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thrive in technically advanced communities. 
Our experts share how they’ve brought their 
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in a futureproof 
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requirements and practice of education. Emphasis 
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leaders engaging educators in the discussion.
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Summing It Up: The Latest Figures 
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get the latest fact-based information on 
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numbers, the 
statistics and the 
research.
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 Vendor Partnerships
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have engaged in successful partnerships will 
share their best practices for helping speed 
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opinion leaders who will offer their views on 
the key overarching issues affecting broadband, 
economic development and the future of work.

Lessons from the Best #1 and #2
Leaders of some of the most successful 
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partnership projects 
from around the 
Southeast share their 
first-hand experiences 
and the key lessons 
they’ve learned in 
these two back-to-
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All Pros, No Cons
The best techniques broadband and economic 
development professionals have learned to use 
to work together. 

How to Be Cool and Connected
Rural communities reshape their downtowns – 
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broadband infrastructure. Hear from several 
of Smart Growth America’s Cool & Connected 
communities – including how they’re getting 
funded.

Broadband 
Public-Private 
Partnerships: 
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Possibilities
Public-private 
partnerships (PPPs) 
are frequently 
the best, or even 
only, viable option 
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communications 
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each with its own strengths and weaknesses. 
Our experts will focus on the leading models in 
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Making It Work: Effective Strategies 
Communities Can Adapt to Create 
Jobs of the Future
Rapid changes are creating challenges for 
communities that want to ensure the survival 
of their economies. Learn from innovators from 
around the country about effective programs 
adaptive communities are using to help catalyze 
work opportunities.

Enhance Your Community 

Secure your seat today by calling 877-588-1649, 
or visit our website at www.townsandtech.com
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As editor, I always recommend 
that you read BroadBand 
Communities cover to cover. 

If you’re a multifamily property owner, 
manager, consultant, service provider, 
vendor or even resident, you’ll certainly 
want to read this issue in its entirety. 

But just in case, here’s the short 
version.
• Construction of MDUs – especially  

of rental properties – continues to 
boom even though single-family 
housing hasn’t recovered from the 
recession. MDUs are being built 
to accommodate young people 
forming households and older 
people downsizing. 

• MDU developers increasingly plan 
for good broadband as an essential 
utility and finance it themselves.

• In existing MDUs, property owners 
can usually meet today’s broadband 
needs with high-quality, well-
designed copper, coax or fiber to the 
unit. More important is bringing a 
large enough fiber optic circuit close 
enough to the unit.

• College students lead the way in 
using broadband for study and 
entertainment, and they have more 
connected devices than ever. Table 
stakes for serving student-housing 
properties is 100 Mbps and managed 
Wi-Fi (and no rogue devices).

• As students graduate, they move 
into conventional apartments and 
bring with them their expectations 
for reliable service, high speeds and 
seamlesss, propertywide Wi-Fi.  

• Multifamily residents of all ages 

want to be able to work from home. 
To do that, they need robust, 
reliable broadband with adequate 
downstream and upstream speeds. 

• Bulk broadband, always standard 
in student housing and other niche 
markets, is becoming more widely 
used in conventional housing –  
but the FCC has raised questions 
about it.

• About half of new MDUs are wired 
with fiber. Really, all of them should 
be. Installing fiber is no longer 
expensive, difficult or aesthetically 
challenging, and deployers now 
have plenty of options in terms 
of technology and deployment 
methods.

• The ROI for retrofitting a 
multifamily property with fiber is 
becoming more favorable. Fiber 
means higher sales price, higher 
rents and higher net income. With 
a wireless overlay, it can also mean 
higher ancillary income. 

In both new and existing MDUs, 
fiber to the unit positions communities 
for the future. To quote Michael 
Voll, a visionary technology leader 
featured in this issue (p. 20), “Decades 
of innovations need to be supported. 
Broadband and the internet should not 
be limiting factors.” v

MDU Issue:  
The Highlights

Nearly a quarter of U.S. housing is now in multiple-
dwelling-unit (MDU) properties. These communities 
serve some of the most demanding broadband users. 
They also provide profitable opportunities for selling 
broadband services.

Did you like this article? Subscribe here!Did you like this article? Subscribe here!

http://www.bbcmag.com/subscribe/
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BANDWIDTH HAWK

Pardon my churlishness. I’m writing this column from 
the idyllic town of Brookfield, Vermont – idyllic 
except for unreliable cellular service and slow wireline 

service. I’m dependent on DSL from FairPoint (now owned 
by Consolidated Communications) courtesy of the small bed-
and-breakfast where I am staying. In addition to the many 
working farms here, there are more than 10 premises per road 
mile – more than enough to justify even fiber broadband.

There is also a world-class restaurant, Ariel’s. After 
October, however, the restaurant will likely be gone (its 
owners are retiring) and so will the main reason for coming 
to Brookfield. Tough luck for the small B&Bs and farmers 
renting rooms through Airbnb.

Each year, the Federal Communications Commission is 
required (under Section 706 of the 1996 Telecommunications 
Act) to report on the state of American broadband service. 
The 1996 law sets a goal of advanced, continually improving 
telecommunications for all Americans. To find out how the 
country is doing, the commission issues a notice of inquiry 
(NOI) with questions such as “Is 25 Mbps download, 3 Mbps 
upload speed good enough to be considered broadband?” The 
NOI is typically issued in August, and public input is due in 
September. The final report comes out in winter or spring.

This year, the FCC noted that although there was a 2016 
NOI, no final report was issued in 2017. The implication is 
that the Obama Administration didn’t do its job. The real 
reason, of course, is that the new administration didn’t like 
what the last NOI found: Broadband is often inadequate. 

No problem. The new NOI asks questions designed to 
prove that rural areas do not need more broadband and that 
the digital divide barely exists. 

WHAT’S NOT IN THE NOI
The NOI does not ask a single question about business access. 
Economist Michael Curri, who has more data on this topic 
than anyone in North America, says three of four new U.S. 
jobs require reliable broadband access.

The NOI does not ask a single question about health 
care or emergency needs and barely touches on educational 

needs. Though schools are moving toward electronic delivery 
of lesson materials (a cheaper, higher-quality approach than 
using paper textbooks, tests and homework assignments), the 
NOI does not ask about broadband in students’ homes.

The NOI floats the idea that residential broadband can be 
wireline at 25x3 Mbps or wireless at 10x1 Mbps. Until now, 
the FCC has said residential needs include both wireline and 
wireless. The 2016 broadband report says four of every 10 
rural residents lack broadband access of any kind. 

The NOI does not ask whether there are significant barriers 
to deployment of wireline access, such as restrictions on 
municipal broadband in 20 states. (Isn’t the Trump base rural?)

The NOI notes that many low-income urban households 
get by with cellphones only. It doesn’t ask why, or whether 
this is a problem worth fixing, or what could be done to fix it.

The NOI appears aimed at justifying a finding that 
cellular service equals broadband. Even satellite service 
may be OK, too. To be fair, the 2016 NOI asked about 
satellite service as well. Satellite should be considered for a 
tiny fraction of customers way off the grid. But the way this 
NOI asks, almost any answer could justify it as a substitute 
for wireline. In previous years, satellite was considered an 
addition to wireline.

The Pew Research Center reports that 77 percent of U.S. 
adults have a smartphone, but only 42 percent of seniors do. 
Rural residents and urban poor skew older than average. Pew 
notes that almost 90 percent of those with college degrees have 
smartphones, but only 54 percent of high school dropouts do. 
All but 7 percent of households with annual incomes greater 
than $75,000 have a smartphone, but fewer than two-thirds 
of households with less than $30,000 annual income do.

Don’t worry about responding to the NOI. Aside from 
the fact that the final report is probably already written, the 
comment period closes around the time you will be reading 
this on paper. v

Contact the Hawk at steve@bbcmag.com.

Broadband Have-Nots Beware
The FCC stacks the deck against broadband in rural and poor urban districts.

By Steven S. Ross / Broadband Communities

Did you like this article? Subscribe here!Did you like this article? Subscribe here!

http://www.bbcmag.com/subscribe/
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PROVIDER PERSPECTIVE

The decision-maker who selects the service provider for 
a multifamily community varies based on the type of 
community. Some providers know this and build their 

sales strategy around the diversity of the decision-making 
process. Others charge ahead using the same message, image 
and product regardless of their audience. This is a mistake. 

Like many industries, the MDU marketplace varies 
in many ways. The technology needs of an apartment 
building are vastly different from those of a student 
housing development or a homeowners association (HOA) 
community. The selection process and motivations also differ 
dramatically for each vertical.

I recently met with a new entrant to our market. He asked 
me, “How do I reach the purchasing manager to gain a new 
bulk agreement?” I replied, “If only it were that easy!”

He wanted to know whether there was a person who woke 
up every morning thinking about which service provider 
would be best for each of his projects. “Isn’t there a single 
point of contact?” he asked. “Only in a few instances,” I 
explained. “And those are just the starting points with the 
largest property owners.”

“So where do I begin?” he asked me.
I told him, “You have to be prepared for a wild and zany 

process of multiple decision-makers in this business – and it’s 
not for everyone. If you sell enterprise security software, you 
would call the IT director. If you’re selling office supplies, it 
could be the office manager. Promotional products? Oh, yes, 
try the director of marketing. But bulk internet? Ahh, that’s a 
different answer for every single prospective property.”

When I started in this business many years ago, we 
targeted mostly new and recently built apartment communities 
in the Sunbelt. If I wanted to do business with a large property 
owner, there was generally an in-house expert – a director of 
strategic services or an ancillary income manager. Even then, 
that was just the beginning. The sales effort would also include 
the area director, the regional manager, an asset manager, 
and possibly the vice president of property management. Yes, 
winning business took a lot of hustle and diligence.

For a small apartment owner, we might work with a partner, 

a senior vice president or the head of the property management 
company. This was a very different decision-making process, 
one that generally was more autocratic than democratic. Often, 
the real estate entrepreneur was seeking a technology provider 
to enhance his economics or the value of his MDU asset.

TODAY’S DECISION-MAKING SCENARIOS
Today, the business has exploded in many other verticals, 
leading to many more complicated decision-making scenarios.

HOA and condo projects are often led by a cable 
committee or the board of directors. Though this may feel 
like a traditional B-to-B transaction, it is really more of a 
B-to-C decision. The decision-makers are really consumers, 
and communications must be geared to this unique audience. 
They are focused on product, best price, infrastructure and 
service. Most important, they don’t want their final decision to 
embarrass them among their neighbors and guests.

Lately, student housing developments have become a 
very hot area of multifamily real estate. Many of these large 
developers have in-house experts who know the business as 
well as the providers. They know the technologies, designs, 
cost expectations and reputations of each provider. These 
decision-makers are very educated.

Smaller developers may engage consultants to guide them 
through this process. In this case, a provider may not even 
talk with the prospect directly and is compared feature by 
feature with five or six other providers. This decision-maker 
could be driven by facts, with no emotion involved at all. 
Senior housing deals tend to work the same way.

The bottom line is that every MDU vertical requires a 
special approach. The decision-maker is not a purchasing 
agent. You are entering the exciting world of ancillary income 
directors, cable committees, consultants and regional property 
managers. But I think it’s the best decision you’ll ever make! v

Bryan J. Rader is the president of UpStream Network, a 
broadband provider (formerly Access Media 3). Reach him at 
brader@accessmedia3.com or by phone at 314-540-1114. 

Make the Decision to Be Flexible
A provider that sells broadband services to multifamily communities must be able  
to tailor its sales and marketing strategy depending on who makes decisions for  
the community.

By Bryan J. Rader / UpStream Network

Did you like this article? Subscribe here!Did you like this article? Subscribe here!
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MULTIFAMILY BROADBAND TECHNOLOGY

The Internet of Things Is Here
Property owners should secure their buildings’ smart technology.

By Valerie M. Sargent / Multifamily Broadband Council

Multifamily owners are thinking about what the 
internet of things (IoT) means to them and 
wondering how they can leverage that technology 

for energy management, smart appliances and other services. 
For some, the IoT promises operational savings. For others, it 
means enhanced services, such as proximity or location-based 
services. Regardless of the goal, ensure that you protect your 
network, community and residents.

That internet-enabled thermostat looks cute and innocent, 
poised there on the wall. It sits there quietly, with its 
sophisticated good looks and ease of programming, set to 
keep the temperature in that oh-so-perfect range. What could 
possibly go wrong? 

Depending on how you connect and manage that device, 
a lot could go wrong. If you aren’t careful with planning 
and installation, that connected thermostat (or any similar 
networked device) could bring down an entire network. Each 
low-powered device provides an entry point to the network 
that can be difficult to secure. These magical places are where 
the hackers go. 

Zigbee, Z-Wave, Bluetooth Low Energy and Wi-Fi 
technologies are all accessible over the air, so a network 
becomes easier to hack into through these new entry points. If 
Mr. Hacker gets into a smart thermostat, what happens from 
there? What happens is that he can get into other devices 
and home computers and steal personal data, creating all 
kinds of havoc. The network itself may cease to function, 
internet service can be interrupted or mission-critical 
networked services, such as security, access control and energy 
management, can be disrupted. Yikes!

