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The past few months have brought 
news of upheavals in i3 Group’s 
plans for laying fiber in sewers 

and in Burlington Telecom’s municipal 
build in Vermont. In both cases, greater 
attention to detail, transparent account-
ing and a more conservative business 
plan could have avoided problems. As 
a bandwidth hawk, I hope for these 
companies’ future success – but a lot of 
money has been wasted.

The i3 Group was founded as H2O 
Networks Group in 2002. It has pat-
ented technology for deploying fiber 
through sewers. The idea is not new – 
Japanese and Austrian companies have 
robotic cable-pullers that can lay fiber 
in pipes with diameters as small as 8 
inches. European cities, such as Paris, 
have laid fiber in large sewer lines.

However, i3’s technology is different: 
It lays fiber at the bottom of sewer lines 
and then covers the cable with a protec-
tive mat; other companies lay fiber at 
the bottom of only water lines (which 
are nearly sediment-free). In sewers, they 
hang fiber high on interior walls.

The company also uses microtrench-
ing and manufactures some specialized 
components, but its business plan relied 
mainly on using sewers to cut deploy-
ment and capital carrying costs by 30 to 
50 percent. 

Fiber in The Sewer
Sewers are built to allow sediments 
to be flushed naturally during high-
flow periods. The floors of large sewers 
are not smoothly rounded. They are 
custom-configured, often in steps that 
take into account a line’s pitch and ex-
pected flows. Small flows are channeled 
to move fast, reducing sedimentation in 
the first place. The i3 fiber changes the 
sewers’ configurations.

Thus, sewer operators have pushed 

back against i3 despite the promise of 
new money to maintain their sewers. 
The cost of i3’s 100 Mbps fiber net-
work in Bournemouth, England, vastly 
increased after Wessex Water blocked 
plans to lay fiber in the city’s sewers. 
Wessex Water spokesmen vaguely cited 
“contractual and methodology prob-
lems” for abandoning the deal. A less 
mature but potentially larger project in 
Dundee, Scotland, is also stalled, appar-
ently for the same reason. The contrac-
tors were fired.

In the United States, i3 America’s 
Quincy, Ill., project has also been de-
layed. After a 30-day test in 1,300 feet 
of sewer, before-and-after videos showed 
unexpected sedimentation. Chuck Bev-
elheimer, the city’s director of planning 
and development, said the sewer depart-
ment associates the extra sediment with 
the fiber. This is not a deal breaker, but 
it means that i3 will bear the cost of new 
equipment and maintenance.

burlingTon Telecom STumbleS
The innovative municipal utility in 
Burlington, Vt., has come up $17 mil-
lion short since 2007 and defaulted on 

its lease arrangement with Citi. It also 
violated its agreements with Vermont’s 
utility regulators. 

An independent audit shows that 
the city overcharged the utility for some 
services, such as pole attachment rights. 
Almost all the remaining losses seem 
due to overstaffing, however. The official 
headcount of 23 is more than double 
what might be expected for a utility that 
serves 4,000 customers and uses outside 
contractors for construction, hookup 
and outage response. Perhaps some em-
ployees are shared illegally with Burl-
ington’s electric utility – the city’s book-
keeping is too sloppy to know for sure.

Reorganization may be the solution 
for both i3 and BT. The i3 U.K. opera-
tions were sold in January to City Fibre 
Holdings, a consortium led by Greg 
Mesch, former president and COO of 
i3 Group. Operations outside the U.K. 
remain with i3 Group. BT may be sold 
to a private group headed by former BT 
director Tim Nulty. Whether Mesch or 
Nulty has sufficient financial backing is 
unclear. BBP will cover both situations 
in more detail as they develop.  bbP
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Broadband Summit  
attendees get the details and 
hear the case studies that help 
them avoid mistakes such as 
overstaffing and overreliance 
on a single technology.


