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PUTTING YOUR GIGS TO WORK

Make plans to attend the 2019 Broadband Communities Summit now.

Introducing the 2019 MDU Chairmen, 
Property Owner Advisory Panel

Expanded Multi-Housing Program
An Agenda Developed by Industry Leaders

THE NEW 2019 MDU CHAIRMEN

Kathleen Austin

Assistant Vice 
President –  
Revenue 
Partnerships

Equity Residential

Cheryl Jordan

Sr. Director 
Telecommunications, 
Operations & 
Investment Services

AvalonBay  
Communities, Inc.

Linda Willey

Director of 
Ancillary Services

Camden

THE 2019 ADVISORY PANEL OF PROPERTY OWNERS

Chris Acker
Director, Community Technology Services

Lennar Multifamily Communities, LLC

Barney Pullam 
VP Strategic Business Services 

The Inland Real Estate Group, LLC

Mary Nitschke
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Prometheus Real Estate Group, UmAdvisory 

Scott Casey
Sr. VP & Chief Technology Officer

EdR

Andrea Humanic
Director of Business Process

Waterton

Gail Corder
Ancillary Services Manager – Property Management

Fairfield Residential

MDUs – multiple dwelling unit buildings – have been hot and are getting even 
hotter. Construction of MDUs has led the housing recovery since 2010. All MDU segments are 
strong – residential, student housing, senior living, hospitality – and our committee has begun 
assembling an incredible new program to help owners, managers, investors and permitting 
officials with what they need to know. As always, we’re unbiased. We provide clear, actionable 
detail in plain English, all the time. Join us and over 1,000 of your colleagues in Austin!
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NEO Connect

Now Presenting The 2019 
Broadband Summit Chairmen

Lending Their Expertise to the Creation of a Timely, Dynamic Program

Eleven outstanding leaders in the fields of multifamily broadband,  
municipal broadband and rural broadband have signed on to help  

shape the educational program at the 2019 Summit.

Richard Holtz
CEO

InfiniSys

Kyle Hollifield
Senior Vice President of Marketing 

and Business Development
Magellan Advisors

Mike Smith
President

White Space Building 
Technology Advisors

Gordon Caverly
Regional Vice President

Mid-State Consultants

Drew Clark
President

Rural Telecommunications Congress

Steve Sadler
Director,  

Resident Technology Services
RealPage, Inc.

Mike Coco
President

Choice Property Resources



Make plans to attend the 2019 Broadband Communities Summit now.
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“
Within the last five years, 
revolutionary changes have altered 
the entire industry,” says an MDU 

expert featured in this issue, and we 
think you’ll agree after reading the 
special section on MDU broadband. For 
a fascinating tour of the diverse world of 
MDU broadband, we thank guest editor 
Heather Gold, CEO of HBG Strategies 
and former head of the Fiber Broadband 
Association. Heather’s knowledge of 
the people, companies, trends and 
technologies in this area enabled her to 
put together an eye-opening collection 
of articles that feature a wide range of 
expertise, perspectives and opinions. 
(About the only thing everyone agrees 
on is that MDU residents demand  
great broadband.)

You’ll find out what big 
incumbents, scrappy competitors 
and municipal providers are doing 
to serve multifamily residents – with 
a special emphasis on those digital-
native millennials – and why more real 
estate developers are taking broadband 
matters into their own hands.

You’ll learn about successful 
strategies for contracting, project 
management and marketing – and 
why owners who offer great broadband 
in their properties should shout this 
news from the rooftops. You’ll discover 
where bulk broadband makes sense 
and where it doesn’t and the special 
challenges student housing poses. 

Remember the San Francisco 
ordinance that allowed residents in a 
building to request service from ISPs 
not chosen by the property owner? 
Before the law went into effect, we 

reported on predictions that the results 
would be a) disastrous, b) amazing and 
c) insignificant. Find out how it turned 
out in practice.

TECHNOLOGY ISSUES

Then there’s technology. Wiring 
buildings for fiber to the unit is getting 
easier and less expensive, and we 
present an overview of what’s involved 
in making a building fiber-ready (and 
5G-ready). But should every new MDU 
building have fiber to the unit? What 
are the implications for installation cost 
and net operating costs? What are the 
impacts on property values? Our experts 
give you a lot to think about. 

What if there’s no reasonable way 
to get fiber to a building? Find out 
about new millimeter-wave technology 
that can beam multigigabit data to a 
rooftop, justifying fiber to the unit even 
when there’s no fiber in the street (yet).

For existing buildings, there are 
several good options that don’t require 
drilling holes and disrupting residents. 
The new G.fast standard is coming 
into its own as an MDU solution, and 
you’ll learn what the challenges of 
installing it are – and why overcoming 
those challenges is worth the effort. 
Though most people think of G.fast as 
a technology for copper twisted-pair 
wiring, it actually works even better 
over coax.

The special MDU section starts on 
p. 18. Enjoy! v

The MDU Moment

Multiple-dwelling-unit properties represent the fastest-

growing segment of the housing market, and broadband 

remains the No. 1 amenity for MDU residents. 
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I
(and broadband equipment vendors) have long been 
frustrated by the disconnect between BroadBand 

Communities readers and the wider community of 
small real estate developers. Many articles in this issue 
highlight this disconnect. Our readers tend to be specialists or 
developers who employ specialists to get them the broadband 
they and their residents crave. 

Specialists know that over the past decade, fiber has 
emerged as cheaper to install in new structures, cheaper to 
maintain and superior for meeting future needs. 

But most developers, and the bankers who fund them, are 
not technically informed. They read nontechnical publications 
and newspaper business pages. They listen to political leaders 
and regulators who are ill-informed or shilling for special 
interests. It is not easy for publications such as this one, 
or for activist organizations, or for trade and professional 
organizations such as the Fiber Broadband Association 
or Multifamily Broadband Council to break through the 
clutter of profound ignorance. The Institute of Electrical and 
Electronics Engineers (IEEE) is the world’s largest technical 
organization and maintains the Ethernet standards, but it also 
finds itself with an inadequate voice among the powerful.

This was brought into focus by former White House adviser 
Steve Bannon, interviewed in the August 10 issue of New York 
magazine, who said, “Obama came in and had the stimulus, 
almost a trillion dollars, and nobody knows where the money 
went. … It looks like the same place it was 10 years ago.”

Bannon is entitled to his own (silly) opinion, but where 
were the magazine’s fact checkers? The stimulus bill that 
passed in February 2009 had about $700 billion. That is a lot 
of money but far short of a trillion. And just 1 percent of it, 
the $7.2 billion spent on broadband, helped change our world 
in rather obvious ways.

But that comparatively small amount was targeted by 
Wall Street as a potentially mortal blow to existing carriers’ 
business cases. The image they painted still exists today.

One easily traceable instance involved the phrase 
“cyberbridge to nowhere.” The New York Times seems 
to have used it first, in a front-page article by David M. 

Herszenhorn that ran February 2, 2009, before the final 
bill was whittled down. Said Herszenhorn, “Experts warn 
that the rural broadband effort could just as easily become 
a $9 billion cyberbridge to nowhere, representing the worst 
kind of mistakes that lawmakers could make in rushing to 
approve one of the largest spending bills in history without 
considering unintended results.”

Just a day earlier, public relations from Time Warner Cable 
had called me and used the same then-novel “cyberbridge” line. 
It referred to an aborted plan to build a $400 million bridge to 
an Alaskan island with a tiny airport and 50 residents. 

In an exchange of emails and a phone call, Herszenhorn 
insisted the phrase was original with him, and he bet me a 
bottle of wine that the money would be wasted or largely 
unspent. I never collected.

Emboldened by the newspaper’s stand, former FCC 
economist Michael Katz told the American Enterprise 
Institute the money could be put to better use, perhaps 
combating infant deaths. He described rural areas as 
environmentally hostile and energy inefficient. “The notion 
that we should be helping people who live in rural areas avoid 
the costs that they impose on society ... is misguided,” Katz 
said, “from an efficiency point of view and an equity one.”

By March 1, the stimulus bill had passed, but Wall 
Street analyst Craig Moffett was fighting a rearguard action 
on National Public Radio. His appearance was introduced 
by James C. Goodale, former vice chairman of the Times: 
“Obama has allocated a $7 billion stimulus to high-
speed internet. Who is going to get the money? The cable 
companies? The phone companies? Will it do any good, or is 
it a cyberbridge to nowhere?”

Moffett has not changed his tune and is still a go-to for 
broadband quotes in the general business press. The Times 
itself rarely covers broadband at all, although almost every 
day it covers new products that use broadband. Specialists 
need more RESPECT. v

Contact the Hawk at steve@bbcmag.com.

R * E * S * P * E * C * T

Why do fewer than half of new MDU buildings have fiber installed during construction? 

Easy. Few developers employ broadband specialists, but most watch TV or read 

business pages.

By Steven S. Ross / Broadband Communities

http://www.broadbandcommunities.com
mailto:steve@bbcmag.com
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T
wenty years ago, on the set of NBC’s hit show 
“Friends,” Ross famously said to Rachel, “We were on 
a break!” He was referring to a bad decision he made 

in having a one-night stand after an argument with Rachel. 
Many pay-TV customers are beginning to scream the same 
message: “Hey, pay TV, I am on a break!”

Every day, more people stand up and brag about how they 
finally broke off their relationships with pay TV. “I made 
my digital box move out,” they say. “The relationship is over. 
Should have done this a long time ago.” 

“I’m free!” they announce.
Now, others are pondering the same move. “Maybe I 

should get rid of it, too. I’d save money. I pay for things 
I don’t want. Time to dump it.” The breakup has gained 
momentum. It’s much easier to play the field, meet new 
people, start dating again.

You’ve seen the numbers. DIRECTV and Dish announce 
a half million fewer customers per quarter. Comcast calls 
it a good reporting period when it loses only 100,000 TV 
subscribers. New Haven, Connecticut, has 100,000 people. 
That’s like disconnecting an entire city! Add in Altice, Cox, 
Charter and others – it’s like closing up shop in the entire 
state of Delaware! What’s next – Texas?

It seems as though no one stays together anymore. After 
their breakups, many customers join a host of dating sites: 
Netflix, Hulu, Playstation Vue, ESPN Plus, Sling TV. They 
try different services (some free for seven days) with no 
commitment. I’ve even heard many of them say, “I’m not in  
a committed relationship anymore. I keep my Saturday  
nights open. I’m not part of a couple.” Is YouTube Live the 
new plus-one?

These breakups have opened up a “playing the field” 
mentality for pay-TV customers throughout the industry. 
Chromecast, Apple TV and Roku have become the best 
platforms for speed-dating content sites.

Consumers are happy to pay $14 for Netflix, $8 for Hulu 
Plus, $10 for HBO Now, $7 for CBS All Access, $5 for ESPN 
Plus, $25 for Sling … hey, wait a minute, this is starting 
to add up. What began as getting rid of the “old ball and 
chain” has become a much more expensive endeavor. “Dating 
is actually pretty expensive,” many pay-TV customers are 
saying. “I have to get my car cleaned, buy a new outfit, pick 
up flowers, make reservations at very nice restaurants. I’m 
tapped out.” Post-breakups are hard.

THE GRASS ISN’T ANY GREENER

This is where we are in the pay-TV life cycle. The grass isn’t 
always greener on the other side for all customers. After Ross 
and Rachel split, he realized that he really wanted her back. 
So the courtship began anew.

Many traditional TV viewers are doing the same thing. 
“It wasn’t worth it. I kept adding more streaming services 
to build my own bundle. Now I am actually paying more 
than before!” And for many of these streamers, the make-up 
process with pay TV begins again.

Service providers have to be ready for this situation. Even 
though many users have dropped traditional pay TV for 
good, some will likely boomerang back into the market as 
candidates who realized breaking up was a bad idea. 

The big guys are already seeing this and preparing ways 
to win back those who left. “Hey, come back,” they say. “I 
promise to be a better listener, not leave dishes in the sink and 
do my own laundry. Just come back.” And a lot of them are.

Multifamily providers should be prepared for the makeup 
opportunities. After all, Ross and Rachel survived the break. 
Maybe we can, too! v

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

We Were on a Break!

Cord-cutters are starting to boomerang back to traditional pay TV after finding that 

over-the-top services are no less expensive. 

By Bryan J. Rader / UpStream Network

http://www.broadbandcommunities.com
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Internet as the Fourth Utility

Multifamily residents don’t want provider choice for its own sake – they want solid, 

reliable internet service. That’s why bulk internet makes sense. 

A
resident who leases an apartment wants to feel at 
home as soon as possible. Property managers know 
the move-in experience is vital to resident satisfaction, 

so they work hard to anticipate residents’ needs and provide 
easy transitions into their communities. They focus on the 
things residents have come to expect: lightbulbs in the light 
fixtures and services such as water, electricity and gas available 
at move-in. For these utilities, they make sure residents have 
quality service but don’t typically offer more than one provider. 

Residents also expect fast, reliable internet access. They 
bring an increasing number of connected devices with them 
and want to connect as soon as they move in. Internet is 
sometimes described as the fourth utility but is managed 
differently from other utilities. Residents often face the 
frustrating process of comparing providers; navigating offers, 
commitments and credit checks; and waiting for equipment 
or an installer. Some ownership groups offer provider choice, 
believing that competition will ensure the best offers for 
residents and the best returns to bottom lines. 

With advances in technology and adoption of connectivity 
standards, ensuring quality and reliability no longer requires 
provider choice. Because residents need easy access to the 
most important service and because of the commoditization 
of service offerings, apartment owners increasingly consider 
bulk internet service for their properties. 

In hotels, student housing, senior housing and vacation 
rentals, property owners often provide internet services. Even 
non-housing industries, such as restaurants, airports and 
malls, see that providing Wi-Fi is critical to attract and retain 
customers. Apartment owners can realize the same benefits. 
They will find resident and community experiences are better 
in the bulk service model for many reasons. 

• Elimination of provider conflicts that impact 

service levels. Service expectations are defined in the 
provider agreement, and having a single provider means 
no more finger-pointing between competing providers. 

• Tools and insights for property managers to see 

how the amenity is performing and how quickly 

problems are solved. This allows them to hold 
providers accountable.

• Easy, propertywide access. With communitywide 

managed Wi-Fi solutions, login information can be 
provided when a lease is signed so a new resident can have 
instant access. Additionally, residents can stay on their 
secure personal area networks throughout the property, 
from their units to the pool or gym.

• Support for smart-building technology. Wi-Fi–
enabled smart-building devices (thermostats, access 
control, door locks, leak detection, hot water heaters)  
can be connected easily and stay connected when  
residents move. The leasing agents, property manager  
and maintenance staff all have Wi-Fi access throughout 
the community.

Residents still value choice for video entertainment and 
phone services. Many properties have found bulk video to be 
a valuable amenity, but with the wide variety of OTT options, 
including Netflix, Hulu, YouTube, Sling TV, HBO Now 
and DIRECTV NOW, great internet gives residents all they 
need to access their choice of services. Even NFL SUNDAY 
TICKET is available online to apartment residents who can’t 
get DIRECTV. The same great internet also enables choices 
among multiple VoIP providers, and Wi-Fi calling can be 
seamless across the property. 

Bulk internet service can also contribute increased revenue. 
Reselling bulk internet service can yield $20 or more net 
operating income per unit than a typical revenue share in the 
retail model. Over a portfolio, this can add up to big dollars.  

Think back to your last hotel stay. Did you care, or even 
know, who the internet service provider was? Service that is 
easy to use, fast, reliable and available where you want it is 
all you need. The technology and providers are available to 
make internet and Wi-Fi a propertywide amenity. Forward-
thinking owners and managers are beginning to understand 
how this could benefit their residents and bottom lines. v

Alistair Chatwin is a board member of the Multifamily 
Broadband Council and a vice president of DISH Network 
L.L.C. He may be reached at Alistair.Chatwin@dish.com. For 
more information on MBC, contact Valerie Sargent, executive 
director, at vsargent@mfbroadband.org or 949-274-3434, or 
visit online at www.mbroadband.org.

By Alistair Chatwin / Multifamily Broadband Council 
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Parents’ Fears About Screen Usage 

Parents and children watch the same screens but have different reactions.

By Michael A. Kashmer / Digital Broadband Programming Consultant

A
t any given time, parents and children can be 
watching the same video screen. Parents have an eye 
out for anything that looks harmful to their children, 

and kids are looking for something to entertain them and 
shows they can learn from.

There are so many kid videos on TV and the internet. 
How many of these videos effectively appeal to a younger 
audience busy with after-school activities, homework, family 
time, entertainment and hanging out? How could school  
kids be aware of all of these programs, let alone catch an 
actual broadcast?

For adults, fear of strangers is far more dangerous than 
strangers themselves. Humans are conditioned to be intensely 
protective of their children. Communities do not condone 
any questioning of dangers and safeguards.

After visiting CE Week in New York this spring, I 
reported that many devices were geared to childhood safety. 

None of the exhibitors showed off infant car seats or 
interactive toys. Their focus was all about monitoring children 
from their first steps out the front door until they were back 
home, safe and sound. Invasion of privacy is an issue that I 
will address in a future column.

Every device I saw at CE Week was built around parents’ 
knowing where their children were at all times when 
they were away from home. There was no allowance for 
spontaneous hanging out with pals in school after class – or 
trips to the town library to hang out under the watchful eye 
of library staff.

FAKE VIDEOS IGNITE PANIC 

Public service announcements aim to show parents how to 
watch their young children more closely. A clever edit job can 
result in a very different final cut. Leaving out key visuals and 
adding a menacing male voice and scary background music 
make the video frightening. 

The reason for this is part of our 2018 culture. Being 
fearful of anyone or anything “different” seems, right now, 
to be just fine. It’s one of the hallmarks of a closed, hostile 
society. Readers may or may not agree that 24/7 child 
monitoring is simply a bad idea and impacts the historical 
tradition of inclusiveness.

When the video is shared via social media, it takes on 
additional validity and authority. A video sent by a friend is 
easier to pass on.

Lenore Skenazy in The New York Times reports on 
American-style stranger-danger fears. Several YouTube videos 
show how easy it is to snatch a child off the street. 

One video states that 700 children are kidnapped every 
day. Skenazy quickly debunks this attempt to stoke fear. In 
fact, in all of 2011, 105 children in the United States were 
taken in crimes similar to those dramatized on programs such 
as “Law & Order” and other detective TV series.

Suppose you are generally pleased with the way your child 
handles his Facebook account. Out of the blue comes an 
urgent request from your child to stop using Facebook and to 
start using Snapchat. Why, you ask? “None of my friends use 
Facebook anymore. Everybody is using Snapchat, which is 
way cool.”

A platform that works at the start of high school may not 
make it all the way to graduation. The social media landscape 
continues to evolve, and teens especially are keen to recognize 
the next big social media thing. 

Disturbing and threatening video will follow viewers 
to their new sites until the company managing the site 
recognizes and deletes the offensive material.

But let’s not forget that the technology opportunities 
youngsters find useful today will also follow them into 
adulthood. There are new and improved learning experiences, 
such as blockchain-type platforms that adapt along with 
users. Here’s another one: My 8-year-old nephew had to read 
a book over the summer and be ready to discuss it with the 
class in the fall. Yesterday, he learned that the author would 
Skype with the class, discuss her experience writing the book 
and listen to the children’s reactions to it.

A wonderful experience all around. If we put our minds  
to it, we can come up with new and exciting ways to learn 
and grow. 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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Working With What’s There

To deliver broadband cost-effectively, a community’s best option may be to partner 

with the incumbent telephone company.

By Trevor Jones / OTELCO

C
ommunities start down the path of creating 
broadband networks for a handful of reasons. Some 
want to create broadband competition to reduce 

consumer prices. In most cases, however, communities build 
networks to improve internet connection speed and quality 
for residents. Some towns struggle to fund the investment, 
and they turn to options with lower deployment costs, such as 
fixed wireless, to reduce the cost of connecting residents.

There is another option for reducing costs, however – one 
that may seem shocking or counterintuitive to many who 
have spent time working on municipal networks: You could 
consider working with your local incumbent telco. 

I know. It’s shocking. That’s because, too often, we hear 
about incumbents that have made a clear decision not to 
invest in rural communities. No doubt, many of those stories 
are true. At the same time, we should remember that not 
all incumbent carriers are created equal. Some, including 
independent telephone companies, cooperatives, and other 
small to mid-sized operators, are more progressive in their 
attitudes toward municipal investment and more aggressive 
about investing in the rural communities they serve. Even 
large incumbents occasionally partner with communities.

Here are a few reasons you might want to work with your 
incumbent carrier:

• The incumbent can reduce or eliminate make-ready 

costs. Depending on your state’s pole attachment rules 
and the condition of poles in your community, make-
ready – the process of creating space for a new carrier on 
utility poles – can account for up to 40 percent of the cost 
of constructing a new network. Because your incumbent 
already has space on the poles and may even own a large 
percentage of the poles, it may not need to spend as much 
on make-ready as you would spend.

