74 
degrees, and your AC unit kicks on. When your 
first friend arrives, your phone pings with the 
notification you set up based on the front door’s 
being opened. 

When you think about the smart apartment 
of the future, what does it look like? Have you 
envisioned something like the scenario above? 
Would you be shocked to know that everything 
described already is achievable without the 
need for multiple manufacturers’ products 
and apps? Technology is advancing at a rapid 
pace, making what we thought was a “nice to 
have” into a “need to have,” including in the 
multifamily space.

The next generation of renters is already 
here. Believe it or not, Gen Z-ers (people 

born after the year 2000) already are renting 
apartments. This generation is leaving 
childhood homes that likely have technology 
built in, from smart speakers to smart 
thermostats to video doorbells. This technology 
has been the reality for Gen Z-ers as long as 
they can remember. 

PROACTIVE CONTROL
Creating the resident experience described 
above is one thing, but giving property 
management companies some degree of control 
also is important. After all, vacant units can 
be found at properties across the country. For 
property managers, creating seamless rules 
and scenes can eliminate antiquated processes, 
reduce operational costs, and offer a proactive 
approach to catastrophic events. 

What does control look like for property 
managers and leasing agents? First, the 
dashboard needs to integrate with current 
property management software through an API. 
The interactivity between the programs will allow 
property staff to group vacant and occupied units 
for easy viewing. Obviously, the need to control 
occupied units is much lower than the need to 
control vacant units, but let’s start with what it 
could look like to control the occupied units. 

Given the number of HVAC issues and leaks 
that happen in the apartment industry, early 
prevention can go a long way. There are HVAC 
analytics that diagnose the health of AC units 



OCTOBER 2019 |  www.broadbandcommunit ies.com  |  BROADBAND COMMUNITIES  |  59

as close to real time as possible simply 
by installing a newer thermostat that 
comes with the ability to self-report. 

The other major expense in an 
occupied unit comes from leaks. 
There are leak monitoring devices that 
detect leaks based on real-time meter 
monitoring, but leak detection can also 
be placed inside the unit in areas where 
leaks are most likely to occur. With 
a system that provides notification 
the moment a leak happens, property 
managers can mitigate losses and  
help protect adjacent neighbors from 
water damage. 

For vacant units, staff on-site can 
be in full control. As HVAC, plumbing 
and other trades come on-site, the 
property manager can ditch the keys 
and send over a code designed to work 
on the lock during specific hours and/
or days. When the contractor enters the 
unit, a log is created of when he or she 
opened the door, giving the property 
manager more visibility into the actual 
hours on-site. When it comes to energy 
usage, the options are twofold: A 
property manager could restrict the 
thermostat to a specific temperature 
range or allow the contractor to choose 
his or her own temperature and set 
the property manager up to receive 
notifications. Regardless of the choice, 
at 6 p.m., that thermostat automatically 
can return to the overnight setting, 
saving the property time (in the form of 
maintenance visits to check thermostats) 
and money (payroll and utilities).

SMART DEVICE ADOPTION 
GROWS
One of the more logical questions 
is whether multifamily is ready to 
make this leap. According to research 
firm Parks Associates, 21 percent of 
multiple-dwelling-unit (MDU) renters 
already own at least one smart-home 
device. The National Multifamily 
Housing Council, in conjunction with 
Kingsley, found in 2017 that MDU 
renters were likely to pay $29 to $33 
more per month for smart amenities. 
The adoption of smart devices has 
skyrocketed over the past few years in 
single-family homes and is poised for 
more growth. 

In fact, the number of connected 
devices in MDUs is expected to 
increase from 25.9 million devices 
in 2019 to approximately 65 million 
devices in 2023. Given the speed at 
which tech is being welcomed, it’s safe 
to assume a strong adoption curve is 
headed to multifamily. 

In the next five to seven years, 
connected devices will become so 
commonplace that late adopters will 

be forced to join the movement – not 
because they want to but because  
they must. 

The question to ask: “Do I want to 
be an innovator, or do I want to be left 
behind?” v

Marshall Friday is the director of 
multifamily sales for ADT. He can be 
reached at mwfriday@adt.com.

U.S. households have a strong preference for smart technology. 
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Reimagine Delivery of Gigabit 
Services in the MDU or MTU
Internet providers and building owners that want to offer gigabit services should 
investigate G.hn technology and reuse the existing copper wiring or coax cabling.

By Pierre Trudeau / Positron Access Solutions

For both condominiums and apartments 
to rent, gigabit internet access is highly 
valued, on par with state-of-the-art 

kitchens and spa-like health facilities.
A recent report from market research firm 

RVA LLC indicates that high-speed broadband, 
which usually means (up to) gigabit services, adds 
2 percent to the value of a condominium and 8 
percent to the rental price of an apartment.