Knowing this, should property owners even consider the 
addition of smart technology? This is a classic risk-reward 
decision. Are the rewards of deploying IoT-based solutions 
worth the risk? Overwhelmingly, yes – as long as you consider 
the security-related issues first. 

PROTECTING THE NETWORK 
Fear not – help is on the way! Technology exists today to keep 
communities and residents safe from those who may try to 
harm a network. Think of network security as locks on a door 
– door locks will work if you actually put them on a door. The 
same is true of security measures to protect devices installed 
in apartments. 

To start, consider pushing security out to the edge of 

the network if possible, utilizing the computing resources of 
devices such as wireless access points, switches and gateways 
to stop attacks close to the point of entry. 

A gateway is a great place to provide security. The cute 
little thermostat is actually a dumb device. Only the data 
makes it smart, and predetermined settings can help the 
gateway manage security by using conditions and data to 
differentiate normal from potentially rogue activity. 

Say, for example, the thermostat’s network address 
begins a Transmission Control Protocol session. This strange 
behavior would alert network security, which could shut 
down or block the thermostat to manage the problem. The 
software defines what “acting strangely” means. 

Similar measures can be put in place with occupancy 
sensors, heat sensors, wireless door locks, submeters, smart 
appliances – anything that fits into that IoT.

Next, select only vendors that are savvy about security. 
Make sure to hire an integrator or a managed service provider 
well versed in providing proper security functions. Ensure that 
the company understands security and how to deploy it. If a 
company says it can install smart devices but then plans to walk 
away afterward, you could end up with a problem. Don’t buy 
anything from a company that doesn’t know how to secure it. 

Ask potential service providers what steps they will take to 
secure the network regarding IoT devices. Request examples 
that demonstrate their success in implementing network 
security for smart devices. If a provider tells you not to worry 
about it, look for other providers until you find a company 
that says, “We take security very seriously. Here are the steps 
we take to secure the network …”

Security risks don’t need to happen to you. Smart 
owners buy smart technology that has even smarter security 
standards. Interview vendors. Ask the right questions. And 
start at the edge of the network. v

Valerie M. Sargent is a multifamily speaker, trainer and 
executive consultant, and she serves as the executive director of 
the Multifamily Broadband Council. Contact her at vsargent@
mfbroadband.org or 949-274-3434. For more information, 
visit www.mfbroadband.org or www.valeriemsargent.com. 
Dean Compoginis, MBC Tech Committee member and head 
of hospitality and MDU solutions in the Americas for Ruckus 
Networks, contributed to this article.
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NEW WORLD OF VIDEO

Consumers Seek TV Alternatives, 
Part 2: Can Cable Compete  
With Tech Giants?  
Cable providers need better ways to appeal to viewers who have new viewing habits –  
and better ways to measure viewer engagement.

By Michael A. Kashmer / Digital Broadband Programming Consultant

Internet connections have become lifesavers for cable 
companies. According to an April 2017 report from 
Deloitte’s Digital Democracy survey, 74 percent of U.S. 

households still subscribe to pay TV on cable or satellite, but 
66 percent of subscribers say they keep their pay TV only 
because it is bundled with their internet. 

Subscribers continue to leave cable platforms, and some 
think the number of cord cutters is increasing. In the second 
quarter of 2017, Charter Communications lost 90,000 video 
subscribers, Comcast lost 34,000, Altice lost 37,000, Verizon 
lost 16,000 and AT&T lost a whopping 351,000, including 
DIRECTV (satellite) losses. However, AT&T gained 152,000 
subscribers to its DIRECTV NOW streaming service. 

Most cable TV networks reported subscriber losses as well, 
though some, such as ESPN, challenged the Nielsen reports 
with their own calculations. However, the time is long gone 
for collecting piles of data and analyzing them to death. 
The future belongs to providers that can adapt to changes in 
viewing habits, especially those of younger consumers. 

Providers need to understand why these consumers watch 
what they do, why they select the platforms they do and why 
they binge on their favorite programs. Technology makes new 
ways to enjoy video a reality and offers the promise of more 
innovations to come. Traditional content providers must keep 
up with the latest delivery platforms to profit from those who 
still love TV but watch it in a new way.

Here is an example of how consumers choose a platform 
that works for them: Binge watching is more popular than 
I ever imagined it would be. Binge watchers have to decide 
which episodes of a program to skip, if any. They rely on 
fan websites and TV critics to find out which season is best 
and which episode is not to be missed. Favorable social buzz 
for a show enhances its status. There is nothing like the 
endorsement of must-see TV.

Cable providers could offer binge watchers special 
resources to help them watch the “cool” shows they want. For 
example, viewers who skip seasons or shows need a platform 
that lets them speed ahead to the sweet spot they have heard 

so much about. This is the era of viewers who plan and watch 
what and when they want. 

Here’s another approach: HBO just introduced a new 
weekly half-hour anthology series, “Room 104.” Set in a 
motel room, the series offers a self-contained story each week 
that makes it worth opening and reopening the door. 

This unconnected episode style may not appeal to binge 
watchers, but many viewers might want to take a look. It 
reminded me of the 1960s series “The Twilight Zone.” HBO 
continues to garner well-deserved awards and critical accolades. 
Other broadcast, cable and streaming networks receive the 
creative attention they deserve, but HBO led the pack at 111 
Emmy nominations, with Netflix coming in next at 91.

NEEDED: BETTER DATA
Broadcast TV is data poor, offering metrics only about itself. 
Prior generations, such as mine, could find out which programs 
were most popular nationally in the daily newspaper and the 
popular TV Guide; then we checked with our friends and 
neighbors to make sure everyone was on board. For “I Love 
Lucy” or “The Ed Sullivan Show,” we had to wait to hear how 
well each show was received. Negative reviews by viewers were 
rare. Long-running shows were always big hits, and ratings 
were through the roof.

By contrast, Netflix, Hulu, Amazon and Google are data-
rich video providers, and the actionable data they provide can 
be turned directly into local sales. They are all doing a great 
job of courting the highly sought-after Gen Z. 

To survive, traditional broadcasting and the Nielsen 
metrics must make a case that their data, upon which many 
agencies, advertisers and industry pundits depend, continue as 
a “go to” source. This is especially true in the measurement of 
younger audiences who pride themselves at finding new ways 
to watch TV. v

Mike Kashmer has worked in cable TV for more than 30 years in 
distribution, finance and programming. His experience includes 
network startups and foreign-language programming. Reach 
Mike at mikekashmer@aol.com.
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PROPERTY OF THE MONTH 

Working@Home:  
407 Orange St.,  
Oakland, California
As Silicon Valley culture spills over into the East Bay, broadband is becoming a hot-
button issue in Oakland, California. Condo owners at 407 Orange made their building 
competitive in this tech-savvy environment with the help of AT&T Fiber. Thanks to 
Shauna Serdahl of Associa, Justin Hess of AT&T and Stan Cardoza of the 407 Orange 
Street Homeowners Association for gathering the information for this profile.

By Masha Zager / Broadband Communities

Oakland, once San Francisco’s quiet, 
low-key neighbor, has suddenly 
become the new “hot spot.” Home 

buyers fleeing San Francisco’s inflated real estate 
market are discovering charming, walkable 
neighborhoods across the bay and rapidly 
bidding up prices there. In this tech-savvy region, 
one thing they all need is reliable broadband.

At 407 Orange St., a condominium building 
in Oakland’s Adams Point neighborhod, 
residents complained about poor broadband for 
years. “We were at the end of AT&T’s DSL line,” 
says Stan Cardoza, now the board president. 
“If it was 5 o’clock in the afternoon and you 
wanted to download something, buffering would 
happen.” Cardoza and many of his neighbors 
worked from home several days a week, and as 

their broadband needs increased, they became 
increasingly dissatisfied with their service. 

Several years ago, Cardoza, then a board 
member, volunteered to find out what it would 
take to improve service to the building. “I knew 
I wanted a fiber optic system because it was 
the newest thing coming,” he says. He quickly 
learned that the building, constructed in 1970, 
could not easily be rewired. Contractors’ bids for 
installing a fiber network ranged from $60,000 
to $80,000 – a steep price for a building of only 
38 units. A special assessment would be required 
to pay for the network, and to make matters 
worse, there was no fiber service provider in the 
area. Putting fiber into the building wouldn’t 
help if the only service to the building was DSL. 

As San Franciscans began pouring into the 
neighborhood, the problem became increasingly 
urgent. However, a solution was on the way. 
AT&T, which began its fiber services rollout 
in 2013 in Texas, accelerated the rollout in 
2015 after the acquisition of DIRECTV, 
adding dozens of new metro areas to its list. In 
2016, Associa, the homeowners association’s 
manager, met with AT&T and discovered 

At 407 Orange St., residents who work 
from home appreciate symmetrical gigabit 
service delivered over fiber. 
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that the company was interested in 
bringing fiber to multifamily buildings 
in Oakland. Associa suggested 407 
Orange St., AT&T agreed, and 
Cardoza, who had just “semi-retired,” 
volunteered as the condo’s point man 
for the project. 

“I was pursuing fiber, they were 
offering it, and it all came together,” 
Cardoza says. Even better, AT&T’s 
new fiber distribution hub for the 
neighborhood was conveniently located 
right outside the building.

Although AT&T’s investment in 
the network eliminated the need for 
a special assessment, the project was 
still logistically difficult. Cardoza spent 
long hours working with AT&T and 
its contractors to make the installation 
as smooth as possible. The condo 
owners wanted to avoid replanting their 
shrubbery, and they wanted the interior 
of the building to look as if nothing 
had changed. Together, Cardoza and 
AT&T developed a fiber pathway that 
avoided the plantings, ran through the 

garage and the stairwell, and ended in 
what Cardoza calls a “little tiny box” 
over each apartment doorway. 

Cardoza also helped set up the 
in-unit installation schedule, signed 
up the residents, kept them informed 
about the process, and attended every 
installation, making sure the results 
satisfied everyone. 

Each homeowner was able to choose 
whether to install fiber; all but six or 

seven did, Cardoza says. Because the 
fiber ends at each doorway, even the few 
residents who didn’t opt for fiber services 
will be able to sell their apartments 
as “wired for fiber optic services.” He 
notes, “The latest sale went at $100,000 
over the asking price, and this is why.”

And as for those residents who did 
choose fiber, Cardoza says, “The people 
I’ve talked to are very happy with what 
they received.” 

PROPERTY OF THE MONTH HIGHLIGHTS
~ 407 Orange St., Oakland, California ~

• Condo unit owners working from home needed fast, reliable 
broadband.

• AT&T Fiber completes first installation in the Oakland area.
• OFS InvisiLight hallway solution blends smoothly with the décor. 
• The condo board assigned a liaison to work closely with the design and 

installation teams. 
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PROPERTY OF THE MONTH 

VITAL STATISTICS 
Property Description: Located in 

Oakland’s Adams Point, a vibrant 
residential district near Lake 
Merritt, 407 Orange St. offers the 
best of city living. It’s in a walkable 
neighborhood close to shops, movie 
theaters, restaurants, cafés and 
parks, with easy access to public 
transit and freeways.

Demographics: Diverse in age and 
ethnicity

Greenfield or retrofit? Retrofit 

Number of units: 38

Style: Garden apartments

Time to deploy: Nine months 

Date services started being delivered:  
May 2017

SERVICES 
Services offered on the network: High-

speed internet access up to 1 Gbps 
symmetrical, video, voice

Technical support: Provided by AT&T 

BUSINESS 
Which parts of the network are owned by 

the service provider, and which parts 
are owned by the property owner?  
AT&T owns the network.

Is there a marketing agreement with the 
property owner? No

Is there a bulk-service agreement? No

Take rate: More than 80 percent

Network benefits: Owners selling their 
units advertise that fiber optic 
service is available. This makes 
the property (built in 1970) more 
desirable compared with newer 
buildings that do not yet have fiber 
service available. 

TECHNOLOGY 
Broadband architecture: Fiber to the 

unit using GPON technology 

Where are ONTs placed? On the media 
wall in each unit. If an owner did not 
take service, no ONT was installed, 
and the fiber was terminated in the 
hallway over the doorway. 

Methods for running cables: Exterior 
raceways, OFS InvisiLight hallway 
solution

LESSONS LEARNED
Answers from Justin Hess, AT&T

What was the biggest challenge? Bringing 
the fiber optic wiring into the 
building, finding the best route to 
each unit and installing the fiber 
wires and housing so it blended 
with the building and didn’t look 
added on.

What was the biggest success? The 
placement of a small fiber box over 
the hallway door of each unit. The 
box is consistent with the décor and 
looks as if it has always been there. 
This was completed before the in-
unit installation.

What was done to limit disruption during 
the installation? The homeowners 
association assigned a point person 
to work with the installation teams. 
A daily schedule was made up, 
and each owner could choose a 
convenient date and time for the 
in-unit installation.

What should other owners consider 
before they get started on a similar 
deployment? They should know 
that in pre-existing buildings, 
determining the correct install 
path takes a long time. Meeting 
with the various installation teams 
at the outset makes the project go 
faster – be sure to include the team 
that brings fiber from the street to 
the building, the team that runs the 
housing to the appropriate spots and 
to the final disbursement location, 
the team that runs the lines into 
the disbursement box, and the team 
that runs the fiber to each unit and 
also inside each unit.

