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Open-Access success stOry

Open access doesn’t get any more 
open than this: At the Broad-
band Properties Summit in 

April, CEO Todd Marriott invited ser-
vice providers to operate free of charge 
on UTOPIA, his 16-city municipal 
fiber-to-the-premises network in Utah. 
Adding services and service providers is 
a critical part of Marriott’s plan to grow 
the network and take full advantage of 
its unique capabilities.

In his presentation, “From Near Di-
saster to Exemplary Performer,” Mar-
riott told the story of UTOPIA’s dra-
matic turnaround, which earned the 
company a 2010 Cornerstone Award. 
“In 2008, UTOPIA was struggling,” 
he said. “Nothing had been dug for a 
year, and a dispute was going on with 
the Rural Utilities Service. We had four 

Services Are Key  
To Open Access

A BBP Staff Report

The Broadband Summit featured presentations on a number of open-access, 
communitywide networks, some in existence and others still in the planning 
stages. The common theme: Think beyond the triple play to multiple  
innovative services. 

service providers – two of them went to 
iProvo, one was dubious and the fourth 
one owed us money. … There were too 
many consultants, so we needed to build 
an in-house staff.”

Marriott, who joined UTOPIA 
at that time, developed a turnaround 
strategy for the company that included 
refinancing and building operational 
capability. The network operating cen-
ter was brought in-house, new and effi-
cient processes were developed and new 
managers were hired. At the same time, 
the plant was brought up to carrier-class 
standards; the network can now support 
1 Gbps symmetrical bandwidth. 

By March 2010, UTOPIA had added 
about 2,000 net new subscribers, and a 
total of 15 providers offered services over 
the network. Average revenue per user 
had risen by 60 percent for residential 
users and 46 percent for business users 
even though rates remained steady.

However, Marriott isn’t satisfied with 
UTOPIA’s current state. He has a long-

term vision of the network as a market-
place where service providers offer many 
new and innovative services. He hopes to 
see a variety of educational, health care, 
entertainment, social-media, business 
and community services well beyond 
those available today – services that 
would take maximum advantage of the 
big pipe UTOPIA has to offer. “We’ll be 
prepared for super-high-definition and 
for telepresence,” he said. 

To increase scale, Marriott hopes to 
add more cities to the network. Cities 
that want to build municipal fiber net-
works would benefit by joining UTO-
PIA, he said, because they would have 
instant access to all its service providers 
without having to suffer the growing 
pains that UTOPIA has already gone 
through.

MArketing utOpiA
The city that joined the network most 
recently was Brigham City, which was 
a member of the original consortium 

UTOPIA’s dramatic turnaround earned it a 
Cornerstone Award at the 2010 BBP Summit. 

Marriott’s rescue plan for UTOPIA involved 
upgrading the network, refinancing the company, 

bringing management functions in-house  
and bolstering operational capabilities.

Todd Marriott addressing the Summit.
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but was not built out in the first phase. 
Chris Hogan, UTOPIA’s vice president 
of marketing solutions and operations, 
was charged with signing up new sub-
scribers there. Brigham City, Hogan 
said in his presentation, was the test of 
Marriott’s new model: Would the resi-
dents of a conservative city, fewer than 
half of whom had even heard of UTO-
PIA, invest $3,000 apiece to connect to 
the network?

Hogan identified several Brigham 
City neighborhoods that he thought 
would be good candidates for UTO-
PIA because they were underserved, 
relatively easy to connect and popu-
lated by early adopters. A combination 
of traditional and grass-roots marketing 
in those neighborhoods, together with 
demonstrations of network services in 
a mobile home that was taken to block 
parties, generated so much excitement 
that residents all through the city began 
asking when their neighborhoods would 
be connected.

