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By some measures, the Allied Fiber 
network is the most ambitious 
fiber network build to have been 

planned for at least a decade. It uses a 
network architecture not quite like any-
thing that’s ever been built before. And 
if CEO Hunter Newby’s vision is cor-
rect, the network’s mere existence should 
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use the Allied Fiber network to easily 
reach those traffic exchange points. 

“We come from a world of solving 
interconnection problems,” says Newby, 
who previously was chief strategy officer 
for Telx, a pioneer in the neutral coloca-
tion market. Newby expects the Allied 
Fiber network to attract a diverse mix of 

frastructure between markets, given the 
lack of available dark fiber,” comments 
Ben Edmonds, executive vice president 
of sales and marketing for FiberLight, a 
company that has built fiber networks in 
21 markets in the southern half of the 
United States. “You always want to ex-
ploit where there’s a limited supply and 
pent-up demand, and that’s what Allied 
Fiber has tried to do.” 

The Allied Fiber network, Edmonds 
says, could be complementary to the 
metro networks FiberLight already has 
deployed. 

“A multitenant fiber build has a lot 
of value to our customers,” comments 
Jim Poole, general manager of global 
networks and mobility for Equinix, the 
company whose carrier-neutral coloca-
tion facility in Ashburn, Va., will be a 
tether point for Phase 1 of the Allied 
Fiber network. The connection to the 
Equinix exchange will give Allied Fiber 
easy access to an existing base of 190 
network providers already connected to 
the exchange.

Phase 1 of the Allied Fiber network –  
interconnecting New York, Chicago, 
Ashburn and points in between – is 
nearing completion, and with four more 

The Allied Fiber network is expected to attract 
rural network operators and community 

networks seeking economical connectivity to 
Internet points of presence.

vastly improve the economics of bring-
ing first-mile fiber networks to com-
munities that, to date, have struggled to 
support broadband business models.

Ultimately, Allied Fiber’s own busi-
ness model isn’t as much about the 
network as it is about interconnecting 
other carriers. Allied Fiber will not be 
installing its own transport equipment. 
It will sell long-term dark fiber leases to 
other carriers, which will light their own  
networks. 

Importantly, the company’s plan 
includes a network presence in major 
carrier traffic exchange points in critical 
markets such as New York, Miami and 
Seattle, enabling network operators that 

companies that range from small rural 
network operators and community net-
works seeking economical connectivity 
to Internet points of presence to interna-
tional carriers seeking a low-latency way 
to cross the North American continent. 

Exploiting pEnt-up DEmAnD
The Allied Fiber plan seems to be reso-
nating with the right people. “There’s a 
known need in the industry for new in-
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phases still to go, Newby notes, “We 
have a line out the door of banks that 
want to finance Phase 2.”

nEw York to ChiCAgo,  
AnD points in BEtwEEn
What makes the Allied Fiber network 
unique is its use of two separate high-
count dark fiber bundles that run in 
parallel. The company refers to one fi-
ber batch, consisting of 432 fibers, as its 
long-haul network and the other, with 
216 fibers, as its short-haul network. 
There is also an empty fiber duct for fu-
ture expansion.

Local and regional network opera-
tors will be able to tap into the short-
haul network almost anywhere along 
the fiber route. It won’t be necessary to 
run a connection all the way to a major 
metro market.

Every 60 miles, the optical signal 
needs regeneration, and at each of those 
points, carriers will be able to inter-
connect with other carriers via a cross-
connect, to shift traffic from the short-
haul to the long-haul network and to 
colocate transport equipment, such as 
dense wavelength-division multiplexing 
equipment, switches and routers, but 
not servers. 

Although Allied Fiber expects to 
generate much of its initial revenue from 
long-term leases (known as indefeasible 
rights of use, or IRUs) on dark fiber, 
the company’s ultimate prize is the re-

curring revenue it expects to earn from 
colocation in the Allied Fiber–owned 
colo-regen facilities along the route.

This approach is a far cry from the 
way most fiber networks are designed. 
Traditionally, carriers could tap into fi-
ber networks only in major metropolitan 
areas. Fiber might pass through smaller 
markets like Toledo and Altoona, but 
often there was no way to connect to it. 