Fiber-to-the-home technologies, such as 
GPON, EPON and active Ethernet, are great 
technologies to serve single-family homes, thanks 
to recent advances in fiber deployment with 
techniques such as directional boring or aerial 
fiber. But the complexity of reaching all doors 
inside MDUs or multi-tenant units (MTU) 
with a fiber feed is a major problem, particularly 
in brownfield buildings. Bringing fiber to each 
door, deep inside a building, can be costly, 
complex and disruptive to residents. There is a 
need for a simple, cost-effective way to extend 
gigabit coverage deep inside the MDU or MTU 
without relying on the installation of new fiber. 

The answer is to reuse the existing telephone 
wiring or coaxial cabling inside the building. 
That’s why the concept of G.fast appeared to 
hold some promise. Unfortunately, in many 
brownfield situations, G.fast has failed to deliver.

Another broadband protocol, G.hn, 
which was originally developed for in-home 
networking, has potential to solve this problem. 
Distributing gigabit services with G.hn from the 

fiber feed into the building, using the existing 
wiring infrastructure, benefits both building 
owners and operators. For owners, the availability 
of gigabit internet services is a great value-add. 
As mentioned above, it can increase the monthly 
rent by as much as 8 percent. Operators can 
deliver gigabit services at a fraction of the cost 
of deploying fiber to each door, avoiding major 
disruptions for building owners and residents. 
Operators can expand network coverage quickly 
without a major capex and opex investment, and 
they can feel confident that their investment is 
future-proof because it will deliver any bandwidth 
up to gigabit speeds to each subscriber.

EXISTING COPPER, COAX 
REALITIES
The desire to leverage the existing telephone 
wiring or coaxial cabling is not new. This was the 
underlying premise of G.fast. Unfortunately, the 
lofty goals set for G.fast have yet to materialize, 
even with the anticipated availability of newer 
G.fast chipsets supporting Amendment 3 that 
promise to improve achievable bandwidth. 

Despite numerous announcements, many 
operators have quietly reduced or abandoned 
their plans to deploy G.fast. Real-life use of 
G.fast highlights its scalability limitations. 
Although both G.hn and G.fast work on 
existing telephone wiring and coax cabling, only 
G.hn will work over coax cabling with splitters. 
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WEIGHING G.HN, G.FAST
The ITU-T G.hn standard (G.9960), 
also known as Wave-2, was ratified a 
few years ago. It allows operators in 
many international markets to leverage 
existing telephone wiring or coaxial 
cabling to deliver gigabit internet 
and related services to each door of 
an MDU or MTU over the existing 
infrastructure. When operating over 
coaxial cabling, the current G.hn 
standard takes advantage of standard 
coaxial splitters to serve as many as 16 
subscribers over a single coaxial port, 
achieving economies of scale previously 
limited to cable TV with DOCSIS. 

Let’s compare G.hn and G.fast.  
The most prevalent configuration of a 
G.fast distribution point unit (DPU) 
solution is 16 ports. This raises two 
major concerns. The first is that the 
delivery of true gigabit speeds on 
current-generation DPUs requires  
the bonding of two G.fast ports, 
reducing by half the number of 
subscribers the DPU can serve with 
gigabit services. This effectively doubles 
the cost for subscribers. 

The second problem with G.fast 
is that it’s not possible to add another 
small DPU when the ports of the first 
DPU are all in use because the noise 
cancellation/vectoring processor in the 
DPU cannot work alongside another 
DPU. This forces the operator to go 
through a “rip and replace” process to 
install a larger (and more expensive) 
DPU. With the typical coaxial 
cable infrastructure being point-to-
multipoint, to support cable TV and 
DOCSIS, it is nearly impossible to use 
G.fast because it is strictly a point-to-
point technology.

G.hn doesn’t have these problems. 
Each port on the G.hn solution can 
operate as a single input, single output 
(SISO) single-pair or multiple input, 
multiple output (MIMO) two-pair 
port on copper. The G.hn VectorBoost 
technology for copper pairs works from 
the get-go across multiple G.hn access 
multiplexers (GAMs) for seamless 
scalability. Furthermore, G.hn leverages 
the point-to-multipoint nature of 
coaxial cabling to deliver gigabit 

services at a much lower cost. This 
means it’s possible to serve up to 16 
subscribers per coaxial port. The cost 
per subscriber with G.hn is a lot less 
than with G.fast.