Stan Cardoza: “Somebody who is 
educated, available and detail 
oriented should be the point 
person. It’s not an easy thing to 
do in a homeowners association 
because it takes a lot of time. I have 
a background in interior design, 
so I could visualize the problems 
and come up with ideas. For 
example, we protected the fiber in 
the stairwell to make sure people 
couldn’t grab the line and rip it. 
You need to have one or two people 
who have attended all the meetings 
and have knowledge of all the issues 
to make sure the follow-through is 
consistent.” v

Masha Zager is the editor of BroadBand 
Communities. You can reach her at 
masha@bbcmag.com.

An unobtrusive fiber terminal is over each 
apartment doorway. 

Having a condo board member deeply involved 
with the fiber installation project resulted in a 
design that everyone could be happy with as 
well as a smooth installation process. 
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FTTH DEPLOYMENT

Walsh: A New Community  
Built Around Fiber
A master-planned community in Fort Worth aims to be a center of innovation. 

By Masha Zager / Broadband Communities 

Twelve miles from downtown Fort Worth, 
Texas, a new community is rising from 
the ground. Walsh, named for the family 

that owned the land, is inside the Fort Worth 
city limits, but at 7,200 acres (about half the size 
of Manhattan), it is large enough to be a town. 
In fact, it is the largest residential community 
being built close to a U.S. downtown area.  

Home builders broke ground at Walsh in fall 
2016, presales began in early 2017, and the first 
homeowners moved in during July. A market, a 
fitness center, a co-working space and the park 
across from an elementary school are in various 
stages of construction. 

More than a master-planned community, 
Walsh is intended to be a functioning, 
thriving neighborhood that will eventually 
attract 50,000 residents across a range of ages 
and income levels. It will include office and 
retail space, medical facilities, restaurants 
and entertainment within walking distance 
of residents’ homes. The plans include all the 
amenities one would expect – pools, parks, 
athletic facilities, food trucks, nature trails –  
as well as some unexpected ones, such as 
baseline 2 Gbps internet access included in the 
homeowners association fees and an upgrade 
to 10 Gbps for less than $200 per month. (The 
developer has already had at least one inquiry 
about the 10 Gbps service.)

THE FOURTH UTILITY
“Our goal is for Walsh to become a new 
center of innovation for Texas and the nation,” 

explains Tony Ruggeri, co-CEO of Republic 
Property Group (RPG), the developer. He 
regards internet connectivity as “a fourth utility, 
requiring the same weight as a community’s 
need for reliable water, gas and electricity.”

Technology has been central to the 
developer’s vision from the get-go. Nearly two 
years before the first shovel hit the ground, 
RPG met with a technology solutions provider, 
Florida-based Frog, to brainstorm about how 
technology could enhance the new community. 
“We started with whiteboarding sessions,” 
explains Michael Voll, CEO of Frog. “We made 
a list of half a dozen to a dozen core initiatives, 
such as health care, education, entertainment, 
sports, technology. … Then we took technology 
out of the list, wrote it across the bottom of the 
list and layered the other things on top.” 

Voll adds, “There’s a very small audience that 
really values technology for itself. Other people 
want such things as a great environment for 
their kids. If it’s built right, the technology will 
be seamless and invisible, the great community 
assets will be even better and the community 
will be the best place for people to live.”

Technology is an afterthought in many 
new communities, Voll points out. Often, 
connectivity providers are brought in late in the 
game, and “they bring whatever they bring.” 
But in the case of Walsh, the Walsh family and 
RPG were planning for the long term, and they 
had the foresight to recognize that technology 
would be critical to any future plans. “Decades 
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Because every home in Walsh has at least 
2 Gbps internet access, every homeowner 
will have access to a low-cost, high-quality 
telemedicine service. 

of innovations need to be supported,” 
Voll says. “Broadband and the internet 
should not be limiting factors.”

INTEGRATING 
TECHNOLOGY INTO LIFE
Trying to envision Walsh as a “city 
within a city,” the technology team 
focused on the value that technology 
could deliver right away for multiple 
demographic groups. In the village 
center, they decided to install a 
maker space with a 3D printer, 
robotics, and computer numerical 
controlled woodworking machinery, 
where residents could “learn how 
to make anything they can dream 
up.” Along the extensive trail system, 
technology will bring the outdoor 
built environment to life with “digital 
cattails” – LED-enabled vegetation that 
lights up when joggers run past. The 
children’s playground has been digitally 
transformed into a giant musical 
instrument. Children generate harp 
music as they slide down the slide and 
drum music when they play on  
the seesaw. 

The first of eight elementary schools 
to be built in Walsh opens in fall 
2017 and will benefit from 10 Gbps 
connectivity. The school district intends 
to use the connectivity to support 
a science, technology, engineering, 
arts and math (STEAM) curriculum. 
Schoolchildren will take virtual-reality 

field trips and meet experts from 
local Texas Christian University via 
videoconferencing. RPG is pursuing 
integrating pediatric care from Cook 
Children’s Medical Center in Fort 
Worth into the school nurse’s office. 
The 10 gig connection could even allow 
hospitalized children to participate in 
classes via real-time video. 

In June, RPG announced that all 
residents will have access to an unusual 
telemedicine service: For only $8 a 
month, they will be able to consult a 
Texas board-certified physician through 
online video or phone 24 hours a day, 
seven days a week. Waiting times are 
expected to be less than 10 minutes. 
This gives users instant, non-emergency 
treatment at any time and diminishes 
the need for emergency room visits. 
Physicians can diagnose short-term or 
acute illnesses, recommend treatment 
and call in prescriptions. 

“Curating amenities that support 
a small-town experience is critically 

important to our vision for residents’ 
life at Walsh,” says Ruggeri. “Telehealth 
is the modern-day house call: friendly, 
inexpensive and convenient.”

Residents can sign up for 
telemedicine through a dedicated HOA 
portal, and services are administered by 
New Benefits, a provider of noninsured 
benefit programs. Residents also receive 
health advocacy benefits to help them 
navigate complex health care and 
insurance systems.

PREPARING HOMES  
FOR BROADBAND 
Frog works with individual home 
buyers to learn their technology 
requirements and make sure the wiring 
in each home can support residents’ 
needs. “Overwhelmingly, the most 
talked-about topic is a reliable in-home 
network,” Voll says. “People have had 
good and bad experiences with routers 
and extenders, so we want to ensure 
good wireless coverage. … People are 

Architect’s rendering of the co-working space in Walsh
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also interested in home automation  
for security, thermostats, door locks, 
and so forth. They may not put it in 
on day one – it’s more a question of 
making sure the right infrastructure 
is in place to support it.” Frog is 
developing apps to help residents 
monitor their appliances and lighting 
via the home network. 

Technology is central to 
constructing and marketing the 
community as well. For example, 
to ensure that the community has a 
distinct, unique architectural style and 
consistent high quality, RPG built 
an app to streamline its architectural 
review of builders’ home designs. 
Voll explains, “Instead of needing a 
150-page book, they can simply click 
through all the requirements and 
make sure it follows all the standards.” 
Similar apps will be used to facilitate 
the review of community buildings.

At the sales center for Walsh, 
instead of seeing a tabletop topographic 
model of the community, potential 
homebuyers are wowed by a 
800-square-foot digital rendering they 
can walk through. A mobile app, using 
virtual and augmented reality, guides 
them through a tour of the community. 

“The response from potential residents 
has been amazing,” Voll says – and the 
visitors are left with no doubt about the 
community’s support for technology.  

Frog is the network operator and 
service provider. In addition to internet 
access, it will offer voice service and 
several over-the-top video packages, such 
as DIRECTV NOW and Sling TV. In 
addition, it will provide “high-touch” 
technical support to residents and is 
opening a local storefront for in-person 
support. “We all have that friend who 
is a little more technically apt – well, 
the Frog representative will be that 
knowledgeable tech friend,” Voll says. 

THE NEXT GENERATION 
Voll hopes residents won’t need much 
technical support because the network 
is designed to be as robust and reliable 
as possible. Frog is using ADTRAN’s 
XGS-PON solution with 10 Gbps 
optics to offer symmetrical multigigabit 
speeds from day one. More important 
even than speed (given the fact that 
construction will be ongoing for years) 
is the physical diversity of fiber routes. 
Voll explains, “If any ring were cut, we 
could reverse direction so that services 
would be seamless to the customer.”

Barry Derrick, product manager 
for ADTRAN, says the Walsh project 
represents the first ADTRAN customer 
beyond the large incumbent carriers 
that has come to his company with 
requirements for multi-gigabit service. 
(ADTRAN has worked with Verizon 
on NG-PON2 interoperability testing 
and with CenturyLink on 10G-PON.) 
Derrick says XGS-PON – one of several 
standards for 10 Gbps fiber service –  
was the most cost-effective choice 
for Walsh. After putting the fiber in 
the ground, Derrick says, the major 
expense of a fiber network is the optics, 
and XGS-PON uses fixed optics rather 
than the tunable optics NG-PON2 
calls for. In fact, XGS-PON utilizes 
the same spectrum as 10G-EPON, so 
it can take advantage of the low-cost 
optics developed for 10G-EPON, 
which is widely used in Asia. XGS-
PON doesn’t support bandwidth higher 
than 10 Gbps, but because most Walsh 
customers will be residential, 10 Gbps 
should be adequate for the foreseeable 
future. Eventually, Derrick says, some 
institutional customers will need to 
upgrade to NG-PON2 for higher 
speeds, but the optics can easily be 
upgraded for customers that need it. 

“ADTRAN is bullish on both 
XGS-PON and NG-PON2,” Derrick 
says. “We’ve been heavy participants in 
standards development on both fronts. 
That puts us in a unique position to 
offer a migration path if they need it.” 

Putting fiber in the ground at the 
outset was a wise move for Walsh, 
Derrick says. The cost to install fiber in 
a greenfield setting, along with all the 
other utilities, is far less than the cost 
of retrofitting fiber later on. He adds, 
“This is one of the first communities 
I’ve seen where the main underpinning 
– the fourth utility – is high-speed 
broadband services. They really believe 
that it is a differentiator and that 
bandwidth is always going to grow. 
They work under the assumption that 
the applications will be coming.” v

Masha Zager is the editor of BroadBand 
Communities. You can reach her at 
masha@bbcmag.com.

The sales center at Walsh offers a virtual- and augmented-reality tour of the community. 
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A Passive Optical LAN  
For Amtrak Headquarters
Amtrak chose a passive optical LAN as a simple, green, long-term solution for enterprise 
bandwidth and wireless connectivity.

By Ed Sullivan  

Even before Amtrak began the renovation 
of the National Guard Building, which 
will soon become its new 82,000-square-

foot headquarters in Washington, D.C., the 
national railroad was determined to create 
a state-of-the-art facility. Its goal was to 
create one of the most modern, sophisticated 
telecommunications systems available today to 
meet its present and future telecommunications 
requirements.

Among the highest priorities was a 
converged network capable of providing high-
bandwidth and wireless connectivity for up to 
500 users housed throughout the four floors 
of newly remodeled office space. A fiber optic 
network was the obvious choice to achieve these 
requirements, so Amtrak and its consulting 
engineers selected passive optical LAN for its 
affordability, reliability, long life and reduced 
power consumption.

Passive optical fiber networks (also known 
as PON, POL, GPON and OLAN) are 
widely recognized as a solution to eliminating 
data bottlenecks and leveraging a cabling 
infrastructure with unlimited bandwidth 
potential. They are simpler, hence easier, 
to configure and smaller in footprint than 
traditional copper LANs. In addition, they 
are capable of protecting high-security 
communications through advanced data 
encryption. Finally, they provide major cost 
savings over traditional networks, are easily 

expandable, and are greener, with significantly 
fewer energy and cooling/ventilation 
requirements.

“GPON is transforming the Amtrak IT 
ecosystem into a highly resilient and scalable 
network aligned with future technology 
objectives,” says Richard Thompson, director of 
network engineering at Amtrak.

STRATEGIC DECISIONS
To undertake this project, Amtrak chose as 
its collaborating partner VT Group, a global 
systems integrator whose contracts range from 
defense projects to fully integrated networks 
for commercial, hospitality, government, health 
care and transportation clients.

“Amtrak already had some experience with 
passive optical networks at some of its passenger 
stations, including Chicago and Baltimore,” 
explains Aaron Reale, RCDD, director of 
operations at VT Group, who designed the 
optical networks installed at those locations in 
recent years.

After reviewing all major manufacturers, 
Reale and his colleagues determined that 
Optical Cable Corporation (OCC) could 
provide its newly released, UL-listed Slimline 
Hybrid cable solution for the project within the 
strict timelines required.

The solution Reale recommended for the 
new facility was a GPON fiber network, which 
provides high bandwidth in both directions – 
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2.48 Gbps downstream and 1.24 Gbps 
upstream. 

“This GPON solution is truly 
cutting-edge,” Reale explains. “We 
use cable containing a single strand 
of single-mode fiber capable of 
providing hundreds of users’ unlimited 
bandwidth. People often think fiber 
optic cabling is fragile, but it has a 
tensile strength almost three times that 
of traditional Category 6 copper cable, 
and it’s a fraction of the size and cost.” 
VT Group specified OCC’s bend-
tolerant, single-mode fiber cable, which 
has a 1-inch bend radius.