Newby argues that this goes a long 
way toward explaining why smaller 
markets with populations between 
25,000 and 300,000 tend not to have 
high-speed broadband availability. “No-
body is building fiber to the anything in 
those towns,” says Newby, noting that 
some entire towns have only a DS-3 
connection to the public Internet.

“The choke point you can’t get around 
is backhaul,” Newby argues. “You can 
build in town but not to New York.”

One nationwide network operator 
that has architected its network with on- 
and off-ramps primarily in major metro 
markets is XO Communications, and 
that company is beginning to see the 

logic of Allied Fiber’s approach. 
Don MacNeil, vice president of op-

erations for XO Communications, notes 
that for years the company’s network 
passed through Charlotte, N.C., with-
out picking up or dropping off traffic 
there. “Two years ago, we decided to 
create a stop there, and we were able 
to open the market very easily,” recalls 
MacNeil.

XO now is looking at the possibil-
ity of using the Allied Fiber network as 
a means of serving some of the smaller 
markets along the Allied Fiber route. 
MacNeil cites the hypothetical example 
of a local Pennsylvania ISP that might 
obtain more economical Internet con-
nectivity by using new XO facilities 
running over dark fiber from Allied Fi-
ber. “I can take him to my big Internet 
router in New York and give him better 
economics,” MacNeil explains.

DiY AttituDE nEEDED
Newby is quick to offer up some com-
pelling data about Phase 1 of the Allied 
Fiber network. More than 130 towns 
within a mile of the Phase 1 network 
have populations between 25,000 and 
500,000, he says.

With Allied Fiber paving the way 
for economical backhaul connectivity, 
Newby says, it shouldn’t be difficult for 
those markets to support local broad-
band builds. But communities shouldn’t 
count on carriers to step in, he cautions.

“Some towns are stuck in the mind-
set that someone will bring them broad-
band,” observes Newby. “But you have 
to have a do-it-yourself attitude.”

Increasingly, towns and municipali-
ties are realizing that, Newby says. He 
points to the Axcess Ontario network in 
upstate New York as an example of what 
towns and municipalities can achieve 
on their own. (Axcess Ontario is run by 
a public-benefit corporation set up by  

Local and regional network operators will be 
able to tap into the short-haul network almost 

anywhere along the fiber route. 

Phase 1 of Allied Fiber’s network is nearing completion, and four more phases are planned.
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Ontario County, N.Y.) “They [the 
county] have 100,000 people. They built 
a fiber ring that they lease to eight pro-
viders. They did it on their own. They 
put up the money. They spent $5 million 
to build a 200-mile ring.”

The 130-plus communities along 
Allied Fiber’s Phase 1 route are well-
positioned to do the same thing, Newby 
argues. But he doesn’t stop there. 

“There are 3,140 counties in the U.S. 
with an average population of 100,000,” 
notes Newby. “That means there are 
that many opportunities to build the 
same kind of network and link them 
all. And the Allied Fiber approach is the 
bridge to link them all.”

Unfortunately, Allied Fiber isn’t plan-
ning to reach every one of those counties. 
Nevertheless, Newby says, “You have to 
do this for all of America. I’ll share my 
model with anybody and encourage 
them to do this where I’m not.”

AlliED FiBEr’s gEnEsis
Newby honed much of his thinking 
about open access and carrier-neutral 
interconnection seven or eight years ago 
at Telx, which started out as an inter-
national provider of wholesale minutes. 
Many carriers had to interconnect with 
one another within the carrier exchange 
at 60 Hudson Street in New York City, 
and as Newby recalls, “Everyone was in 
60 Hudson, but they weren’t in the same 
place.”

Telx established a platform that en-
abled carriers to easily interconnect with 
one another at the physical layer, then 
extended that approach to other key car-
rier meeting points, eventually making 
carrier interconnection the focus of its 
business. Key concepts underlying the 
business are standard physical layer con-
nection and open access – which also 
drive the thinking at Allied Fiber.