For operators and building 
owners that rely on satellite TV such 
as DirecTV or DISH, G.hn is 100 
percent compatible with the satellite 
TV signal. This means that a single 
medium (coaxial cable) delivers gigabit 
internet, IPTV and IP telephony to 
each subscriber. Operators offering 
an IPTV service rely on the existing 
telephone pairs or coaxial cabling for 
all services they deliver to subscribers. 
Either way, building owners no longer 
need to worry about the impact of any 
construction work in their buildings.

NEXT-LEVEL USER 
EXPERIENCE 
The delivery of gigabit services over 
G.hn Wave-2 is as scalable and 
predictable as the fiber feed into the 
GAM serving the building. Although 
speed is a critical component of the 
user’s quality of experience, subscribers 
now demand a lot more from their 
overall experience with the service.

Millennials and other internet-
savvy subscribers expect additional 
capabilities such as self-installation and 
zero-touch provisioning. They have 
little tolerance for long delays before 
they can talk to a support specialist or 
get their service levels modified.

When deployed with the optional 
GAM captive portal option, G.hn 
facilitates subscribers’ self-installation 
with zero-touch provisioning and 
automated activation. With GAM, 
operators now always have the tools to 
allow subscribers to remain in control 
of their subscriptions. 

G.hn redefines the gigabit internet 
service user experience. The technology 
not only offers users a hotspot-like 
experience from the moment they 
initially connect to the “always on” 
G.hn gigabit infrastructure, but allows 
users to change bandwidth levels in 
real time. Subscribers can experience 
bandwidth changes within seconds. 
This enhanced user experience is  
the best antidote to the high churn  
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rate plaguing the industry and it  
helps retain MDU tenants who value 
gigabit access.

POSITRON’S GAM
The Positron GAM leverages a non-
blocking CE 2.0 Carrier Ethernet core 
for reliable delivery of managed gigabit 
services for MDUs and MTUs. The 
GAM is a fiber-to-the-distribution-
point (FTTdp) solution typically 
installed inside a wiring closet. Each 
GAM comes with multiple 10 gigabit 
SFP-plus interfaces to support any type 
of fiber or PON standards (using an  

ONT as required). These SFP-plus 
ports also support connectivity with 
additional GAM devices in medium 
to large MDUs and share the fiber 
backhaul link. 

With the Positron GAM, high-
speed gigabit internet services are more 
stable, reducing support calls and 
customer churn. The GAM software 
extends its management capabilities 
to the G.hn endpoint (aka G.hn to 
Ethernet bridge) devices to simplify 
and eliminate the more complex 
functions of the residential gateway. 
The GAM hardware enforces per-

subscriber bandwidth profiles and 
always guarantees a fair and balanced 
use of the backhaul link to include 
value-added services such as IPTV, 
video streaming, online gaming and 
telephony. Its extensive support for 
VLAN (including Q-in-Q) allows for 
seamless integration with the operator 
xPON services and the OSS and 
BSS functions already in place. The 
service operations administration and 
maintenance (OAM) capabilities of the 
GAM provide real-time information to 
the operator about the overall grade  
of services without any additional cost  
or complexity. 

With cross-GAM hardware-
assisted synchronization to improve the 
efficiency of VectorBoost, the GAM 
optimizes the bandwidth for each 
subscriber based on the real-time traffic 
demand and on the condition of the 
twisted pair wiring.

The Positron GAM is available in 
24- and 12-port configurations for 
either coaxial cable or twisted pair with 
support for SISO (one pair per port) 
and MIMO (two pairs per port). 

REDEFINING MDU,  
MTU GIGABIT SERVICE
G.hn Wave-2 provides an affordable 
and proven alternative to more complex 
and expensive gigabit solutions for 
MDU and MTU buildings. It redefines 
how building owners and operators 
can cost-effectively deliver the gigabit 
experience demanded by condominium 
owners or tenants over the existing 
building infrastructure and avoid 
substantial construction work otherwise 
required to deploy fiber. v

Pierre Trudeau is president and CTO 
of Positron Access Solutions. He can be 
reached at ptrudeau@positronaccess.com.

G.HN TECHNOLOGY PRIMER 

The ITU-T G.9960 G.hn Wave-2 standard leverages existing telephone wiring 
(UTP, Cat 3 or Cat 5/5e) or coax cabling (RG-6/RG-59) to deliver gigabit 
internet service to each subscriber inside an MDU or MTU without the cost, 
complexity and delays associated with in-building fiber installation.

G.hn allows operators to simplify the management of their access 
networks with an Ethernet-like technology that is highly scalable and 
less complex than DSL-related technologies. With G.hn, operators deliver 
advanced services such as gigabit high-speed residential internet and 
4K IPTV without the high capital and operational expenses associated 
with a fiber retrofit. Each G.hn subscriber port supports up to 1.7 Gbps of 
dynamically allocated bandwidth for near-symmetrical gigabit services 
over existing telephone wire or coaxial cable. In addition to delivering 
residential high-speed internet, Positron’s G.hn access multiplexer (GAM) 
solution complies with MEF CE 2.0 and is ideally suited to deliver business 
Ethernet services in an MTU deployment.

