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C
ommunities and regional 
network providers con-
sidering f iber-to-the-
home infrastructure have 
begun to ask whether the 

conventional triple-play model of pro-
viding telephone, television and Internet 
access offers sufficient economic justifi-
cation for the fiber build. 

Although the triple play is what 
most consumers expect from their cable 
provider or ILEC, these services are ef-
fectively commodities and are priced 
accordingly. Additionally, this model, 
which originated as a cable industry 
marketing strategy to differentiate 
cable’s capabilities from those of DSL, 
does not use or monetize the full capac-
ity of the underlying fiber systems being 
built today. 

In many regions, FTTH overbuild-
ers are experiencing renewed price com-
petition from incumbent cable providers 
that selectively underprice their triple-
play offerings to customers who threaten 
to switch to fiber. These FTTH provid-
ers are now re-examining the business 
fundamentals of their fiber-to-the-home 
service delivery. They are realizing that 
simply selling megabits for dollars is not 
a viable long-term business model.

Vicious cycle  
or Virtuous cycle?
A triple-play commodity price war is a 
race to the bottom. The vicious cycle 
starts when incumbents use predatory 
pricing to thwart competition, resulting 

in lower returns for themselves and their 
competitors. Decreased margins and re-
turn on investment reduces investment 
in infrastructure and new offerings, and 
ultimately the consumer gets a stagnant 
service for a commodity price. 

Nobody wins. Consumers don’t get 
new or valuable products, incumbents 
don’t grow their margins or their com-
panies, new companies fail or move to 
other markets, banks don’t lend money 
in the sector and government ends up as 
an antitrust referee or a regulator. 

Innovation is the key to breaking 
this destructive cycle. FTTH network 
providers are well positioned to provide 
new products and services that take full 
advantage of the high speed and low la-
tency of the FTTH network to deliver 
higher performance and value to the 
customer. Redefining the marketplace 
to highlight these assets is a strategy that 
can win against low-margin commodity 
competition and can provide a healthy 
return on investment. 

This winning strategy was detailed 
in a popular 2005 book, “Blue Ocean 

Strategy,” by W. Chan Kim and Renée 
Mauborgne. FTTH network operators 
have an opportunity to redefine the 
market by creating a “blue ocean” free 
of competitors: By opening and stan-
dardizing the application layer, they can 
create a bigger and more vibrant set of 
offerings that attract more users, more 
products, higher value, stable prices and 
more investment. Everybody wins.

the App store
The cell-phone industry reached a simi-
lar turning point just a few years ago. As 
wireless carriers became more ubiquitous 
in their coverage, they eliminated any 
differentiation between their services, 
effectively relegating competition to 
price wars and hard-to-switch contracts. 
Then came the iPhone from Apple. This 
uniquely designed smart phone quickly 
evolved in 2008 to be the delivery cen-
terpiece for the iTunes-based App Store. 

Instead of simply offering the relatively 
undifferentiated wireless triple play of 
cellular voice, text messaging and e-mail, 
Apple’s telecom partners could now use 
their wireless infrastructure as a delivery 
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platform for hundreds of thousands of apps ranging from simple 
widgets and games to relatively complex extensions of enterprise- 
computing applications. Unfortunately for Apple’s U.S. tele-
com partner, AT&T, the all-you-can-eat pricing model for data 
services rapidly motivated a feeding frenzy by data-hungry apps 
that has taxed the capabilities of AT&T’s wireless network.

However, no app store can overtax an FTTH network. 
These networks are vast resources optimized for the transport 
of large numbers of packets. The only question is how to offer 
customers access to all those countless apps. 

The seemingly obvious answer – offering access via the In-
ternet itself – turns out to be problematic. Carriers that try 
to deliver multiple services over the Internet run into a point 
of stricture very much like the one AT&T encountered in its 
wireless network – backhaul. Additionally, what is unique in 
the Apple App Store model is that the apps themselves are 
vetted and perhaps somewhat controlled by Apple, insuring a 
high-quality deliverable to consumers and also providing a new 
source of revenue to Apple. 

To offer the many benefits of beyond-the-triple-play apps 
over fiber networks, network operators can learn from Apple. 
By using the proper infrastructure, they can not only enable an 
ecosystem of new services to consumers but also improve their 
bottom lines. 

An ApplicAtions plAtform for ftth 
The approach Steeplechase Networks recommends is to en-
able an Open-Access Applications Services layer (OAAS). This 
mechanism allows the network provider to differentiate its 
FTTH services from the services offered over traditional cop-
per and hybrid fiber-coaxial networks. Very much like the App 
Store (which returns a percentage of app revenues to Apple), an 
OAAS enables a bevy of application and content providers to 
“rent” space on the FTTH network to deliver their wares to end 
users. Enabling an OAAS does not prevent FTTH customers 
from accessing services over the open Internet; rather, it adds 
new services that are available only within the fiber network.