The genesis of Allied Fiber came 
from two pivotal encounters that Newby 

experienced while working for Telx. The 
first encounter was in 2004, when Telx 
bought the 56 Marietta Street building 
in Atlanta, which serves as a traffic ex-
change point, with the goal of setting up 
a neutral interconnection platform there. 
The building’s previous owners “had no 
idea what they had bought,” Newby re-
calls. “They bought the building to con-
vert it to loft condos, and they were upset 
they couldn’t throw the carriers out.”

Newby went to Atlanta to explain 
Telx’s interconnection philosophy to 
the carriers that were connected at the 
facility. One of his meetings was with a 
potential client, Norfolk Southern Cor-
poration. The company, a railroad, had 
rights of way behind the building and 
had already installed clear innerduct 
spanning thousands of miles in the east-
ern United States. The ductwork had 
been installed during the digital boom 
period, and the railroad had tried, with-
out success, to get the previous owners 
of 56 Marietta Street to allow it into the 
building. Telx had no objection.

As soon as the ducts were brought 
in, two network operators used them to 
install fiber. “It really strengthened the 
building,” Newby says.

Newby also recognized that at some 
future point, the Norfolk Southern duc-
twork could be a valuable platform for a 
new fiber network build. He was confi-
dent he would know when the time was 
right.

The period between 2004 and 2007 
was one of consolidation in the long-
haul market, with lots of fiber network 
bargains to be found. By 2007, Newby 
realized that conditions had changed 
when Telx got an inquiry from a major 
international carrier asking for assis-
tance in finding dark fiber to connect 
subsea landing points. “Either the fiber 
didn’t exist, or the carriers wouldn’t sell 
it,” Newby says. 

Also around this time, Telx was sold 
to a new investment group, and Telx 
CEO Rory Cutaia left to join private 
equity firm Corinthian Capital, urg-
ing Newby to look at deals with him. 
Newby told him, “Instead of looking for 
deals, I have a deal.”

The upshot was that Newby cut a deal 
with the railroad to use its ductwork and 
rights of way nationwide and was able to 
obtain construction completion financ-
ing from principals of Corinthian and 
from other individuals who had been 
involved with Telx in its early days. In 
addition, Newby secured a commitment 
for senior debt from Falcon Investment 
Advisors and ABRY Partners.

phAsing in thE nEtwork 
As of mid-March, Allied Fiber had 10 
carriers signed up to use Phase 1 dark 
fiber, with dozens more contracts still 
being finalized. Signing the deals were 
traditional interexchange carriers, com-
petitive carriers and cable multiple sys-
tems operators, says Newby, who also 
expects to see companies using Allied 
Fiber’s dark fiber for mobile backhaul. 

The company already has customers 
lined up for Phase 2, which will extend 
the network to Miami, and for Phase 3, 
which will take it to Seattle, Newby says. 
The final two phases will extend the net-
work from Seattle to southern California 
and then from southern California back 
to Miami. Phases 2 through 5 will be a 
bit more challenging than Phase 1 from 
a construction point of view, however, 
because ductwork has not been installed 
along those routes.

DAtA CEntEr opportunitiEs
Ductwork and rights of way aren’t the 
only benefits that Allied Fiber gets from 
working with the railroad. There’s some-
thing else, too – and it relates to the 
railroad’s heritage of serving the heavy 
industrial and manufacturing locations 
that flourished during a different era. 
The network runs through areas that 
have great access to major sources of 
power at some of the best prices avail-
able anywhere – as low as 3 cents per 
kilowatt hour, according to Newby.

That access to power captured the at-
tention of Pod Global, a company that 

More than 3,000 counties have populations of 
around 100,000. All could benefit from fiber 

networks constructed like Allied Fiber’s. 
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is planning to install containerized data 
center parks at several locations along the 
Allied Fiber route, where it has not only 
found great pricing on power but also 
plenty of capacity. “Every location will 
support 100 megawatts, and we’ll have 
100 containers or more at each location,” 
says Pod Global CEO Lee Hansen. The 
container shell, he says, is the same type 
of ISO9001 shipping container used on 
railroad cars and tractor trailers.