UTOPIA needed an overall take rate 
of 30 percent to justify connecting any 
homes in Brigham City. When Hogan 
told residents he would prioritize areas 
with higher take rates, they soon began 
to spread the word and encourage their 

neighbors to sign up. The result was a 
take rate well beyond the minimum 
threshold. A quarter of those who signed 
up paid the full $3,000 connection fee 
in cash; the rest financed the fee over a 
20-year period. Hogan expects the take 
rate to reach 50 percent within 18 to 24 
months, which would reduce the city’s 
required commitment to the project.  

the service prOvider’s  
viewpOint
Robert Bryson, CEO of Connected Lyfe, 
the newest provider to offer triple-play 
services on UTOPIA, said his company 
aimed to compete on the “criteria of 
the future” – rapid service innovation. 
Taking advantage of the all-IP, virtu-
ally unlimited-bandwidth environment 
of UTOPIA, Connected Lyfe delivers a 
TV Everywhere offering – linear TV and 
video on demand to televisions, PCs and 
mobile devices – with far lower operat-

ing costs than are incurred by traditional 
digital TV providers. Ultimately, Con-
nected Lyfe hopes to add services beyond 
the triple play. Bryson said the company’s 
nationwide 10GigE IP backbone will 
allow it to develop and deliver services 
economically across the country as more 
next-generation networks are built. 

Other advantages of an IP-based 
infrastructure include advanced search 
capabilities and targeted advertising. 
Bryson said Connected Lyfe was the 
first TV service provider to use detailed 
metadata about video content, including 
actors, genres, rights restrictions, music 
cues, language, emotions and informa-
tion about violence and family content. 
This metadata enables users to search 
for programs based on their individual 
preferences.

Just as its IP network allows econo-
mies of scale in service delivery, Con-
nected Lyfe aims for economies of 
scale in marketing by targeting MDUs,  
homeowner associations and businesses. 
Bryson said Connected Lyfe can deliver 
its services over legacy infrastructure 
within an MDU. 

supernet in AlbertA
The Canadian province of Alberta fol-
lowed a strategy similar to UTOPIA’s 
in developing its SuperNet open-access 
network. Alberta is a large, sparsely pop-
ulated province with 429 communities, 
none of which individually is an inviting 
target for commercial service providers. 
Because the provincewide network has 
local governments as anchor tenants, 
and because of the network’s scale, it has 
attracted more than 70 service providers 
since beginning operations in 2005. 

Tim Scott of Axia, which designed, 
built and operates the network for the 
provincial government, said Axia pro-
vides direct fiber connectivity to govern-
ment facilities, schools, libraries, health 
care providers and other institutions. 
Retail service providers offer services to 

The University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign is building a fiber network to connect anchor in-
stitutions in Urbana-Champaign and bring FTTH to a low-income neighborhood. Here’s how the 
university benefits from the project.

“You can’t lose if you’re serious about what you 
want,” says telecom attorney Jim Baller.  

“Great nations don’t sit back and whine.” 
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residents and businesses in nearly 300 
communities, using a variety of access 
infrastructures. Much of the first mile 
infrastructure is now being upgraded to 
FTTH – a technology that is viable only 
because the SuperNet exists.

About 40 percent of retail service 
providers on SuperNet are small and 
serve residents and small businesses in 
their own communities. Another 45 per-
cent are mid-sized, with some financial 
and technical sophistication; this group 
has been able to expand geographically 
and provide high-availability services 
and service bundles that take greater ad-
vantage of SuperNet’s capabilities. The 
final 15 percent of providers serve large 
businesses with bandwidth solutions 
that were once cost-prohibitive. 

One of the biggest growth areas, 
Scott said, is in high-definition video-
conferencing for job interviews. 

Another popular application is 
Discovery Education, which provides 
streaming educational content for 
schools. As schools join SuperNet, they 
find that the price of access falls, the 
quality of the video goes up and students 
are able to create and upload content. As 
a result, usage of the Discovery Educa-
tion application has greatly increased, 
bolstering the network’s revenues.  
“Usage is important for the economics 
of the fiber network,” Scott said. 

gOOgle Fiber FOr cOMMunities
Telecom attorney Jim Baller, who is 
working with Google on its Fiber for 
Communities project, said the broad-
band provided by Google’s proposed 
networks will help the United States re-
main globally competitive – unlike the 
broadband envisioned in the National 
Broadband Plan. Baller, who has long 

advocated the development of a national 
broadband plan, was disappointed with 
the plan published by the Federal Com-
munications Commission (FCC) in 
March. Although he thought the plan 
was “brilliant in parts,” Baller would 
have preferred that it be “bolder, more 
aggressive, with higher goals.”