G.hn Wave-2 is widely used by large operators in multiple markets with a 
strong base in Southeast Asia, where it provides gigabit services to MDUs of 
all sizes and for residential neighborhoods. Operators such as Korea Telecom 
leverage the robustness of G.hn and its predictable bandwidth to scale to 
large deployments and complement PON infrastructure investments.

G.hn is also a perfect fit for coaxial cable networks, which typically have 
a point-to-multipoint topology, providing a solution capable of delivering 
gigabit services at a fraction of the cost of traditional DOCSIS solutions that 
rely on expensive remote PHY or remote MAC CMTS equipment.

Positron GAM product family for Copper (-M) and Coax (-C) 
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Broadband in the 5G Era:  
Why Multifamily Housing 
Properties are Adopting 
Communitywide Networks 
Communitywide bulk networks can attract and retain new residents by providing 
instant-on, wall-to-wall coverage, and can provide cost savings, improved security,  
and a range of other benefits to property owners. 

By Doug Lodder / Boingo

The rules of the multifamily business 
are being rewritten as the era of digital 
disruption reinvents the way people 

live and work. Cord cutting, endless Amazon 
shipments, work-from-home careers and 
smart thermostats are just the beginning. 
Communities soon will rely on artificial 
intelligence – “Siri, lock the door” – the internet 
of things (IoT), cloud computing and more 
to secure and retain residents. And property 
developers, owners and managers that want  
to compete and grow need to embrace this 
digital age. 

It’s clear that this connected future starts 
with wireless. Internet connectivity, once 
considered an amenity, is now a utility. For 
many, it’s the most important one. Just ask the 
residents: A recent study found that 40 percent 
of Gen Z-ers prefer Wi-Fi connectivity over a 
working bathroom. This incredible demand 
for internet has led to the rise of community 
network models. 

Community networks provide propertywide 
wireless to fuel every digital touchpoint within 
a housing community. They’re a sure bet for 

digital acceleration in the 5G era and are the 
way of the future. Let’s review why.

SEAMLESS CONNECTIVITY MODELS
Residents count on great internet to power their 
mobile lifestyles. They want always-on, seamless 
connectivity from lobby to living room, 
making the entire property feel like home. 
Traditional models can’t meet these needs. 
They leave residents to fend for themselves 
with appointment-based installations, bundled 
packages and contractual commitments. On top 
of this, the internet service is trapped in the unit 
without coverage in public areas. There’s also 
no cohesive strategy to leverage this network for 
back-of-house operations for property staff. 

Unlike the traditional approach to wireless, 
which places residents, owners and managers at 
the mercy of cable companies or internet service 
providers, communitywide bulk networks 
serve as a property’s central operational hub. 
Residents benefit from instant-on, wall-to-wall 
coverage, and owners enjoy operational benefits 
that include improved security, access to real-
time usage insights, lower energy costs and 
reduced maintenance expenses. 
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5G, WI-FI 6 AND IOT READY
Revolutionary. Transformative. Game-
changer. These are just a few descriptors 
attached to 5G, the next generation of 
wireless that will succeed 4G LTE. The 
new standard is set to vastly improve 
connectivity between people and 
things. It dominates press headlines 
and takes center stage at nearly every 
broadband conference – all while 
causing a world of confusion among 
property owners and residents. Many 
questions remain. What really is 5G? 
Why does it matter? And what does 
that mean for multifamily housing?

Here’s what it means for 
property owners and managers: 5G 
is the technology that will move 
analog apartment living to digital, 
transforming the way residents 
live and the way multifamily 
communities operate. With 5G, digital 
transformation will be amplified  
via innovations such as connected 
locks, centralized package delivery 
lockers, connected thermostats,  
energy efficiency apps and smart  
data management. 

That’s just the beginning, as many 
5G innovations have yet to be realized. 
For example, 4G was built before 
the app economy really took off with 
companies such as Uber, Lyft and 
Netflix. 4G technology enabled a new 
digital age. Now imagine what we  
can do with 5G. The possibilities  
are endless. 

To navigate the ever evolving 
5G landscape, owners should plan 
for propertywide wireless coverage 
that accommodates rapid growth 
in digitization and rising resident 
expectations. If they don’t already, 
residents soon will get 5G speeds and 
coverage at work and on the go. They’ll 
want that same experience at home, 
raising the bar for fast, dense, low-
latency property networks that extend 
beyond units into common areas such 
as the pool, gym and lounge.