• The incumbent may be motivated to serve 

your community. Some incumbents have decided 
to concentrate their investments in urban areas at the 
expense of rural markets. This is one cause of the mistrust 
between local communities and their incumbents. On the 
other hand, many incumbents, including independent 
telephone companies and cooperatives, built their 
businesses around small, rural communities and have 

operated in those areas for more than 100 years. Many 
already invest in rural communities and may need just a 
little help to accelerate network deployment.

• The incumbent has the experience and equipment 

to manage a communications network. Many 
communities hire third parties to manage the broadband 
networks they build because the expertise doesn’t exist 
in municipal government unless there is already a town-
owned electric utility. Your incumbent, on the other hand, 
has the equipment and resources to manage a network.

• Working together can improve network adoption.

If you don’t work with the incumbent and it is motivated 
to stay in your community, you will have a competitor 
on your hands. Competition is good, but every customer 
the incumbent puts on its network is a customer who is 
not using the community network. As a steward of your 
constituents’ tax dollars, you need as many people using 
your network as possible. Working with your incumbent 
reduces the competitive risks you may face.

• The incumbent has a capital budget. Incumbent 
providers invest in networks every day. The broadband 
problem your town struggles with may be a simple 
misalignment of where your incumbent is making 
investments and where, for example, your economic 
development team expects growth. Keeping an open 
dialogue with the incumbent can help it direct investment 
to where your community needs it most, reducing the 
need to allocate tax dollars to building assets.

As with any partnership, a decision to work with the 
incumbent requires alignment of goals and principles. Chances 
are, both the community and the incumbent will need to 
make a few compromises. Going into a discussion with clear 
goals and a definitive understanding of what is negotiable 
and what is not is important. The preparation will be worth 
the effort, however, if you can successfully bring to your 
community the connectivity it needs at a reduced cost. v

Trevor Jones is vice president of marketing, sales and customer 
service for OTELCO, which owns independent telephone companies 
in seven states and partners with several community networks in 
Massachusetts. Contact Trevor at trevor.jones@otelco.com.
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Fiber Broadband Is  

Pure Gold for MDUs

Why aren’t all MDU developers installing and marketing fiber in new buildings? 

By Michael Render / RVA LLC

F
iber broadband may be the best multiple-
dwelling-unit (MDU) amenity ever 
invented. In surveys of MDU residents, 

very high speed, reliable broadband has been 
flirting with the top amenity spot for several 
years. A new study by RVA Market Research 
conducted for the Fiber Broadband Association 
shows that broadband is unequivocally 
entrenched as the No. 1 amenity for both 
apartments and condominiums. 

Survey respondents rated 14 commonly 
advertised features for apartments and 

condominiums. Great broadband beat out other 
necessities such as in-unit washers and dryers 
and perks such as balconies and patios. It even 
surpassed one of the central tenets of real estate 
value – “location, location, location” – in this 
case, measured as commuting distance. 

Further, based on RVA research, fast, reliable 
broadband (which in most cases means fiber) 
adds 2 percent to the value of a condo and 8 
percent to the rental price of  an apartment.

Superior user satisfaction with fiber versus 
other broadband delivery technologies is 

http://www.broadbandcommunities.com
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also clear. For renters, the level of 
broadband dissatisfaction is clearly 
correlated with (and probably helps 
cause) dislike of the apartment home. 
The same correlation is not statistically 
significant for condominium owners. 
Perhaps because owners are more 
invested in their homes, they are slower 
to find fault with the property itself, 
even though the same broadband 
dissatisfaction curve is evident. 

The difference in broadband 
satisfaction is driven by more than 

download speed. Even cable “gigabit 
service” in MDUs does not represent 
real competition to fiber gigabit service. 
Every survey RVA conducts shows 
that even when users receive nearly 
a gigabit download speed from their 
coax service, other attributes of coax, 
such as upload speed and reliability, are 
inferior, and satisfaction is far lower. 
Although cable gigabit systems have 
about the same download speeds as 
their fiber counterparts, they usually 
register upload speeds below 25 Mbps. 

Further, reported reboots and calls to 

customer service are about 60 percent 

higher for cable gigabit than fiber 

gigabit. Finally, 54 percent of fiber 

gigabit users indicate they are very 

satisfied, versus only 36 percent of cable 

gigabit users. 

The reason for MDU residents’ 

love affair with fiber optic broadband 

seems fairly clear when one digs 

into the numbers and understands 

the underlying need. MDU renters 

http://www.broadbandcommunities.com
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and owners tend to be younger and 

less family oriented than those in 

single-family homes. They are more 

likely to work from home (helping 

mitigate commute time), own a 

home-based business, use two-way 

videoconferencing, get most of their 

entertainment video from streaming, 

use second screens while watching TV, 

be active gamers (also concerned about 

latency), and own ultra-high-definition  

4K TVs.

IMPACTS ON PROPERTY 

OWNERS

The benefits to property owners are 

impressive. Consider an apartment 

operator as an example. A 2016 

white paper for the Fiber Broadband 

Association, “The Tangible Value of 

Advanced Broadband to MDUs,” 

reported a conservatively estimated 

11 percent increase in net income per 

unit with fiber broadband, due to a 

projected revenue increase of 6 percent 

and a projected 1 percent decrease 

in operating expenses. The revenue 

increase resulted from higher rental 

prices and lower vacancy rates because 

of better word-of-mouth marketing and 

lower resident churn. 

    The cost decrease projection 

was based on lower marketing and 

administrative costs because of lower 

churn and more word-of-mouth 

promotion, as well as lower repair and 

maintenance costs, also due to lower 

http://www.broadbandcommunities.com
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churn and the related unit repair and 
preparation for new renters. 

WHY THERE ISN’T MORE 

FIBER BROADBAND 

The question of the century is this: 
Given the value of fiber broadband, why 
isn’t it being installed into MDUs faster? 

Based on RVA’s 2018 annual 
consumer study, fiber is available 
to only about 30 percent of all U.S. 
apartment units and 33 percent of all 
U.S. condominiums. This percentage is 
quite similar to RVA’s estimate of fiber 
availability to all other U.S. residences 
(based on both consumer and network 
operator RVA industry surveys). 

For greenfield MDU projects  
built within the past year, conversations 
with industry experts suggest that 
penetration may now be closer to  
50 percent.

Nonetheless, there is clearly room 
for more deployment in greenfield 
MDU provisioning and in retrofitting 

older MDU properties. In one sense, 
the low incidence of fiber rollout is 
understandable, in that only certain 
U.S. communities are currently 
building out fiber throughout their 
service areas. (The number of active 
builds in major communities is lower 
than many may perceive. Some large 
providers announce many more 
communities than they are actively 
building out. In many metros, they are 
currently provisioning only the “low 
hanging fruit” – residences very close to 
existing fiber terminations.) 

If more apartment and 
condominium builders and operators 
truly recognized the extreme value 
of fiber to the residence, they would 
demand fiber, and more network 
operators would rise up to fill the need. 
This activity is certainly occurring 
in some areas where incumbents are 
building out larger MDU projects with 
fiber, even if fiber is not being built 
throughout the entire city. 

Second, in some areas, competitive 
third providers arise, such as Wave 
Broadband (now part of RCN) and 
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Hotwire, which are 
happily providing 
service to MDU units of 
almost any size. But this 
same dynamic should 
be occurring in all 
communities. 

Unfortunately, 
MDU builders, owners 
and managers do not 
always fully appreciate 
this opportunity and 
the demand for fiber. 
Past RVA studies 
for both the Fiber 
Broadband Association 
and BroadBand 

Communities magazine 
have shown that top 
executives in these groups 
tend to be a few years 
behind their customers 
in fully understanding 
fiber’s value. When consumers first 
recognized the vital importance of 
broadband, many owners and managers 
still imagined that residents were 
primarily interested in cable TV.

MORE MARKETING IS 

NEEDED 

Installing fiber broadband in an 
MDU is just the first part of the story. 
Another apparent current disconnect is 
in marketing. 

To obtain maximum benefit from 
fiber broadband, MDU operators need 
to actively promote the service. This 
marketing need exists for two reasons. 
First and foremost, those who have 
an amenity advantage always need to 
trumpet it to gain the upper hand over 
competitive properties without this 
amenity. 

Second, although consumers greatly 
value broadband, connectivity is by 

nature a less visible benefit than many 

other features. When prospects first 

inspect an MDU property, they see the 

granite countertop and patio view but 

not the broadband. For broadband to 

be fully actuated as a benefit, its virtues 

must be promoted via sales discussion, 

promotional materials and social media 

and should also be demonstrated via an 

in-unit television and a laptop complete 

with speed tests. 

Is this marketing of MDU fiber 

occurring? The answer from research is, 

unfortunately, no – or certainly not to 

any great degree. To test the amount of 

marketing, we asked consumers whether 

they recalled discussing broadband when 

they first moved to an MDU. These 

responses were compared to the type 

or types of broadband available in the 

MDU property. (Only those who had 

moved to their current MDU home in 

the past four years were considered.)

The results show that only 36 
percent of apartment dwellers recalled 
discussing fiber before move-in. 
Further, this recall of fiber marketing 
is only slightly higher than recall of 
DSL and cable internet marketing, 
indicating that few apartment owners 
truly understand, or at least act on, 
fiber’s marketing advantage. Marketing 
of fiber versus other broadband 
technologies is slightly more evident 
in the case of condominiums, but 
still only 42 percent recalled active 
marketing of fiber.

TWO NEEDED CHANGES 

In summary, the research shows that 
two factors should change. First, more 
MDUs should install fiber broadband, 
starting with new construction projects. 
Second, the presence of this amenity, 
when available, should be shouted from  
the rooftops.

In the world of MDUs, fiber is 
absolute gold. Mining this precious 
resource is not that hard for those who 
truly make the effort. v

Michael Render is the CEO of RVA 
LLC, a market research and consulting 
firm that has tracked the FTTH market 
since its inception. Contact Mike at 
MRender@rvallc.com.

Research shows that more MDUs should 

install fiber broadband, starting with new 

construction projects – and the presence of this 

amenity should be shouted from the rooftops.
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MDUs Continue to Outpace  
Pre-Recession Totals

Construction of multiple-dwelling-unit apartments has surpassed pre-recession levels 

on a sustained basis. But only about half of new MDUs have fiber broadband.

By Steven S. Ross / Broadband Communities

N
ew apartment buildings have always 
been the sweet spot for broadband 
network deployments, and that’s 

especially true today. More than 300,000 new, 
privately developed apartments have been started 
in the United States each year since 2014. This 
year is on track for 365,000 to 395,000 starts. 
That rate for large multiple-dwelling-unit 
properties (MDUs) far exceeds the pre-recession 
peak and is well over last year’s 347,000, even 
though construction of single-family homes has 
not fully recovered from the recession years. All 
but about 12,000 MDU units per year are in 
buildings with five or more units.

The Bureau of the Census does not report 
detailed data at the city level for housing starts 
but does report them for permits issued (see table 
on p. 26). For the first seven months of 2018, 34 
percent of all housing starts in the roughly 400 
metropolitan statistical areas (MSAs) were for 
housing units in MDU structures that contain 
at least five units, with an average building size 
of 34 units. For the 45 MSAs that reported 
permits for at least 1,000 MDU units, 42 percent 
were for units in MDUs with at least five units. 
Average building size was 30 units.

These new MDUs are indeed all getting 
broadband networks and for good reason. 
As researcher Michael Render reports in this 
issue (see p. 18), broadband is the most sought-
after amenity among apartment renters and 
prospective condo buyers. However, at least 
half of new MDUs are still built with copper 

broadband infrastructure rather than far more 
robust fiber-based systems that take up less 
building space for equipment rooms and risers, 
and usually cost less to deploy in the first place. 

WHY BUILDERS DON’T USE FIBER

With gigabit internet service becoming the norm 
and 10 gigabit on the horizon, builders should 
look beyond their “old, reliable” low-voltage 
wiring contractors for contractors who can 
supply the latest technologies. But many builders 
I talk to say they are not doing so because 

• They have copper in older buildings and 
believe (incorrectly) that in-building staff 
would have to be massively retrained for fiber.

• They have been told that copper offers 
more flexibility for multiple providers to 
share wiring. (This is no longer true; cable 
companies and telcos now deploy, share and 
use fiber where they legally can, because 
fiber uses Ethernet protocols common to all 
broadband networks.)

• They listen to contractors who are more used 
to copper and have had trouble bringing new 
and existing staff up to speed on fiber.

• They worry that fiber cannot be procured 
quickly (which can be true for citywide builds 
but generally is not an issue for MDU builds).

• They believe wireless will handle all demand. 
(Wireless has limitations on how many users 
can share at a time, and wireless requires 
fiber connections to the internet.)

http://www.broadbandcommunities.com
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DATA UNCERTAINTIES

Large builders and deployers are well aware that local 
markets do not always – or even usually – exactly mirror 
national and regional trends. They are also aware that 
local radio, TV and newspapers tend to report only 
aggregate national numbers for all housing starts. 
These days, the aggregate number is about 1.2 million 
housing starts a year. Two of every three new units are 
single-family homes, many of which replace old housing 
that has fallen into disrepair. 

The data are collected by private contractors hired 
by the Census Bureau. But there are 40,000 communities 
in the United States, and not all require construction 
permits. So in its national reports, the Census Bureau 
inflates the numbers it collects by 3.3 percent.

In many states, large developments are built outside 
city or town borders in unincorporated areas and then 
folded into those communities once construction is 
finished. Thus, although the number of units completed 
nationally tends to be about 7 percent less than the 
number started, the number of dwelling units completed 
can be larger for a given location. That has not been 
the case for the past few years, however. Overall, MDU 
completions have tended to be successful at a higher 
rate in the past few years – closer to a 3 or 4 percent drop 
from starts.

For clarity, the charts do not 
include the small number of 
housing units in buildings with 
two, three or four apartments 
– 10,000 to 12,000 units a 
year for the past decade. The 
annual rate of five-plus-unit 
MDUs started in 2017 ranged 
from 277,000 to 416,000, as 
stated in the monthly reports. 
Exceptional weather – good 
or bad – tends to account for 
much of this variation. The 
year ended up with 343,000, 
revised down from 352,000. 
The average annual rate of 
MDU starts this year, 395,000 
through July, is up 13 percent 
from 2017. As noted earlier, the 
final number could be as low as 
365,000 – still a record.

There are also regional 
variations, and those are 
reported about a year late by 
the Census Bureau. The Bureau 
does not break out number 
of units in very small MDUs – 
those of four units or fewer –  
in the regional data, but it  
does in the MSA-level data.  
The second chart shows how  
much of the MDU market is 
driven by regional housing 
patterns, however.

MDUs, as one might expect, tend to be small in 

rural areas, but in rural population centers of fewer 

than 50,000 people, garden and dwelling-above-

store apartments are not uncommon and are easy 
to provide broadband for, as long as the community 
itself is well connected to the outside world. MDUs 

that are nonresidential – hotels, hospitals and 

dormitories – are more common in the South, as are 

retirement communities in rural areas, even though 
rural populations have declined more in the South than 
elsewhere since 2010. 

Indeed, in the aggregate, rural areas have been 
losing population since 2010. The loss – more than 1 

percent of the 42 million living in rural counties that year 
– produced a surplus of more than 200,000 dwelling 
units in those counties.

Small regional and local broadband carriers move 
quickly to take advantage of opportunities presented 

by new residential construction. Local carriers do not 
usually need the census to tell them what is going on 
in their own communities. To take advantage of local 

opportunities, national property owners and managers 
need to strengthen connections to local carriers.
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Chart 2: There are significant regional variations in annual MDU construction. Most MDU growth has 

been in the South and West since the recession started in 2008. In this chart, MDUs of all sizes are 

aggregated; the Census Bureau does not fully report MDU data by size in this data series. 

Chart 1: Red line shows construction of MDU buildings with at least five units. Most new units are 

in buildings of 20 units or more; the average building size this year in MSAs is 34. In this chart, the 

roughly 12,000 annual construction totals for MDUs of two, three or four units is omitted to keep 

2018 data compatible with earlier years.
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METROPOLITAN STATISTICAL AREA

(RANKED BY NUMBER OF UNITS PERMITTED)

TOTAL 1 UNIT 2 UNITS 3-4 UNITS 5+ UNITS NUMBER OF 

STRUCTURES 5+ UNITS 

OR GREATER

AVERAGE SIZE 

5+ STRUCTURES

New York-Newark-Jersey City, NY-NJ-PA 28,391 5,888 932 677 20,894 690 30

Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, TX 38,613 21,711 194 360 16,348 369 44

Los Angeles-Long Beach-Anaheim, CA 19,455 6,440 844 340 11,831 329 36

Miami-Fort Lauderdale-West Palm Beach, FL 13,475 4,288 136 131 8,920 189 47

Austin-Round Rock, TX 19,608 10,629 76 17 8,886 285 31

Houston-The Woodlands-Sugar Land, TX 33,723 25,049 154 99 8,421 223 38

Seattle-Tacoma-Bellevue, WA 14,060 5,541 324 429 7,766 201 39

Orlando-Kissimmee-Sanford, FL 17,209 9,805 108 43 7,253 200 36

Atlanta-Sandy Springs-Roswell, GA 22,953 16,211 62 67 6,613 153 43

San Francisco-Oakland-Hayward, CA 9,205 2,507 64 137 6,497 132 49

Phoenix-Mesa-Scottsdale, AZ 19,644 13,747 324 96 5,477 116 47

Washington-Arlington-Alexandria, DC-VA-MD-WV 14,028 8,461 74 38 5,455 102 53

Boston-Cambridge-Newton, MA-NH 8,674 2,844 368 167 5,295 178 30

Charlotte-Concord-Gastonia, NC-SC 14,785 9,489 54 32 5,210 112 47

Minneapolis-St. Paul-Bloomington, MN-WI 10,386 5,197 80 70 5,039 59 85

Denver-Aurora-Lakewood, CO 12,447 7,323 84 102 4,938 145 34

San Diego-Carlsbad, CA 7,340 2,380 94 383 4,483 193 23

Portland-Vancouver-Hillsboro, OR-WA 8,382 4,081 192 50 4,059 116 35

Chicago-Naperville-Elgin, IL-IN-WI 9,475 5,006 164 343 3,962 157 25

Raleigh, NC 10,628 7,125 46 4 3,453 88 39

San Jose-Sunnyvale-Santa Clara, CA 5,006 1,580 16 20 3,390 52 65

Philadelphia-Camden-Wilmington, PA-NJ-DE-MD 7,867 4,020 134 345 3,368 154 22

Nashville-Davidson-Murfreesboro-Franklin, TN 10,057 7,627 8 63 2,359 65 36

Columbus, OH 5,217 2,718 70 107 2,322 115 20

Riverside-San Bernardino-Ontario, CA 9,631 7,078 110 180 2,263 196 12

Jacksonville, FL 8,796 6,587 16 43 2,150 72 30

North Port-Sarasota-Bradenton, FL 5,744 3,808 16 56 1,864 77 24

Tampa-St. Petersburg-Clearwater, FL 10,543 8,617 48 59 1,819 73 25

Baltimore-Columbia-Towson, MD 5,162 3,406 6 - 1,750 21 83

Salt Lake City, UT 5,264 3,346 38 133 1,747 83 21

Durham-Chapel Hill, NC 3,570 2,067 20 - 1,483 31 48

Madison, WI 2,535 959 76 49 1,451 33 44

Las Vegas-Henderson-Paradise, NV 7,656 6,253 54 30 1,319 56 24

Colorado Springs, CO 4,048 2,713 4 24 1,307 54 24

St. Louis, MO-IL 4,628 3,244 46 39 1,299 47 28

Kansas City, MO-KS 5,272 3,560 174 252 1,286 36 36

Lafayette-West Lafayette, IN 1,498 273 - 4 1,221 15 81

Cape Coral-Fort Myers, FL 5,039 3,444 314 80 1,201 46 26

San Antonio-New Braunfels, TX 6,168 4,899 90 13 1,166 100 12

Fayetteville-Springdale-Rogers, AR-MO 3,705 2,441 50 66 1,148 55 21
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• They have not thought through the 
need for other networks in a building 
to handle fire alarms, video security, 
energy management and so forth.

• They are not sure about future tenant 
demand. But the Census Bureau 
reports that the percentage of people 
on regular payrolls (that is, getting a 
W-2 tax form at the end of each year) 
who work entirely at home grew 
from 3.3 percent of the workforce 
in 2000 to 5 percent in 2016 to 5.2 
percent in 2017. In raw numbers, 
that is an increase from 4 million to 
8 million people. The Census Bureau 
also counts more than 10 percent of 
the workforce in the “gig economy” 
either part time or full time. 