Passive optical networks enable 
enterprises to converge multiple services 
such as data, VoIP, video conferencing, 
building security, management services 
and wireless devices – applications 
that are today choking many 
enterprises’ copper- or Ethernet-based 
telecommunications capabilities. In 
addition, similar to optical services 
such as Verizon Fios, the capacity of 

these networks can easily be expanded. 
For GPON solutions, the use of 
single-mode (rather than multimode) 
fiber optic cable ensures that these 
networks will be able to handle future 
requirements easily.

“This is significant because many 
communications electronics have a 
cycle of approximately five years. Many 
communications devices require added 
bandwidth to handle increased traffic 
and applications,” says Mike Long, 
LEED Green Associate, senior network 
consultant for OCC. “The single-mode 
fiber solution is considered future-proof 
because in many instances it is capable 
of handling added loads for decades  
to come.”

Optical LAN technology has gained 
significant market share in recent years. 
VT Group has already deployed GPON 
connectivity at classified government 
projects, health care and corporate 
facilities, and some of the largest resorts 
in North America.

“A few years ago, nobody even knew 
GPON was a viable option, but now it 
makes up a significant portion of our 
business,” Reale explains.

POWER CHALLENGES
In the case of the Amtrak headquarters 
solution, maximum uptime and 
reliability were of paramount 
importance. Because of this, a hybrid 
fiber/copper infrastructure was the 
solution.

“Because Amtrak has operations at 
many historic sites, such as Baltimore’s 
Penn Station and Washington Union 
Station, the company has too often 
experienced highly disruptive power 
outages. Our design eliminates this risk 
by consolidating all fiber and power 
cabling for all telecommunications 
to a single, protected space with fully 
redundant battery backup,” says Reale.

Though it is possible to incorporate 
copper wire into the same cable 
jacketing as the fiber, finding a 

The Amtrak headquarters in Washington, D.C. 
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manufacturer to supply the hybrid cable 
within a tight time frame can be an 
obstacle. In this case, the construction 
schedule was further tightened just 
before the cable was due to be installed. 
This put added pressure on VT Group 
to find a workable solution.

Reale found that none of Amtrak’s 
traditional cable suppliers could meet 
the turnaround requirements. Having 
worked with OCC on many projects in 
the past, he contacted the company and 
found that it was flexible enough in its 
operations to ensure the materials could 
be manufactured prior to the official 
purchase order so everything could 
arrive ahead of schedule.

“The turnaround requirement was 
our biggest challenge,” Reale says. 
“OCC was able to do it; in fact, they 
delivered the cable about 10 days 
early, allowing us to get ahead of the 
construction schedule.”

The finished product is a single 
strand of bend-insensitive, single-
mode fiber that will provide unlimited 
bandwidth, plus two 18-gauge copper 
wires to carry electrical power to each 
work area outlet. The 18-gauge copper 
is slightly larger than is required 
today, but it was designed so that no 
matter what happens in the future, the 
conductors will be able to handle it.

“If telecom technology keeps 
advancing at the rate it has, and we 

need to power something that exceeds 
the current Class 2 standard, this 
design will support it,” Reale explains.

Because of the inherent drop in 
voltage that occurs over copper wire, 
Reale’s team also incorporated digital 
electricity to enhance transmission 
performance. This emerging technology 
combines DC power and data into 
packets that are transmitted and 
received in a manner somewhat 
analogous to the way information 
packets are conveyed over networks.

“Digital electricity allows us to push 
power out to much longer distances 
without having to plan for the normal 
voltage drop – and without having 
massive copper wire size,” says Reale. 
“We incorporate this technology into 
our designs when centralized power is a 
must and on projects when the facility’s 
design doesn’t support traditional cable 
lengths – such as rail stations, airports 
and sports venues.”

SAVING VALUABLE SPACE
Though Amtrak’s new headquarters 
is expansive, every inch of space was 
designated for operational use. One 
result of using a passive optical network 
was gaining a considerable amount of 
space that would have been utilized for 
telecommunications rooms.

“Traditionally with a four-floor 
space like this, we design eight 10-by-

12-foot telecommunications closets, 
built out with racks, cabinets and other 
equipment,” Reale explains. “Each 
closet requires a UPS battery backup, 
plus additional cooling because of the 
addition of concentrated heat within 
the space. Putting that all together 
involves a lot of setup costs and a lot of 
recurring costs.

“Instead, just one 
telecommunications closet with 
two racks will support all the users, 
significantly reducing the footprint,” 
Reale continues. “Real estate prices in 
Washington, D.C., make this a very 
expensive space, so any additional 
square footage that we can give back for 
operational use is immense in the long 
term. So, rather than taking up 1,000 
square feet for telecommunications 
closets, this system is taking up just 100 
square feet. And the rest of the system 
utilizes much smaller pathways and 
light loads to distribute connectivity 
throughout the entire facility.”

To eliminate the additional 
telecommunications rooms, VT Group 
designed and built customized zone 
enclosures that mount above the ceiling 
and act as infrastructure distribution 
nodes.

GPON technology has been 
available for more than a decade 
and is used heavily by the large 
telecommunications carriers, but many 
stakeholders are just beginning to 
become familiar with its benefits in an 
enterprise local area network.

“It has really only received 
meaningful attention recently,” says 
OCC’s Long. “However, it is the right 
long-term solution for many of today’s 
companies, and more designers and 
users are seeing the ROI and other gains 
that can be realized by adopting it.”

The first phase of the Amtrak 
headquarters project was successfully 
completed in July 2017, and 
construction is scheduled to be 
finalized in September. v

Ed Sullivan, based in Hermosa Beach, 
California, is a writer specializing in high-
tech, health care, finance and real estate. 
For more information about the optical 
fiber solution, see www.occfiber.com.

A customized zone enclosure mounted above the ceiling acts as a distribution node. 
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The Art of the Comeback
How a multifamily service provider rebuilt its operation and reputation

By Michelle Malecki / Access Media Holdings

One of the first things visitors see when 
they enter Access Media Holdings’ 
corporate offices in Oak Brook, 

Illinois, is a huge display board titled “The Art 
of the Comeback.” This enormous space is filled 
with pictures of various multifamily buildings 
from around the United States. These buildings 
make up the customers that represent the next 
direction of the company’s fortunes.

In each corner of the wall are examples 
of great comebacks in sports history. They 
illustrate what it takes to accomplish an 
amazing comeback. For example, there’s a 
headline from when the Boston Red Sox came 
from three games behind to beat the New 
York Yankees in the 2004 playoffs. Another 
display shows the Patriots’ amazing comeback 
in the 2017 Super Bowl when they overcame a 
25-point second-half deficit to beat the Falcons.

“These sports stories are analogous to what’s 
happening in our business today,” says Access 
Media Holdings’ new president, Bryan J. Rader, 
who joined the company in January. “The wall 
is symbolic of our overcoming the 25-point 
deficit. Each property is part of that comeback.”

Access Media 3 Inc., founded in 2007, 
quickly became a leading provider of video, 
voice and data services in key markets 
across the United States through a dozen 
or so acquisitions. The company grew to 
serve more than 120,000 customers after 
acquiring providers in Texas, Florida, Virginia 
and California. It soon became the largest 
distributor of DIRECTV and had well over 
1,200 MDU communities scattered across 
many states. 

However, in July 2015, most Access Media 
3 Inc. assets were purchased by Access Media 
Holdings in an Article 9 auction. The new 
company began the hard work of rebuilding a 
new corporate structure, management team and 
strategic direction. 

DAUNTING CHALLENGES
It quickly became clear that, given all the 
past acquisitions, integrating these assets into 
a cohesive operational set, with consistent 
guidelines and quality measurements under new 
ownership, would be difficult. 

“Given the broad geographic coverage, it 
was always going to be difficult to offer top-level 
service and support to all these communities,” 
says Kelvin Fee, senior vice president of 
operations. Fee joined the company in 2015 
from Wide Open West and drastically revised 
the operational foundation of the business.

In the process of acquiring other 
companies, Access Media had acquired a host 
of technologies and delivery mechanisms for 
digital TV, internet and phone. However, most 
of its focus was on digital TV. 

“If you look at the assets acquired, Access 
Media Holdings had a large number of 
DIRECTV customers – some retail and some 
bulk,” Rader explains. “Internet was not always 
offered.”

These systems included analog, L band, 
DIRECTV MFH2 and many others. “We were 
like a restaurant that sold pizza in one location 
and fried chicken in another,” says Arnie 
Guttenberg, business development manager in 
South Florida. “There were no consistencies, so 
it was hard to be great at any one of them.”



AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2017 | www.broadbandcommunities.com | BROADBAND COMMUNITIES | 29

“Our new company acquired 
several different operating systems with 
hundreds of price points and options,” 
says Mark McMaster, vice president 
of customer experience, who joined in 
2014.

These difficulties led to significant 
operational challenges, including 
customer defections, financial weakness 
and poor employee loyalty. 

“Even today, our acquired customers 
have many negative stories about the 
past they want to share,” says Alan 
Rosenberg, CEO. Rosenberg joined 
the company in mid-2015 to lead the 
formation of Access Media Holdings 
and begin the process of restructuring 
the assets and rebuilding the business 
model. The board brought him in to 
leverage his long experience in telecom 
turnarounds.

HALF-TIME ADJUSTMENTS
Rather than make a Hail Mary pass, 
Access Media Holdings chose to make 
half-time adjustments in search of 
the win. “Our adjustments included 
determining which markets we want 
to serve, which products we wanted to 
offer and how we were going to deliver 
those services,” says Rosenberg. 

The new shareholder group of 
Access Media Holdings also realized 
an opportunity to strengthen the 
company’s operations and build a more 
efficient organization.

Over the past two years, Access 
Media Holdings restructured its entire 
organization to support its clients. It 
moved most of its field technicians 
and support in-house. It developed an 
in-house network operations center 
located in its corporate office. It 
streamlined its bandwidth purchasing 
and established a new national fiber 
backbone. Finally, it increased its 
customer care center’s scope to support 
on-site property management as well as 
end users.

These steps led to a 30 percent 
reduction in truck rolls, a 25 percent 
reduction in call volume and a very low 
rate of “go back” appointments. “We’ve 
continued to build our support team in 
the local markets and at the corporate 
office,” explains Fee.

IDENTIFYING A PRODUCT 
SET
These half-time adjustments were the 
perfect first step in building toward 
the comeback. The next step was 
identifying the right product set to 
meet the needs of the MDU market. 
The company had the largest scale in 
the industry with a strong presence in 
very MDU-heavy markets. It was in a 
great position to leverage its network to 
develop a new program.

In January 2017, industry veteran 
Bryan Rader joined the company to 
spearhead this opportunity. “I knew 
of the historical issues facing Access 
Media Holdings, as I had several 
clients who experienced some of their 
challenges,” Rader explains. 

Last year, Access Media Holdings 
began laying the groundwork for a new 
platform to offer its residents. Stephanie 
Astor, director of business analytics, 
who also handles carrier relations, says, 

The UpStream team attends the Rock n Road Show summer meeting, hosted at the Grand Plaza 
Apartments in Chicago.
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“We probably buy more bandwidth 
than any other private cable operator in 
the industry. We have dedicated fiber, 
fixed wireless and leased bandwidth 
capacity connecting hundreds of 
buildings in our markets to our 
national network.” This backbone 
network formed the basis for launching 
the new program.

“Our view was that our 10-gigabit 
backbone network could be the basis 
for delivering the most advanced 
broadband experience to the 
multifamily industry,” says Rader. 
“We knew it would require a lot of 
core competencies, such as a 24-hour 
in-house network operations center, 
redundancy in the network, direct 
connects to content sites such as 
Netflix, and service-level commitments 
far above industry norms.”

A NEW BRAND
In spring 2017, Access Media hired a 
leading boutique branding agency in 
Chicago to assist it in developing a 
new brand and image to signal to the 
industry that the product, platform and 
company were all new. “What you once 
knew about the old company was no 
longer true,” Rader says. The comeback 
was underway. 

In late March, Access Media hosted 
a huge brand-reveal party for its entire 
team. The event generated energy 
and enthusiasm about the new brand 
and was highlighted with a keynote 
presentation by Greg O’Berry, a 30-year 
veteran of the apartment industry with 
JVM Realty and AMLI Residential. 
O’Berry described the new platform as 
“the right idea at the right time.”

At the end of April, Access Media 
Holdings unveiled its exciting new 
brand, UpStream Network, to the entire 

industry to overwhelmingly positive 
response. “I knew we had the right 
design and look when we showed the 
final version to the management team 
at Trump Plaza,” Rader recalls. “They 
loved it and said they wanted to have the 
platform available for their residents.”

“UpStream Network created a true 
amenity for our customer base, which 
demands top-of-the-line broadband 
service,” says William Van Senus, 
Draper & Kramer property manager at 
Grand Plaza Apartments in Chicago, 
the first Chicagoland deployment for 
UpStream Network. “The company 
designed and upgraded our building 
infrastructure to offer all our residents 
a product that is more than three times 
faster than the rest of the market – and 
gave us amazing service during the 
process, too.” 

