Green Technology

En-Touch Powers a
Green Community
At a new solar-hybrid master-planned development in Houston, fiber to the
home helps residents manage heating, cooling and other home systems.
By Masha Zager ■ Broadband Properties

D

iscovery at Spring Trails, a new
Houston-area development, is
unique in the United States:
the first median-priced, master-planned
community where every house will generate at least a kilowatt of solar energy
and many will be all-solar; where all
2,000-plus houses will be built, in partnership with General Electric’s ecomagination Homebuilder Program, to be 40
to 50 percent more energy-efficient than
the average home; and where the fiberto-the-home network supports a monitoring system that will help residents
save even more energy, as well as water.
The developer, Land Tejas Cos., is
working with builders to create housing designed with the environment and
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Learn more about FTTH and
energy conservation at the
Broadband Properties Summit,
April 26 – 28 in Dallas.

laboration is simple because broadband
and energy are provided by the same
company, En-Touch Systems.
A Houston-based competitive local
exchange carrier (CLEC) that has built
and operated FTTH networks since
2005 (and other types of broadband networks since 1996) in greenfield housing
developments, En-Touch recently added

All the houses in Discovery at Spring Trails
are being designed with the environment and
residents’ utility bills in mind.
residents’ utility bills in mind. Building
envelopes are designed to meet Leadership in Energy and Environmental
Design (LEED) Platinum standards. A
smart metering system will enable residents to save money by moving electric
loads to off-peak hours. Even the streetlights and common areas will be partially powered by solar energy.
Integrating broadband technology
with a communitywide energy savings
program requires close collaboration
between the broadband service provider
and the energy utility. In this case, col-

a retail electricity subsidiary. In Discovery at Spring Trails, En-Touch offers
both communications and energy services, including solar panel installation,
selling electricity and helping to manage
the solar power systems. A different company, CenterPoint Energy, is responsible
for electricity delivery and for installing

and reading the smart meters.
FTTH as a Technology Enabler
As in the other communities it serves,
En-Touch provides triple-play services
– including telephone, 50 Mbps highspeed Internet access and television
services with more than 40 HDTV
channels – as well as security monitoring with 24-hour alarm systems and
smoke detection. Homeowners can use
cell phones and PCs to monitor systems
in their homes, get up-to-the-minute
status reports and receive notifications
about situations at remote locations.
En-Touch is also a one-stop shop for
residents’ technical needs, offering computer training, setup of residents’ home
networks and entertainment systems
and, of course, troubleshooting.
What’s different at Discovery at
Spring Trails is the degree to which the
fiber-to-the-home network – based on
GEPON technology from broadband
access systems provider Enablence Technologies – supports home automation
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Home Energy Management Systems
Home energy management systems (HEMS) may be a novelty
today, but experts think the market will take off in the next
year or two, making these systems commonplace in five years.
Seventeen million HEMS will be shipped in 2014, according to
market research firm ABI Research.
“There’s a lot of flux in the home energy management
systems market,” says ABI practice director Sam Lucero. “Companies of many different kinds are trying to enter it, offering
four main configurations: stand-alone systems, components
of larger home automation systems, managed systems from
service providers and those offered by
electrical utilities, often as part of their
demand/response deployments. Large
software companies such as Microsoft
and Google are also making a play in
this market.”
Stand-alone systems are expected
to remain the smallest part of the market, and to show the least growth over
the five-year period. Systems provided
by utilities will form the market’s largest segment, accounting for more
than half the total system shipments
in 2014. Those offered as part of home
automation packages and those delivered as managed services by providers
such as telcos will occupy the market’s
middle ground. ABI Research expects
this market to start taking off seriously
in 2010–2011.

Google and Microsoft, which offer user-interface solutions
and application software for some systems, might seem to be
unlikely contenders in this area. Indeed, says Lucero, HEMS vendors should not be overly concerned by their entrance into the
market: “HEMS are well outside their areas of core competency,
and it will take these companies considerable time and effort
to catch up with the leading innovators in this space.” However,
their interest is symptomatic of a wider drive toward smarter
energy management as part of the clean tech movement.

and control. The broadband network
gives homeowners access to systems
that help them understand and manage
their use of electricity, water and gas.
For example, residents can control thermostats and lighting either from inside
the home or remotely (by cell phone or
e-mail). They can even see how much
energy the solar panels are generating
and how much is being taken from the
electric grid.
“We see fiber to the home as a huge
technology enabler,” says Rich Gerstemeier, president and CEO of En-Touch.
“We’re working to put consumers in a
position to be able to reduce total energy use and also increase their use of
renewable technologies.”
Like the first 1KW solar panel system, the home automation basics are
standard with every home, including a
dashboard display that gives an overview
of all utility usage. “Once you begin to
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The model should be
replicable at other
communities – and
En-Touch hopes to
replicate it soon.
introduce renewables, the dashboard
will be popular,” Gerstemeier says. “Everyone who sees it wants to have it.” Optional equipment includes surveillance
cameras, door openers and controllers
for stereo systems and lighting. Add-ons
are “surprisingly affordable,” according
to Gerstemeier, because the wiring standards in the development make adding
any device with a Cat 5 connection simple. Internet access to all the systems is
also an extra.
The most exciting aspect of Discovery at Spring Trails is that the houses are
production homes, not custom-built,
and their sizes and prices are close to the
median for the Houston area. Gerstemeier says, “We’re trying to validate that
it’s a good business model and create a
template – a solid plan you can carry
somewhere else.” If Discovery at Spring
Trails develops as expected, En-Touch
will certainly be engaged in bringing the
model to other new communities. BBP
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the newest sponsors and exhibitors joining the 2010 Broadband Properties Summit.
3M
Adesta
Adtran
Corning Cable Systems

Dish Network
EchoStar
Foxcom
ICBS

INOC
Korcett Holdings
Montclair Fiber Optics
Radiant Communications

Tantalus
Telco Systems
UDK
Walker & Associates

TAKE ACTION
today and secure your participation!
To Exhibit or Sponsor, contact: Irene Prescott at irene@broadbandproperties.com, or call 316-733-9122.
For other inquiries, call 877-588-1649, or visit www.bbpmag.com.
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