It is unclear from census data 
how many households or occupied 
dwelling units have residents working 
from home. Do both members of 
a household tend to work at home? 
Only one? Is the pattern different for 
couples than for young workers sharing 
living space to split the rent? Is the 
gig (job, not bandwidth) part time or 
full time? Is the home business a small 
added income or a major part of family 
income? Render reports (in this issue) 
that 58 percent of condo owners under 
35 sometimes work from home and that 
19 percent have home-based businesses. 
The best advice is for MDU owners 
and managers to survey the needs of 
their own tenants and prospective 
tenants. What is absolutely clear is that 

home-based workers need fast, reliable, 
symmetrical broadband.

NEW PRODUCTS FOR MDU 

DEPLOYMENTS

Vendors now offer new products to 
make MDU fiber deployments ever-
cheaper to implement. The fiber is 
thinner and more flexible than in years 
past. Connections rarely require fusion 
splicing, so deployments are faster and 
require less skilled labor. Fiber can be 
pulled inside with no splice at all – 
workers can simply strip off weather 
shielding.

Hubs are smaller as well, making 
fiber easier to deploy and maintain 
with standardized trays and simple 
but effective gaskets that allow easier 
maintenance. 

Older buildings benefit, too, with 
techniques that combine existing 
copper with wireless, G.fast, DOCSIS 
3.1 and true, all-fiber, passive optical 
networks that terminate at a property 
line or basement.

THE RENTAL TRAP

Even experienced property developers 
and broadband suppliers fall into 
the new economy’s financial traps 
when they justify broadband builds. 
One glaring example: New MDU 
construction is overwhelmingly for 
rental units. The percentage of owner-
occupied dwelling units overall has 
fallen from its peak – nearly 70 percent 
– to 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. This 
has increased the number of unrelated 
people who share apartments and 
ostensibly single-family housing units. 

Deployers are well tuned to credit 
issues. Thus, there has been an increase 
in the number of households offered 
bulk services, in which broadband 
costs are treated as part of the rent 
rather than as a separate fee. This 
saves residents money, cuts deployer 
operating costs, and puts building 
owners on the hook for the fees. But it 
also reduces tenant broadband choice 
and induces many to take only the bulk 
package with no extras. That in turn, 
requires buildings to spend on good 
wireless infrastructure while tenants 
look to over-the-top services and even 
cellular for other content.

Tenant churn creates a hidden 
cost for deployers, however. Unrelated 
people renting apartments together 
are particularly unstable tenant groups 
even when each individual tenant has a 
good income. As tenants move in and 
out of apartments and swap partners, 
the actual monthly broadband revenue 
earned by deployers tends to stay close 
to the promotional price. 

No longer can deployers depend on 
higher revenues from tenants who have 

METROPOLITAN STATISTICAL AREA

(RANKED BY NUMBER OF UNITS PERMITTED)

TOTAL 1 UNIT 2 UNITS 3-4 UNITS 5+ UNITS NUMBER OF 

STRUCTURES 5+ UNITS 

OR GREATER

AVERAGE SIZE 

5+ STRUCTURES

Milwaukee-Waukesha-West Allis, WI 2,237 1,037 84 3 1,113 30 37

Omaha-Council Bluffs, NE-IA 2,939 1,778 20 32 1,109 26 43

Indianapolis-Carmel-Anderson, IN 5,671 4,478 84 27 1,082 33 33

Louisville-Jefferson County, KY-IN 3,020 1,959 8 30 1,023 45 23

Des Moines-West Des Moines, IA 2,945 1,918 14 - 1,013 23 44

Total permits for MSAs permitting 1000+ units 

Jan-July 2018

466,699 263,532 5,874 5,240 192,053 5,575 34

Total for all MSAs, Jan-July 2018 687,619 438,499 9,812 8,647 230,661 7,609 30

Table 1: Residential permits issued in 2018 in 45 MSAs through July. These are all MSAs with permits for at least 1,000 dwelling units in MDUs of five 

units or more. For MDUs in all MSAs, see Table 2, digital-only bonus content. Source: Bureau of the Census.
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completed promotional terms. What’s 
the penalty? From 12 to 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 
you do your own calculation. Look 
for the MDU Financial Analyzer at 
FTTHAnalyzer.com.

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. That 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 the 
assets it carried on its books could also 
be borrowed against by other banks.

Although the supply of money went 
up, it 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, it made money easy 
to borrow, at least by businesses if not by 
individuals. Money has been available to 
home builders and network deployers at 
interest rates in the 3 to 6 percent range.

Now the FRB is more worried about 
inflation. So as it reduces its balance 
sheet, and thus the money supply, it 
has only recently begun to raise interest 
rates. That, in turn, puts smaller local 
banks in a quandary. If they can’t raise 
interest rates beyond what the FRB 
posts, they will tend to avoid lending 
long-term to individuals or to capital-
intensive businesses. And no businesses 
are more dependent on 15- to 20-year 
financing than network deployers.

The scarcity of long-term capital 
has enticed MDU developers – who 
typically finance with interest-only loans 

that are rolled over every five years – to 
finance network builds themselves. 
Will that continue? What happens to 
the money supply as the federal deficit 
balloons to 20 percent of the federal 
budget this year? Does the increased 
money supply and moderate interest rate 
make up for the federal government’s 
beginning to crowd out local borrowers? 
There are models to predict the answers 
to these questions. But for the past 18 
months, I have been attending FRB 
meetings on these subjects in Boston 
and New York – meetings that usually 
have Nobel Prize economists at the 
table. The verdict: The models have 
never been tested with money swings of 
this size. This is not comforting.

THE FUTURE

Immigration policy is in flux, and net 
immigration is supposedly falling. 
There are more deportations and fewer 
immigrants entering the United States. 
But the number of children in custody, 
the firmest data we have, has continued 
to rise through 2018, while the number 
of refugees admitted permanently has 
fallen to just over 20,000 so far this 
year. The White House has announced 
an annual cap of 30,000, down 
substantially from the modern peak 
year of 108,000.

Before the policy change, the 
Census Bureau estimated that all 
net population growth in the United 
States after 2020 would be from net 
immigration. Changing that outlook 
would have major implications for 
housing construction of all kinds. 

But the impact would probably 
be greatest for residential MDU 
construction. There would be fewer 
construction jobs, fewer opportunities 
for broadband deployers, and a smaller 
economy overall. v

Editor-at-large Steve Ross can be reached 
at steve@bbcmag.com.

Table 2 is available in the 

digital edition of this article at  

www.bbcmag.com.
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A system architect of MDU technology amenity systems shares his views on the  

MDU market and the requirements for developers and owners to meet the needs  

of their residents.

By Heather Burnett Gold / HBG Strategies 

M
any of BroadBand Communities’ 
service provider readers are eager to 
break into the fast-growing multiple-

dwelling-unit (MDU) market or increase 
their existing presence in that market. To find 
out more about what it takes to compete in 
the MDU market, I reached out to Richard 
Holtz, CEO of InfiniSys, a leading designer 
of innovative technology amenity systems for 
apartments, condominiums and mixed-use 
developments. 

To grow in this market, service providers 
need to understand the business model. This 
means being able to demonstrate how they can 
assist property owners, developers and lenders 
in generating additional revenue while meeting 
residents’ needs in a high-quality manner. 
Service providers must also understand the 
crucial role architects play in the selection of 
technology at a property. 

Following are highlights of my conversation 
with Holtz.

HEATHER BURNETT GOLD: How did you 
come to start InfiniSys?

RICHARD HOLTZ: I’m a trained engineer 
who got into the MDU technology business 
purely by accident. Returning to the United 
States in the late 1980s after running a 
multinational business in Switzerland, I 
explored how to deploy intelligent home 

controls. Speaking on the topic for a Parks 
Associates conference brought me to the 
attention of some high-end property owners, 
who asked to meet to further explore the 
concept for apartments. As a result, we 
developed the InfiniSys SmartApartment 
product. As I was asked to develop and 
implement more plans for technology 

The Way to Smart Apartments

Q&A With Richard Holtz, InfiniSys

Richard Holtz, CEO of InfiniSys
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deployment in MDUs, I realized 
I had a unique niche and went 
on to create many trademarked 
product offerings, including the 
FTTA (Fiber-to-the-Apartment) 
system, the NetworkedApartment, 
Wireless in the Unit, and the 
SmartApartment. 

HBG: What technology amenities are 
your clients looking for today?

RH: The SmartApartment and 
NetworkedApartment designs 
allow InfiniSys clients to provide 
high-speed data connections 
(wired and Wi-Fi), digital satellite 
television, high-definition TV, 
IPTV, access control, voice 
communications, audio and video 
entertainment systems, energy 
management, security cameras 
and alarms, video concierge, 
community channels, clubhouse 
theater and gaming rooms, 
fitness center smart equipment, 
and more. SmartApartment 
and NetworkedApartment 
designs utilize robust low-voltage 
technology and infrastructure. 

If feasible and cost-effective, 
fiber is the preferred delivery 
method, especially when 
planning for the future. InfiniSys 
recommends that service providers 
run fiber to every unit or, at 
least, that developers and owners 
consider installing fiber-to-the-
unit pathways. InfiniSys will lay 
out the NetworkedApartment 
design for the pathways from the 
main communications room to the 
building communications closets 
and unit distribution panels.

HBG: How are you typically brought into 
projects? 

RH: Sixty percent of the time, developers 
bring us into the project, and 30 
percent of the time, architects request 
our help. Market differentiators 
are our use of Newforma, a project 
and engineering management tool 
used by builders and architects, 
and AutoCAD for our engineering 
drawings. 

About 90 percent of our work is 
design and 10 percent is contract-
related, working with service 

providers and attorneys. We always 
bid out multiple service providers – 
LECs, MSOs and three to six ISPs. 
We sole-source a service provider 
only for bulk projects or if the 
economics are extremely compelling. 

InfiniSys helps negotiate with 
technical subcontractors and service 
providers to get clients the best 
pricing, service and results. The 
goal is to minimize infrastructure 
installation costs while maximizing 
recurring revenue opportunities 
and ensuring the systems meet or 
exceed expectations. We do not 
function as attorneys but will help 
draft a contract with the appropriate 
technical standards. We always 
recommend the property owner use 
a competent telecommunications 
attorney.

HBG: Are you working with new 
construction or existing MDUs? 

RH: The bulk of our work (90 percent) 
involves greenfield deployment, 
which includes all properties in 
which there are no structural 
impediments to deployment, 
including buildings stripped down 
for total rehabilitation. 

In the case of existing properties, 
most technology decisions occur 
during acquisition or swapping 
of ownership or at the end of a 
service provider’s contract term. 
The smartest service providers, 
who want their contracts renewed, 
work proactively with the various 
stakeholders during their contract 
terms to ensure the properties 
they service are technologically 
competitive. This is especially true 
in student housing and other bulk 
contract services properties.

For existing multifamily 
residential properties, InfiniSys 
helps owners, managers, architects 
and interior designers understand 
the current condition of the 
property and the network and 
telecom agreements needed. At the 
same time, we help make design 
changes to the infrastructure that 
will assist developers and owners 
in adding technology and value to 
their properties. 

InfiniSys engineers assess 
the condition of the technology 
infrastructure and determine any 
additional expenses necessary to 
modernize the property. With 
a comprehensive technology 
assessment, InfiniSys conducts an 
in-depth, on-site audit to evaluate 
the design and condition of the 
current systems; evaluate the 
technical and business terms of 
existing contracts governing the 
internet, TV and phone services 
(and potentially other services); and 
prepare a budget for any necessary 
improvements. Further, InfiniSys 
procures necessary proposals from 
various service providers.

HBG: What types of MDUs do you serve?
RH: InfiniSys is not typically brought 

into properties with fewer than 
50–100 units, as that is typically the 
minimum needed for economic use 
of our services. 

About 50 to 60 percent of our 
market is in the luxury multifamily 
segment, both rental and 
condominium. In this market, 90 
to 95 percent of communities have 
multiple providers, as owners and 
developers are sensitive to offering 
consumer choice to residents. Many 
residents have had poor customer 
service experiences with the 
incumbent telephone, internet or 
TV operator and want the option of 
choosing among providers. To help 
avoid poor service experiences in 
the future, InfiniSys creates strong 
service level agreements with all  
its providers. 

Student housing represents 
the next largest segment, which 
constitutes anywhere from 20 to 40 
percent of the market. All services 
provided to this group are typically 
bulk single provider deals, and about 
80 percent are with private providers, 
which are more willing to meet the 
needs of developers or owners. 

Most standard bulk contracts 
have five-year terms, typically set 
to correspond to the technology 
lifetime of the Wi-Fi electronics 
used at these communities. 

The final market segment we 
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serve, which is one of the fastest-
growing, is the senior active and 
memory care segment. As in student 
housing, most services are delivered 
from single-source providers under 
a bulk deal. 

HBG: Who pays for construction of these 
systems? And who owns them? 

RH: The market has evolved since the 
cost of capital dropped in 2008, 
and owners now pay for and own 
approximately 90 percent of the 
deployed technology in bulk deals. 
Owners understand the different 
depreciation rates for the various 
components and their cost of capital 
versus that of the service provider. 
Owners do a capitalization rate 
analysis on each recurring dollar 
they spend. 

In other deals, especially for 
luxury properties, the payment and 
ownership of the capital assets are 
part of the deal negotiation and 
vary by the owning entity. 

HBG: What is driving the demand for 
greater bandwidth?

RH: InfiniSys has seen tremendous 
increases in bandwidth demand 
from residents. The sweet spot of 
demand is now between 100–200 
Mbps per user. Gigabit speeds to 
users tend to be over-hyped; in the 
Wi-Fi space, 200 to 300 Mbps is 
a practical limit of today’s access 
points. The number of connected 
devices is also on the rise; one client 
property reports up to 30 devices 
per user. 

As every ISP can verify, there 
have been tremendous increases in 
video streaming with the growth of 
IPTV. Indeed, on college campuses, 
Netflix typically constitutes more 
than 50 percent of streaming traffic. 

Among property uses (as 
opposed to resident uses), access 
control is dominating. Eighty to 90 
percent of our clients need limited 
bandwidth for access controls but 
see a significant, increasing demand 
for cloud-based video surveillance. 
Further, smart thermostats are 
growing in usage, with 15 percent 

of the properties offering them as an 
IoT amenity. 

HBG: What technologies will meet that 
demand? 

RH: Despite the growth in the 
number of devices, many of 
which are wireless, I don’t see 
a switch to wireless broadband 
for the infrastructure. Wireless 
access points do not have the same 
potential of meeting requirements 
for bandwidth and number of 
active sessions without a physical 
upgrade every three to five years. 
This is because of the advances in 
the technical standards that govern 
their design and use. It’s possible 
that in the future, everything 
will be wireless, but there is no 
guarantee of this once we see 
holographic video. 

The only exception is for Wi-Fi 
calling, which may undermine the 
use of multiple providers in luxury 
MDUs. As residents come to expect 
and then demand Wi-Fi calling 
everywhere from their garages to 
their units and throughout the 
complex, they will require a level 
of connectivity that only a single 
source, bulk provider can offer. 
Wi-Fi calling will not work when 
multiple providers each provide 
Wi-Fi from individual units. The 
reason is related to who pays for the 
service and authentication. 

Service providers should keep a 
close watch on this trend because it 
will be of further significant impact 
over time. Propertywide Wi-Fi is far 
cheaper from a capital standpoint 
than a cellular telephone–enhancing 
system such as a DAS.

HBG: Which wireline technologies do you 
recommend to clients?

RH: For the first 15 to 20 years, 
InfiniSys pushed fiber to the 
apartment to the nth degree. We 
continue to promote fiber, but 
now we subject fiber projects to a 
rigorous proprietary cost/benefit 
analysis because of improvements 
in copper throughput and the 
deployment of DOCSIS 3.1, which 
have enabled properties to deliver 
bandwidth speeds that residents 

demand without deploying all-
fiber solutions. However, InfiniSys 
usually designs (at a minimum) 
fiber to the communications room 
and future proofs with a couple of 
spare microducts to ensure that, if 
and when fiber is needed, it can be 
installed cost-effectively. 

One issue holding back fiber 
to the unit is the evidence that, if 
fiber is deployed using GPON or a 
future PON architecture and has 
an overly aggressive split ratio, the 
fiber throughput will be slower than 
copper. What technology is utilized, 
and when and where, is highly 
dependent upon the regional location 
of the MDU and the availability of 
local support and service needed to 
maintain a given infrastructure. 

Fiber has come way down in 
deployment cost; however, with 
DOCSIS 3.1 and other new copper 
technologies, each project must be 
evaluated for both today’s cost and 
future requirements.

InfiniSys always recommends 
running pathways for fiber, which 
allows owners to be ready for future 
changes in wireline transmission. 
But, just as with broadband 
deployment within the multifamily 
industry, one size does not fit all. 

HBG: How can property owners stay on 
top of all these technology changes?

RH: InfiniSys finds a large variation 
in the knowledge of property 
developers/owners/architects with 
respect to technologies. Because 
we want them to thoroughly 
understand our recommendations, 
we offer in-depth design and other 
materials and assign each project 
a dedicated engineer to explain 
the advantages and disadvantages 
of the options. Customers receive 
continual updates on all the latest 
MDU broadband distribution and 
deployment options. v

Heather Burnett Gold, formerly  
president and CEO of the Fiber 
Broadband Association, is CEO of  
HBG Strategies, a telecommunications 
industry consulting firm. Contact her at 
hbgold@hbgstrategies.com.
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A Tale of Two Signals

Installing converged fiber and 5G wireless networks in the same MDU or MTU building 

is challenging, but new equipment makes it feasible. 

By Kevin Morgan / Clearfield

A
s the classic literary work says, “It was 
the best of times, it was the worst 
of times.” 5G is coming, and so are 

the headaches and deployment challenges. 
Providing traditional broadband services for 
customers in multiple-dwelling-unit (MDU) 
and multi-tenant-unit (MTU) properties has 
now converged with providing 5G wireless 
services. Designers and installers need to meet 
that challenge. The good news is that new 
products can help. 

Because greenfield and brownfield MDU/
MTU broadband deployments are unique 
and represent a huge market opportunity for 
providers, the convergence of wired systems 
with 5G is nearly inevitable. Because a robust 
5G network depends on a strong fiber backbone 
network, this convergence seems ideal for 
achieving a seamless network experience. 
However, achieving this experience sometimes 
sounds much easier than it is in reality.

MDUs pose physical challenges in both 
greenfield and brownfield deployments, 
although greenfield is somewhat less challenging 
in most cases. To address these deployments, 
manufacturers such as Clearfield have 
developed specialized tools for designers and 
installers. Notably, the introduction of robust 
microducts and pushable fiber, coupled with a 
preconnectorized fiber solution, has made the 
greatest impact on in-building wiring since the 
advent of twisted-pair wire. 

When 5G is added, the challenges multiply. 
In a traditional MDU build, a provider services 
only the tenants of that particular building. 

But with the introduction of 5G, the building 
network will be part of an overarching 5G 
ecosystem. With this expanded scope, the 
designer and installer need to ensure that the 
new network is robust (in terms of data rates and 
coverage) and physically protected. The design 
must also allow for quick restoration in case any 
damage occurs to a network component.

DESIGNING THE MICRODUCT
Taking all this into account, designing a 
microduct infrastructure inside the building 
and providing a pathway within it for 5G 
network components is a critical first step. 
With independent pathways, the designer can 
tailor the deployment to suit the needs of the 
particular MDU/MTU. This infrastructure 
allows the pathways to converge in a common 
equipment location and sets the groundwork 
for subsequent technology innovations – 
preconnectorized fiber in single and multiple 
counts and scalable connectivity locations that 
allow for growth and deployment of multiple 
services within the same frame.

DEPLOYING FIBER FOR  
FTTU AND 5G  
Now that the microduct pathway provides a 
route and physical protection, the next logical 
step is to deploy fibers for resident use and 
for the 5G network elements. In most cases, 
one or two fibers can serve all the bandwidth 
needs for an MDU resident, and a small 
microduct, such as a 10/6mm size (outer 
diameter/inner diameter), will do just fine. 
When multiple fibers are needed, something 
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like a 14/10mm microduct is a better 
fit. Both microducts provide the same 
level of physical protection, but the 
larger diameter allows the use of a 
preterminated multiple-fiber push-on 
(MPO) fiber connector.

The choice of fiber is based on 
three considerations: the need to store 
slack; the distance between aggregation 
points; and route considerations, such 
as bends, pull points and obstacles. 
For example, Clearfield’s FieldShield 
StrongFiber installed on a drop wheel 
and cradle assembly is one choice that 
covers most residential needs. Duct 
comes preinstalled with a pull string 
in it already. When it comes time to 
deploy the fiber, a technician simply 
ties the fiber on the pull string and 
brings the fiber to the customer’s unit. 
Because the drop wheel is a reel design, 
all the slack can be stored on the reel 
itself, allowing a neat installation 
and protecting the fiber. The need for 
splicing is eliminated because the fiber 
is connectorized on both ends. As the 
fibers are connectorized in a controlled 
factory environment, the technician 
error factor is virtually eliminated.