In his presentation, “Fiber Faster: It’s 
Up to Us,” Baller said Google had urged 
the FCC to support pilot projects with 
connectivity higher than 100 Mbps. “But 
the more [Google] thought about it,” he 
said, “the more they felt they should do 
it themselves.” By launching high-band-
width networks, Google hoped to spur 
application development, generate inter-
est among consumers, build support for 
higher broadband goals, light a fire un-
der incumbent providers and promote 
the idea of open access. 

Google worked on the program 
for several months and then engaged 
Baller’s firm to develop the Request for 
Information that was posted in Febru-
ary. The company was “overwhelmed by 
the response, which was absolutely won-
derful,” Baller said. More than 1,100 
communities submitted proposals, and 
196,000 individuals recommended their 
communities. Some were directly re-
sponsive to the RFI, but a range of sug-
gestions went beyond the ideas Google 
had considered. 

The Google team was currently read-
ing the proposals, Baller said, and would 
soon produce a short list of communities 
to request additional information from. 
After a second winnowing, Google 
plans to make site visits, negotiate with 
communities and enter into agreements 
by the end of 2010. Google is interested 
in building self-sustaining commercial 
networks; its agreements will not call on 
communities to provide free service, nor 
will they include community funding or 
other government subsidies.

In the meantime, Google is looking 
for application developers to partner 
with. Service providers and application 
developers that are interested in offering 
applications over the Google networks 
should communicate with Google now. 
“The applications will drive whether the 
high-capacity networks are successful,” 
Baller said.

Alberta’s provincewide institutional network lets retail providers deliver a multitude of services to 
communities over various access technologies, including fiber to the home.

As schools join SuperNet, the price of access goes 
down, the quality of video goes up and students 
can create and upload content. As a result, they 

use more of the Discovery Education application.
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it’s up tO us
Of course, Google will select only one to 
three of the 1,100 communities that ap-
plied to host the networks and will serve 
between 50,000 and 500,000 homes. 
However, according to Baller, Google 
wants its experiment to be replicable, 
and it wants to leverage the enthusiasm 
generated by the application process. It 
plans to continue communicating with 
applicants, possibly by holding town 
halls and sharing what it has learned 
with these interested communities and 
with the world at large. 

In the meantime, communities that 
want to pursue high-speed broadband 
networks should keep themselves in-
formed about Google’s process and be-
gin working on their own projects. 

Baller said that, in his experience 
with local government broadband ini-
tiatives, he had noted four factors com-
mon to successful projects: 
• Local champions willing to “fight for 

every inch,” with a clear vision and 
the ability to convey it, along with the 
endurance required for a long effort

• An unmet community need that the 
private sector cannot and will not 
meet

• The prospect of the need remaining 
unmet long enough for the commu-
nity project to succeed

• Project management ability.

“It’s difficult, and it’s not for every-
one,” Baller said. For many reasons, 
communities are well advised to pursue 
private-sector options if they exist.

Even communities with local cham-
pions, unmet needs and managerial abil-
ity often cannot achieve a critical mass 
of subscribers based on only the triple 
play of voice, data and video. “The intel-
ligent use of the networks by many users 
for health care, energy monitoring and 
transportation will allow the networks 
to hit critical mass and persuade local 
providers to work with them,” Baller 
said. “You can’t lose if you’re serious 
about what you want.” 

He added: “Think about building 
scale to make the network viable and 
sustainable over the long term. Part-
ner with another community to create 
a regional cluster. Think about where 
the community is heading. The stimu-
lus dollars can do a lot – if you’re near 

a middle-mile network [and can] tap 
into it to save costs. Municipal electric 
utilities can be anchor tenants; they also  
have poles and rights-of-way and provide 
similar services, but building broadband 
networks is difficult even for them. (But 
also remember that 3,000 communi-
ties built electric utilities from scratch, 
and many of them succeeded.) There are 

huge challenges; let’s be realistic about 
where we are.”

Realism also means recognizing that 
1 Gbps networks are already a goal or 
a reality in many countries, including 
Japan, Singapore and China. “We can 
gripe about others having denser popula-
tions or whatever,” Baller said. “But great 
nations don’t sit back and whine.”  bbp