Remember, if you’re not reaping the 
benefits of 5G and building automation 
powered by IoT, the competition will be. 

But the future of broadband isn’t 
just about 5G. Wi-Fi 6 is also in 

the mix. Recently launched, Wi-Fi 
6 is the next generation of Wi-Fi, 
bringing higher speed and capacity, 
lower latency and more advanced 
traffic management. These enhanced 
capabilities strengthen Wi-Fi’s ability to 
support high traffic loads (from many 
devices in the same unit), hyperdense 
deployments, and latency-sensitive 
services such as online gaming with 
increased spectrum efficiency, range, 
reliability and security.

Communitywide wireless is an 
optimal model for facilitating 5G and 
Wi-Fi 6 connectivity. Think about 
it: How can residents work, stream 
and benefit from a property’s smart 
solutions – locks, security cameras, 
Amazon lockers and more – if the 
community doesn’t have a broadband 
mentality focused on providing 
connectivity propertywide?

NEXT-GEN PROPERTY 
MANAGEMENT
Self-guided tours and short-term rentals 
are buzzing across the multifamily 
housing industry.

By offering self-guided tours, 
properties can cost-effectively showcase 
the unique features and amenities of 
their communities to a larger number 
of prospective residents. Visitors can 
use a connected mobile device that’s 
preprogrammed with auto-lock codes 
to get access to individual spaces. 
Communitywide wireless makes 
this option feasible by providing a 
“connectivity layer” that blankets the 
entire property with secure Wi-Fi. 
Imagine what property managers can 
do with all that extra time – all while 
ensuring lease-ups. 

Then there are shorter-term 
occupant opportunities. The National 
Multifamily Housing Council 
estimates that 65 percent of recent 

Airbnb bookings were in multifamily 
buildings. Meanwhile, 43 percent of 
property managers report short-term 
rentals have been booked without their 
approval. Forward-looking owners are 
seeking to change that by taking a stake 
in this market. 

How will seamless internet be 
provided if a community network 
isn’t established? Truck rolls and 
appointments with a cable provider 
aren’t realistic for short-term guests; 
the property wins when the wireless 
network is preinstalled, ready to handle 
a revolving door of visitors, and can 
manage the end-to-end experience with 
digital solutions such as connected door 
locks and mobile check-in. 

COMMUNITY NETWORKS 
BOOST BOTTOM LINE 
Blanketing multifamily communities 
with a single network can increase 
net operating income and property 
value by providing greater, long-term 
participation in the revenue stream. It 
allows owners to better balance cost 
objectives and revenue goals thanks to 
bulk-billed and wholesale models. Lower 
energy costs, reduced maintenance costs, 
and improved security are just a few of 
the other advantages.

It’s an exciting time for the 
broadband industry. A new era of 
connectivity brings challenges, but 
owners who focus on propertywide, 
convenient internet service will set 
themselves up for success in the  
5G world. v

Doug Lodder is senior vice president, 
business development at Boingo, where he 
focuses on bringing leading-edge wireless 
connectivity to multifamily communities 
and large venues, such as airports, 
stadiums and convention centers. He can 
be reached at dlodder@boingo.com. 

Wi-Fi 6 is the next generation of Wi-Fi, bringing 
higher speed and capacity, lower latency and 
more advanced traffic management.
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$20.6 Billion Rural Development 
Opportunity Fund Auctions Take 
Center Stage at the FCC
The agency looks to deliver on rural broadband promises. 

By Douglas Jarrett / Keller and Heckman LLP

The Federal Communications Commission 
(FCC) has proposed that a $20.6 billion 
Rural Development Opportunity Fund 

(RDOF) be made available under two reverse 
auctions. The RDOF will support deployment of 
broadband networks and provide broadband and 
voice services to areas lacking fixed broadband at 
25 Mbps/3 Mbps (“unserved census blocks”). 

Up to $16 billion ($1.6 billion per year for 
10 years) will be available under the Phase I 
auction. During the Phase II auction, $4.4 
billion ($440 million per year for 10 years), plus 
remaining funds from the Phase I auction, will 
be available. The FCC is looking to conduct 
the Phase I auction in late 2020 or early 2021 
because the 2015 statewide model-based offers 
that provided approximately $1.7 billion 
annually to the price cap incumbent local 
exchange carriers (ILECs) will expire in 2021. 

Relying on data from improved broadband 
reporting and mapping procedures that will 
be finalized in a related FCC proceeding, the 
FCC proposes focusing the Phase II auction on 
distributing funding to all remaining unserved 
locations (those not served with 25 Mbps/3 
Mbps). The FCC has not set a tentative schedule 
for the Phase II auction. 