For the 5G elements, a similar 
approach is needed – but with some 
differences, such as higher fiber counts. 

When multiple fiber connections are 
needed, two methods can work. The 
traditional method was to fan out and 
connectorize the fiber cable. This created 
a problem, especially in brownfield 
deployments, because of the physical 
size. Twelve fibers, fanned out and 
connectorized, make a bundle about 
1¼ inches in diameter. That means 
the designer needs to find a pathway 
through the building that these large 
bundles can fit through. Often, multiple 
cables are needed. So, over time, this 
space requirement grows immensely. 

A better way is to use a pushable 
MPO assembly. This 12-fiber, 
preconnectorized solution is about as 
big around as an adult’s little finger and 
fits inside a 14/10mm microduct. After 
the fiber is pulled to the equipment 
destination, the MPO simply plugs 
into the equipment itself (if it is MPO 

equipped) or into a fan-out assembly 
that matches the equipment needs. 
The real charm is that the designer or 
installer can choose the fan-out type 
based on specific equipment needs.

TERMINATING THE 

NETWORKS

Terminating different technologies in 
the same space has always been a point 
of contention. However, the need to 
have fiber available for 5G in the MDU/
MTU environment causes providers to 
look at this issue differently. The key is 
to use a device or frame that will accept 
a fiber cable that may have different 
technologies terminating each buffer 
tube or even each fiber. 

That’s where a scalable, cassette-
based frame or panel assembly can help. 
For example, Clearfield’s FieldSmart 
panels using the Clearview Cassette 
allow for using a different technology 
for each buffer tube. Each cassette can 
be configured to a different technology, 
such as PON, active Ethernet or 
NGPON2, though all cassettes are 
housed in a common chassis or frame. 
For the designer, this means space 
savings, fast installs, fiber protection 
and the elimination of most splices. 
That’s a tall order – but today, it is 
certainly doable. 

With the advent of robust 
microducts, preterminated fibers in 
single and multiple counts with small 
footprints, and scalable points of 
connectivity, those “worst of times” 
don’t seem so bad. v

Kevin Morgan is chair-elect of the 
Fiber Broadband Association and chief 
marketing officer of Clearfield, Inc., a 
supplier specialist in fiber management 
and connectivity platforms for 
communication service providers.  
Contact him at kmorgan@clfd.net.Clearfield drop wheels simplify fiber management in an MDU. 

A cassette-based frame is useful for terminating 

two networks (FTTU and 5G) in the same frame. 

The cassettes can be housed together even if 

they are configured to different technologies. 
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Making a Building Fiber-Ready

Following these guidelines will help building owners provide spaces, pathways and 

cables that service providers can use to deliver fiber optic services. 

By Mark Boxer and John George / OFS, Kristi Johnson / Corning, Larry Johnson / FiberStory

T
he case for fiber in the building is 
clear. Fiber is the most future-proof 
communications medium available. It 

attracts residents, and it’s less expensive, easier 
to install and less intrusive than copper and 
coax cables.

The question in many building owners’ 
minds is, “How do I make my building fiber 
ready?” This article is a condensed version of 
the white paper of that name published by 
the Fiber Broadband Association (FBA). For 
more information, please reference the full 
paper at the FBA’s website (https://toolkit.
fiberbroadband.org/d/do/2639). 

WHAT IS FIBER TO THE UNIT? 
If at least one fiber passes or enters each living 
unit, a building has fiber to the unit. More than 
one fiber per unit may enable future services 
or multiple carriers to service the building. To 
accommodate future requirements, the FBA 
recommends that the number of fibers in the 
riser be 1.5 times the number of living units. 

The fiber type is critical. Single-mode fiber 
is recommended for in-building fiber networks, 
and because buildings contain many corners 
and bends, bend-insensitive, single-mode fibers 
are recommended. For risers, fibers meeting or 
exceeding International Telecommunication 
Union (ITU) Recommendation G.657.A2 
are recommended. For drops down hallways 
and inside units, fibers meeting ITU 
Recommendation G.657.B3 are recommended.

WHO DOES WHAT? 
Building owners have a choice regarding 
the scope of their involvement in network 

preparation. Compared with the construction 
of an entire building, fiber installation is a very 
small and inexpensive part.

Typically, a building owner fulfills one of 
two roles:

• Creating pathways for fiber
• Building out the passive fiber network.

If a building owner chooses to put in the 
network, close communication with the service 
provider is important to make sure the service 
provider will be able to use the network. For 
example, connector types must match, conduit 
sizes must be large enough, and power and 
cooling requirements for any active components 
must be met. 

COMPONENTS OF AN FTTU 

NETWORK

A typical architecture of a fiber-to-the-unit 
MDU network is as follows: 

1A/1B The telecom closet or fiber distribution 
hub (FDH) is the starting point in the 
network. Fibers in the building come back 
to this point. It may be placed indoors or 
outdoors. It may be dedicated to one or 
more buildings and may include optical 
splitters.

2 Riser cable, also known as distribution 
cable, serves as the network backbone. There 
can be one or more cables, but the minimum 
total fiber count should be enough for each 
unit in the building.

3 A fiber distribution terminal (FDT) serves  
as a transition point between the riser and 

http://www.broadbandcommunities.com
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drop cables. FDTs are placed on 
every floor or every other floor. 
However, some networks do not 
include these terminals.

4 Drop cable runs from an FDT to a 
living unit. In some networks, the 
riser and drop cables are the same 
cable, running up the riser and 
down the hall.

5 In-unit network cabling consists  
of the fiber components in each 
living unit. 

All conduits and cables must meet 
appropriate flame and smoke ratings. 
The National Electrical Code (NEC) 
is a main source of information 
regarding requirements, although 
local codes may also apply.

SPACES 

Spaces are needed in a building to 
house various pieces of equipment and 
connection points.

• Cable entrance into the building 
and telecom closet or FDH location

– For the building entrance, 
aerial access requires building 
attachment capability and an 
entrance hole into the building. 
Underground access requires 
a conduit (2 inches or larger 
preferred) from outside to inside, 
preferably to the telecom closet. 
Sharp bends in the duct should 
be minimized. The duct must 
meet minimum bend radius/
diameter requirements. The 
majority of outdoor-rated fiber 
optic cables have a minimum 
bend diameter of 20 times the 
cable outside diameter.

– Fiber connections and 
equipment are typically located 
in a dedicated electrical or 
telecom closet, often on a low 
floor in the building with access 
to riser spaces.

– Equipment can be mounted 
either on the wall or in an 
electronics rack (typically 19 
inches wide).

– A backboard roughly 4'W x 8'H 
x 3/4"D, in accordance with 
NEC or other codes, can be 
helpful to facilitate installations 

on walls. Equipment will extend 
roughly 30 inches when installed 
on the backboard.

– Power and HVAC services will 
be helpful if the service provider 
plans to install active electronics 
in the closet.

• Terminal or patch panel locations 

– FDTs or patch panels used to 
connect riser cables to drop 
cables are typically housed in 
closets that have access to the 
riser or in the stairwell. They 
can be on every floor, on every 
other floor or in some other 
arrangement, depending on 
the design of the building and 
network. Some networks don’t 
have them. 

– Terminals on a floor are 
most often wall-mounted. A 
backboard, roughly 2'W x 2'H x 
3/4"D, in accordance with NEC 
or local code, can be helpful.

PATHWAYS 

Pathways for fiber placement are 
critical. The fiber pathways needed to 
new buildings versus already occupied 
buildings can be quite different from 
one another. Pathways can be either 
indoors or outdoors, are typically 
designated as “riser” or “drop,” and 
must be large enough to accommodate 
the cables needed to reach living 
units. There can be different pathway 
scenarios for different building designs. 

Figure 1: Typical FTTU archictecture

Figure 2: A typical FDH

Figure 3: A fiber distribution terminal
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For new buildings, the easiest 
approach is to place conduits or 
microducts with pull strings in the 
riser and to each unit during building 
construction. The pull strings can  
then pull cables into place as needed. 
Typical conduit sizes are 1 inch or 2 
inches for risers and ½ inch for drops, 
but these should be confirmed with the 

Figure 4: Conduits installed for fiber 

distribution

Figure 5: In an existing building, cable can be installed above a drop ceiling, beneath molding, on 

a wall surface or on the building exterior.

http://www.broadbandcommunities.com
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service provider to make sure they are 
properly sized. 

In already occupied buildings, 
conduit placement is not often possible 
without extensive renovation, but there 
are many alternative ways of making 
pathways, including placing cables above 
drop ceilings or moldings, mounting 
small cables on wall surfaces, or running 
cables up the outsides of buildings into 
individual units. Fiber optic cables can 
be very small, and in many cases, the 
visual impact can be small. 

Cables come in different structures 
and fiber counts. Most fiber optic 
cables are typically less than 1 inch in 
diameter, although some cables with 
hundreds of fibers may be larger. If the 
building owner is to purchase cables, 
be sure to discuss the proposed network 
architecture and fiber and cable types 
with the service provider to confirm 
cable and fiber types, fiber counts and 
the connection plan. 

FIBER IN THE UNIT

Fiber in the unit is connected to the 
fiber in the hallway (or outside). It is 
then installed in the unit and typically 
terminates in an optical network 
terminal (ONT), which converts the 
optical signal to an electrical signal. 
The ONT is typically located near AC 
power. Other devices supplied by the 
service provider may include a battery 
backup unit, a router and/or switch, 
and TV set-top boxes. ONTs are often 
either desk- or wall-mounted.

As residents are sensitive to the 
visual footprint of cables, fiber products 
used in the unit are typically more 
aesthetically pleasing than those used 

in risers or closets. Smaller cables and 
cords are often used. Fibers meeting 
ITU G.657.B3 are recommended for 
this application because of the many 
bends. Fibers are often installed near 
the ceiling to reduce incidental contact. 
Methods of installation include stapling, 
surface-mounting or track-mounting 
on walls. It’s best to discuss the in-unit 
components with the service provider 
in advance and to coordinate the 
installation path with the resident so 
everyone is satisfied with the installation. 

SUMMARY

The Fiber Broadband Association 
believes that every building and 
living unit should ultimately have 
fiber. Millions of apartments and 

condominium units have already been 
wired with fiber, and service providers 
and manufacturers have developed 
products and techniques to easily and 
cost-effectively wire the vast majority  
of buildings. v

Mark Boxer is engineering applications 
manager for OFS, and John George 
is director, solutions and professional 
services, for OFS. Kristi Johnson is market 
development manager for Corning Optical 
Communications. Larry Johnson is 
president of FiberStory and founder of The 
Light Brigade. For more information, see 
“How do I make my building fiber-ready?” 
at https://toolkit.fiberbroadband.org/d/
do/2639.

Figure 6: ONTs may be wall-mounted or desk-mounted.

Figure 7: Inside the customer premises, fiber may be stapled to the wall, mounted on the wall 

surface or track-mounted.

Property owners can choose from a variety 

of products and techniques to make their 

buildings ready for fiber services. 
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Fixed Wireless to the MDU –  
A Case Study in Detroit

In an effort to deliver gigabit service to Detroit MDUs distant from its fiber backbone, 

Rocket Fiber experiments with millimeter-wave wireless delivery to the building. 

By Marc Hudson and Emily Dabish / Rocket Fiber 

A
ll things innovation resonate with our 
team at Rocket Fiber. The company was 
founded in 2014 to bring Detroit the 

fastest internet in the country. Our mission is 
to advance the internet experience for all with 
dependable, unrestrained connectivity and 
helpful, authentic client service. This means we 
are constantly exploring new technology that 
can support that mandate.

Through our journey, Rocket Fiber has come 
to understand the benefits of hybrid deployment 
methods as well as the power of fixed wireless 
access to multiple-dwelling-unit properties 
(MDUs). Despite having “Fiber” in our name, 
Rocket Fiber is committed to outstanding client 
service, no matter the method or technology. 
From day one, Rocket Fiber’s mission has 
been to be a for-more-than-profit company by 
providing an outstanding product to the Detroit 
community as well as spreading information 
nationwide about the benefits of fiber. 

Our residential clients receive 1 Gbps service 
to the home. Rocket Fiber intentionally offers 
only gigabit-level service to residential clients, 
which we initially provided exclusively via our 
pure fiber network. However, as we sought 
to rapidly expand our service availability, we 
began to explore the possibility that fixed 
wireless access could help provide service 
outside our current fiber footprint. Although 
we were bullish on the underlying technology, 
we believed it was paramount that the wireless 

radios and unlicensed spectrum provide the 
same level of consistency as our traditional fiber-
to-the-home product. 

TAKING DETROIT FROM  

LAST TO FIRST

Rocket Fiber has consistently faced challenges 
involving legacy infrastructure when 
delivering service to MDUs. The lack of fiber 
infrastructure in Detroit served as a catalyst 
in forming the company. In a city where fewer 
than half the streetlights were operational in 
2014, gigabit service delivered over a high-tech 
fiber network would be Detroit’s version of a 
moonshot infrastructure upgrade. 

When Rocket Fiber began to lay its network 
four years ago, the company sought to access 
MDUs of all sizes and types in the footprint. 
Not all builds to MDUs were economically 
viable at the outset, but network upgrades had 
not been made in some areas of the footprint for 
decades. This had to change.

The company’s desire for unparalleled, 
future-proofed service led us to seek a creative 
strategy to deliver gigabit service to the home for 
Detroiters. The strategy of working with property 
owners large and small, without considering 
only the raw economics, heightened Rocket 
Fiber’s ability to create strong partnerships and 
lasting relationships with property managers 
that helped pave the way for future experimental 
deployments, such as fixed wireless.
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ISLANDS OF DEMAND

Being a new market entrant with no 
legacy infrastructure allowed Rocket 
Fiber the flexibility to be creative and 
push the envelope with both outside- 
and inside-plant builds. The first 
MDUs to which Rocket Fiber deployed 
service mostly involved fiber to the unit 
or fiber to the communications room 
with a conversion to an existing Cat 5E 
or Cat 6 switched Ethernet plant. This 
was entirely new to the Detroit market. 
Beginning in late 2015, Rocket Fiber 
was the first to offer truly symmetrical 
gigabit service to residential units 
within our network area.

As Rocket Fiber’s service rolled out, 
we found an overwhelming demand 
for gigabit service that far exceeded 
the geographic reach of the backbone 
ring we initially constructed to serve 
the greater downtown Detroit area. In 
many cases, the demand came from 
MDUs in less-dense areas of Detroit. 
The economics, even for a more-than-
profit endeavor like Rocket Fiber, were 
difficult to justify. It became clear that 

these islands of demand could be a 
win-win for consumer and provider 
alike if we could drive down the cost of 
access infrastructure needed to provide 
gigabit-capable backhaul to each MDU. 
The answer increasingly looked like a 
fixed wireless backhaul solution.

As we started to evaluate vendors and 
technologies, it soon became clear that 
regulatory considerations would play a 
major role in our procurement process. 
For instance, we not only needed to 
decide between unlicensed, lightly 
licensed and heavily licensed spectrum 
but also had to manage the fact that 
Detroit lies just a mile from Windsor, 
Ontario, on the U.S-Canadian border. 
We found that both U.S. and Canadian 
regulatory issues came into play when 
dealing with high-powered fixed 
wireless near the border. Red tape and 
bureaucratic processes would litter our 
path if we chose the wrong platform.

After much trial and error, we 
decided to primarily deploy a lightly 
licensed, millimeter-wave solution 
capable of providing symmetrical 

2 Gbps throughput reliably at a 
distance of about 2 miles. Once landed 
at the MDU, service is deployed 
similarly to our traditional fiber-to-the-
unit or Cat 5E and Cat 6 deployments. 
In the case of fiber to the unit, however, 
a key difference included the on-site 
installation of an optical line terminal, 
as we leverage a GPON architecture 
for our fiber-to-the-unit deployments. 
With a completely new, fiber-rich 
network, we have traditionally kept our 
OLTs at main points of presence in our 
network for optimal port utilization, 
but this was not feasible when utilizing 
a wireless backhaul solution.

WHAT WE LEARNED

After our first pilot projects, much to 
our delight, we found that we could 
provide highly reliable gigabit service 
for several dozen residential clients 
with a wireless backhaul solution. We 
did it using a lightly licensed spectrum 
that was economical for the use case as 
well as palatable in terms of regulatory 
hoops, even on an international border.

Rocket Fiber millimeter-wave wireless backhaul on a crowded Detroit rooftop
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Armed with a new tool in our 

toolkit, Rocket Fiber has expanded the 

use of fixed wireless backhaul solutions 

to include many more MDUs, serving 

hundreds of clients. There certainly 

have been challenges in dealing 

with atmospheric interference, but 

in partnership with our vendors, we 

have been able to overcome all but the 

hardest rainstorms and the occasional 

Michigan blizzard. Fixed wireless 

backhaul has helped us advance our 

mission of bringing gigabit internet to 

the masses and is, in our view, a true 

complement, not a competitor, to fiber-

based broadband. v

Marc Hudson is co-founder and CEO 

of Rocket Fiber, a competitive internet 

service provider in Detroit, and Emily 

Dabish is director of strategic partnerships 

at Rocket Fiber. Contact Marc at 

marchudson@rocketfiber.com.
A 200-plus-unit MDU in Detroit’s Rivertown District is powered by a 2 Gbps symetrical wireless 

backhaul solution.
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GATOR NET is a winning brand in the Gainesville, Florida, market, where University of 

Florida students love their symmetrical gigabit service. 

By Heather Burnett Gold / HBG Strategies 

S
ince the late 1990s, Gainesville Regional 
Utilities (GRU), owned by the city of 
Gainesville, Florida, has successfully 

provided broadband services for University of 
Florida and Santa Fe College students. Recently, 
I caught up with Frank Latini, GRU’s director 
of technology and services, to learn how the 
utility developed its GATOR NET business 
model and how it maintains its growth. 

HEATHER BURNETT GOLD: How did an 
electric utility get into the telecom business?

FRANK LATINI: In the mid-1990s, two 
market events pushed GRU into the 
telecom business. Initially, GRU had a 
microwave system that it used to operate 
the SCADA communications network for 
its electric utility. When this frequency 
was reclaimed for use by the PCS cellular 
systems, the electric company needed to find 
a replacement communications system for its 
internal use. 

In response, visionaries within the 
company advocated building out a fiber 
system to GRU buildings. Simultaneously, 
the local hospital asked for access to rights-
of-way and utility poles to build fiber to all 
its remote clinics. GRU offered to build the 
network for it instead, thus initiating the 
first bulk deal. 

Once all this new fiber was laid, the 
company noticed that its fiber passed a lot 
of office parks that needed high bandwidth. 
Where there was no last-mile access, GRU 
built fiber into the (then) BellSouth central 
offices and connected the parks via either 

Wholesale Strategy  
Succeeds for GRU

Q&A With Frank Latini, Gainesville Regional Utilities

Frank Latini, Gainesville Regional Utilities
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leased copper or a last-mile build 
performed as a competitive local 
exchange carrier (CLEC). 

Because of its microwave 
transmission system, GRU owned 
11 towers inside the city, which 
gave it an opportunity to create two 
new businesses: leasing space on the 
towers and providing fiber backhaul 
for cellular carriers.

The general manager and 
strategic planning department at the 
time had analyzed the electric utility 
side of the business and realized there 
was not a lot of potential revenue 
growth, but they saw that the 
demand for broadband bandwidth 
and cellular service could provide 
additional revenue opportunities. 

As these two trends converged, 
they drove the expansion of the fiber 
network, now called GRUCom. 
Slowly, GRUCom covered all the 
Gainesville office parks and began 
picking up the multiple-dwelling-
unit properties (MDUs). The MDU 
service is branded as GATOR NET. 

HBG: How does GATOR NET market 
its services?

FL: Despite its extensive fiber network 
coverage in Gainesville, the 
company has stayed true to its initial 
marketing plan: focus on business 
(wholesale) relationships and leave 
the retail management to building 
owners, property managers and/or 
homeowner associations (HOAs). 

GRU built this business by 
actively participating in most of 
the local real estate groups for 
apartment owners and property 
managers. The company sent 
representatives to all the monthly 
meetings and met with success 
developing the GATOR NET 
brand on a bulk basis. An MDU 
management organization, MDU 
owner or HOA pays GRUCom on a 
per-unit basis for 100 percent of the 
units at its location, and GRUCom 
operates and supports the services at 
that location. The property owner 
or manager uses the GATOR NET 
brand to attract tenants. 

The vast majority of buildings 
are greenfield builds with fiber 
to the communications room, 
installed Ethernet switches and 
Cat 5 cable to the unit. Most 
contracts, which specify the 
delivery of a given bandwidth 
to each unit, are five to seven 
years in length. GRU is entirely 
opportunistic in its marketing 
approach, acting wherever it sees 
a potential building or an HOA 
that can be served conveniently. 
Winning a competitive bid and then 
subsequently crafting a contract 
to build out the school district 
and library systems enabled GRU 
to extend beyond the Gainesville 
city borders and contract with the 
HOAs to serve some smaller single-
family communities with fiber. 