Pod Global has not yet revealed the 
specific markets where its containerized 
data centers will be located, but Hansen 
said an initial location is likely to be in 
Indiana. 

The company is seeing strong inter-
est from major users of data centers that 
are running out of either space or power 
at existing facilities. The excellent con-
nectivity via the Allied Fiber network to 
major traffic exchange points makes a 
containerized approach viable and eco-
nomical in some of the markets along 
the route, Hansen says. He believes most 
customers will manage their equipment 
remotely, drawing on local Pod Global 
staff when needed.

Because power accounts for such a 
large part of the cost of data center ser-
vice, data center operators tend to charge 
clients for monthly service, including 
floor or rack space, based on peak power 
consumption, explains Hansen. Pod 
Global expects to charge about $150 per 
kilowatt per month, which is a far cry 
from the $700 per kilowatt per month 
commanded by some major data center 
operators. 

“When we tell people $150 a kilo-
watt and you can do your own dark fi-
ber, almost everyone’s eyes widen,” says 
Hansen.

Hansen expects to find local busi-
ness clients for his centers as well. His 
enthusiasm for the potential long-term 
economic impact of the Allied Fiber 
network matches Newby’s – as long as 
data centers are part of the equation. 
“Fiber is of epic importance, but if there 
is no data center space, there’s nothing,” 
comments Hansen. 

Many small communities have 
been “swept under the rug” because of 
technology changes, he says. But with 
high-speed connectivity and data cen-

ters more widely available, he predicts, 
“there will be an uptake of utilization 
from localized regions, which will play 
a role in the economic development of 
the regions.”

Hansen even goes as far as predict-
ing “an increase in property values and 
an influx of population” to smaller mar-
kets reached by Allied Fiber or similar 
networks. Many people, he says, don’t 
want to live in metro regions, but they 
are forced to do so today.

invEstors ArE AttrACtED
Not everyone is sold on the idea of using 
data centers so remote from traditional 
interconnection points. In certain cir-
cumstances, they say, latency could be 
an issue. 

For example, MacNeil doesn’t ex-
pect XO to be a heavy user of data cen-
ters along the Allied Fiber route. He 
says that although XO might put some 
equipment in those centers to serve ten-
ants in the centers, it will continue to 
rely primarily on data centers in major 
metro markets.

Nevertheless, even skeptics may have 
to admit that a containerized data center 
approach could be well-suited to mar-
kets along the Allied Fiber route because 
of the difficulty of predicting demand in 
some of these markets. 

“The chances of accurately predict-
ing your IT requirements are very low 
and, considering the costs of data cen-
ter construction, the risk is very high,” 
comments Waite Ave, managing partner 

for Universal Networking Services, a 
company that sells and installs contain-
erized data centers and has had inquiries 
from financial firms that are considering 
establishing centers along the Allied Fi-
ber route. “If a customer needs to grow, 
we simply deploy another modular con-
tainer,” says Ave, adding that container-
ized data centers are well-suited for di-
saster recovery use.

According to Newby, neither de-
mand uncertainty nor other concerns 
have deterred some traditional data 
center operators from making plans to 
locate along the Allied Fiber route. “I 
know of at least three data center proj-
ects on the Phase 1 route,” comments 
Newby. One of them, which he says is 
“the biggest data center I’ve ever seen,” is 
“on the east coast, directly on the route.”

Clearly, Allied Fiber is attracting 
significant investment and interest at a 
time when any type of infrastructure 
spending seems to be scrutinized more 
closely than ever. Newby says he has also 
received inquiries from governments of 
other countries asking him to help them 
adopt a similar approach as a means of 
driving broadband deployment in their 
countries.

Some of those who buy into the Al-
lied Fiber vision, including Hansen, are 
just as evangelical as Newby is about 
it. “Hunter [Newby] will change the 
face of the United States and the global 
economy because we’ll be able to jump 
back in with both feet – all of us, not 
just some of us,” says Hansen.  BBp

Allied Fiber’s mix of long-haul and short-haul fiber lets carriers tap into the network every 60 miles.