PHASE I AUCTION PROCEDURES 
The FCC plans to rely on the multiround 
descending clock auction procedures utilized in 

the CAF II auction. The bidding platform and 
procedures are in place. Under these procedures, 
all qualified bidders compete against all other 
bidders until the round in which the clearing 
price point is reached: the so-called clearing 
round, in which the bidding for available areas 
has driven the aggregate reserve price for the 
remaining areas to or below the $16.0 billion 
budget. During that round and in subsequent 
rounds, support is assigned to the sole bidder or 
lowest bidder for a given bidding area. 

The FCC is retaining three of the CAF II 
performance tiers, deleting the 10 Mbps/ 
1 Mbps performance tier and the high- and 
low-latency options, often referred to as the  
“T and L” combinations. The agency has 
requested comment on whether there should be 
a greater separation in the weights between the 
gigabit tier and the baseline tier of 25 Mbps/ 
3 Mbps. Some parties may offer such proposals; 
others may offer a fourth intermediate 
performance tier. 

The FCC proposes retaining the short-form 
application to qualify entities to participate 
in the Phase I auction. Minor modifications 
from the CAF II filing requirements are under 
consideration. The RDOF Notice of Proposed 
Rulemaking (NPRM) indicates the agency will 
retain the long-form application to confirm that 
winning bidders have a well-conceived network 
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design and buildout plan to deploy a 
network that meets the performance 
tier and latency metric proposed in  
the short-form application. It also 
ensures the winning bidder will have a 
financial plan demonstrating, with  
the support won at auction and other 
funds available to it, the financial 
wherewithal to meet its buildout 
requirement and provide the services it 
committed to provide. 

The RDOF NPRM requests 
comment on possibly changing the 
minimum bidding area from census 
block groups to either census block 
tracts or counties, replacing the letter 
of credit obligation with another form 
of financial assurance, establishing 
a tribal-area bidding credit, and 
imposing a subscription obligation 
that would require winning bidders 
to provide service to 70 percent of the 
locations for which it receives support. 
The obligation to obtain eligible 
telecommunications carrier (ETC) 
status continues to apply to winning 
bidders for areas won during the Phase 
I auction, consistent with the CAF II 
post-auction requirements. 

A downside to the CAF II auction 
bidding procedures was that 25 percent 
– or $500 million – of the $1.98-billion 
CAF II budget was not assigned. This 
is because bidders continued to bid in 
rounds after the clearing round as the 
available support was declining and 
bidders stopped bidding on many  
areas. About 35 percent of the areas 
initially receiving bids were not 
assigned support. Unfortunately, 
the FCC looks favorably on this 
“competitive” process and expects that 
a substantial amount of the $16 billion 
Phase I budget will not be assigned 
for the same reason. These unassigned 
funds are proposed to be carried 
forward to the Phase II auction.

PHASE I RESERVE PRICES 
AND ELIGIBLE AREAS
The Phase I auction will have higher 
reserve prices and potentially more 
eligible areas than the CAF II auction. 
Apart from the $16.0 billion 10-year 
budget, as compared to the $1.98 
billion 10-year CAF II budget, many 

bidding areas in the Phase I auction 
will have a noticeably higher reserve 
price because of either the number 
of eligible locations or the increase 
in the extremely high-cost cap used 
to calculate census block reserve 
prices. For the Phase I auction, the 
FCC proposes that the reserve price 
per census block should equal the 
difference between the high-cost 
threshold of $52.50 ($39.98 in tribal 
areas) and the Connect America Cost 
Model (CACM)–estimated cost of 
deployment for the census block up to a 
$200 cap ($212.52 in tribal areas). 

The most important categories of 
eligible areas proposed for the Phase I 
auction include 

1 Areas in the 2015 price cap ILECs’ 
statewide offers (“model-based 
support areas”) in which neither the 
price cap ILEC nor any other entity 
offers service at the fixed benchmark 
of 25 Mbps/3 Mbps, based on data 
to be derived from the last set of 
Form 477 reports submitted prior to 
the Phase I auction 

2 Areas eligible for the CAF II 
auction but not included in winning 
bids 

3 Unserved locations in the model-
based support areas in which the 
ILEC is the only entity offering 25 
Mbps/3 Mbps service. The FCC 
relies on High Cost Universal 
Broadband (HUBB) Portal data 
filed by the price cap ILECs to 
identify served and unserved 
locations. This is a significant 
departure from the CAF II auction, 

which relied exclusively on data 
from recent FCC Form 477 reports. 
The Form 477 has been criticized 
as overstating the availability of 
broadband largely because the  
Form 477 instructions direct 
service providers to  report a census 
block as “served” if one location 
is obtaining service at  the current 
fixed broadband benchmark, 
currently 25 Mbps/3 Mbps. 