HBG: What have been the biggest 
changes in your market and services 
since you started? 

FL: Initially, everyone was marketing 
faster and bigger bandwidth. As 

The master-planned community of Brytan, known as Gainesville’s greenest neighborhood, is wired for fiber by Gainesville Regional Utilities.
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the price for higher-bandwidth 
electronics dropped substantially, 
GRU and Cox (the major cable 
competitor in Gainesville) each 
spent six to eight years trying to 
advertise higher bandwidth. Finally, 
GRU said “Enough,” changed 
its strategy to “Everyone gets 
symmetrical gigabit” and stopped 
going ever higher. 

Another major change was the 
move to managed Wi-Fi. Because 
college students use wireless routers 
for all their devices, the push is 
on to provide high-quality Wi-Fi 
without the interference that 
individual Wi-Fi routers throughout 
a property campus can create. 
Senior communities also demand 
managed Wi-Fi. 

GRUCom’s investment in route 
diversity to the peering exchanges 
by directly leasing transport into 
Atlanta and Miami had a major 
impact on the economics of its 
business model. Now customers 
pay only for transport, and they 
are directly connected to Netflix, 
Apple, Google and other services at 
the meet-me point. 

GRUCom will soon have cloud 
exchange peering, which will enable 
more direct connection to AWS, 
Azure and other cloud service 
providers. The implementation 
of its leased fiber transport into 
the peering rooms and direct 
connections to application providers 
have greatly reduced the cost for 
internet connections and provide 
lower-latency data transport to the 
peering partners for GRUCom 
customers. 

HBG: Did you face opposition to entering 
the market? 

FL: At the time GRU entered the 
market, neither Cox nor AT&T 
was competing for the bulk billing 
segment. Later, as they saw GRU’s 
success, they attempted to grab 
market share. However, GRU stuck 
with its wholesale strategy, which 
was not its competitors’ sweet spot. 
GRU believes it owns the high-end 
business market in Gainesville. 

HBG: How have the incumbents 
responded to your offerings?

FL: At first there was a lot of pushback. 
The incumbents complained that 
GRUCom was not operating on 
a “level playing field.” GRUCom 
demonstrated that by paying 
administrative overhead costs and 
contributing to the general fund 
transfer (a transfer of funds from 
the utility to the local government, 
which owns the utility), GRUCom 
was incurring costs similar to the 
costs – taxes, fees and so forth – 
associated with operating a private 
business. 

HBG: Do you ever consider expanding 
beyond your traditional market? 

FL: There are no prohibitions on 
expansion in Florida. When 
GRUCom built fiber to the school 
district and the library system, 
it reached the extreme edges of 
the county. But many of these 
communities have fewer than 
1,000 people and therefore not as 
many opportunities for bulk deals. 
Most of GRUCom’s expansion 
opportunities are from filling in 
its footprint – for example, in 
an office park where it initially 

built only into several buildings, 
it is now considering building a 
central cabinet so it can sell services 
into every building. These same 
techniques can be used in clusters of 
apartments, where GRUCom places 
a single switch in the middle of an 
area and then connects to all the 
buildings with lateral runs. 

HBG: What are the biggest lessons you’ve 
learned? 

FL: From the beginning, GRUCom 
recognized that the deployment and 
marketing of the telecom network 
was going to be a challenge. In 
retrospect, perhaps it should have 
gone to higher bandwidth faster. 

One of its (and everyone’s) 
biggest challenges in student 
housing are the drop-dead dates. 
For example, there is a need to have 
students signed up by the start of the 
school year. Greenfield construction 
always has delays, so GRUCom 
needs to get contracts signed far 
enough in advance that it can 
purchase all the equipment needed 
to turn up the building on time. 

GRUCom must be sensitive to 
the needs of all its customers. For 
its student housing, this means a 
customer base that is “on” 24x7 in 
terms of customer service. For all 
its customers, it must constantly 
monitor viruses, compromised 
systems, spam, and so forth. 

The other very unusual aspect 
of GRUCom is its willingness to 
help others with startup issues. 
GRU has been an active member of 
the Fiber Broadband Association, 
where it gives needed advice about 
marketing and business plans. It has 
worked closely with new carriers in 
perfecting their entrance into the 
MDU market in their regions and 
in helping others complete their 
buildout plans. v

Heather Burnett Gold, formerly  
president and CEO of the Fiber 
Broadband Association, is CEO of  
HBG Strategies, a telecommunications 
industry consulting firm. Contact her at 
hbgold@hbgstrategies.com.

GRU and its major cable competitor spent years 

with each trying to advertise higher bandwidth 

than the other. Finally, GRU ended the 

competition by supplying symmetrical gigabit 

service to all its customers. 
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AT&T Expands Fiber Broadband 
Options For MDUs

A new technology standard proves capable of accelerating the rollout of gigabit 

broadband to more MDU residents, extending fiber broadband speeds.

By Gary Bolton / ADTRAN

T
oday, according to the U.S. Census, 
35 percent of all U.S. households live 
in multiple-dwelling-unit properties 

(MDUs) – apartments, condos, town houses or 
high-rises. That is about 44 million households 
and growing. Low vacancy rates are driving 
demand for new MDUs. According to the 
Freddie Mac Multifamily 2018 Mid-Year 
Outlook, 350,000 units were added in 2017 
alone, an increase of 12.3 percent year over year. 

It is no surprise that more than 50 percent of 
MDU inhabitants are 30 years old or younger. 
They grew up as digital natives and are always 
connected. They tend to use Uber and Lyft 
rather than owning cars or even having driver’s 
licenses, and they are the “renter generation.” 

“There’s a lot of demand coming from 
millennials,” notes Ed Balcerzak, senior 
vice president of commercial and connected 
communities for AT&T Inc. “They seem to 
be staying in apartments longer than previous 
generations.” AT&T has taken on the mission to 
be the leader in delivering gigabit connections to 
MDUs via fiber optics and is extending its gigabit 
fiber network to millions of customer locations. 
Coupled with the scale in TV service provided by 
DIRECTV and the substantial, untapped MDU 
market, this provides an outstanding opportunity 
for the company. So far, AT&T has delivered 
fiber to MDUs with a total of more than 1.5 
million customer locations and continues to 
expand its all-fiber reach. “We’re all in,” says 
Balcerzak. “We certainly characterize it as a fast-
growing segment of the market.”

MDU HEADWINDS
Although MDUs provide tremendous demand 
with a strong concentration of bandwidth-
hungry digital natives, installing fiber services 
within existing (brownfield) buildings can be 
extremely challenging and, in some cases, cost 
prohibitive. It is relatively easy for AT&T to 
install fiber in a new building while it is under 
construction, but the company faces a challenge 
in delivering gigabit services in existing 
buildings that do not have fiber, or even an 
existing pathway, to each living unit. 

In these cases, in which rewiring existing 
buildings with fiber is prohibitive, there is 
typically already some type of phone or TV 
wiring infrastructure to every living unit –
twisted pair, coaxial cable or both. In buildings 
that AT&T currently serves with DIRECTV 
service or in which cable TV is available, coax 
already connects to every living unit. Phone or 
data wiring connections are also available in 
most MDUs. 

G.FAST TO THE RESCUE
G.fast is a next-generation broadband 
access technology based on an International 
Telecommunication Union (ITU) standard and 
designed to deliver gigabit speeds over existing 
copper wiring or coaxial cable for applications 
up to 100 meters. Tom Starr, a lead member of 
technical staff at AT&T Labs, is the chairman 
of ITU-T WP1/15, which has helped guide 
development of the G.fast standard. This new 
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technology enables AT&T to extend 
its fiber broadband service from a point 
in an MDU where there is access to 
existing home run phone wiring or TV 
cabling to each living unit. 

G.fast eliminates the need to 
enter living units during deployment, 
which can be particularly challenging 
in condos, where access must 
be coordinated with individual 
homeowners, and thus reduces the 
potential for residents’ inconvenience. 
Today, AT&T uses first-generation 
G.fast to provide internet speeds up to 
500 Mbps in MDU applications, and 
it intends to offer gigabit services with 
second-generation G.fast solutions. 

Second-generation G.fast solutions 
provide higher speeds than first-
generation G.fast by doubling the 
usable spectrum (from 106 MHz to 
212 MHz) and by allowing bandwidth 
to be dynamically allocated to 
either download or upload use on a 
subscriber-by-subscriber basis. 

In addition, second-generation 
G.fast increases the number of 
subscribers that can be served 
simultaneously from each distribution 
point in the building, expanding the 
number of MDUs for which twisted-
pair applications are possible. It also 
features greater power optimization, 
allowing service providers to meet 
the FCC’s mandated power backup 
requirements for voice services by using 
reverse powering (customers’ power 
sources), eliminating the need for 
space-consuming, expensive network 
line power/battery backup solutions. 

All in all, G.fast can greatly 
accelerate the rollout of gigabit 
broadband to more MDU residents 
and extend fiber broadband speeds. In 
addition, because G.fast is an extension 
of a fiber network, MDU subscribers 
will benefit from continued advances in 
fiber optic capacity to their buildings. 
Today, AT&T utilizes GPON in its 
gigabit fiber network to deliver gigabit 

speeds, but next-generation PON, 
which is not yet widely available in 
MDU applications, is expected to 
support speeds up to 10 Gbps and 25 
Gbps in a few years.

G.FAST DEPLOYMENT 

HURDLES

Although G.fast allows service 
providers to deliver gigabit service 
over an MDU’s existing wiring 
infrastructure, AT&T has had to 
overcome a few challenges. 

Home run wiring – Not all 
buildings have usable coaxial 
cable or Cat 5 twisted pair.
Access to power – G.fast 
service distribution equipment 
placement is not always near a 
power source.

Home run wiring. Fortunately, 80 to 
90 percent of MDUs are equipped with 
coaxial cable. Coax provides optimum 
performance for G.fast applications (see 

InvisiLight® Optical Fiber Cabling 
and Connectivity Solutions
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bring fiber into your home or business.
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www.ofsoptics.com

http://www.broadbandcommunities.com
http://www.ofsoptics.com


MDU DEPLOYMENT

50 | BROADBAND COMMUNITIES | www.broadbandcommunit ies.com | OCTOBER 2018

Figure 1). In some situations, where 
access to the existing coax home run 
wiring is not readily available, AT&T 
works with MDU property owners and 
other service providers to gain access to 
existing home run wiring via a shared 
termination panel.

Many MDU buildings also have 
Cat 5 twisted pair, which is ideal for 
copper pair applications. For MDU 
units that have neither coax nor Cat 
5, AT&T has tested unshielded Cat 3 
cable (station wire) and worked with its 
technology partners to deliver similar 
service speeds in these applications.

Access to Power. G.fast distribution 
point units require power, but 
access to commercial power and the 
required power backup can be an 
issue. Currently, AT&T uses span 
powering – applying commercial power 
over a copper “span” facility that is 
bundled with the fiber optic cable. This 
powering technique can be expensive, 
especially in small to medium MDU 
applications, and can require up to 
nine months to get a permit for use 
of the right-of-way and for the power 
company to install a commercial 

power meter. As previously mentioned, 

second-generation G.fast supports 

reverse powering, which will speed up 

deployment and extend the application 

of G.fast to smaller MDUs. 

A NETWORK BUILT IN 

SOFTWARE

AT&T is an industry leader in the quest 

to transform network and operations to 

align with software-defined networking 

(SDN) and network function 

virtualization (NFV) initiatives. 

G.fast is fully aligned with that vision. 

AT&T deployed G.fast using software-

defined access (SD-Access) principles 

to allow the technology to be open, 

programmable and scalable. 

Using an SD-Access architecture 

allows AT&T to enjoy the network 

economies of data centers and the 

service agility of cloud providers as it 

deploys G.fast and fiber broadband 

services. Service architectures based in 

software, such as that used with next-

generation G.fast and fiber broadband, 

allow services to be delivered in a more 

user-driven, application-based model.

SYNERGIES WITH 5G 

DEPLOYMENT

As AT&T builds out the deep-fiber 
infrastructure needed for small cells 
and 5G deployments, a valuable 
byproduct is the increase in the 
addressable market for MDUs.  
5G applications require dense fiber 
buildout to deliver high-bandwidth, 
ultra-low-latency capabilities for 
mission-critical applications such as 
autonomous vehicles, the internet 
of things and video-rich enhanced 
broadband. MDUs are often in 
locations where 5G is needed most. 
Close proximity to fiber results in  
lower cost to deliver gigabit fiber 
services to MDUs and a greater return 
on investment. 

BUILDING OWNERS BENEFIT

Although the benefit to MDU residents 
of more choice of services and higher 
internet speeds is evident, an MDU 
owner also benefits from providing 
residents with a highly desired amenity. 
A recent study finds that fast, reliable 
broadband can add 8 percent to an 
apartment’s rent and 11 percent to 
the net income per unit. (See Fiber 
Broadband Association/RVA LLC 
Market Research: Tangible Value of 
Advanced Broadband to MDUs.)

G.fast is being deployed by top 
service providers around the world 
in nationwide service deployments. 
AT&T is already using fiber to enable 
millennials and other MDU residential 
broadband residents with gigabit service 
across the nation. Now it is deploying 
G.fast to offer up to 500 Mbps internet 
access service in MDUs and expects  
to offer gigabit G.fast services in the 
near future. AT&T has worked hard 
to iron out the challenges of MDU 
broadband deployments, which will 
accelerate the availability of these 
exciting service capabilities. v

Gary Bolton is the vice president of global 
marketing at ADTRAN Inc., a leading 
global provider of broadband networking 
and communications solutions, and he 
serves as a director and the treasurer of 
the Fiber Broadband Association. Contact 
him at GARY.BOLTON@adtran.com.

Figure 1: G.fast is compatible with either coaxial cable or twisted-pair wiring. 
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A New Lease on the Good Life

Evolving from apartment nicety to marketing necessity, broadband is king in 

Chattanooga’s fast-growing MDU market.

By Chuck Crowder / EPB Fiber Optics

O
nce upon a time, all an apartment 
or a condo complex needed was a 
swimming pool and fitness center 

to successfully attract those who preferred 
the convenience of worry-free renting over 
homeownership. But as multiple-dwelling-unit 
properties (MDUs) enjoy a massive resurgence 
as cost-effective living options for those who 
enjoy the convenience of walkable, revitalized 
downtowns, competition to lure tenants is more 
heated than ever.

Hardwood floors, chef-inspired kitchens, 
washer and dryer hookups, 9-foot ceilings and 
large closets are a good start. But more and more 
tech-savvy MDUs are turning to high-speed 
broadband agreements with local fiber optic 
providers to snag tenants who require super-fast 
internet for everything from working at home to 
streaming entertainment at the end of a long day.

In Chattanooga, Tennessee, known around 
the world as “Gig City” for becoming the first 
city in the nation to offer 1,000 Mbps internet, 
EPB Fiber Optics has become the go-to provider 
for local property owners pushing for higher 
occupancy rates through the fastest broadband 
available anywhere. It’s working.

“Prospective tenants don’t just ask whether 
we offer EPB Fiber Optics; it’s now become 
somewhat of a deal breaker if we don’t,” says 
Jennifer Lusk, manager of Marina Pointe 
Apartments. “So much so that the relationship 
we have with EPB Fiber Optics has become just 
as important as any utility.”

In fact, Chattanooga-area property owners 
report that in more and more cases, lease 
prospects decline to sign or renew leases if 
EPB Fiber Optics isn’t an option for internet, 

television and home phone service. One 
multifamily corporate housing company opted 
to install EPB broadband services exclusively in 
all its temporary stay units located within the 
EPB Fiber Optics service area.

The potential of the fast-growing MDU 
market represents a unique opportunity that 
providers just can’t ignore. In Chattanooga, 
new construction of apartments, condos and 
townhomes is exploding because of the influx 
of new residents moving to the Chattanooga 
area. Features such as gigabit-speed internet and 
a newly revitalized, award-winning downtown 
continue to draw young entrepreneurs and 
tech startups from much larger cities to this 
progressive, affordable, mid-sized city that 
Outside Magazine named one of the “best 
places ever.”

HELPING OWNERS MARKET THEIR 

PROPERTIES

As a service-focused hometown company, EPB 
wasted no time taking advantage of this new, 
exciting growth opportunity. Proactively adding 
fiber optic capabilities to new construction 
as well as to more existing facilities, EPB has 
ensured the availability of fiber optic internet, 
television and phone services in more than 
24,000 MDU residences. 

The investment so far has paid off. About 
40 percent of EPB’s new fiber optic customers 
last year were MDU residents – making these 
facilities an important part of providing greater 
access to fiber optic services, whether customers 
rent or own. And with increasing customer 
demand for EPB Fiber Optics services, 
providing access has proven to be a great 
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amenity to tout. So EPB Fiber Optics 
is taking steps to make it easier for area 
property managers to get on board.

EPB negotiates agreements with 
properties to prewire or retrofit 
complexes for fiber optic services in each 
unit to help property owners attract and 
retain tenants who demand broadband 
services. Through EPB Fiber Optics’ 
Preferred Partner Program, property 
owners can receive no-cost advertising 
materials and media time, special events 
such as pool parties and movie nights, 
plus other incentives for allowing EPB 
to market the availability of its services 
directly to tenants. 

“We produce co-branded television 
spots and billboards to run on our 
media outlets,” says Daniel Bishop, 
EPB’s MDU representative. “We’ll 
also produce virtual reality tours for 
a property’s website that show off the 
apartments and amenities and enable 
EPB to place targeted messaging 
showing potential tenants how they can 
make the most of fiber optic broadband 
throughout their living spaces.”

DEDICATED CUSTOMER 

SERVICE 

EPB Fiber Optics knows a thing or two 
about broadband internet. In 2009, it 

gave Chattanooga its first and only fiber 
optic network that delivered broadband 
service to every home and business. A 
year later, EPB Fiber Optics boasted 
1,000 Mbps internet, the nation’s 
fastest commercial and residential 
speeds, and established Chattanooga as 
“Gig City.” By 2013, EPB Fiber Optics 
had the largest market share of any 
single provider serving Chattanooga. 
This year, EPB Fiber Optics is poised 
to achieve a larger market share within 
its 600-square-mile service area than 
all other competitors combined. That’s 
how popular super-fast broadband  
has become. 

However, EPB learned that ensuring 
customer satisfaction takes more 
than just faster internet and superior 
fiber optic television. It also boasts 
award-winning, local customer service 
available 24 hours a day, every day – 
not just for every MDU subscriber but 
for MDU property managers as well.

“We have a local, dedicated EPB 
representative who is our personal 
concierge for everything fiber optic,” 
says Lusk. “He communicates with 
us about every aspect of installation 
and service, promotes EPB to our 
tenants and, more important, promotes 
our property to the public. He even 

proactively pushes traffic to our leasing 
agents, which is amazing.”

“It’s not a true partnership in EPB’s 
eyes if we aren’t actively promoting the 
property along with our broadband 
services,” says Bishop. “We would be 
remiss if we didn’t drive traffic to the 
property while promoting our services. 
To us, going above and beyond is a 
win-win for all parties involved.”

The trend among younger 
professionals, not only in large cities 
but also in mid-sized cities such as 
Chattanooga, is to rent or own homes 
in MDU communities located close 
to work, shopping and entertainment 
options. However, just as important, 
the number of these residents who 
require high-speed broadband internet 
connections – and the businesses they 
work for – is going to continue to rise 
well beyond the trend and into the 
future. v

Chuck Crowder is a senior copywriter 
with EPB Fiber Optics and a freelance 
writer. He can be reached at crowdercc@
epb.net. You can reach Daniel Bishop, 
retail and  field marketing team lead 
for EPB Fiber Optics in charge of MDU 
marketing, at bishopad@epb.net. 

EPB promotes its services by creating virtual 

tours on property websites.
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What Owners Need  

From Telecom Contracts

Telecom services are changing rapidly – and so are the contracts between property 

owners and telecom providers. Negotiating a contract that protects residents and 

property values takes time and understanding. 

By Mike Coco / Choice Property Resources

N
o one likes homework, but to 
negotiate advantageous contracts, 
owners of multifamily properties 

need to put in the time to ensure that they 
bring full value to their properties. To do this, 
owners need to understand the newest telecom 
technologies, determine when it makes sense 
to upgrade infrastructure and know how to 
construct provider deals to meet current and 
future business goals.

Are opportunities available for existing and 
new construction properties? Absolutely, but 
you need to recognize the complexity of each 
situation and do your homework to identify and 
integrate these opportunities.