The expansion includes many other 
buildings in downtown Chicago, 
South Florida and other core Access 
Media Holdings markets. In July, the 
company launched UpStream in South 
Florida at Las Olas Condominium, 
a luxury condominium in Fort 
Lauderdale. The property management 
was thrilled to bring the platform to its 
residents. “It’s always been a top-of-the-
market community,” says Rader. “With 
UpStream, it now has the technology 
amenities to match.”

UpStream is more than just a 
platform. The team points to its 
many features – fiber backbone, fixed 
wireless, managed wireless delivery, all 
with speeds up to a gigabit. But it is 
also more than just an infrastructure. 
MDU owners and associations want 
their customers and residents to have 
the best broadband experience possible. 
Managing that experience is critical, 
and UpStream provides that solution.

“Many companies sell speed. Others 
sell price,” Rader says. “We felt that we 
had to sell the experience. That means 
the infrastructure, the product delivery, 
the concierge support – all of it.”

Access Media Holdings’ comeback 
required more than building its 
operational base and launching a new 
brand. It required adding resources 
to support the entire experience. 
The company added several account 
managers to support new property 
launches and expanded its 24-hour, 
in-house network operations center. 
Now it has begun to expand its 
business development, adding associates 
with specific multifamily technology 
experience.

Access Media Holdings says its 
product has a road map to address 
the lifestyles of tomorrow’s residents. 
UpStream’s network will allow 
residents to connect thermostats, 
appliances and access control to create a 
true smart home.

“We see UpStream Network as a 
platform that meets the needs of today’s 
MDU customers,” Rader explains. “We 
are expanding it to dozens of properties 
within our current portfolio as well as 
many new ones.” 

Implementing the right game plan 
and executing successfully as a team 
is crucial to every comeback. Access 
Media Holdings’ team sees its position 
in the same way as this year’s Super 
Bowl. It is now the second half of 
the game, and it is closing the gap by 
scoring touchdowns and winning play 
after play. The comeback has gained 
significant momentum.

“The company is on a roll,” 
Rader concludes. “We see the level of 
confidence that we’re generating among 
our clients and the industry. We know 
people love a comeback. Our story 
certainly fits that description.”

For Rader and the rest of the team, 
the comeback analogy seems perfect. 
Access Media was down three games to 
none several years ago. Today, it seems 
to be winning the game. v

Michelle Malecki is business development 
coordinator for Access Media Holdings 
LLC. Contact her at mmalecki@
accessmedia3.com.

Access Media’s comeback required changes to 
operations, infrastructure, product offerings, 
customer service and support, business 
development and branding. 
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Is It Time to Renovate?
Property owners and managers need to know when to upgrade their broadband 
infrastructure.

By Masha Zager / Broadband Communities

Did you pass? How did you decide what 
to answer? 

BroadBand Communities spoke 
with several experts who help property owners 
and managers make these decisions. They 
offered guidelines for evaluating residents’ needs 
and determining how to meet those needs cost-
effectively.

The first question to ask is whether current 
residents are happy with the broadband 
services available to them. This question can 
be answered by reviewing penetration rates, 
surveying residents, talking with on-site 
managers and reviewing trouble tickets. 

A company buying an MDU building may 
not have direct access to this information, but 
it should always perform due diligence on the 
inside wiring, no matter the age of the building, 
says Nicole Kane, president of Property 
Connect Advisors – and the due diligence 
should inclulde a site inspection. Kane adds that 
owners may want to inspect inside wiring on 
buildings they already own if, for example, the 
building is more than 20 years old or if on-site 
managers report problems.

The second question – a less obvious one –  
is whether prospective new residents are satisfied 

with what’s on offer. “Residents may not know 
what they don’t know,” explains Mike Coco, 
president of Choice Property Resources – but 
new residents moving from different buildings 
might be aware that better alternatives exist. “Are 
you competing against other properties that have 
something different?” Coco asks. He suggests 
using a professional adviser to help compare the 
broadband offerings in nearby, similar buildings. 
Kane recommends using analytical tools, such as 
those offered by Axiometrics, to find comparable 
buildings and then research their broadband 
offerings. Certain rules of thumb apply, at least 
for the moment. For example, Kane says, “When 
it comes to student housing, if you do not have 
the ability to offer 100 Mbps per user, residents 
will complain.” 

UPGRADING WITHOUT FULL 
RENOVATIONS
If current or prospective residents demand 
better broadband, the next step is to find out 
whether services can be upgraded without major 
changes to the building infrastructure. This 
may be possible if the building wiring is sound 
and if an existing or competitive provider can 
provide sufficient backhaul. Michael Slovin, 
vice president of XFINITY Communities, 
Comcast’s MDU division, says that because 
Comcast is investing in its backbone network 
and transitioning to DOCSIS 3.1, it can now 
offer gigabit speeds to many MDUs wired with 
coaxial cable. “All they have to do is swap out 
the modems,” he says. “They don’t have to work 
out the ROI or put in new infrastructure.” 
Comcast plans to complete the rollout of gigabit 
speeds across its entire footprint in 2018. 

Here’s a quick quiz:

The broadband infrastructure in your 
multifamily property is: 

a) Just fine
b) In need of some tweaking
c) Ready to be replaced.
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Slovin explains: “When providers 
initially launched gigabit speeds over 
fiber, they were training the market [to 
expect 1 Gbps service] – but the ROI 
for fiber to the unit is hard to justify. 
… So when we launch DOCSIS 3.1 
in a market, it allows every property 
to say, ‘I’m now competitive.’ Our 
conversations with customers are about 
how we can help them offer these 
speeds and market the fact that they’re 
a technology leader.” 

Comcast’s gigabit DOCSIS 3.1 
service, unlike its fiber service, is 
asymmetrical. However, Slovin 
says, residential traffic is heavily 
asymmetrical, and upload speeds can 
be customized based on usage. In 
exceptional cases (for example, medical-
student housing, where residents upload 
huge files), DOCSIS 3.1 might not fill 
the bill, but in nearly all apartment 
communities, it does.

Some service providers that have 
not proactively invested in their 
backbone networks are willing to do 
so at a property owner’s request – for 
example, by splitting a DOCSIS node 
or even bringing fiber all the way to 
the basement. However, if a service 
provider is unwilling to upgrade its 
network, an owner may be able to 
invite a competitive provider into  
the building and allow it access to 
inside wiring. This may require the 
owner to invest in a neutral lockbox –  
a significant expense but not as 
significant as rewiring the building.

In other cases, the problem is the 
property owner’s responsibility but can 
be solved relatively easily. Sometimes 
only switches or wireless access points 
need to be updated. Sometimes the 
problem is outdoors; Coco cites the 
example of a property whose frequent 
outages were caused by a problem in the 
distribution cable between buildings. 

Even an inside-wiring problem 
may be limited in scope: One property 
owner with a high rate of trouble 
tickets determined that a few home-
run wires caused the bulk of the 
tickets. After testing all the wires in the 
building, the company replaced only 
the few faulty ones. 

In-unit wiring may need to be 
expanded to comply with regulations 

or meet market demand. For example, 
older properties often have a single coax 
outlet for each unit, but residents today 
expect an outlet in every bedroom. 
Again, this expansion can sometimes be 
done at less cost than a full renovation. 

REWIRING BUILDINGS 
Sometimes the best – or only – remedy 
for slow or unreliable internet service is 
to replace the infrastructure altogether. 
To minimize construction costs 
and disruption (and tap into more 
favorable financing), owners often wait 
until buildings are being rehabbed to 
rewire them. But Coco lists several 
circumstances in which owners may 
replace their broadband infrastructure in 
the absence of an overall building rehab:

• The wiring is obsolete or poorly 
designed. RG-59 coaxial cable 
or old twisted-pair copper may 
not support the wired or wireless 
internet speeds that residents 
demand; daisy-chained wiring 
can cause problems to cascade 
through a network. In old buildings 
wired for cable after they were 
built, unprotected cable may pose 
aesthetic or safety problems.

• The owner needs to install a 
separate network for building 
operations such as security, access 
control and life safety, and a new 
resident network could be installed 
along the same pathways.

• The building is being repurposed 
and needs more (or differently 
located) infrastructure. For 
example, some apartments are being 
converted to retail spaces. 

• The service provider is a telephone 
company that is retiring its old 
copper network and replacing it 
with fiber.

CHOOSING A NEW 
INFRASTRUCTURE
If a building is to be rewired, what 
type of infrastructure should be used? 
For future-proofing, everyone agrees 
fiber optic cable is the best bet. Slovin 
says MDU owners across Comcast’s 
footprint now commonly use fiber in 
new builds and rehabs, and Comcast  
is willing to leverage that fiber-to-the-
unit infrastructure. 

Municipal Broadband
Distribution Solutions

TRUE™ Tier 15 and 22 
Underground Enclosures

ANSI/SCTE rated handholes constructed
of advanced composite materials; 

stackable and up to 75% less weight than
similar volume Tier 15/22 enclosures

DAS & Small Cell
Concealment Shrouds

Aesthetically pleasing curved shrouds for
outdoor concealment of radios, power supplies,

diplexers/combiners and associated cabling
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However, not every service provider 

can deliver services over fiber. As 
Coco points out, “I could pull two or 
three fiber home runs to every unit, 
but if no provider can utilize that, I’ve 
just wasted money.” He adds, “If you 
respect distance limitations and have 
good home wiring inside the units and 
the right distribution points, Cat 5 and 
RG-6 cable can take you a long way 
into the future.”

Condominiums pose special 
problems. Coco says condo 
associations that want to upgrade their 
infrastructures are sometimes stymied 
by their lack of ownership and control of 
in-unit wiring. Condo owners who are 
concerned about a disruptive renovation 
process or the aesthetics of the proposed 
new infrastructure may refuse to 
cooperate. If the association can’t bring 
fiber all the way to each unit, Coco says, 
“Try to back up a little further in the 
network and bring fiber to that point.” 

Kane believes rumors of disruption 
are greatly exaggerated; she says 
the problems encountered in fiber 
overbuilds a decade ago have largely 
been solved. Building owners and condo 
unit owners may not be aware that 
many contractors and providers can 
install fiber with very little disruption 
to residents. Aesthetic problems, 
too, are easily solvable. A provider’s 
default installation method may not 
be aesthetically pleasing, but “owners 
just have to ask.” Any contract with 
a fiber overbuilder should include 
clear language about making the fiber 
unobtrusive.

In addition to inside wiring, a 
property may need a wireless overlay. 
Propertywide managed Wi-Fi began 
in student housing, but as students 
graduate and enter the conventional 
housing market, they bring with them 
their expectation of always-on Wi-Fi. 
Slovin says this type of service, which is 

“creeping into the multifamily space,” 
is generally provided on a bulk basis, 
with owners and providers working 
together to set it up. Comcast is also 
test marketing a product it calls Wi-Fi 
Ready, which Slovin describes as an 
“intermediate step” to managed Wi-Fi.

TAKING THE FIBER PLUNGE
Kane recommends to her clients that 
they make every effort to outfit their 
buildings with fiber infrastructure, 
even if they don’t have to. “If there’s 
no agreement in place, push for the 
provider to upgrade. If there is an 
agreement in place, think outside the 
box. … If you’re in the AT&T footprint, 
push AT&T to evaluate the building 
for a fiber overbuild. [See p. 16 for the 
story of a condo building that succeeded 
with that strategy.] Look to see where 
there are other fiber possibilities.” One 
incentive for providers to upgrade to 
fiber is the ability to wire the common 
areas of the building.

Kane says some fiber overbuilders 
are willing to bring fiber into a building 
even if the owner already has an 
exclusive marketing agreement with 
the existing provider. The owner may 
lose door fees or other revenue sharing 
from the existing provider as a result, 
but if the fiber makes the building 
more attractive to residents and better 
positioned for future needs, that loss is 
usually justified. 

Though many owners are happy to 
have a service provider absorb the cost 
of fiber cabling, Kane believes fiber 
is almost always a good investment; 
property owners who own the fiber 
in their buildings can reap the full 
benefit of a bulk wireless amenity. “If 
you’re able to offer 100 Mbps or more 
seamlessly, residents are usually willing 
to pay whatever the owner wants – it’s 
a great source of ancillary income. The 
payback period is typically 27 months 
if you increase the rent. … Even if you 
don’t increase the rent, you’ll get it back 
when you sell the property.” v

Masha Zager is the editor of BroadBand 
Communities. You can reach her at 
masha@bbcmag.com.
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INDUSTRY ANALYSIS

MDUs Are Back! What Does  
That Mean for Broadband?
Construction of multiple-dwelling-unit (MDU) housing is booming, but owners and 
broadband providers need to read the fine print. 

By Steven S. Ross / Broadband Communities

New apartment buildings have always 
been the sweet spot for broadband 
network deployments. That sweetness 

has grown. In the United States, more than 
300,000 new privately developed dwelling  
units have been started each year since 2014 –  
a rate that exceeds the prerecession peak – even 
though construction of single-family homes has 
not recovered. All but about 12,000 units a year 
are in buildings with five or more units.