Why should apps vendors pay for access to an FTTH net-
work instead of simply relying on the open Internet to deliver 
their services? As in the case of the App Store, where the iPhone 
mobility and other features create a particularly useful environ-
ment for certain apps, the OAAS provides unique resources to 
app builders that are integral to FTTH: very high bandwidth 
and low latency. Combined with the billing and support of-
fered through the OAAS environment, this allows app builders 
to quickly deploy their products as extensions of the network 
provider’s service offering. They can easily offer services that 
would be difficult to deliver, market and support over the open 
Internet; they can target customers equipped to use these ser-
vices; and they can benefit from the FTTH network operator’s 
existing relationship with its customers. 

Companies such as Steeplechase offer a software overlay on 
an FTTH network that implements an OAAS. The Steeple-
chase Common supports the delivery of apps and facilitates 
the management and billing of services, using Steeplechase’s 
application router technology. The Steeplechase Apptop is an 
end-user-accessible interface that offers open access to apps 

providers and convenient single sign-on and community-based 
social networking to end users.

For some examples of highly desirable, revenue-producing 
apps, we can look to the newly released National Broadband 
Plan, which anticipates using broadband to facilitate smart-
grid and clean-energy management; remote health care de-
livery; distance training and education; and public safety and 
personal security. These are all integral to creating a better 
quality of life and a better community environment. 

smArt Grid 
A key driver for many fiber buildouts is the need for smart 
grids – systems that can monitor energy usage at a very precise 
level and optimize power generation and distribution systems 
for that usage. Several municipal and private electrical utilities 
are investing in fiber infrastructure for facilities such as ad-
vanced metering infrastructure (AMI). This is a technological 
extension of the automated meter reading (AMR) systems that 
have become prevalent in the last few years. By collecting and 
analyzing data from all energy consumers, utilities can make 
better decisions regarding the operations of the electrical grid, 
allowing for both financial and environmental optimization.

For example, Steeplechase partners with an application pro-
vider to offer the Steeplechase ecoConcierge system, which al-
lows subscribers to reduce their carbon footprints and to better 
understand and control their personal environmental impacts. 
EcoConcierge enables homeowners to monitor and control their 
thermostats, water and irrigation systems, home security systems 
and electrical usage. Through an Apptop interface, FTTH sub-
scribers can manage most elements of home automation, such as 
adjusting lighting, timing appliances to operate during periods 
of off-peak electrical rates and setting up lawn sprinklers to run 
during periods of low water usage. Additionally, they can tally 
their savings both financially and environmentally.

remote heAlth cAre
Nobody denies the need to overhaul the obsolete U.S. health 
care system, especially to meet the needs of an aging popula-

The ecoConcierge application delivered over Steeplechase’s platform 
helps subscribers monitor and control home energy use. 
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tion. By 2026, the number of Americans ages 65 and older 
will double to 71.5 million. Of the population now turning 65, 
nearly 70 percent will need some form of extended care. This 
means that by 2020, roughly 12 million older Americans will 
need long-term care.

How can we improve the quality of life for those who need 
care without breaking the bank? The simple answer is to pro-
vide the care at home, remotely. Biometrics, videoconferencing 
and sensor/notification technology are sufficiently advanced to 
provide a working substrate for this remote-care paradigm. By 
installing biometric sensors for weight, pulse oximetry, EKG 
and other readings into their home networks, along with easy-
to-use videoconferencing hardware and sensors for medication 
dispensing, movement monitoring and fall detection, seniors 
can avoid many trips to doctors and acute-care facilities. They 
can also postpone moving to long-term care facilities for sig-
nificant periods of time. 

Multiple companies now offer parts of this rapidly evolv-
ing set of services; Steeplechase is pioneering the aggregation 
of these services into a unified offering. The Apptop has an 

Steeplechase’s Apptop is an easy-to-use interface for both end users and 
application providers.

Messaging systems help build community and are integral components 
of public safety networks.

Automated sensors that send notifications via broadband networks can 
allow elderly and disabled people to live more independently.

Distance education is a key  
reason many subscribers choose 
fiber to the home over alternative 

broadband connections.  

integrated notification widget that can be tied to PERS (per-
sonal emergency response system) devices enabling decentral-
ized notification as well as centralized monitoring – enhancing 

an existing successful product with new functionality enabled 
by the FTTH network. Companies such as MedConcierge of-
fer confidential and secure telepresence (high-definition video-
conferencing) ports for communications between patients and 
health care providers. Steeplechase has also teamed with Johns 
Hopkins University to deploy revolutionary new networked 
sensor technology to electronically provide numerous health 
statistics that are now available only through expensive lab 
tests. (Full disclosure: The author is a member of the Electrical 
and Computer Engineering Department at Johns Hopkins.)