Negotiating contracts in 2018 is not what 
it was 10 years ago. Within the last five years, 
revolutionary changes have altered the entire 
industry. More multifamily providers are 
surfacing, and large telecom providers are 
restructuring. Technology is on the move and is 
faster and more reliable than ever before. There 
are also more services and more methods for 
delivering services. 

At the crux of this paradigm shift are owners 
who want to provide competitive telecom 
options and amenities that best suit their 
residents’ preferences. Resident demand for 
ever-faster internet speeds, provider variety and 
high reliability often varies by type of MDU. 
For example, student properties may require 

different technologies and infrastructure than 
senior properties. To stay competitive, you must 
know what types of services your residents need 
and what they are purchasing with an eye to  
the future. 

“This is a complicated and time-consuming 
process,” says Pat Belden, president and CEO  
of POAH Communities. “Gathering bids from 
all the telecom providers is a huge challenge. 
We’ve found that it is helpful to have the 
leverage of a third party when properties 
experience service problems.”

MORE PROVIDERS

Today, more providers are available than ever 
before, and the landscape is constantly changing 
as technology leaders merge and standardize 
their services. In the United States, leaders such 
as Comcast, Charter Spectrum, AT&T and Cox 
Communications continue to outspend many 
peers in their capital budgets. Properties in 
secondary or tertiary markets are often serviced 
by one or more providers who are chasing the 
market leaders in technologies, capital budgets 
and internet speeds.

Managing property reputations via online 
resident reviews has become very important. To 
promote selection for residents, many owners 
now opt to negotiate nonexclusive marketing 
agreements with multiple providers on a single 
property. This practice must be evaluated by 
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assessing the impacts on ancillary 
revenue and rental income as well as 
additional hardware expenses such as 
neutral lockboxes and wiring panels  
in walls.

MORE SERVICES

It’s no surprise that the internet is the 
leading telecom product and drives 
the need for technology updates. 
Although Google Fiber spurred the 
marketing push for gigabit internet 
speeds, it has yet to be determined how 
many residents actually purchase these 
speeds from any provider. However, 
the market has shown that providers 
will continue to deploy faster internet 
speeds. This means owners must take 
the initiative and insist that each 
contract includes provider updates for 
the latest technologies and speeds.

Smart-home and smart-access 
technologies are quickly emerging and 
are increasingly desirable to property 
managers, staff and residents. Owners 
need to ensure that provider contracts 
do not include terms and conditions 
that prevent the deployment of these 
technologies and amenities.

MORE DELIVERY METHODS

Owners and providers alike share a 
growing interest in propertywide Wi-Fi. 
Many providers promote varying degrees 
of managed Wi-Fi, but only a minority 
of owners currently choose this service, 
and it is too early to tell how widely it 
will be deployed. To promote better 
customer service, some providers set up 
dedicated call centers and installation 
teams for these properties.

Managed Wi-Fi allows owners 
to use wireless networks to manage 
smart technologies, security cameras 
or staff communication. In addition, 
many owners choose to establish Wi-Fi 
hotspots in common areas, and they 
must also determine whether to establish 
separate networks for resident usage. 

Typically found on many student 
properties and a growing number of 
senior properties, propertywide Wi-Fi 
can offer a marketing edge as it presents 
convenience and value to residents. In 
these setups, the cost for bulk internet 
is included in residents’ amenity fees or 
as part of the rent. 

Propertywide Wi-Fi requires 
installations of wireless access points, 
enterprise-grade routers and controllers. 
Owners must evaluate the operational 
impact propertywide Wi-Fi will have 
and measure it against staff capabilities 
as the contract is negotiated. 

CHANGES IN FINANCIAL 

STRUCTURE 

As internet access becomes more 
important relative to traditional wireline 
telephone and cable TV, providers are 
offering different financial proposals. 
Some providers now propose monthly 
flat fees per subscriber rather than fees 
based on penetration percentages. 
Owners must carefully evaluate these 
options, comparing this new model to 
traditional revenue share models. Long-
term, owners must continue to evaluate 
their real estate assets for methods to 
generate additional revenue.

PROPERTY UPGRADES

Ideally, upgrades to property 
infrastructure should be discussed with 
providers beforehand and written into 
contracts. Owners are learning the 
value of establishing scopes of work and 
adding checkpoints into contracts. 

Currently, no industrywide standard 
exists for who is responsible for 
infrastructure costs. Although providers 
and an increasing number of owners 
want features such as structured wiring 
panels in each unit, the cost of the 
equipment, installation and power at the 
location are all subject to negotiation 
with providers. Even the same provider 
may measure ROI differently on similar 
projects in different markets.

To cover expensive installations in 
bulk deals, providers usually charge a 
higher monthly fee and offer to carry the 
capital costs because they can usually 

finance these costs at lower interest 
rates. Owners that have available capital 
may choose to invest up front and pay a 
lower recurring monthly provider rate. 
All this is up for negotiation.

HITTING THE SWEET SPOT 

WITH NEW CONSTRUCTION

Multifamily development is moving at 
a record pace in the United States. In a 
recent report, the National Apartment 
Association and National Multifamily 
Housing Council determined that 4.6 
million additional multifamily units will 
be needed by 2030. This housing market 
demand, combined with an increase in 
tax credits for low-income housing over 
the next five years, suggests that this 
development trend will continue. 

To avoid construction delays, 
developers now aim to have telecom 
contracts completed early in the 
development and construction process. 
This trend suits both developers and 
providers. In fact, most providers 
won’t commit capital and engineering 
resources until the contract is signed. 
Some large providers have created 
onerous processes for committing 
resources to build out to new 
properties. This requires starting 
contract negotiations earlier, typically 
months before groundbreaking.

Most new construction sites request 
multiple providers on the premises to 
offer choices to residents. This trend 
promotes more nonexclusive marketing 
agreements and requires placing 
structured wiring panels in units. Such 
panels allow multiple providers to 
collocate equipment and wiring.

Syncing with site construction is 
imperative to avoid delays. Often, a 
joint trench is used for dry utilities 
(electricity, gas, communications), 
including telecom installations. Some 

Smart-home and smart-access technologies 

are desirable to property managers, staff 

and residents. Make sure that contracts don’t 

prevent deployment of these technologies. 

http://www.broadbandcommunities.com


MDU INDUSTRY ANALYSIS

56 | BROADBAND COMMUNITIES | www.broadbandcommunit ies.com | OCTOBER 2018

PROACTIVE MANAGEMENT FOR TELECOM CONTRACTS

The infographic shows the typical level of in-house resources needed for an owner/operator to proactively manage 

telecom contracts for a multistate, 50-property portfolio with no acquisitions/dispositions and no new development.

RESEARCH

Research establishes the data necessary to make solid 

contract decisions. Owners should investigate

• Existing telecom provider(s) and the technologies 

being supplied, including the deployment method 

used by each provider

• Terms of all current contracts, including expiration 

dates

• Properties for which no contracts exist or contracts 

auto-renew.

ANALYZE

Owners should identify providers that have a presence 

near each property, evaluate new services and 

technologies, and determine where technology or 

hardware upgrades are needed and where service 

problems exist. In addition, they should check with 

property managers to gauge resident satisfaction with 

current provider(s). This analysis will provide the criteria 

for the next step. 

GATHER COMPETITIVE BIDS

For each property, contact existing and new providers 

and request a bid. Determine whether marketing rights 

will be offered to a provider and if the preference is to 

offer two or more providers on the property. Be sure  

to address any upgrades or service issues that need to 

be resolved. 

NEGOTIATE

Familiarize yourself with the contract terms and 

language for each vendor. To meet business goals, 

consider upgrades, service requirements or changes 

needed from provider(s). If you don’t understand a 

contract term, seek outside expertise.

Service level agreements (SLAs) should be 

incorporated in the contracts between each telecom 

provider and the owner. An SLA defines the service 

requirements from the providers. Negotiate SLA terms 

in each contract to provide protection for residents and 

the asset.

Wire usage has always been a point of contention 

between owners and providers. Ownership of the 

hardware, home-run wiring and wiring inside a 

unit must be identified. This should be properly 

documented in new contracts.

MANAGE

After selecting the most advantageous contract for each 

property, preserve the integrity of the contract over 

its term (usually three to 10 years). First, ensure that all 

upgrades and service issues are completed according 

to  the predetermined timeline. Proactive contract 

management will help keep you on top of service issues, 

revenue collection and provider communication. Be sure 

to track end dates and notification requirements, as this 

will allow you to advantageously position new contracts.
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developers have found that a dry-
utility consultant is essential to better 
manage timelines and minimize the 
risk of delays. This is especially true in 
California because of its population 
density and site complexities. 

“Our responsibility is to get the 
conduit from the utility point of 
connection to each of the buildings 
for phone, cable, gas and electric,” says 
John Voris, president of E4 Utility 
Design. “Telecom providers don’t want 
to incur the expense unless there is a 
negotiated contract in place, whether 
it is an exclusive or nonexclusive rights 
agreement. It is also common for 
owners to spend money up front so the 
infrastructure is in place for future use.”

New construction activity in this 
country will continue to be driven 
by population growth and the “silver 
tsunami.” Baby boomers have a 
growing interest in owning or renting 
multifamily units as they age and retire. 
This trend will continue to impact 

bulk services and the continuation 
of traditional cable TV for some 
demographics.

CONTRACT ADVISERS

Owners are more aware than ever 
of the value telecom contracts offer 
to meet business goals and enhance 
resident experiences. When they align 
with property goals, telecom contracts 
become an asset. 

Owners also want these contracts 
to be actively managed, either in-house 
or by an outside expert. Often, owners 
and operators do not have the staff 
or abilities to dedicate to this part of 
their business. “We knew there were 
challenges with our telecom contracts. 
Each of our 23 management companies 
used a different process, with no 
centralized system for evaluation, 
negotiation or management,” says Sara 
Goldstein, senior asset manager of The 
Pacific Companies. “With no time or 
resources to become experts in this 

field, we turned to a partner to help 
us take a holistic look at our portfolio. 
We discovered what was and wasn’t in 
place and where we could maximize 
our opportunities.” This is an efficient 
and effective way to boost expertise and 
capacity without adding overhead.

Just as the landscape for telecom 
technologies is changing for MDU 
properties, so are the contracts for 
these services. Be aware of new 
technologies and their impacts on 
resident satisfaction. Uncover provider 
opportunities for each property, and 
structure your contracts to include 
valuable benefits. With these tips in 
mind, your telecom contracts will help 
meet property goals. v

Mike Coco is president of Choice Property 
Resources, a full-service multifamily 
firm, partnering with owners, managers 
and developers. Contact him at mike@
choiceprop.com.
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San Francisco’s MDU Ordinance  

Is a Win-Win-Win

Under a new city ordinance, renters in San Francisco can request internet services from 

providers of their choice. The legislation appears to be a win for ISPs, property owners 

and consumers.

By Dane Jasper / Sonic

M
ultiple-dwelling-unit properties 
(MDUs) have long been an obstacle 
for internet service providers, largely 

because of the lack of regulation to guide the 
process. No clearly defined federal law regulates 
an ISP’s access to MDUs. As a result, there is no 
protection for tenants or property owners and 
no guiding principles for ISPs. This makes every 
encounter unpredictable.

Today, in most cities, a property owner 
has the ability to deny a tenant’s request for a 
specific internet service provider, hindering the 
tenant’s ability to choose. For property owners, 
there is no regulation in place to protect their 
properties and investments. For ISPs (including 
my independent ISP, Sonic), the lack of 
access to MDU residents forces them to lose a 
considerable share of the potential market.

That’s why I was pleased when, in December 
2016, San Francisco became the first U.S. city 
to pass an MDU ordinance (Ordinance 250-
16). Enacted with the goal of increasing ISP 
competition in San Francisco, the ordinance 
establishes requirements for ISPs to obtain 
access to MDUs. In terms of customer impact, 
this ordinance gives MDU tenants the freedom 
to choose ISPs rather than limiting them to 
the ISPs that property owners choose. Finally, 
the ordinance provides clear guidelines and 
processes for ISPs, strengthening relationships 
between ISPs and owners.

BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS,  

CREATING CHOICE 

Since passage of the ordinance, Sonic has 
benefited in terms of its business and its 
relationships with property owners. More 
important is the positive impact this ordinance 
has had on the San Francisco ISP market, 
providing competitive ISPs the opportunity to 
increase market share and better compete with 
industry conglomerates.

Conversations with property owners. 
Before the ordinance was passed, property 
owners were able to deny ISPs, such as Sonic, 
access to a building without any explanation – 
often simply because they were unfamiliar with 
a company. With the ordinance, a property 
owner is now required to allow a potential 
competitor an on-site visit, giving it the 
opportunity to walk through the installation 
process in person and educate the owners about 
the company and its values. 

Site visits have now become the primary 
way of changing property owners’ perceptions 
(or lack thereof) of Sonic because we can show 
them, in person, the benefits of gigabit fiber, 
address their concerns and give them peace of 
mind. Property owners that were once reluctant 
to admit Sonic into their buildings have become 
our biggest advocates.

Happy tenants, happy owners. This 
ordinance benefits MDU tenants and property 

https://sfgov.legistar.com/View.ashx?M=F&ID=4737900&GUID=802633DB-E0BC-4499-B95A-D86B7253FABD
https://sfgov.legistar.com/View.ashx?M=F&ID=4737900&GUID=802633DB-E0BC-4499-B95A-D86B7253FABD
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owners as well. Tenants benefit by 
having access to gigabit fiber internet 
and having more than one option when 
selecting an ISP. According to FCC 
data, nearly half of U.S. residents have 
at best one option for internet service of 
25 Mbps or higher. 

Owners can increase their property 
values by offering gigabit fiber as an 
amenity. In fact, according to the 
Fiber Broadband Association, rental 
properties that have fiber internet 
installed can increase their monthly 
rents by 8 percent. As more and more 
consumers depend on fast internet to 
stream content, video conference and 
more, amenities such as fast internet are 
growing in importance among tenants. 

ISP competition. Fundamentally, 
this is a win for the competitive 
marketplace. Before this ordinance, 
large incumbent ISPs had a 
stranglehold over many MDUs in San 
Francisco, furthering the monopoly 
they have long held throughout the city. 
This ordinance gives independent ISPs 
another chance to compete with the big 
guys and opens up new territories for 
independent carriers to thrive. More 
competition means a better, faster 
internet for consumers.

UNEXPECTED ROADBLOCKS 

As is to be expected with any new 
legislation, we also experienced a 
few roadblocks in navigating this 
ordinance. However, we found ways to 
overcome them all.

The need to collaborate with 
property owners. We at Sonic realized 
quickly this ordinance was not a magic 
entry point into every MDU in San 
Francisco. We still needed to work with 
property owners, explain our installation 
process and make sure they felt good 
about how we were proceeding. 

Some property owners were 
apprehensive about the ordinance, as 
they saw it as a way for ISPs to force 
their way into buildings without regard 
for their concerns. Understandably, 
aesthetics is a common concern among 
owners of historic buildings and can 
create reluctance to allow access to 
unknown providers. For example, in 
buildings of historical or architectural 
significance, property owners often 

feared that installing fiber might damage 
building exteriors. Property owners ask 
us whether fiber can be installed using 
existing wiring, as they don’t want any 
new wires in their buildings. With the 
ordinance, we have the opportunity to 
discuss alternative installation methods 
and create fiber delivery methods that 
have minimal impact on building 
integrity. 

After requesting access to a new 
MDU, we’ve learned that the best 
approach is to have open, honest 
conversations with property owners. 
Once we walk them through our 
installation process and the intentions 
of the ordinance in a polite, respectful 
manner, property owners are generally 
open to working with us, allowing us to 
form strong partnerships across the city. 

Increased formality and 

communication during inspection 

and installation. Since the passing 
of the ordinance, we’ve noticed 
that more building owners have 
formally requested us to prove we 
have appropriate liability insurance, 
installation processes and regulatory 
authority to provide services. 

As a result of these requests for 
increased transparency, we’ve created 
more informative resources to share, 
including an outline of our MDU 
installation process and a company 
brochure specifically crafted for 
property owners. This ensures that 
every question is answered when we 
request access to a new building. 

Understanding and navigating a 

new set of rules. Not surprisingly, 
interpreting the language and articles 
of the ordinance has been a challenge. 
For example, the ordinance states that 
a property owner is entitled to “just 
and reasonable compensation” from a 
communications service provider for 
installing, operating and maintaining 
the facilities and equipment needed to 
provide service on its property. However, 
because there are no guidelines as to 
what “just and reasonable” means, 
the definition is left up for discussion 
between an ISP and a property owner. 

In response, we developed an 
offering that meets property owners’ 
compensation expectations, benefiting 
both parties and allowing us to 
continue discussions and progress with 
building access.

Despite the learning curve that 
comes with any new piece of legislation, 
this ordinance has created more 
opportunity for smaller ISPs in San 
Francisco and reflects another step 
toward creating a truly competitive 
ISP marketplace in San Francisco. It’s 
been greatly helpful in Sonic’s own 
expansion efforts, and I hope this 
MDU ordinance will serve as a model 
for more cities across the U.S. to adopt 
in the future. v

Dane Jasper is the CEO and co-founder 
of Sonic, the largest independent internet 
service provider in Northern California. 
Contact Dane at Dane.Jasper@sonic.com.

Sonic can reassure owners of San Francisco’s historic 

buildings about the impact of fiber on their properties.
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Broadband Do-It-Yourselfers 

Developers of master-planned communities without access to first-class internet service 

have another option: Create their own infrastructure.

By David Daugherty / Clarus Broadband 

R
emember the expression, “If you want 
something done right, do it yourself”? 
Attributed to Napoleon Bonaparte, 

this saying sums up the frustration of a growing 
number of large bandwidth consumers. 

Master-planned community (MPC) 
developers such as Hillwood Communities 
and Republic Property Group (whose Walsh 
community was profiled in the August-
September 2017 issue of BroadBand 

Communities) belong to this growing group 
of broadband consumers. More important, 
they have the bandwidth appetite and financial 
means to make a difference for an emerging 
and demanding demographic – millennials. 
Millennials (also known as Generation Y), 
the demographic cohort following Generation 
X, are notable for their increased use of and 
familiarity with communications, media and 
digital technologies. 

According to the 2017 State of the Nation’s 
Housing Report from Harvard University’s 
Joint Center for Housing, millennials account 
for 16 million of the nation’s 124.5 million 
households. By 2035, millennials will account 
for 49.8 million households “and are thus 
reshaping housing [and internet] demand in 
profound ways.” 

A NEW BROADBAND NARRATIVE

Serving the millennial generation will require 
thinking about broadband in new ways. Several 
concepts will form the foundation for a new 
narrative around the deployment and support of 
internet services. First is the difference between 
internet access (which can be thought of as 

a consumer good) and an internet utility. A 
utility provides adequate supplies of an essential 
service throughout a community in a consistent, 
reliable, problem-free manner. 

Second is the need for proactive 
management. Given the rapidly changing 
technical landscape, the deployment of reliable 
infrastructure that will deliver uninterrupted 
service over time is not a static problem. 
Problem-free operation over time requires real-
time feedback and adjustments to infrastructure 
and operating procedures. I call this “temporal 
stability.” To achieve temporal stability, an 
internet operator must design a system able to 
anticipate and respond to problems. 

The impact of temporally stable broadband 
on real estate investments has become material. 
For several reasons, real estate developers, 
home builders and real estate management 
companies cannot always depend on incumbent 
ISPs to deliver temporally stable, utility-quality 
broadband. First, the limited geographic 
footprints of the incumbents make it difficult 
for national developers and property managers 
to get consistent services across markets. 
Second, there are no guarantees that ISPs 
will continue to maintain their networks over 
time in a way that will meet communities’ 
requirements. Finally, networks have been 
effectively extended into subscribers’ homes 
as subscribers add more and more connected 
devices, and not all ISPs are willing to provide 
utility-quality broadband within homes. 

As a result, many developers, builders 
and management companies are considering 
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forming in-house broadband companies 
(IBCs). They are DIYers. 

Developers’ building fiber 
infrastructure is not a new idea. Many 
did just that in the pre-recession heyday 
of MPCs. The new twist on this old 
model is that instead of considering 
fiber and conduit as assets in the same 
category as water pipes, developers are 
now more likely to realize that their 
fiber infrastructure requires ongoing 
expert management. 

Given that IBCs aren’t necessarily 
experts themselves, one way for them 
to manage their fiber assets is to use 
a franchise-like model, in which their 
small, in-house service organizations 
are backed by mature, centralized 
management companies tuned to the 
specific needs of the community. A 
centralized management company can 
use an established support model that 
the IBC can brand with its own name, 
bringing economies of scale to bear and 
making high-quality support available 
at a low cost. 