Vendors have taken note and introduced 
a wide array of products to make MDU fiber 
deployments ever-cheaper to implement. Fiber 
cables are thinner and more flexible. Connections 
rarely require fusion splicing, so deployments 
are faster and require less skilled labor. Outdoor 
fiber can be pulled inside with no splice at all – 
workers can simply strip off weather shielding.

Hubs have been made smaller with a 
dizzying array of tricks, including standardized 
trays and simple but effective gaskets that allow 
easier maintenance. 

Older buildings can benefit from new 
techniques that combine existing copper with 
wireless, G.fast, DOCSIS 3.1 and all-fiber 
passive optical networks that extend at least to 
the property line or basement, if not to the unit.

However, most new MDUs are still outfitted 
with copper broadband infrastructure rather 
than far more robust (and often less expensive) 
fiber-based systems. As gigabit internet service 
becomes the norm, it behooves builders to look 
beyond their lists of “old, reliable” low-voltage 

wiring contractors and search for contractors 
that can supply the latest technologies.

What’s more, even experienced property 
developers and broadband suppliers may fall 
into the new economy’s financial traps when 
justifying broadband builds.

THE RENTAL TRAP
One glaring example: New MDU construction 
overwhelmingly consists of rental units. The 
proportion of households that own their dwelling 
units has fallen from its peak – nearly 70 percent 
– to less than 64 percent today. Young, first-
time buyers and those who lost their homes to 
foreclosure or short sales in the recession have 
great difficulty finding mortgage lenders. Rental 
costs are rising relative to income, driven by 
the resulting demand for rental units, so more 
unmarried renters must now share apartments 
and houses with friends and roommates. 

Deployers are attuned to credit issues. The 
weak credit history of many renters accounts for 
much of the gradual increase in the number of 
households offered bulk services – broadband 
and video services whose costs are included in the 
rent rather than billed separately by providers. 
Bulk service saves residents money, cuts deployer 
per-unit operating and marketing costs, and puts 
building owners on the hook for the fees. That 
helps deployers obtain financing. However, it also 
reduces residents’ broadband choices and induces 
many to take only the bulk video package with 
no extras. Residents then look for content online, 
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which, in turn, requires building owners 
to invest in good wireless infrastructure.

In non-bulk buildings, resident 
churn creates a hidden cost for 
deployers. A group of unrelated 
renters tends to be unstable even when 
each individual has a good income. 
As residents move in and out of 

apartments and swap roommates, the 
actual monthly broadband revenue 
deployers earn tends to stay close to 
the promotional price. No longer can 
deployers depend on higher revenues 
from residents who have completed 
promotional terms. What’s the penalty? 
Between 12 and 30 percent of “full 

price” revenue – and the 12 percent 
is for short promo periods of three 
to six months. Even a 12 percent 
hit can destroy all profit potential. 
(BroadBand Communities offers free 
monthly cash flow models to help 
providers do their own calculations. 
Look for Calculating Your Revenues 
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Privately Owned Housing Starts, 2004–2017
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 
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Chart 1: Construction of multiple-dwelling-unit buildings with five or more residences has recovered; the overwhelming number of new units is 
actually in buildings of 20 or more units. In this chart, the roughly 12,000 annual construction for MDUs of two, three or four units is omitted.
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and Margins and FTTx Monthly Cash 
Flow Model at FTTHAnalyzers.com 
to download models and instructions 
for using or modifying them.) Churn 
is a minor issue for bulk buildings; a 
few offer a free month’s rent for new 
tenants, for instance.

TIGHTENING MONEY SUPPLY
Expect the bias toward rentals to 
continue for several more years. The 
Federal Reserve Bank has started to 
reduce the money supply by reducing 
its balance sheet. When the recession 
started in 2008, the FRB had about 
$800 billion in assets. Its holdings 
grew fivefold to around $4 trillion 
as the FRB bought up lower-quality 
assets (mainly bonds) – a process called 
“quantitative easing.” The money it 

spent went into circulation, but other 
banks could also borrow against the 
assets it carried on its books.

Essentially, this process creates 
money. Although the supply of money 
went up, money tended to move around 
less until the economy recovered. If that 
had not happened, the extra money  
in the system would have caused a  
great deal of inflation. Instead, 
borrowing became easier, at least for 
businesses. Money has been available  
to home builders and network deployers 
at interest rates in the range of 3 to  
6 percent.

Today, the FRB is more worried 
about inflation. But as it has begun to 
reduce its balance sheet, and thus the 
money supply, it has kept interest rates 
low for the large commercial banks  
that borrow from it. That, in turn,  
puts smaller local banks in a quandary. 
If they can’t raise their own interest 
rates, they will tend to avoid making 
long-term loans either to individuals  
or to capital-intensive businesses.  
And no businesses are more dependent 
on 15- to 20-year financing than 
network deployers.

That entices MDU developers – 
who typically finance their projects 
with interest-only loans that are rolled 
over every five years – to finance 
network builds themselves.

DATA LIMITATIONS
The aggregate number of U.S. 
housing starts – usually the only 
number reported in the non-business 
media – is about 1.2 million per year. 

Single-family homes account for most 
housing construction, and much new 
construction replaces old housing that 
has fallen into disrepair. But the overall 
proportion of MDUs in new housing 
has risen far beyond historical norms.

However, local markets do not 
always follow national trends. Not all 
the 40,000 communities in the United 
States require construction permits. In 
many states, large developments are built 
in unincorporated areas outside city 
or town borders and then folded into 
those communities once construction is 
finished. Thus, the number of dwelling 
units completed in a particular city 
is sometimes larger than the number 
started. That has not been the case for 
the past few years, however.

In addition, monthly data are 
usually reported as seasonally adjusted 
annual totals. 

Table 1 shows the most recent 
annualized monthly data for housing 
completions, excluding approximately 
12,000 units in buildings that have 
two, three or four apartments. Notice 
that the annual completion rate of 
MDUs with five or more units ranges 
from 277,000 to 416,000. Exceptional 
weather – good or bad – accounts for 
much of this variation. The average 
annual rate of completions so far 
this year – 352,000 – is more than 5 
percent higher than the average annual 
rate of housing starts but lower than the 
number of starts for the past few years.

There are regional variations in the 
rates of starts and completions, which 

Month Total Single 
Unit

5+ 
Units

January 1,079 802 277

February 1,145 763 382

March 1,178 810 368

April 1,075 774 301

May 1,168 799 369

June 1,243 827 416

July 1,168 814 354

Average 1,151 798 352

Table 1: Housing completions in 2017: 
Seasonally adjusted annual totals
(Source: U.S. Census Bureau)
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Chart 2: Regional variations in annual MDU construction. In this chart, MDUs of all sizes are aggregated; the Census Bureau does not fully report MDU 
data by size in this data series. Note that most MDU growth has been in the South and West since the recession started in 2008. 
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are reported about a year late by the 
Census Bureau. The bureau does not 
break out the number of units in very 
small MDUs – those with fewer than 
five units – in the regional data as first 
reported. Chart 2 shows how much of 
the MDU market is driven by housing 
patterns in the South and West, where 
the rise in MDU construction has 
been greatest. In Chart 2, also note the 
odd bump in 2015 MDU starts in the 
Northeast. Much of that was due to 
builders’ racing to get started before the 
expiration of a property-tax break in 
New York City.

MDUs, as one might expect, tend to 
contain fewer units in rural areas, but 
in rural population centers with fewer 
than 50,000 people, garden apartments 
and above-store apartments are not 
uncommon. These are easy to provision 
with broadband as long as the town is 
well connected to the outside world. 
However, rural areas in the aggregate 
have been losing population since 2010. 
The loss – more than 1 percent of the 
42 million people who lived in rural 
counties that year – produced a surplus 
of more than 200,000 dwelling units in 
those counties.

It is little wonder small regional 
and local broadband carriers are 
moving quickly to take advantage 
of opportunities new residential 
construction presents. Local carriers 
do not usually need the Census Bureau 
to tell them what is going on in their 
own communities. National property 
owners and managers that want to get 
a handle on trends in specific regions 
should strengthen their connections to 
local carriers.

I have obtained county-by-county 
data in some detail and will report on 
that in future issues.

THE FUTURE:  
SLOW-GROWTH SCENARIO? 
At this time, immigration policy is in 
flux, and net immigration appears to be 
falling – there are more deportations, 
and fewer immigrants are entering 
the United States. Prior to the policy 
change, the Census Bureau estimated 
that all net population growth in the 
United States after 2020 would result 
from immigration. 

Changing the immigration 
outlook would, of course, have major 
implications for housing construction 
of all kinds. For example, there would 
be fewer construction jobs, fewer 
opportunities for broadband deployers, 
and a smaller economy overall. But the 
impact would probably be felt most 

in residential MDU construction, as 
permanent-resident immigrants tend 
to follow similar residential patterns as 
non-immigrants. v

Editor-at-large Steve Ross can be reached 
at steve@bbcmag.com.
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opportunity to network with other professionals from across 
the spectrum of telecommunications. This is my number one 
event of the year, and I recommend you make it yours!

 – Gordon Caverly, Regional Vice-President 
Mid-State Consultants, Inc.

Year after year, the Broadband Communities 
Summit keeps our team informed about 
relevant telecommunication trends that 
impact the multifamily industry. The 2017 
Summit in Dallas continued this trend. It helps 
gives us the edge needed to give valuable 
insight to our property owners and managers. 

 – Mike Coco 
Choice Property Resources, Inc.

We loved exhibiting at and attending the Broadband Communities 
Summit in Dallas. Not only did we get to meet some of the most 
interesting people, but a few weeks later, we are already closing deals 
from people we met at the show! It’s a nice balance of education and 
business connections. We will be back!

 – Layne Sisk, CEO 
ServerPlus

Great first time visit to the Summit. Good 
conversations all around!

 – Kevin Mitchell, Vice President, Marketing 
Alianza

Broadband Communities 2017 Summit rewarded our 
attendance with compelling and informative sessions 
tackling the relevant issues of our market.

 – Bob McMillion, Sr. Sales Director, Service Providers 
Zyxel Communications

I loved sharing our story 
at the Summit. My favorite 
quote afterward: “I loved your 
presentation. It gave me hope for 
my rural broadband expansion 
project!”
– Cheryl DeBerry, Natural Resources 

Business Specialist 
Garrett County, MD
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 – Jacki Miskimins, Director of Marketing 
Vantage Point
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Best Practices for Installing  
Fiber in Buildings 
Operators have several choices in installing fiber to an apartment or office unit.  
The right answer depends on building construction and other considerations. 

By Shaun Trezise / PPC Broadband 

The advantages of fiber optic cable over 
copper wire for some applications are 
well understood. Fiber can transfer more 

data in less time over longer distances than 
copper. It does not degrade like copper, requires 
little maintenance and loses only a fraction of its 
signal strength over 325 feet.

Consumer demand for faster internet speeds 
is fueled by video and music streaming services 
and over-the-top bundles. This has caused 
operators to rethink their strategies when it 
comes to fiber. 

For network operators that want to install 
fiber in apartment buildings and multistory 
offices, there are typically three phases to a fiber 
installation in a multiple dwelling unit (MDU) 
or commercial building. First, the fiber has to 
be taken from the curb into the building. Then 
it needs to be routed from the basement to each 
floor in the building. In the final phase – which 
is similar to the last drop in installations of fiber 

to single-family premises – the cable has to be 
brought into individual apartments. Different 
techniques can be applied at any stage in the 
process.

FIBER TO THE PREMISES
The first phase of an in-building fiber 
installation typically involves bringing fiber 
cable from the curb to an outside distribution 
box. In most cases, the fiber is then brought 
inside the building. However, in some parts 
of the world – such as the Middle East – it is 
common practice for operators to install single 
fiber cables from the outside distribution box 
directly to individual apartments in point-to-
point (P2P) cable runs through ducts and on 
the exterior walls of the building. The fiber is 
first connected to the distribution box. It is 
then inserted into an outdoor microduct, which 
is used to carry the fiber up the outside of the 
building into an individual apartment.

For apartment blocks with four to six 
apartments, or small commercial buildings 
with a few offices, this kind of P2P cable run 
system can be cost-effective. However, scaling 
this method for medium- and high-density 
complexes is challenging and often not cost-
effective. In these scenarios, the preferable 
method of installing fiber requires a staged 
approach throughout the building.

One downside of this approach is that it 
can require considerable up-front expenditure. 
Depending upon the architecture, indoor optical 

The first phase of an in-building fiber 
installation typically involves bringing 
fiber cable from the curb to an outside 
distribution box. In most cases, the fiber is 
then brought inside the building.
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distribution boxes or distribution frames 
need to be purchased and installed. In 
most cases, floor-level or buddy boxes 
have to be bought and positioned on 
separate floors. It is not uncommon for 
operators to spend many thousands of 
dollars on equipment for an apartment 
building before signing up a single 
subscriber. However, in most cases, this 
method proves to be more economical 
than a P2P approach over the medium 
to long term.

TAKING THE CABLE INSIDE
To get fiber into a premises, a cable has 
to be routed from the point of presence 
(the outside distribution box, in this 
instance) into the building through 
the wall and plugged into a further 
distribution box or distribution frame 
in the basement or a communications 
(comms) room.

