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Is Europe Ahead Of The
FTTx Curve?
By Jason Marcheck ■ Confluence Research Group

North Americans generally believe that our side of the
Pond is the staging ground for most new technolog-
ical innovations.  As a telecom analyst, I have so

often heard vendors say that they expect Europe to lag 18-
24 months behind North America – with Asia-Pacific usual-
ly following Europe – in adoption of most
innovations (i.e. DSL, Cable Modem,
Optical Switching, DWDM,
etc.) that I have started mak-
ing that assumption myself.
Thus, I must admit I was a
bit shocked to learn that
both Europe and Asia-Pacific
lead North America in FTTx
deployments by leaps and
bounds.

I’m sure most of you
have heard the stories of
how interactive gaming
has made FTTx-based
DSL and other
broadband technolo-
gies almost common-
place in South
Korea.  This may be
true, but to be honest,
I haven’t seen too
many hard numbers
quoted, so while I be-
lieve that demand for
broadband in that country
is healthy, I don’t know for
sure how rollout in the Far
East stacks to North America.
What I have been able to get my
hands on, however, are some
quoted figures about the prolif-
eration of FTTx to European
MDUs.  And, coming from someone who just released a re-
port citing the "dozens of new FTTx rollouts in 2002" as
reason to believe that FTTx may finally be taking off in the
U.S., let me tell you, these numbers really are impressive.

Not long ago I began trading e-mails with a gentleman

named Martin Thurman, who is the CEO of PacketFront.
PacketFront (www.packetfront.com)  is a Swedish compa-
ny that is focused on delivering Ethernet-based broadband
to homes and businesses via FTTH architecture.  Through-
out the course of our discussions, he has told me that the

apartment market (read: MDUs) is emerging as
the driving force in FTTH deployments

throughout Europe.  He has stated
that a competitor of his, B2

(short for Bredbandsbolaget),
currently has over 250,000
units passed in Sweden,
with roughly 90% of those
being apartments.  He goes
on to say that a company

called FastWeb in Italy has
passed some 300,000 units,

again roughly 90% of
those being apartments.
This is not to mention
several smaller initia-

tives he cites, consisting
of around 50,000 units or

less, that are taking place
throughout Europe.

Now, assuming this is
true, it stands to reason that
even by conservative esti-
mation, there are at least

600,000 housing units
throughout Europe passed by
FTTx systems, with MDUs
making up about 540,000 of
that number.  Using SBC’s
1,500 unit Mission Bay project

as the benchmark for MXU-FTTx installa-
tions in the U.S., I believe I’m justified in say-

ing that Europe is leaps and bounds ahead of North Amer-
ica in serving MDUs with fiber connections.  If this is true,
the question that should be asked is: Why?

As I see it, there are three main reasons why European
broadband providers are jumping on the FTTx bandwag-
on, especially when serving MDUs.  The first reason is
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technology based, and is rooted in the
slower rollout of DSL services in Eu-
rope compared to North America.  Be-
cause the regulatory environment on
that continent is such that competitive

carriers do not have the same access to
incumbent provider’s facilities, there
was not the same ridiculous mass de-
ployment of DSLAMs as there was in
the U.S.  As such, competitive carriers
are seeking to find "better" alternatives.
One such way is to trump DSL services
by offering broadband using Ethernet-
based FTTx equipment.  In addition,
the relative lack of investment in DSL

equipment has opened the door for
Ethernet-based products.  Because
broadband delivery systems in Europe
are not so steeped in ATM, service
providers are more willing to look at

Ethernet as a less expensive way to pro-
vide services.

The second reason is a matter of
distance.  Because loop lengths are
much shorter in Europe, and the den-
sity of MDUs much higher in Euro-
pean cities, the amount of fiber need-
ed to connect individual buildings is
dramatically lower than in North
America.  While, I would hesitate to

call this an incentive, I do believe that
it serves as much less of a disincentive
for carriers when making the decision
to deploy FTTx equipment.

The third, and most important, fac-

tor is cost.  From all indications, the Eu-
ropean providers are finding it less ex-
pensive to deploy FTTx equipment.  I
am as certain as a non-FTTx equip-
ment vendor can be that the FTTH
gear being sold in North America costs
between $1300-$1500 on a per home
basis.  And, this does not include the
cost of fiber and labor, which generally
will add another $800-$1200 to the

"…it stands to reason that even by conservative estimation, there
are at least 600,000 housing units throughout Europe passed by FTTx
systems, with MDUs making up about 540,000 of that number."
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total cost.  This brings the total cost for
an ATM-based PON FTTH deploy-
ment to somewhere between $2100-
$2700 per home.  My friend Mr. Thur-
man assures me that the average cost to
deploy the typical Ethernet-based solu-
tion that his company (and his com-
petitors) sells is roughly 700-1,500
Euro per home – Lock, Stock and Bar-
rel.  As a dyed-in-the-wool skeptic of
cost figures quoted by an equipment
vendor, I questioned him vigorously on
this point.  He told me that because of
the shorter loop lengths, and the accep-
tance of Ethernet technology (which is
much cheaper than the ATM-based
FTTx equipment being considered by
RBOCs today) makes it possible to
reach those cost points.  

Because I have not been to Sweden and
actually observed a walking, talking
FTTH deployment installed for about
1,000 Euro, I cannot personally vouch
for the accuracy of these claims.  In ad-
dition, because many vendors (read: all
vendors, from all industries) tend to en-
gage in modeling that makes somewhat
favorable assumptions, I would not take
this for granted as applicable in all situ-
ations.  However, as is also the case,
many vendors do not make a habit of
throwing around blatantly false num-
bers.  As such, I can say that I believe
Mr. Thurman when he states that his
Ethernet-based FTTx system can be in-
stalled in Europe for less than an equiv-
alent ATM-based PON FTTx system
can be installed in North America.  

Does this mean that we have it wrong
over here on FTTx?  No.  There are
many very good reasons why ATM
PONs can be seen as the best way for
RBOCs to integrate FTTx into its net-
works.  However, in an MDU setting,
I believe that service providers, build-
ing owners and Ethernet proponents
would be well advised to take a look at
the Old World for some New Millen-
nium perspectives on providing high-
powered broadband services. ■
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"From all indications, the European providers are
finding it less expensive to deploy FTTx equipment."