LESSONS FROM HISTORY 

Tom Woliver, director of planning 
and design at Hillwood Communities, 
explains why he is one of a growing 

number of master-planned community 
designers looking for alternative 
broadband options. “Historically,” 
he says, “getting internet into our 
communities has not been that difficult 
because the return on the investment for 
the service provider has been significant 
and can be absorbed over thousands of 
homes in master-planned communities. 
Pre-recession, all the larger ISPs would 
come into our communities and deploy 
FTTH at no cost to us. Post-recession, 
this is no longer the case. The days of 
speculative investment in community 
fiber by incumbent broadband providers 
are over.” 

This shift in business posture by 
service providers, combined with the 
growing number and complexity of 
smart-home devices, has left many real 
estate developers in confusion. It has 
created a rapidly growing demand for 
a new kind of broadband solution or 
partnership.

Even the original strategy was 
not problem-free. Woliver cites the 
community of Heritage as an example. 
In 2000, Hillwood developed Heritage, 
a 2,000-acre development on the 
north side of Fort Worth with roughly 
3,000 homes. It was designed to be the 

first fiber-to-the-home community in 
Texas. To facilitate the development 
of community fiber plant, Hillwood 
partnered with a small local provider, 
One Source Communications. 
Hillwood also formed a collaborative 
among builders to define a smart-home 
wiring specification for homes built in 
this community. 

“This worked out pretty nicely for 
us and OneSource initially,” recalls 
Woliver. “OneSource got a bulk 
service, and we were able to promote 
high-speed internet with little to no 
infrastructure investment.”

About halfway through construction, 
Verizon overbuilt the community. The 
competition undermined the One 
Source business model. Although 
residents got a wider choice of internet 
service providers, One Source lost the 
ability to sustain an acceptable level of 
customer satisfaction. 

For real estate developers who 
depend on broadband to attract and 
retain residents, this could become 
a much larger problem over time. 
Woliver believes developers can avoid 
this problem by forming partnerships 
with ISPs in which the developer 
(and, eventually, the HOA) owns the 

Harvest in Argyle, Texas, is one of Hillwood’s 

 tech-centric, smart-home communities. 
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infrastructure and provides internet 
access as a utility, paid for through 
HOA dues or property assessments. In 
this model, residents can still purchase 
services from other providers if they 
prefer, but the payments they make 
through HOA dues guarantee a revenue 
stream sufficient to support utility-level 
broadband throughout the community. 

DIVERGING PATHS

The problem became more acute as 
ISPs’ business models began to diverge 
from those of real estate developers. 
ISPs are shifting infrastructure 
investment to backhaul for 5G, 
which they expect to have a higher 
return on investment. ISPs, including 
large incumbents, still partner with 
developers (including Hillwood) on 
MPCs when such partnerships align 
with their business models. However, 
they have become less willing overall 
to invest in wired networks for new 
MPCs, and they are not always willing 
to provide services on networks they 
do not own. This leaves real estate 
developers to pick up the slack by 
investing in infrastructure and then 
turning the assets over to ISPs. 

At the same time, reliable broadband 
is increasingly important to real 
estate developers. After the recession, 
Hillwood began construction of its 
“Big Five” tech-centric, smart-home 
communities in Texas. Woliver says, 
“To help us sort through a wide range 
of smart-home and security appliances, 
we ended up partnering with a local 
integrator to develop a brand-agnostic, 
smart-home specification that would 
accommodate a wide range of smart 
appliances. This includes things like 
wireless access control, thermostats,  
and security cameras.” 

In the early days of home 
automation, builders were reluctant 
to embrace any kind of standard. 
Unfamiliar with smart-home 
technology, they did not want to 
restrict their ability to up-sell smart-
home features. This was true at 
Hillwood, but the developer imposed 
standards on builders anyway. “As it 
turned out,” recalls Woliver, “after 
we began imposing home automation 
standards on our builders, almost 97 
percent of our smart-home buyers 
purchased other home automation 
products.” That was in 2013 through 
2015; today, smart-home wiring and 
functionality are expected in new 
MPCs. The challenge developers face 
today is a rapidly growing assortment 
of smart-home appliances. In this 
environment, reliable broadband is 
mission critical.

Hillwood launched several new 
MPCs in 2018. One has 3,000 new 
homes in one of the highest-growth 
areas in the United States. None of 
the legacy ISPs are willing to invest in 
the infrastructure, and customers are 
demanding internet speeds of at least  
1 Gbps. 

“This is a hot topic with my other 
developer colleagues,” notes Woliver. 
“Current broadband service providers 
have a single-minded focus on 5G 
backhaul investment and collecting 
subscribers. This helps increase 
corporate valuation in an increasingly 
chaotic M&A environment. The days 
of investment in community FTTH 
infrastructure are over.” 

THE BROADBAND 

HURRICANE

Given the array of rapidly changing 
technology and customer expectations, 
demands on infrastructure will 

continue to escalate to the point of 
failure. This failure will first occur at 
the edge of the network where services 
are delivered. As with catastrophic 
weather events, the ability to negotiate 
the coming broadband hurricane 
will depend upon preparation and 
real-time, all-hands-on-deck support 
during outages. The bad news is that 
the coming storm will not have a 
geographic or temporal epicenter. It 
will hit the edge of the infrastructure 
and not abate over time. 

The net effect on internet service 
providers will be similar to the effect of 
the 9/11 attacks on the airline industry. 
Preparation for this storm and the 
subsequent establishment of sustained, 
acceptable performance will require 
massive investment in infrastructure 
and real-time security at the edge 
of the network. This will necessitate 
a complete redesign of internet 
infrastructure and underlying customer 
support. Traditional models will 
continue to fail, and dissatisfaction with 
incumbent service options will escalate. 

The resultant evolution of service 
models will ultimately be driven by 
collective buying. Existing business 
models for incumbent providers are 
not sufficiently robust to survive 
the broadband hurricane and will 
necessitate a change in the ownership 
of infrastructure at the edge of the 
network. Those consumers who can 
organize and negotiate bulk service 
solutions – such as MPCs – will be 
among the first to stabilize. Another 
important element of future internet 
services will be the active participation 
of consumers in the ongoing operation 
and security of the network. This kind 
of partnership with service providers 
will also provide the feedback necessary 
for sustained, acceptable performance. 

Add it all up, and the result is an 
emerging service model driven by 
broadband do-it-yourselfers. v

David Daugherty is the chairman and 
co-founder of Clarus Broadband.  
Clarus is dedicated to the development 
and marketing of broadband in 
underserved markets. Contact David  
at david@clarusbroadband.com. 

The net effect of the broadband hurricane  

on internet service providers will be similar  

to the effect of the 9/11 attacks on the  

airline industry.
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Google Fiber Helps Drive  
National OTMR Policy

Pole attachments have long been a problem for fiber overbuilders that need access to 

utility poles. With its new one-touch-make-ready rule, the FCC weighed in on their side.

By Sean Buckley

W
hen the FCC issued its one-touch-
make-ready (OTMR) ruling in 
August, the regulator advanced its 

mission of expanding broadband by removing 
barriers to deployment – but the genesis of the 
ruling can be traced to Google Fiber’s efforts. 
In the face of opposition from AT&T and 
Comcast, Google Fiber persuaded Louisville, 
Kentucky, and Nashville, Tennessee, to pass 
local OTMR ordinances in 2016 – showing 
how influential Google Fiber has been in 
changing the broadband dialogue. 

What’s telling about Google Fiber’s role in 
OTMR is that relative to established broadband 
players, the provider lacks a critical mass of 
customers.

By allowing new attachers to conduct work 
themselves, OTMR is intended to simplify pole 
attachment processes. Previously, new attachers 
had to wait for multiple parties to move existing 
facilities. This traditional make-ready process 
required new entrants such as Google Fiber to 
wait months for existing providers to move their 
lines themselves. Google Fiber says that if it can 
hire its own contractor to move lines to make 
room for its fiber, it could accelerate rollout and 
installation timelines.

SUPPORT FOR THE OTMR RULING
Google Fiber hailed the FCC’s ruling to put a 
shot in the competitive broadband arm. 

“We fully support this effort by the FCC 
and applaud the efforts of Chairman Pai 

to remove obstacles that reduce choice and 
competition for broadband consumers,” said 
John Burchett, director of public policy for 
Google Fiber, in a blog post. “As the FCC says 
in its order, One Touch Make Ready ‘will serve 
the public interest through greater broadband 
deployment and competitive entry’ – we 
couldn’t agree more.”

The Fiber Broadband Association also 
supported the FCC ruling. 

“The recent FCC order will allow a new 
pole attacher to do make-ready work all at once, 
rather than having to wait for existing attachers 
to do it sequentially, which will save significant 
time and cost,” said Lisa Youngers, president 
and CEO of the Fiber Broadband Association. 
“As a result, broadband providers can more 
expeditiously and cost-effectively upgrade  
their networks with fiber or deploy fiber in  
new markets, which facilitate gigabit service  
to residences, businesses, institutions, and 
wireless sites.”

Joining service providers in touting OTMR’s 
potential is Corning, which estimated in a joint 
study with CMA Strategy Consulting, cited in 
an FCC filing, that OTMR could drive $12.6 
billion in additional capex investment for FTTP 
and $8.8 billion in additional 5G wireless 
capex. Corning said an OTMR policy would 
result in 8.3 million additional premises passed 
by fiber and 5.9 million incremental premises 
passed by 5G wireless. 

https://ecfsapi.fcc.gov/file/1022610861176/Corning%20Febraury%2026%20Ex%20Parte.pdf
http://www.broadbandcommunities.com
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SIMPLE AND COMPLEX  

MAKE-READY

The FCC’s OTMR order distinguishes 
between “simple” and “complex” make-
ready work. 

Simple make-ready, as previously 
defined by the Broadband Deployment 
Advisory Committee, is needed when 
a new attacher puts new facilities on 
a pole’s communications space and 
existing attachments can be transferred 
without any outages or splicing.

Complex make-ready involves more 
difficult transfers and relocation of 
existing equipment. Included in this 
definition is pole replacement. 

Incumbent telcos such as AT&T 
and Verizon aren’t on the same page in 
regard to complex make-ready. 

AT&T maintains that complex 
make-ready should be done by the pole 
owner to prevent outages and ensure 
safety. 

“Limiting OTMR to routine work 
would minimize service disruptions, 
which are inherent in complex make-
ready work, such as the transfer of 
wireless equipment and cable splicing,” 
AT&T said in an FCC filing. 

However, Verizon said in a separate 
FCC filing that OTMR could be 
applied to complex and simple make-
ready. By allowing for these scenarios, 
current owners and attachers could 
extend the review process while 
providing necessary notice to all 
existing attachers.

Verizon suggested that there should 
be a “slightly longer notice period before 
a contractor performs complex OTMR.”

VYING FOR PRICE PARITY 

Besides defining make-ready types, 
the FCC sought to bring parity to pole 
access rates – updating the rules in the 
regulator’s 2011 order. 

Incumbent providers (ILECs) claim 
that in markets where they don’t own 
poles – a number that had dwindled 
by 2011 – they pay fees far higher than 
do cable companies or competitive 
providers (CLECs). 

A 2017 USTelecom study showed 
that while CLECs paid only $3.00 to 
$3.75 per pole, ILECS still paid $26.00 
a pole. The study revealed that in some 

instances, ILECs paid pole attachment 
rates 1,000 percent higher than their 
CLEC competitors – and 1,800 percent 
higher than their cable competitors. 

USTelecom found that the ILECs 
surveyed paid pole owners nearly nine 
times what the ILECs charged cable 
providers and almost seven times 
the rates ILECs charged CLECs. It 
added that the results are “even more 
imbalanced than those from the 2008 
USTelecom Survey (eight times and six 
times, respectively).”

Jonathan Spalter, president and 
CEO of USTelecom, said the FCC’s 
move will give service providers greater 
incentive to expand broadband services. 

“Marketplace rate parity will 
help spur broadband deployment 
and competition in all areas of the 
country – including for our most rural 
communities and families,” Spalter said.

AT&T was satisfied with how the 
FCC’s OTMR ruling addressed rate 
parity. 

“The order promotes fair 
competition by placing all providers on 
a path to pole attachment rate parity 
and incorporates many improvements 
to the new one-touch-make-ready pole 
attachment process,” said Joan Marsh, 
executive vice president of regulatory 
and state external affairs.

CWA WANTS FAIRNESS, 

SAFETY

The Communications Workers of 
America (CWA), one of the largest 
unions representing telecom workers, 
continues to oppose OTMR policies. 

CWA said that enabling competitors 
to farm out make-ready work to third 
parties could compromise collective 
bargaining agreements (CBAs) it 
has with large telcos such as AT&T, 
CenturyLink, Frontier and Verizon. 

Over the past year, CWA has 
established contract extensions with 
the large telcos or is in the process of 
working on new contracts. 

Union locals in Verizon’s Northeast 
and Mid-Atlantic regions and Verizon 
Connected Solutions voted to ratify 
four-year extensions of their current 
contracts, while CWA and AT&T are 
still working out the details of a new 
contract in the Midwest region.

But compromising CBAs is only 
one issue. CWA claims OTMR hinders 
public safety. 

AT&T employee and CWA member 
Chad Melton cited safety issues such as 
incorrect wire attachments in Louisville, 
Kentucky, for example. He explained in 
an FCC filing that “shoddy” work can 
“threaten workers and public safety and 
lead to service problems.” 

Countering CWA’s argument about 
public safety, Google Fiber said in an 
amicus brief responding to AT&T’s 
suit against Louisville’s ordinance that 
an OTMR policy could reduce safety 
issues and outages by reducing the 
number of truck rolls.

“By adopting a ‘climb once’ 
process, or ‘one-touch make-ready,’ 
for Louisville Metro’s rights-of-way, 
the Ordinance addresses problems 
associated with the serial make-
ready procedure and thereby helps 
improve safety and reduce community 
disruption,” Google Fiber said in its 
filing. “The Louisville Metro Council 
considered that the Ordinance would 
‘reduc[e] inefficiencies and congestions 
on [Louisville] streets.’”

The FCC also dismissed the CWA’s 
concerns, saying that because CWA 
workers can be present during the 
make-ready process, the order addresses 
safety and outage issues. 

Unions fear that OTMR can threaten the safety 

of workers and the general public and lead 

to outages. Google Fiber and the FCC dismiss 

these concerns.

https://www.ustelecom.org/sites/default/files/documents/USTelecom-Ex-Parte-Pole-Data-2017-11-21.pdf
https://ecfsapi.fcc.gov/file/10524273793176/OTMR%20ex%20parte%20-%205-18-18%20-%20Schwarz.pdf
https://www.scribd.com/document/327210788/AT-T-Suit
https://www.scribd.com/document/327210788/AT-T-Suit
http://www.broadbandcommunities.com
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“We find that CWA’s concerns are already addressed in 
the proposed OTMR regime through the opportunity for 
existing attachers to be present for surveys and make-ready 
work and to conduct post-make-ready inspections on the 
work performed,” the FCC said in its OTMR order. “Both 
opportunities provide existing attachers with a safeguard 
against facility damage and harms that could result from 
contractor mistakes – and nothing in our adoption of an 
OTMR regime should be construed as preventing an existing 
attacher from using union contractors pursuant to an 
applicable CBA on pole related work not subject to OTMR 
that the existing attacher is entitled to perform.”

ALTERNATIVE APPROACHES

However compelling OTMR is, it’s not the first effort to 
change pole attachment processes. Cable operators and the 
state of Connecticut proposed alternative methods. The 
history of these proposals shows just how contentious the 
issue has been. 

Comcast and Charter, joined by cable industry 
associations such as NCTA, remain the loudest opponents to 
Google Fiber–driven OTMR ordinances. 

The NCTA’s Accelerated and Safe Access to Poles (ASAP) 
2018 proposal contained three elements: Utilities would more 
quickly process applications for attachments; existing attachers 

would be required to perform make-ready more quickly; and 
new attachers would be required to use an existing attacher’s 
contractors to move an existing attacher’s facilities.

However, Google Fiber and Verizon opposed NCTA’s 
proposal. 

“In short, NCTA’s ‘Accelerated and Safe Access to Poles’ 
proposal does not rectify the most significant problems 
identified with the existing process. Instead, the NCTA 
approach would continue today’s problematic make-ready 
approach, allowing each attacher to individually move its 
attachment,” Verizon said in an FCC filing.

NCTA was quick to dismiss claims by Google Fiber and 
Verizon that the ASAP plan represented nothing more than 
Comcast and Charter trying to push their own agendas.

“Verizon and Google’s opposition to the ASAP proposal 
is entirely predictable, given that the proposal departs in 
a number of ways from the extreme positions they have 
advocated,” NCTA said in an FCC filing.

Comcast and Charter advocated a “right-touch, make-
ready” scheme. Under this structure, existing attachers could 
perform make-ready sequentially within a designated time 
period, and fines and other penalties would encourage them 
to meet their deadlines.

However, the FCC said the NCTA’s and cable operators’ 
proposals would create unrealistic timelines for utilities. “We 
reject proposals advanced in the record to reform the pole 
attachment timeline – specifically, ‘right-touch, make-ready’ 
and NCTA’s ‘Accelerated and Safe Access to Poles’ (‘ASAP’) 
proposal – which merely modify the current framework rather 
than using OTMR,” the FCC said in its order.

In 2014, Connecticut adopted the single pole 
administrator scheme, which aimed to streamline pole 
attachments by assigning electric distribution companies the 
responsibility of administering all pole attachment requests 
and doing the make-ready work. 

Currently, the state is battling incumbents over the 
single pole administrator approach. “The state’s utility 
regulator has administratively supported the single pole 
administrator concept, but telecom operators and pole owners 
have demonstrated concern about potential competition 
from CLEC entrants, and more work remains to unjam 
those roadblocks to create a working open access process for 
attachments,” said Bill Vallee, Connecticut’s broadband policy 
coordinator. Vallee added that the process was intended to 
achieve the “benefits of streamlined and accelerated make-
ready for all attachers through one truck roll, reduced costs 
with one engineering study and other administrative costs, and 
the transparency of a statewide pole attachment database.”  

Though it may be too soon to speculate about OTMR’s 
influence on any particular market or customer group, it’s 
clear that the FCC has set the stage for a new national policy 
that will affect the way wireline and wireless providers expand 
service. v

Sean Buckley is a reporter with more than a decade of telecom 
industry experience. You can contact him at seanb72@comcast.net. 

https://ecfsapi.fcc.gov/file/103051637522324/030518%2017-84%20ex%20parte.pdf
mailto:seanb72@comcast.net
http://www.broadbandcommunities.com
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Telehealth and the Digital Divide

Telehealth holds the promise of reducing health care costs and improving health 

outcomes. However, inadequate broadband in both rural and urban areas prevents 

telehealth services from reaching those who most need them. 

By Craig Settles / Gigabit Nation

T
he internet enables patients to be more 
educated about and participate more in 
their own health care and enables doctors 

to be more knowledgeable. As telehealth gains 
in popularity, it is discussed most often in terms 
of rural health care. However, quantitative and 
qualitative research suggest that telehealth is not 
only a rural issue. No doubt, rural broadband 
and health care (and by extension, telehealth) 
urgently need help. But broadband and 
telehealth in urban areas need help, too. 

Telehealth advocates often cite the 
technology’s benefits to patients in rural areas 
two or three hours away from the nearest 
medical facility. However, travel-time issues 
plague urban areas as well because of the 
redlining inadvertently caused by public 
transportation. “In North Omaha, the public 
transportation systems are inadequate, so a 
person trying to get to the main hospital in 
downtown Omaha may take two hours or more 
for what should be a 20-minute car ride,” states 
Jennifer Amis, CEO of Encounter Telehealth.

It’s easy to cast broadband and telehealth 
challenges in a way that pits urban against rural 
interests. However, a thorough needs analysis 
may find that rural and urban communities 
face similar hurdles – and rewards – and that 
community-owned broadband can address these 
issues. For example, the rural digital divide is 
even more troubling for rural Americans of 
color. A recent study by Free Press shows that 
63 percent of the people living in rural blocks 
in which people of color make up 90 percent 

or more of the total population have no wired 
provider offering 25 Mbps or higher downstream 
speeds, yet only 39 percent have no provider at 
this speed threshold in rural blocks where the 
population is more than 90 percent white.

RURAL AND URBAN DIGITAL 
DIVIDES 
Communities cannot have telehealth without 
reliable, fast broadband. Telehealth vendors 
try to compensate in areas with sketchy 
broadband by condensing their applications to 
perform better on cellular networks. However, 
this strategy doesn’t solve the problem. “Our 
platform works well over cellular,” says Amis. 
“However, if an area has bad broadband, it 
probably has bad cell phone reception as well.” 

There is ample data about the lack of good 
broadband in rural areas. For example, only 
58 percent of rural Americans have broadband 
installed in their homes, according to the Pew 
Research Center, and those who do often pay 
exorbitant prices for sluggish speeds. 

But what about urban areas? 
“The public has been misinformed,” said 

Eric Brown, president of California Telehealth 
Network (CTN). “Often in the public 
discourse, when telehealth is discussed, rural 
health gets the headlines. There’s no doubt that 
the rural areas need assistance. But there’s a lot 
of work still needed in urban areas – more than 
people think.” 