There are a number of benefits to 
having a fiber distribution point inside 
a building. First, the network life cycle 
is longer because network elements are 
better protected. Fiber terminals and 
other passive equipment are no longer 
at risk of being damaged by harsh 
weather, negligence or vandalism.

Second, it speeds up the whole 
process of installation. Network 
operators commonly route fiber cable 
from the basement of an apartment 
or office building up to floor boxes on 
each landing. This allows operators 
to break out fiber quickly and cost-
effectively when a resident demands it.

Whether the network architecture 
is PON, point to point, or some other 
configuration, once the fibers have 
been brought to the distribution frame 
(or, for small MDUs, the distribution 
box), they need to be connectorized. 
Operators increasingly use pre-
terminated cable in multiple-dwelling 
installations to remove weak spots, 
limit the requirement for highly trained 
engineers and reduce installation times.

FIBER TO THE FLOOR
A crucial step every installer negotiates 
during fiber cable installation in an 
apartment building or a multistory 
office building is to decide on the most 
appropriate way of getting the fiber 
cable from the basement to each floor.

In new-build apartments and 
commercial buildings, this process 
can often be fairly straightforward – 

especially if the architect has designed 
the building with fiber in mind and 
included a microduct.

For the network operator, the key 
step is deciding on the best method of 
getting the cable to each floor, whether 
that’s by blowing, pushing or pulling 
the fiber cable from the basement to 
each floor. 

Blowing fiber. Though blown 
fiber is a tried and tested method, it’s 
not necessarily optimal for in-building 
deployments. Heavy, gasoline-powered 
compressors are not always suited to 
basement applications. In addition, 
some developers may simply not 
allow compressed air, which might 
carry dirt and water, to be blown into 
their buildings. The key advantage of 
blowing, though, is distance. Because 
blown fiber has an installation distance 
of up to 3,000 feet, in some high-rise 
scenarios it may be the only realistic 
choice.

Pullable fiber cable. One of the 
biggest advantages of pullable cable is 
cost. This method requires minimal 
extra equipment and has a proven 
track record in most regions. However, 
it can be a labor-intensive process 

PROS AND CONS OF DIFFERENT FIBER INSTALLATION METHODS
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unless a pull cord is already in place. 
Some installers prefer a cable-rodding 
approach, but with that comes the risk 
of overstressing the cable. Excessive 
tensile load during pulling has the 
potential to damage the fiber, as do any 
obstacles along the cable’s path. This 
method has a maximum installation 
distance of only about 1,500 feet.

Pushable cable. Inexpensive 
pushing equipment enables cables to be 
pushed up to 984 feet. If cable is pushed 
in conjunction with pre-termination, the 
pushing process is quick and efficient. 
Hand-pushing cable is not as quick, and 
the cable can be pushed only up to 325 
feet. In addition, older buildings may 

have congested or ill-planned conduits 
that make pushing cable difficult.

Troubleshooting. In older 
buildings in particular, only PVC 
electrical conduits may be in place, or 
conduits may be pre-populated with 
other types of existing infrastructure. 
Though a well-designed microduct path 
might allow up to 325 feet of cable to 
be pushed and/or pulled through it, a 
congested or poorly planned conduit 
might accept only as little as 50 feet of 
cable inside.

Sometimes there are no obvious 
means of getting the fiber to the floor at 
all. What options do network operators 
have in these situations?

When no pre-existing infrastructure 
is in place to transport cable, operators 
should use whatever spaces are available 
in the building. There may be an 
elevator shaft through which the cable 
can be dropped from the floors above, 
or it may be possible to tack or glue 
the cable to walls, ceilings or plenum 
spaces. A slightly more aesthetic 
approach is to use cable trunking  
or some other method to conceal  
the cable.

FIBER TO THE APARTMENT  
OR OFFICE
Several viable options work for the last 
leg of an in-building fiber installation 
project – namely, direct fixing, pulling 
and pushing.

In select cases, blowing may be 
an option if there is a duct leading 
from the floor into each apartment. 
However, very few apartment or 
office buildings have this kind of 
infrastructure in place, and it may not 
be an acceptable installation method 
for reasons mentioned previously.

It is also possible to use a pull-back 
method to connect each room. This 
involves deploying a multifiber feeder 
cable from the comms room in the 
basement up to each floor and then 
along the corridor or hallway, passing 
each room.

Although the pull-back approach is 
space efficient and can negate the need 
for floor boxes, a skilled technician is 
still needed to handle the bare fiber, 
which is manually pulled out of the 
cable and threaded into the dwelling 
space via a lead-in access box. Once 
installed, the fiber requires field 
termination.

For pulling, the ideal scenario is 
to source microducts with pulling 
rope or cord installed. In this case, the 
cable is simply tied to the pull cord or 
secured inside a pulling sock before 
being pulled through the microduct. 
Installers often prefer pulling because 
it’s quick and reliable, with comparable 
distances to blown fiber and none of 
the mess.

With pushing, the selected cable 
should be flexible enough to push 
around corners yet stiff enough not 

A technician buries TuffDuct microduct for a Miniflex fiber installation at a college housing 
complex in Florida.
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to buckle in long routes where high 
levels of friction are generated. In many 
respects, pushing is much simpler – 
there is only one step in the process. 
In addition, pushing the cable into a 
microduct or conduit applies zero tensile 
load to the cable, reducing instances of 
damaged cable or strained fiber.

THE FINAL CONNECTION
The final step of the process involves 
connecting the fiber to the media 
converting equipment in the 
apartment.

Typically, the fiber was pushed, 
pulled or fixed as far as a wall box 
terminal in the apartment or office 
entrance. If the fiber was pre-
terminated (for example, with an 
SC/APC connector), it then simply 
connects to the service provider’s 
equipment (media gateway) directly 
or via a short fiber patch lead. If 
the fiber is bare, however, the splice 

technician must first furnish the fiber 
with (typically) an SC or LC format 
connector. From there, the gateway 
translates the data into a range of 
different signals for copper and wireless 
communications used in and around 
the home or office.

The global market for FTTP is far 
from mature. Fiber is an integral part of 
new builds around the world, providing 
residents and companies with high-
speed access to services, from video 
on demand to IPTV. In-building fiber 
installations don’t need to be painful 

experiences. If managed properly, they 
can be carried out quickly and cost-
effectively with minimum disruption to 
the customer. Most important, they can 
deliver what an operator values most – 
a genuine return on investment. v

Shaun Trezise is a product manager  
at PPC Broadband, a manufacturer  
and developer of connectivity solutions  
for the broadband service provider 
market. Contact him at shaun.trezise@
ppc-online.com.
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Pushing fiber is simple because there is only 
one step. In addition, pushing applies zero 
tensile load to the cable, reducing the instances 
of damaged cable or strained fiber.
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Student-housing residents may not  
realize their wireless routers interfere  
with one another, degrading wireless 
service in a building. 

Order Versus Chaos  
In Student Housing
In dense housing, resident-owned wireless routers play havoc with internet quality. 
Sometimes a gentle reminder to turn off these routers isn’t enough. 

By Andrew Marshall / Campus Technologies

Student-housing residents have a very 
simple requirement for internet access: It 
should just work. It should work with any 

device, and it should work reliably all the time. 
If it doesn’t, they may well move somewhere else.

On the surface, this sounds like a reasonably 
straightforward problem to solve. The reality, of 
course, is a lot more complicated.

There are two broad types of student-
housing community in which internet access is 
provided to residents as an amenity – those that 
provide wired connections only and those that 
provide both wired and wireless connections. 

In the first case, usually in older properties, 
residents usually arrive with wireless routers 
they’ve either purchased new or brought 
from home. In a typical 200-unit, 600-bed 
community, that means anywhere from 200 
to 600 low-cost, totally unmanaged wireless 
routers are operating in very close proximity 
to one another, sometimes separated only by a 
piece of drywall or plywood. 

Even worse, because most of these are 
operated on the default out-of-the-box settings, 
most are on the same channels. The result is 
an overwhelming storm of radio energy, with 
many routers interfering with one another and 
drastically raising what we refer to as the noise 
floor.

Of course, residents don’t know this. They 
see strong, four-bar signals, and they believe the 
wireless is perfectly good because they’re getting 
four bars. However, internet performance is 
pathetically slow (because of the high noise 
floor and interference, but they don’t realize 
that), so they conclude the property internet 
service is defective – even though the wired 
service may be perfectly good.

The only way to fix this problem is to 
install a competent, enterprise-grade, dense, 
well-engineered wireless network. This brings 
us neatly to the second category of properties, 
those that provide wired and wireless internet 
networks for their residents.

MANAGED WI-FI NETWORKS 
To be clear, a wired and wireless network isn’t 
the kind cable modems provide. This article 
refers to engineered, professional, enterprise-
grade, managed wired and wireless networks – 
the definitive standard for purpose-built student 
housing. In some student housing served by 
cable companies, a cable modem is installed in 
each unit, sometimes with Wi-Fi attached. This 
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approach rarely, if ever, works to the 
standards student residents demand, 
and it is not considered in this article. 

However, even if a student-housing 
property provides a wired and wireless 
service for residents, and even if the 
network is well designed and engineered 
and uses enterprise-class components, 
and even if it’s managed, the property 
can still experience death by router.

Consider this example: A 
community starts with a wired network 
in which residents install their wireless 
routers. The owner now invests in a 
great managed wireless solution and 
has it installed and commissioned. The 
internet service is still awful. 

Why? Because all the residents still 
have their own routers, only now, in 
addition to a few hundred resident-
owned wireless routers, there are a 
couple of hundred managed wireless 
access points, and the noise level is 
deafening.

The obvious solution is to contact 
all residents and tell them to turn off 
and remove their devices. The problem 
is that the response to that request will 
be limited. The property network is 
barraged with interference, and it won’t 
be fully reliable or stable, so residents 
put their own routers back.

This can be a very labor-intensive, 
frustrating problem to try to resolve. 
First you have to identify the interfering 
devices, then you have to make sure 
they’re on your property and not next 
door. Then you have to identify which 
units they’re in, contact the residents 
of the unit and try to persuade them to 
remove their routers.

AVAILABLE TOOLS
But wait, aren’t there any technical 
tools to help?

Yes, there are some generally 
available tools. Most widely deployed 
enterprise-grade wireless management 
platforms, such as those supplied by 
Ruckus and Extreme, have tools to 
assist in identifying and approximately 
locating interfering devices. (These 
are frequently referred to as “rogue” 
devices.) The better management 
systems also attempt to work around 
the interference as best they can by 

changing channels and signal strength, 
but this is not a complete solution to 
the overall problem.

In addition, some management 
platforms have tools that allow a 
legitimate property wireless access 
point to issue messages to clients of 
rogue wireless devices that cause them 
to drop their connections. These tools 
aren’t completely foolproof, and some 
recent litigation has made their use 
an extremely risky strategy. In 2014, 
Marriott Hotels settled for $600,000 
a complaint brought by the FCC that 
it “interfered with and disabled Wi-Fi 
networks.” Using over-the-air techniques 
to suppress rogue routers thus appears to 
conflict with FCC rules.

To solve this problem, therefore, 
technical and property staff must 
contact each resident multiple 
times and hope to persuade them to 
disconnect their rogue devices. This is 
time-consuming, frustrating and often 
not completely successful.

For student-housing technology 
providers, this is a tough problem. It 
has to be tackled, but it is very difficult 
and expensive to work through. 

A NEW SOLUTION 
At Campus Technologies Inc. (CTI), 
we may just have come up with a 
solution.

CTI has worked through many 
deployments in which we needed to 
deal with a rogue router problem, and 
over time we developed a set of best 
practices – but that wasn’t enough. We 
had to have a better tool in our arsenal. 

So CTI’s in-house engineering 
team designed a module that could 
be installed in our gateway appliance 
(which is installed in every CTI 
managed network) and render all 

wireless routers on the network 
inoperable in a way that is completely 
legal, safe and nondestructive. This 
rogue suppression module can be turned 
on and off at the flick of a switch.

Because CTI’s rogue router 
suppression system does not operate 
in the wireless domain, it does not 
interfere with Wi-Fi networks. 
However, turning on rogue suppression 
prevents anyone at the property from 
using an unauthorized wireless router. 
The propertywide network is unaffected 
and continues to work normally. 

The best practice for using the rogue 
suppression system is the following: 

• Check whether there are any rogue 
routers, then email or notice all 
residents that they need to remove 
their routers and switch to the 
property network.

• A few days later, repeat the first step. 
• Turn on router suppression.
• Follow up with another email or 

notice. 

CTI estimates that, in general, 
using this technology can cut the cost 
and effort to fix a rogue router problem 
by around 90 percent. This tool has 
been deployed in several student-
housing communities over the last 
six months and will be deployed as 
standard in all CTI-managed networks 
going forward. v

Andrew Marshall is CEO of Campus 
Technologies Inc., which designs, deploys 
and manages networks in student-
housing communities. Router Suppression 
technology is a proprietary product of 
Campus Technologies Inc.’s engineering 
labs and was designed and developed 
entirely in the United States. For more 
information, contact Katarina Shineleva 
at kshineleva@campustech.net.

