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FEATURE ARTICLE

An Eye on the Future–Data
Over Power Lines: An Old,
New Face
By Jason Marcheck ■ Confluence Research Group

During telecom’s heyday of opti-
mism—or as some would say
in hindsight, delusion—it was

widely discussed that within a few years,
there simply would not be enough
broadband to go around.  From late
1998 through the end of 2000, if a
medium existed through which to gain
entry to a home or office (i.e. copper,
fiber, airwaves, power lines) it was in
play as the "next big thing" in broad-
band access.  As time has shown, some
mediums proved to be more viable than
others.  Clearly, copper (both coax and
twisted pair) was the logical starting
point, and most broadband connec-
tions throughout the world utilize some
form of copper-based technology.  Fiber
has shown some potential, and because
of the telephone companies’ need to
offer residential video services, should
become more popular in the coming
months and years.  Broadband via wire-
less technologies have achieved a mod-
est degree of penetration to date, with
Wi-Fi presenting the opportunity to
radically change the way we view Inter-
net connections.  Bringing up the rear
in this race has been the practice of of-
fering broadband services over power
lines.  

While communications companies
have successfully demonstrated the abil-
ity to use copper, fiber, and wireless
transmission schemes to deliver high-
speed data services, utility companies
have yet to show evidence that they
have figured out how to deliver the In-
ternet to our electrical outlets.  In fact,
incidence of progress in this area has
been so scarce, that I have noticed a
backlash in the analyst community re-
garding the notion of using power lines
to this end.  In fact, in reading an arti-
cle in a national newspaper, I saw an an-
alyst quoted as saying that he "had
enough of all these guys' Kool-Aid".
Ouch.

Reasons Why Broadband over
Power Lines Floundered

While the above sentiment might be
a bit harsh, it is likely a fair criticism
thus far.  In an industry that has seen its
share of fractured business plans get ex-
posed over the past 24 months, a cer-
tain degree of cynicism has almost be-
come a requirement when evaluating
new technologies.  In order to make a
prudent determination about a new
idea or technology, it is wise to first ask
what can go wrong? With broadband

over power lines, the biggest hurdles are:
Interference and Regulation.

Interference
As it stands, the way to distribute

broadband over power lines lies in
broadcasting a data signal via radio fre-
quency (RF), which is then captured at
a power plant, converted to an electri-
cal current, and sent out over the power
grid.  There are several issues with this.
First, the high-powered RF signal poses
a significant threat to interfere with tele-
vision, voice, and other wireless signals
that are being transmitted in the area.
In addition, there is an issue with con-
verting the voltage needed to broadcast
the broadband signal to a current that
is digestible by the standard 220/110-
volt outlets that are in our homes and
offices.  In the past, it could cost as
much as $2,000 per home just for the
required converter.  

Over the past few years, some ad-
vances have been made regarding this
situation. In terms of signal conversion
at the home, with new break throughs
in low-cost silicon, some vendors say

"While communications companies have success-
fully demonstrated the ability to use copper, fiber,
and wireless transmission schemes to deliver high-
speed data services, utility companies have yet to
show evidence that they have figured out how to
deliver the Internet to our electrical outlets."
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that the cost of making a home/office
ready to receive a broadband signal
through an electrical outlet can be as
low as approximately $100. 

Regulatory Issues
Currently, an electrical utility com-

pany is prohibited from offering com-
munications services without creating a
separate entity, and spinning it off.  As
more electric companies complete tri-
als, it is clear that the regulatory envi-
ronment will have to adapt to 1) allow
electric companies to do business more
easily, and 2) to establish some jurisdic-
tion over the use of power lines to de-
liver telecommunications services.

So, with data over power lines all but
written off, the question is, why am I
wasting time by writing about it?  Fair
enough.  The reason is that, quietly, sev-
eral significant players in the energy
market have started up trials again, and
might be close to offering services.

Pepco in Washington, DC, TXU in
Texas, Ameren in St. Louis, and Penn-
sylvania Power and Light are four of
several high profile names that are ac-
tively engaged in testing the waters.

Reasons Why Broadband over
Power Lines Can Succeed

The fact that broadband over power
lines did not succeed three years ago is
not a surprise.  Consider the fact that
mainstream broadband access itself was
in its infancy.  Scores of communica-
tions companies could not make a busi-
ness out of selling broadband over an
architecture that was geared to deliver
such services.  In my opinion, the fact

that power companies dabbled, but did
not dump a pile of cash into a business
whose time had not arrived was a pru-
dent choice.  Times are changing how-
ever, and it is very plausible that the
next few years might provide a better
opportunity for this type of service.

First, with the FCC openly commit-
ted to deregulating broadband services,
there is incentive for power companies
to feel free to compete with communi-
cations companies with little fear of
drastic, unforeseen regulations popping
up down the road to hinder them. Fur-
thermore, it is becoming increasingly
clear that neither copper nor fiber is an
effective solution for some areas.  In

"Times are changing however, and it is very
plausible that the next few years might provide a
better opportunity for this type of service."
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rural areas, although last mile fiber de-
ployments have begun to spring up, it
is apparent that the cost to connect all
the homes out there is unrealistic.  In
such cases, broadband over power lines
makes good sense.

Implications for Building Owners
Now, if I may, let me take a stab at

what you are thinking while reading
this:  Something to the effect of, "OK,
so even if this idea might have some-
what of a future in rural America, how
does this concern me, the building
owner/property manager?"

In answer to this, I would argue that
rural deployments are only the starting
point—the proving ground if you will.
(Remember how many people scoffed
at the notion of fiber-to-the-home
[FTTH] as completely impractical until
rural deployments began surfacing.
Now, I would say that is it a safe bet that
an RBOC will announce some type of
initial FTTH roll out in 2004.)  As the
technology proves itself, more power
companies will be willing to go head-
to-head with the Baby Bells and MSOs.
As a building owner, particularly of
commercial office space, data over

power lines can be a way to offer your
tenants the data access they need at an
attractive price.

Remember, as the title suggests, this
piece is meant to provide a look at what
may be to come.  If your tenants already
have reliable access to broadband via
cable, DSL or direct fiber, that is great.
However, if your buildings are current-
ly under, or poorly served by the local
communications provider, it might be
worthwhile to keep abreast of the de-
velopments in the realm of data over
power lines, and to find out how you
can make this technology work to your
benefit. ■
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"As a building owner, particularly of commercial
office space, data over power lines can be a way
to offer your tenants the data access they need at
an attractive price."