What about articles that say only 4 percent 
of urban residents don’t have broadband 

http://www.broadbandcommunities.com
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access? First, that’s not quite true. 
Service providers can call a census 
block covered when only one house 
has internet access and use marketing 
language such as “up to x speed” 
though residents rarely get the 
maximum speed. Second, broadband is 
unaffordable for many urban residents. 
For all these reasons, the Pew Research 
Center finds that only 67 percent of 
urban residents have home broadband 
connections – better than in rural areas, 
but not anywhere near good enough. 

Statistics from the most disconnected 
large and mid-size U.S. cities paint a 
stark picture of just how serious the 
digital divide is in urban areas. 

Using data from the 2016 American 
Community Survey, the National 
Digital Inclusion Alliance lists the total 
numbers and percentages of households 
without fixed broadband (cable, DSL, 
fiber) in the 10 least-connected cities. 

COMMUNITY BROADBAND 

AND TELEHEALTH

The gigabit network in Chattanooga, 
Tennessee, and EPB, the public 
utility that runs the city’s network, 
are extremely popular, and EPB’s 
commitment to telehealth reflects its 
devotion to innovation on behalf of 
subscribers. Dr. Laurie Davis and her 
staff at their practice, In Good Health, 
use EPB broadband in the office and 
their homes. They are part of a pilot 
test for Docity telehealth products 
conducted by EPB.

Even with older infrastructure, 
community-owned broadband can be 
a net positive for telehealth delivery 
in urban areas. For example, the 
neighborhood of Old Brooklyn in 
Cleveland, Ohio, built a free Wi-Fi 
network. The Center for Health 
Care Research and Policy, part of 
MetroHealth Medical Center in 
Cleveland, compared 10,619 Old 
Brooklyn residents who accessed a 
patient portal (telehealth) using the free 
Wi-Fi coverage with 62,508 residents 
throughout Cuyahoga County, where 
Cleveland is located, who accessed the 
same portal without free public Wi-Fi.

“There was a 50 percent higher 
portal use with free Wi-Fi,” reports 
Adam Perzynski, associate professor 

of medicine and sociology at Case 
Western Reserve University, for which 
MetroHealth is a teaching hospital. 
“They were 13 percent more likely to 
make an appointment via the portal 
and 15 percent more likely to check 
their lab results. We can infer that, if 
you have telehealth set up in areas with 
free or affordable broadband, you will 
have more telemedicine usage.” 

Old Brooklyn’s Wi-Fi network is 
eight years old, which is old in the 
technology world. A community 
building a network today has an array 
of wireless infrastructure technology 
options at its disposal. 

COOPERATIVES AND 

TELEHEALTH

Co-ops increasingly are building 
broadband networks in rural 
communities and assessing the 
possibilities for telehealth. “There seems 
to be a need for proactive telehealth 
intervention, and the broadband 
connections have to be up for that,” 
says Robert Hance, president and 
CEO of Midwest Electric Cooperative. 
“We’re creating a list of possibilities 
because it’s easy to gather or hire the 
knowledge necessary to make these 
telehealth applications work.”

Hance goes on to say, “Having the 
telehealth services helps us preserve 
the rural lifestyle. If these folks can’t 

find adequate health care locally, 
they’ll have no choice but to move 
into more urban [areas]. However, that 
just puts more strain on the urban 
infrastructure. Everybody loses.”

North Georgia Network 
Cooperative (NGN), whose members 
include Habersham Electric 
Membership Corporation, Blue Ridge 
Mountain Electric Membership 
Corporation and NGN Connect, has 
fiber connected to 10,000 homes, 
libraries, schools, and hospitals in north 
Georgia, and recently added 100 Gbps 
capacity to its fiber backbone. This 
offers a great opportunity for telehealth.

“We linked 300 schools with a 10-
gig connection to create an education 
exchange,” says Michael Foor, NGN’s 
vice president of market and member 
services. “All the schools share digital 
education resources. We can do the same 
thing with a telehealthcare network. 
If talented telehealth providers come 
to us that can make our communities 
healthier, we are open to that.” 

Kevin Short, general manager 
of Anza Electric Cooperative in 
California, says, “For telehealth, you 
need to build the same broadband 
capacity we put into the schools 
to handle multiple video, multiple 
simultaneous users, 24/7 reliability and 
phenomenal service quality. Eventually 
you have to deliver this capacity to 

CITY HOUSEHOLDS WITHOUT 

BROADBAND

PERCENTAGE WITHOUT 

BROADBAND

Brownsville, TX 33,711 67%

Detroit, MI 147,067 57%

Hialeah, FL 42,258 56%

Shreveport, LA 38,200 51%

Memphis, TN 126,428 49%

Cleveland, OH 81,757 49%

Laredo, TX 33,077 47%

Miami, FL 81,424 47%

Jackson, MS 30,351 47%

Topeka, KS 23,775 46%

Source: National Digital Inclusion Alliance

Table 1: The 10 least-connected U.S. cities
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http://ngn.coop/ngn-connect/
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people’s homes.” As more devices are 
connected within homes, even more 
broadband capacity will be required.

THE VENDOR COMMUNITY  

WEIGHS IN

Vendors agree that better broadband 
is needed to realize the promise of 
telehealth. “We funded several telehealth 
companies with consumer products, and 
they have relied on existing broadband 
networks because they are mostly 
targeting cities,” says Vic Gatto, CEO 
of Jumpstart Foundry, a venture capital 
fund. “If you want to market to the rural 
towns, in places where there isn’t good 
broadband, you have to build a network 
alongside the telemedicine application.” 

Telehealth vendors are speaking out 
more about the inadequacies of rural 
broadband and how this prevents them 
from serving patients. Amis is frustrated 
every time Encounter Telehealth 
partners with a facility that can’t meet 
its basic bandwidth requirement. She 

says, “One prospect’s connection was 
so poor the audio was always out of 
sync. It was a group of 15 facilities, and 
we weren’t able to connect with any of 
them. I’m sure all those patients need 
specialized care they can’t get.” 

Telemedicine offers potential 
revenue to community broadband 
owners because health care is expensive 
to deliver and the internet can reduce 
those costs. What’s more, health care is 
a critical service everyone cares about 
nationwide. 

To support telehealth, however, 
community broadband infrastructure 
should be well planned. Isak Finer, 
chief marketing officer at COS 
Systems, which offers software to 
help communities plan and operate 
broadband networks, advises 
communities, “Do not build only the 
fiber ring for an open-access network; 
own the infrastructure to the premises. 
[If you leave the last-mile build to 
ISPs,] it’ll be hard finding competitors 

after the first ISP because it’s too 
expensive to overbuild infrastructure.” 
And with a single ISP, subscribers are 
unlikely to have a choice of telehealth 
vendors. Finer asks, “What happens if 
subscribers in a neighborhood want or 
need one telehealth product and the 
ISP has a partnership with a different 
telehealth vendor?”

Telehealth deployment and 
adoption require extensive needs 
assessments. Some broadband 
teams may not want to be involved 
in applications, but health care 
and telehealth are important and 
complicated. Constituents may very 
well demand that their community 
broadband team take the lead in 
facilitating telehealth deployment. v

Craig Settles is a community broadband 
industry analyst, a strategy consultant and 
the host of the Gigabit Nation radio talk 
show. Reach him at craig@cjspeaks.com.
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Telehealth Initiatives Show Promise

Telehealth is beginning to prove its worth as a means of delivering better health care at 

lower cost. Better broadband is needed to make the promise of telehealth a reality.

By Jordana Barton / Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas

I
ncreasingly, health care systems are pressured 
to deliver cost-effective, quality care to more 
people. To meet this demand, health care 

systems often rely on digital health information 
and tools to enhance continuity of care and 
increase efficiency, timeliness and reach. One 
promising tool, telehealth, is a platform that can 
be deployed to address access-to-care issues for 
both underserved urban and rural populations. 
However, broadband infrastructure and access 
gaps, particularly in low- and moderate-income 
(LMI) and rural communities, are barriers to 
unleashing telehealth’s full potential. 

Those who find themselves on the wrong 
side of the digital divide – including low-income 
people, those with little formal education, rural 
populations, the elderly and minorities – suffer 
further economic, social, political and health 
disparities resulting from disconnection. For 
example, U.S. households making $25,000 
or less have a broadband adoption rate of 
47 percent, while those making more than 
$100,000 have an adoption rate of 92 percent. 

According to the FCC’s 2016 Broadband 
Progress Report, 34 million U.S. residents lack 
access to fixed broadband at speeds of at least 25 
Mbps for downloads and 3 Mbps for uploads. 
Rural areas have the least connectivity with 39 
percent – 23 million people – lacking sufficient 
access to high-speed broadband. Given this 
gap, the use of telehealth can be stymied 
because broadband is the basic infrastructure 
for reaching people through this tool. Thus, 
a sizeable portion of the U.S. population is 
missing out on a transformative, necessary 
platform for accessing health care. 

The speeds necessary for different types of 
telehealth activities vary. 100 Mbps may suffice 
for a videoconference between a primary care 
physician or specialist and a patient; 200 Mbps 
may suffice for the transmission of some patient 
records such as CT scans or heart images; and 25 
Mbps may allow remote monitoring through a 
mobile phone for a diabetes patient. However, for 
medical schools and health systems to conduct 
advanced research, for surgeons to perform 
remote operations or for a specialist to remotely 
assist in a surgery, 1 Gbps or higher is required. 
Additionally, telehealth applications often require 
download and upload speeds to be symmetrical, 
as two-way data sharing is common. 

The first three telehealth case studies 
described here use satellite technology for 
internet access on mobile service vehicles because 
they operate in locations with limited or no 
broadband infrastructure. Satellite technology 
remains the most expensive form of broadband 
access and has limitations related to speeds, data 
caps and latency because of the time it takes data 
to travel to and from the outer atmosphere. 

The last two case studies are based in San 
Antonio and Houston respectively, urban areas 
where there was sufficient broadband fiber optic 
infrastructure to enable wireless solutions for 
the programs to operate. It should be noted, 
however, that San Antonio and Houston 
ranked among the “worst connected” of the 
75 cities in the United States with 100,000-
plus households, each with 38.2 percent of 
households without fixed broadband. If not 
addressed, this digital divide could limit the use 
of telehealth.

http://www.broadbandcommunities.com


OCTOBER 2018 | www.broadbandcommunit ies.com | BROADBAND COMMUNITIES | 73

HEALTH ON WHEELS 

The Texas border region, a mix of 
urban and rural geographies, is one 
of four persistent poverty areas of 
the United States. Approximately 48 
percent of people on the Texas-Mexico 
border live at or near the poverty line. 
An even larger percentage of residents 
in the periurban and rural colonias, 
62 percent, live in or near poverty. The 
colonias have been a public health focus 
of government agencies, community 
advocates, elected officials and residents 
for more than three decades because 
of the lack of basic infrastructure and 
substandard housing and the impact of 
those conditions on health outcomes. 

An organization serving the 
colonias, La Union del Pueblo 
Entero (LUPE), is partnering with 
a regional hospital system to use 
telehealth to improve access to care. 
LUPE’s grassroots connection with 
the communities it serves has helped 
create access to valuable programs and 
services that have improved the quality 
of life in the border region. 

Health on Wheels (HoW) is a 
telehealth program administered by 
LUPE in partnership with Methodist 
Healthcare Ministries of South 
Texas Inc., the Valley Baptist Legacy 
Foundation and Doctors Hospital at 
Renaissance to broaden access to health 
care in low-resource communities. 

HoW offers 

• Mobile health clinics 
• Community health workshops 

focused on preventive care led by 
University of Texas Rio Grande 
Valley medical school residents and 
other health advocates 

• Leadership training for certified 
promotoras (community health 
educators) through the Texas A&M 
Colonias Program. 

The mobile clinics operate out of 
a motor home retrofitted with high-
definition videoconferencing equipment 
and state-of-the-art medical devices to 
offer general medical services and vision 
and specialty care. Services include 
low-cost vision exams and eyeglasses, 
diabetes prevention and care, women’s 
health care and mental health care. 

Certified promotoras engage 
with the community to schedule 
appointments for the mobile unit, 
encourage attendance at health 
workshops and recruit future 
promotoras. Prior to partnering 
with LUPE, Doctors Hospital at 
Renaissance was unable to attract 
patients to its mobile clinic. However, 
once the hospital partnered with 
LUPE, its mobile unit became an 
effective way for border residents to 
receive health care. 

HoW plays a critical role in the 
community by identifying unmet 
health needs and serving the uninsured. 
Indeed, 91 percent of patients served 
through the program lack any health 
insurance, and the mobile clinic is the 
only place that 13 percent of its patients 
receive medical care. The mobile clinics 
also serve as an important entry point 
into the health system – 34 percent 
of mobile clinic patients have been 
referred to other community clinics for 
follow-up care. 

The HoW program illustrates 
an important lesson: Technological 
innovations can be coupled with 
innovative community development 
approaches to reach LMI populations. 
Telehealth is the tool, and the 
promotoras have gained the trust of the 
population. 

HEALTH CARE ACCESS FOR 

RURAL VETERANS 

The Rural Veterans Coordination 
Pilot Program (RVCP), operated by 
Volunteers of America North Louisiana 
in partnership with the Overton Brooks 
VA Medical Center in Shreveport, 
Louisiana, provided psychiatric services 
to veterans in underserved areas by 
using telemedicine to complement 
services offered at the VA medical 
center. The $2 million project, 
sponsored by the Department of 
Veterans Affairs (VA), outfitted a cargo 
van that served as a state-of-the art 
mobile clinic using satellite technology. 
At the mobile clinic, telemedicine 
appointments were facilitated by an 
on-site nurse or social worker and were 
videoconferenced from Overton Brooks 
VA Medical Center. 

“The program improved the 
quality of life for veterans and their 
families,” said Bryan Byrd, executive 
vice president of innovation and new 
business development for Volunteers of 
America North Louisiana. “The RVCP 
has demonstrated savings of thousands 
of miles not traveled. The average 
mileage traveled by rural veterans to the 
Overton Brooks VA Medical Center is 
145 miles per visit, with the program’s 
average annual travel savings exceeding 
$1,800 per veteran,” he said.

The program also improved 
outcomes for the VA medical center, 
with a 59 percent reduction in in-bed 
days of care and a 35 percent reduction 
in hospital readmissions. Furthermore, 
the program reduced the number of 
missed appointments, improved veteran 
access to preventive care and reduced 
higher-cost emergency room use. The 
nonprofit applied for continued support 
from the VA, and it is looking to 
diversify funding by applying for grants 
from other sources. This will enable the 
organization to expand telemedicine 
services from a focus on psychiatry 
to include additional services such as 
dermatology, diabetes management, 
long-term care and post-acute care. 

EMERGENCY RESPONSE 

During natural disasters and other 
emergency events, telehealth can make 
a big difference to both those in need 
of medical care and those providing 
the services. In these extreme situations 
where health facilities are destroyed or 
conditions restrict mobility, telehealth is 
a vital tool. Hurricane response activities 
in 2017 incorporated telemedicine to 
some degree and highlighted the need 
to integrate telemedicine into emergency 
response and disaster recovery plans 
across the country. 

In August 2017, Hurricane Harvey 
hit the Texas Gulf Coast from Corpus 
Christi to Houston, causing widespread 
damage and flooding. As part of the 
emergency response, Children’s Health 
in Dallas set up a telemedicine station 
at a major evacuee site in Houston. 
Children at the shelter were seen by 
emergency room physicians through 
a computer monitor, and doctors used 
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specially designed equipment on-site for 
measuring vital signs. 

The telemedicine station was 
prepared to treat skin rashes and 
infections, asthma (exacerbated by 
mold in flooded homes), viruses 
and bacterial infections carried by 
floodwater, and behavioral health issues 
resulting from anxiety and depression 
caused by the traumatic event. 

In the months following Hurricane 
Maria in Puerto Rico, telemedicine 
tools were used to help meet the huge 
demand for medical services. NewYork-
Presbyterian/Weill Cornell Medical 
Center set up telemedicine equipment 
and dispatched emergency personnel to 
assist patients on the ground in Puerto 
Rico. This enabled consultations with 
specialists in New York. 

Although the ability to use 
telehealth was limited in Puerto Rico 
because of limited cell phone, internet 
and electricity services after the storm, 
as Bill Siwicki of Healthcare IT News 
notes, “… the use of telemedicine in 
Puerto Rico is in essence a proof of 
concept that digital health services can 
be of tremendous value in emergency 
and disaster response situations.” 

TRANSFORMING DIABETES 

CARE 

Methodist Healthcare Ministries of 
South Texas Inc. serves low-income 
patients who typically do not have 
health insurance, often struggle 
to find reliable transportation and 
sometimes live in rural areas with 
limited access to basic health care and 
specialists. Pete Otholt, with Methodist 
Healthcare Ministries of South Texas 
Inc., emphasizes “the importance of 
telemedicine as a means of providing 
integrated, responsive and cost-effective 
health care services to underserved 
populations. For diabetes patients, real-
time support is especially important as 
many factors contribute to managing 
the disease.” 

As part of an initiative to provide 
integrated health care in real time, 
Methodist Healthcare Ministries 
of South Texas Inc. and Medtronic 
developed the Turning Point pilot 
program for diabetic patients with 
uncontrolled HbA1c (A1c) levels – a 

measure of average level of blood 
glucose, or blood sugar, over three 
months. The six-month pilot program 
used a smartphone digital app to 
monitor diabetes progress and offer 
real-time support, without which many 
patients fail to manage the disease 
effectively. 

For example, Philip Fisher, a 
San Antonio chef who plans and 
prepares meals for Outcry in the 
Barrio Ministry, was diagnosed with 
diabetes in 2014. Like many diabetes 
patients, Fisher was overwhelmed with 
managing the disease on his own, so he 
ignored it. When his doctor suggested 
he participate in the Turning Point 
program, Fisher had an A1c level of 
10.9 percent, well above the 7 percent 
target A1c for people with diabetes set 
by the American Diabetes Association. 

The Medtronic app helped Fisher 
keep track of his blood glucose levels, 
blood pressure, sleep patterns and 
weight. A Medtronic care coordinator 
completed Fisher’s enrollment, helped 
with equipment troubleshooting, 
maintained open communication 
through in-person or phone check-ins, 
tracked Fisher’s progress through the 
app, communicated health information 
to his physician in a timely manner to 
avoid further health complications and 
offered diet counseling. 

Fisher experienced significant 
improvement. He brought his A1c level 
down 5 points to 5.9 percent, below the 
diabetic range. These results inspired 
Fisher to begin preparing healthier meals 
for the men he serves in his ministry. 

Overall, the program was successful 
at improving patients’ A1c numbers 
by an average of 2.0 points. Fisher and 
other patients lost weight, benefited 
from increased energy and became 
role models for others in their families 
and community. Positive health 
outcomes and patient satisfaction led to 
continuation of the program. 

DIVERTING HIGH-COST 

EMERGENCY ROOM VISITS 

In 2014, the Houston Fire Department, 
in partnership with the Houston 
Department of Health and Human 
Services and 13 other community 

organizations, began the Emergency 
Telehealth and Navigation Project 
(ETHAN) to ease emergency 
department overcrowding and overuse. 
The goal of ETHAN is to reduce the 
stress on emergency response resources 
by diverting nonemergency patients to 
other, less cost-intensive resources. 

Paramedics connect patients with 
minor injuries or illnesses by video to 
an emergency physician using a wireless 
tablet device. The physician determines 
whether the patient needs to go to the 
emergency room (and if so, what mode 
of transportation is best suited to the 
patient’s level of acuity) or whether the 
patient should see a primary care doctor 
instead. When an emergency room 
visit is not necessary, appointment 
arrangements and transportation are 
coordinated for the patient. In cases 
where ETHAN was used, 80 percent of 
unnecessary ambulance and emergency 
room visits were averted. 

CONCLUSION 

An important step to unleash the 
potential of telehealth will be for 
rural and underserved communities 
to close the digital divide. Hospital 
systems can partner with local 
governments, nonprofits, broadband 
providers and others to achieve this 
goal. The significant role of broadband 
access in the provision of health 
services has led Mignon Clyburn, a 
former commissioner of the Federal 
Communications Commission, to 
call broadband access one of the social 
determinants of health. Clyburn 
recognizes that broadband is critically 
important to health outcomes and  
must be addressed along with the  
other social determinants of health: 
physical environment, socioeconomic 
factors, health care access and health 
behaviors. v

Jordana Barton is a senior advisor for 
community development at the Federal 
Reserve Bank of Dallas, San Antonio 
Branch, and has written extensively about 
closing the digital divide. This article is 
based on a longer study prepared for the 
Federal Reserve Bank. Contact Jordana 
at Jordana.Barton@dal.frb.org.
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