4 Unserved census blocks whose 
average cost of service (under 
CACM) is less than the high-cost 
threshold of $52.50 ($39.98 in tribal 
areas). The FCC estimates there are 
6.3 million unserved locations in 
these low-cost census blocks and is 
seeking comment on how to set the 
reserve price for these areas. 

The date for filing comments 
regarding the proposals in the RDOF 
NPRM has passed, but interested 
parties are expected to present their 
interests and positions to FCC staff 
until the agency adopts a Report  
and Order sometime in 2020 with  
the Phase I auction to follow. The  
Phase I auction is generating broad 
interest because available funding has 
increased dramatically, many areas  
have higher reserve prices, and  
more areas and unserved locations have 
become available. v

Douglas Jarrett is a partner in the law 
firm Keller and Heckman. Contact him 
at Jarrett@khlaw.com.

Compared with the CAF II auction, the  
Phase I RDOF auction, scheduled to begin in 
late 2020 or early 2021, will have noticeably 
higher reserve prices because of either the 
number of eligible locations or the increase in 
the extremely high-cost cap used to calculate 
census block reserve prices.
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Fiber Anyhaul: The ‘Build-It-Once’ 
Approach
As communities build out fiber infrastructure, they will be able to address a host of 
service opportunities: residential broadband, wireless backhaul, wholesale dark fiber, 
and pathways for future networks. 

By Kara Mullaley / Corning Optical Communications

Communities once looked to railroads, 
road networks and the electric grid 
as necessary components to ensure a 

viable future for their constituents. Now fiber-
based broadband networks have joined this 
critical list of infrastructure necessities for any 
meaningful participation in the 21st century 
economy. Communities, and the broadband 
providers that serve them, now actively evaluate 
the best approach to wire for the future, and 
those that find a way to bring fiber to every 
premises within those communities are laying 
the best technology infrastructure foundation 
for perhaps the next 50 to 100 years.

The benefits of fiber-based networks are well 
documented. They include empowering the best 
technology conditions for economic growth and 
enabling life-changing experiences for citizens. 
The benefit of choosing deep fiber networks 
goes beyond these significant factors, though. It 
includes the ability for a community to build its 
technology infrastructure one time, preparing 
it for whatever the future may bring. That’s a 
tremendous advantage – one that will last for 
decades to come.

BROADBAND DEMAND CURVE
The home broadband experience continues to 
evolve, with demand growing at a constant 
rate. Consumers demand a better broadband 
experience, thanks in large part to increased 
video consumption, interactive gaming, and the 
growing work-from-home trend. This demand 

curve is pushing legacy broadband technologies 
of twisted pair copper and coax toward 
exhaustion. Service providers are pushing fiber 
deeper into the network as a result, with fiber 
to the premises (FTTP) becoming not just 
preferred, but also necessary.

Applications necessitating a gigabit to 
the home may have seemed mythical just a 
few years ago but that reality is now here, 
with ultra-broadband of 100 Mbps and faster 
becoming expected. With multiple smart 
devices in the home, all demanding their own 
captive bandwidth simultaneously, ultra-
broadband service is now required. But it’s not 
just home broadband that’s in play now.

Consumers increasingly expect the home 
broadband experience whenever and wherever 
they go. Indeed, the home broadband 
experience is now becoming expected with 
mobile. The same factors drive expectations for 
an ultra-broadband mobile experience – video, 
gaming and mobile workers. Communities 
need to have a technology infrastructure that 
can enable commerce, entertainment, social 
connectedness and collaboration virtually 
anywhere within their borders. Fiber technology 
will serve as the foundation that delivers on the 
promise of the digital society.

BUILD IT ONCE
Previous technology infrastructure strategy 
could include multiple interconnected networks. 
Legacy copper or coax networks fed homes 
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and businesses. Mobile networks used 
a combination of wired and wireless 
transport solutions. The result was an 
independent, complex and expensive 
interconnected network of networks to 
achieve a technology foundation. We 
can now do better. Much better.

Communities now have the option 
to build one network foundation – fiber 
infrastructure – that can enable all 
other technology requirements. FTTP 
ideally delivers ultra-broadband-capable 
service to every home and business 
within the community. But where the 
FTTx premise is challenged (because of 
cost or other factors), ultra-broadband 
service now can be extended to hard-to-
reach places with fixed wireless service, 
provided it is backhauled by fiber 
infrastructure.