The FCC doesn’t look kindly on interference 
with wireless networks – but Campus 
Technologies found another way to deal with 
rogue wireless routers. 
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Smart Cities and Broadband 
Lessons from the Smart Cities Connect Conference / US Ignite Applications Summit

By Rollie Cole / Sagamore Institute for Public Policy

Recent broadband improvements, 
especially the growth of fiber networks, 
made possible the event I attended 

in June 2017 – Smart Cities Connect and the 
co-located US Ignite Applications Summit 
– and the applications discussed at the event 
will spur even more broadband growth. US 
Ignite, a nonprofit, public-private collaboration 
established by the U.S. government, encourages 
and supports applications that take advantage of 
the high speed, low latency and high reliability 
of fiber-based networks. The organization 
has helped support several dozen applications 
throughout its five-year history and expects some 
65 new applications to come on line in 2017. 

For example, Compute for Cancer helps 
identify new cancer treatments by crowdsourcing 
unused compute power on individuals’ devices 
to run massive, complex calculations. The 
University of Louisiana at Lafayette is developing 
an immersive, networked, collaborative VR 
environment for education about energy 
technologies. And Sensco uses in-pipe turbines 
with wireless connections for water leak 
detection. With three such sensors (one each for 
hot, cold and triangulation), the application can 
spot and report leaks throughout a building. 
FTTH greatly facilitates transmitting these 
signals from the building to the water utility.

The existence of more and better 
applications increases the demand for FTTH, 
as it shows the benefits of having an FTTH 
network. Because these applications do not 
“emerge” from US Ignite until they are up and 
running somewhere, they provide concrete 
demonstrations of value, not just speculation.

With funding from the National Science 
Foundation, US Ignite promotes FTTH 
networks as test beds for developing more 
apps and more services. Some of the cities 
participating, including Chattanooga, 
Tennessee; Kansas City, Kansas; and Lafayette, 
Louisiana, have a dedicated office or a nonprofit 
whose primary mission is to promote and 
operate the test bed aspects of the network.

SMART-CITY APPS ENGAGE 
CITIZENS
The connection between smart cities and FTTH 
is less obvious because, so far, the apps that get 
most attention help the government improve 
its own operations or deal with its suppliers, 
not with citizens. At last year’s Smart Cities 
Connect, some two dozen vendors promoted 
citizen engagement apps, which obviously 
required citizens to have access to some network, 
although not necessarily FTTH. But most cities 
(Austin, Texas, is a notable exception) have been 
reluctant to invest much money or time in pure 
citizen engagement, so only two such apps were 
exhibited at this year’s conference. 

That doesn’t mean citizen engagement is a 
lost cause or that smart-city apps won’t engage 
citizens. What has happened is both more subtle 
and, I hope, much more profound: Citizen 
engagement is being built into or added to other 
city services. To explain my optimism, let me 
describe my view of the smart-city movement.

I have studied government use of technology 
since the mid-1970s. Early on, like others in the 
field, I identified two patterns of government 
technology adoption, one of which is similar 
to technology adoption by private entities and 
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one of which is not. The first pattern, 
common to both governmental and 
nongovernmental organizations, is 
that technology adoption moves in 
stages. First-stage uses are internal to an 
organization; in the second stage, the 
organization distributes information 
(and later services) to outside users; 
third-stage uses facilitate interaction 
between inside and outside users. 

The third stage may start with 
interaction only (like the citizen 
engagement apps of 2016) and then 
build interaction into services. The 
lesson of 2017 is that smart-city apps 
appear to be moving into this third 
stage. For example, first-generation 
automated meters were not even 
networked. To read a water, a natural gas 
or an electric meter, a reader had to drive 
or walk close to one – still a significant 
improvement over having to stand 
directly in front of it. Second-generation 
meters are connected wirelessly or via 
fiber networks so they can be read and 
controlled remotely. The third versions 
– a subject of much discussion at the 
Smart Cities Connect portion of the 
joint conference – allow utilities to share 
readings, and perhaps even some degree 
of control, with end users. 

The number of items one can 
equip with instruments (to read and 
to control) is high enough that the 
increased bandwidth, decreased latency, 
and higher reliability of fiber-based 
networks are real advantages. Items 
such as streetlights number in the 
thousands, even in small towns. 

IS INNOVATION NECESSARY 
FOR A SMART CITY?
The smart-city movement, however, 
amounts to more than the adoption of 
individual apps. Two defining features 
are worth emphasizing. 

One is the value placed on gathering 
data, analyzing data, and basing 
decisions and action on data. Data-
based management is worth more than 
it costs, perhaps many times more. 
For this reason, becoming a smart city 
often starts with urban instrumentation 
– installing measuring devices and thus 
gathering data. Sometimes, as with 
automated meters, these devices provide 

better ways to measure what cities were 
already measuring; sometimes, as with 
smart trash cans or smart parking lots, 
these devices measure things that were 
not measured before (whether a trash 
can needs to be emptied or a parking 
space is open). 

Once a city places sensors 
everywhere, it has pushed its network 
close to many individual homes. At 
that point, the economics strongly favor 
extending the network to provide direct 
connections to citizens and collect 
subscriber fees from those citizens.

The second defining feature of 
smart cities is a focus on technology 
and innovation. Smart cities are 
committed to the idea that a better 
device, or a better process, exists or 
can be invented, and that the effort 
to find or invent it will be worth 
more than it costs. This brings me 
to the second pattern in government 
technology adoption, one I see much 
more frequently in government agencies 
than elsewhere: the not-invented-
here syndrome (NIHS). Government 

agencies are more likely than nonprofits 
or firms to insist that the technology 
they use be developed for them or at 
least heavily customized for them. 
Decades ago, this insistence sometimes 
applied even to what we now know 
as word processing and spreadsheets. 
(Thankfully, even the most NIHS-
prone agencies no longer insist on 
developing their own word processing 
or spreadsheet software, although they 
might insist on custom templates and 
be reluctant to start with templates 
from another agency.)

Because of NIHS, many cities, and 
the vendors selling to them, start with 
the assumption that either new invention 
or heavy customization is required. The 
customization may not be in the device 
itself but in the way it is implemented or 
combined with other technology. People 
talk about learning from best practices of 
other agencies and other cities, but many 
still assume that any such lessons must 
be heavily customized.

Some city leaders assume that if a 
technology is likely to solve some city 

Researchers from Case Western University show a US Ignite application leveraging three-
dimensional images to explore human anatomy.
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problems, it is likely to solve many 
problems. This inspires them to develop 
such technology in their cities. Putting 
on my economic development analyst 
hat (my other day job), I would agree. 
However, not every city can be a 
hotbed of technology innovation, and 
no one city will be a hotbed for all such 
innovation. But a community that, 
through luck or diligence, finds a niche 
that fits its strengths and weaknesses 
can do well for itself. 

If a city makes an effort to become a 
technology development center, having 

a fiber network can help. It can connect 
the local players and tie them into 
support services and potential markets 
all over the globe.

The tension between 
standardization and customization still 
remains. Many definitions of a smart 
city assume the city is an incubator of 
the technology it uses for civic purposes 
and of technologies others use for civic 
and noncivic purposes. Though every 
city can become smart by focusing on 
data and technology, I predict many 
will do so by adopting standard or 

only lightly customized processes and 
technologies developed outside the city. 
Despite all the hype about innovation, 
it’s perfectly OK not to be a technology 
incubator; the benefits of technology 
adoption often flow more to those who 
follow than to those who lead or even 
develop the technology. 

For example, almost 40 years ago, 
the city of Tacoma, Washington, 
spent a great deal of its own time 
and money working with NASA and 
the Department of Energy’s Pacific 
Northwest Laboratory to develop an 
automated fire hydrant. It successfully 
used wireless technology to open 
and shut hydrants, but other cities 
expressed interest in these hydrants 
only if they had been thoroughly 
field-tested in some other city first. So 
Tacoma then worked on field testing 
and on documentation of those field 
tests as to the reliability of the device 
and the benefits actually delivered 
when it worked. Other cities were the 
beneficiaries of these efforts. 

Some 40 years later, cities were still 
being warned at this conference (and 
the previous month, at the BroadBand 
Communities Summit) to check 
whether any proposed solution actually 
does what it claims to do and what 
benefits flow when the solution is put 
into practice. Indeed, much of US 
Ignite’s effort is focused on developing 
documented field testing to meet this 
demand from cities with regard to any 
application they are not innovating. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR FTTH
Though Smart Cities Connect showed 
that a community can become at least 
partially smart without an FTTH 
network in place, it also showed that 
development and implementation of 
smart-city projects are proceeding 
much faster in places with FTTH 
and that many of the most exciting 
applications, especially if they include 
citizen engagement, require FTTH to 
work well. Eventually, every fully smart 
city will be an FTTH city. v

Rollie Cole is a senior fellow at the 
Sagamore Institute for Policy Research. 
You can reach him at rolliecole@gmail. 
com.

Because data-based management is worth 
many times more than it costs, becoming a 
smart city often starts with installing measuring 
devices and gathering data. 
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ENABLING 
COMMUNITIES,
CONNECTING LIVES
Broadband transforms communities, rebuilds urban centers, 
revitalizes schools, stimulates economic growth and delivers 
innovative residential and business services. Uniquely open 
and interoperable fiber-optic based access architectures 
enable service providers to expand their addressable market 
and support the scale needed to unify Gigabit services across 
residential broadband, cloud connectivity and infrastructure 
backhaul applications.
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THE GIGABIT HIGHWAY

Fiber, Multifamily Housing  
And the Economy
All new multifamily buildings should include fiber. It adds value and ensures residents the 
fast, reliable broadband they demand. 

By Heather Burnett Gold / Fiber Broadband Association 

From young people just starting out to retirees looking 
to downsize, multifamily homes are an increasingly 
popular option in the United States. Much of the recent 

growth in popularity appears to be the result of an increase 
in demand for multifamily units following the collapse of the 
housing market and the recession that followed. According 
to the Department of Housing and Urban Development, 
approximately 32.6 million residences, or 24.6 percent of U.S. 
housing today, are in multifamily dwellings. These homes 
are in apartment buildings, condominiums, townhouses and 
mixed-use developments.

The latest data from the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis 
illustrates this growth. According to its analysis, multifamily 
unit construction has accelerated to a level that has not 
been seen since the mid-2000s. Better yet, the rate at which 
projects are completed closely tracks the rate at which they 
are started, indicating strong demand and a healthy market. 
Since 2012, private fixed investment in commercial structures 
has increased by more than 13 percent per year on average.

The growth in multifamily housing over the past few 
years has been a boon for the U.S. economy. First, these 
construction activities are a significant source of job creation. 
Second, real property prices have exceeded their prerecession 
peak, increasing at a faster rate than other real estate sectors, 
including office and retail property prices. Last, filling 
these properties with residents brings much-needed tax base 
increases to local areas. 

FIBER IS A DIFFERENTIATOR
As a result of the significant growth in multifamily 
construction, developers are looking for ways to differentiate 
their residences. One emerging trend is to create “fiberhoods” 
in multifamily developments, providing high-speed, fiber-
fed broadband to every unit. According to research by RVA 
LLC for the Fiber Broadband Association, fast, reliable 
broadband is now rated the single most important amenity 
for residents moving into multifamily buildings. Broadband 
is more important to residents than a pool, 24-hour security 
monitoring, covered parking, gym access or even cable TV. In 
fact, nearly 50 percent of new buildings constructed in 2016 
included a fiber connection for each living unit. And the federal 

government has given this movement an important nod by 
requiring the installation of broadband infrastructure in certain 
Housing and Urban Development–financed multifamily rental 
housing projects, beginning in January 2017.

Along with its research on amenities, the Fiber Broadband 
Association found that fiber is part of the virtuous cycle 
of economic development driven by multifamily housing. 
Specifically, surveys of MDU residents in the United States 
and Canada showed that fiber broadband increases rental 
and property values in multifamily units by 8 percent and 
2.8 percent respectively. Higher rental and sales values mean 
better bottom lines for MDU owners and operators. Further, 
fiber can add an estimated 11 percent to net income for MDU 
owners and operators per average apartment unit. 

We at the Fiber Broadband Association believe that 100 
percent of new buildings should include fiber. Fiber is the 
best way to connect Americans to fast, reliable and reasonably 
priced internet access. Deploying fiber is cost-effective, labor-
effective and less intrusive than deploying other technologies. 
And the fiber industry has developed fiber cabling that can 
be bent, tied into knots and even stapled with no significant 
reduction in performance. That makes fiber cable easier to 
install in ways that keep it, as the saying goes, “out of sight, 
out of mind.” 

In our commitment to accelerating fiber broadband 
deployment, we’ve been looking for ways to help owners 
and developers get their buildings “fiber ready.” We recently 
released a white paper with specific guidance for optimal fiber 
deployment in residential buildings, making sure to outline 
and walk through each step of the deployment process, from 
building preparation and pathway development to installation 
methods.

Our nation’s communities, businesses and economy are 
fiber-ready, so our residential buildings need to be fiber-ready 
as well. A fiber future for multifamily housing is a fiber future 
for residents, for neighborhoods and for all of us. v

Heather Burnett Gold is president and CEO of the Fiber 
Broadband Association, a nonprofit association whose mission 
is to accelerate deployment of all-fiber access networks. You can 
contact her at hbgold@fiberbroadband.org.
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