distAnce educAtion
Since the dawn of the Internet, the idea that this all- 
encompassing network could facilitate education has been a key 
driver of its development. The ARPAnet was designed to facili-
tate the exchange of scientific papers, and the creation of the 
World Wide Web evolved from that mission. Today, the high-
bandwidth, low-latency capabilities of FTTH enable far richer 
educational experiences, so much so that, for many, this appli-
cation alone is the key reason for choosing a fiber connection 
over an alternative. Telepresence and rich-media sharing allow 
educators and students a tremendous level of interactivity and 
customized learning.
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As an example, Steeplechase enables 
Ivy Tech Community College of Indi-
ana, which encompasses 24 campuses 
in 14 regions, to offer a curriculum that 
in some ways is superior to the class-
room experience. By using the unfet-
tered bandwidth availability provided in 
FTTH communities, Ivy Tech’s instruc-
tors can have direct one-to-one telep-
resence with their students. Materials 
such as textbooks and assignments can 
be conveyed electronically via the ePub 
reader built into the Apptop. Students 
find that this online experience can be 
more immersive and more productive 
than traditional classroom studies. Ad-
ditionally, Ivy Tech’s reach is expanded 
beyond its campuses, enabling the in-
stitution to better realize its mission of 
providing high-quality education to all 
residents of Indiana.

public sAfety
A primary consideration of public safety 
is efficient and reliable communications. 
As first responders discovered during 
the 9/11 disaster, the babble of different 
messaging and communications stan-
dards substantially impedes expeditious 
response and delivery of emergency ser-
vices. A community that partners with 
its network operator to build an FTTH 
system becomes a natural anchor tenant 
for that system. Perhaps one of the most 
valuable service offerings the network 
provider can offer is a communitywide 
messaging system that operates on the 
fiber infrastructure.

The Apptop is built on a messaging 
substructure. By far the most explosive 
trends in Internet use over the past few 
years have been advanced messaging, 
social networking and message aggrega-
tion. Using text messaging, Facebook, 
Twitter and WordPress on phones, 
computers, even television sets, stag-
gering numbers of people are adopting 
new social-messaging tools to connect 
with one another. At the heart of all this 
activity is the simple act of messaging. 
After all, social networking is nothing 
more than a specialized type of message 
distribution; blog entries are nothing 
more than messages accessible through a 
Web site or via subscription. The growth 
of messaging has shifted attention from 
simple Web sites to what might be called 

“awareness tools.” This shift has been 
swift and profound – events from the 
Obama presidential campaign to Hai-
tian earthquake relief have made clear 
that public life will never be the same.

From a more localized perspective, 
social networking tools have been some-
what helpful, but they have also created 
new challenges. At the local level, these 
tools work best when applied to specific 
special interests or issues. Hometown 
life is too complex. In a flesh-and-blood, 
bricks-and-mortar community, every-
one plays multiple roles – small-business 
owner, parent, employee, board mem-
ber – and as a result, many people have 
created multiple accounts for Facebook, 
Yahoo! Groups, Twitter and the like, in 
an attempt to segregate these roles into 
manageable streams of interactions, each 
with a distinct context and audience.

The great advantage of OAAS is that 
flexible, highly localized services can 
be deployed on existing fiber networks 
(which naturally establish a localized 
context) to create a centralized com-
munity infrastructure that can solve 
social networking overload at the lo-
cal or regional level. At the same time, 
OAAS keeps local traffic local, reduc-
ing demand on a network operator’s 
port to the open Internet while building 
value for customers. By offering next- 
generation social networking, file shar-
ing and lifestyle applications, a fiber 
network operator can consolidate its po-
sition as a must-have resource that keeps 
customers in touch with the local activ-
ity that matters to them.

Finally, because nearly all the current 
social networking tools use simple APIs 
for messaging, integrating those tools 
into a local application environment 
becomes easy, making the local service 
a centralized point of contact for both 

local and public communications while 
simplifying life for customers and stimu-
lating local interaction – and transactions 
– within a defined network area.

Well-defined local communications 
streams enhanced through the availabil-
ity of ultra-high bandwidth creates safer 
communities. Local governments, first re-
sponders and citizens who are connected 
are more able to quickly identify and as-
sess potential threats and have the means 
to easily alert their neighbors. Through 
simple devices such as PERS, family, 
neighbors and first responders can be in-
formed of health emergencies and can of-
fer immediate and potentially life-saving 
responses. The connected community 
enabled by FTTH simply becomes a bet-
ter and a safer place to live.

locAl Web hostinG
In some FTTH communities, regional 
hosting providers are already taking ad-
vantage of the unique capabilities of the 
fiber network by offering Web site and 
applications hosting. Companies such 
as Voonami on the UTOPIA fiber net-
work in Utah and Abacus Data on the 
LUS network in Lafayette, La., are offer-
ing localized co-location centers. With 
OAAS, operators can actively market 
new services that harness these home-
grown resources and sell them to the 
fiber subscribers in their own networks.

Independent FTTH providers are 
uniquely positioned to compete in a new 
market that they define, rather than fol-
lowing old rules and business models 
and pitching battles with the telecom-
munications giants of the last century. 
By enabling OAAS on their systems, 
they can pave the way to delivering a 
multitude of community-enhancing and  
revenue-enhancing applications that ful-
fill the promise of the National Broad-
band Plan.  

Independent FTTH providers are uniquely 
positioned to compete in a new market that 

they define, rather than following old rules and 
business models and pitching battles with the 
telecommunications giants of the last century.