Fiber infrastructure also will be 
necessary to achieve the aforementioned 
mobile broadband experience that 
customers expect. Fiber-fed small cells 
that leverage any manner of wireless 
technology (4G, 5G, Wi-Fi) make 
that expected mobile ultra-broadband 
experience possible. Without deep 
fiber infrastructure, wireless networks 
depend on legacy technologies for 
backhaul and fronthaul, delivering a 
subpar mobile broadband experience. 
The thousands, or even millions, 
of sensors needed to deliver on the 
promise of the smart city will need fiber 
infrastructure to truly deliver on the 
promise of connected communities. 

The choice is clear – build it once 
and leverage it for whatever technology 
requirements a community may have. 
A fiber foundation offers tremendous 
flexibility in this regard. Fiber network 
operators have the flexibility to employ 
different protocols and different end 
electronics to meet whatever technology 
demand exists. Whether it’s utilizing 
wave-division multiplexing on an optical 
transport network for 5G transport or 
employing NG-PON2 to meet both 
home and enterprise needs from a single 
fiber, operators can maximize their 
broadband opportunities.

The Verizon One Fiber program 
illustrates this approach. Verizon decided 
several years ago that it wanted a fiber 
infrastructure in its markets that would 
serve all its technology needs. Launched 
in 2016, the program currently reaches 
60 major U.S. cities, and, according to 

one report, involves deploying 1,000 
miles of fiber and spending as much as 
$30 million per month.

Verizon’s Fiber One strategy 
includes laying up to 1,728-count 
fiber strands, and never using fiber 
with fewer than 864 strands on major 
routes. This gives the carrier the 
ability to meet whatever the future 
holds, whether that’s backhauling and 
fronthauling its growing 5G network, 
feeding smart-city sensors or delivering 
a robust FTTP broadband experience 
or even wholesaling capacity. Verizon 
is building fiber once, a fiber “anyhaul” 
strategy, with confidence that it will 
meet any technology need for the next 
50 years or more.

LEAN DEPLOYMENT 
STRATEGY
Although a “build-it-once” fiber 
infrastructure strategy represents 
the best long-term investment any 
community can make, it also represents 
a significant capital investment.  
For service providers, deploying capital 
in the most cost-effective manner 
possible is critically important. Careful 
planning is required to achieve this. 
Luckily, various strategies can be 
employed.

Deferring capital is a key strategy; 
it involves planning for the long term 
while building incrementally. Strategies 
for building incrementally include
• Deploying a construction strategy 

that targets anchor institutions first 
and branches out to consumers and 
small businesses after securing those 
anchor institutions.

• Taking a “deep fiber” approach in 
which fiber is pushed deeper and 
deeper into the network, but doesn’t 
necessarily go all the way to every 
premises right away. A measured 
approach over time brings fiber to 
the premises as capital is allocated. 
In the interim, leveraging existing 
copper, coax or even fixed wireless 
technologies in the last mile are all 
options operators are exploring.

• Crowdsourcing where prospective 
customer “clusters,” say within a 
neighborhood, commit to buying 
FTTP service before the actual 
FTTP construction is started, 
demonstrating adequate demand to 
justify the investment.

• Laying fiber cables throughout the 
network without “lighting them 
up,” reserving them for future 
use, also known as dark fiber. As 
demand requires and as capital 
becomes available, active electronics 
are added to this dark fiber, saving 
the civil works expense of deploying 
more fiber.

• Creating future-use pathways 
with microducts as a fiber network 
is being built. An alternative 
to investing in dark fiber itself, 
the process lays an important 
infrastructure.

• Using the fiber network for resale 
and wholesale opportunities – 
municipal Wi-Fi for example – 
generating revenue and cash flow 
that can be tapped to help fund 
deployment of fiber closer to the 
premises.

Utilizing some or all of these 
strategies allows network operators and 
communities to take a phased approach 
to a build-it-once strategy. It’s important 
to evaluate this phased approach and 
avoid trying to accomplish everything all 
at once, which can seem overwhelming, 
especially to less-experienced network 
operators. Lean deployment strategies 
can make a long-term, build-it-once, 
anyhaul goal achievable for even the 
smallest of network operators, wherever 
that operator may be.

The future technology road map 
is ever evolving, but one thing is clear 
– the explosive growth in bandwidth-
intensive applications and devices is not 
going away. Though even technologists 
with the most accurate crystal balls can 
only guess at the future state of customer 
expectations, fiber-based infrastructure 
will always be a sure bet. v

Kara Mullaley is global FTTx 
marketing manager at Corning Optical 
Communications. With 20 years of 
industry experience, she is a subject matter 
expert on best practices for worldwide fiber 
deployment, network architectures, and 
solutions to address each operator’s specific 
challenges and strategies for staying ahead 
of demand for high-bandwidth services 
and applications. Connect with her on 
Twitter @KaraMullaley or on LinkedIn at 
www.linkedin.com/in/kara-mullaley.
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