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Urban areas are by far the most 
difficult to overbuild with mod-
ern fiber optics. Enter Renais-

sance Integrated Solutions. The com-
pany has managed to combine the sewer 
business with fiber optics broadband. 
That’s not as strange as it sounds. Its 
“Dual Purpose Rehabilitation” technol-
ogy replaces entire sewer systems while 
simultaneously building local fiber net-
works. That can extend broadband fiber 
access to every building on every block 
of any metro area. 

The idea is to add a fiber pathway to the 
outside of new pipe, where sewers need 
replacing anyway. It’s the best idea we’ve 
heard yet for cost-effective construction 
of 21st century infrastructure for munic-
ipalities. It enables communications ser-
vice providers to offer an unprecedented 
array of next-generation broadband ser-
vices to previously unreachable business 
and residential customers at competitive 
prices, and with little disruption of sur-
face activities.

We interviewed RIS co-founder Da-
vid Kidder to find out more. He’s the 
company’s Chief Marketing Officer. 
Kidder graduated with a B.A. from 
Rochester Institute of Technology. In 
1994, he founded Net-X, an early Web 
development company serving clients 
such as Xerox, Bausch & Lomb, Ray 
Ban and Young & Rubicam. Target Vi-
sion acquired Net-X in March 1996. Da-
vid then led the corporate development 
team at THINK New Ideas, serving as 
Vice President for Strategic Operations. 
In 1999, he founded wireless content de-
livery pioneer SmartRay Network. Life-
minders, Inc. acquired it in 2000. 

BBP: Why did you help found RIS?

DK: I’d started a couple digital market-
ing services and software companies and 
this venture was a big departure for me 
professionally. In my 30s I wanted to try 
something that wasn’t necessarily high-
tech in a way… and to learn about poli-
tics and how it works.

BBP: But this is high-tech!

DK: Yes, but there is not the same force 
for innovation in the construction busi-
ness as in the Internet and software 
world. The real attraction for me is in 
solving  a couple of rarely discussed cri-
ses in this country. We are 16th in the 
world (and falling in rank, in percent of 

households using broadband). We have 
crises in health care, Social Security, 
pensions, job losses. What’s more, our 
infrastructure is old, wearing out, and 
not designed for today’s environmental 
and next generation utility needs. Water 
and sewer lines are in desperate condi-
tion and getting worse. To fix them, we 
will have to spend $650 billion in sewer 
rehab and another $1 trillion for water 
in the next few decades. We can’t afford 
it if we think that each of these problems 
stands alone. The trick is to solve mul-
tiple problems at once.

Public officials should think beyond 
their immediate problems and election 
cycles. This is about their legacy. They 
will be judged and held accountable 
not only by voters now but in decades 
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to come. Miss an opportunity to pass a 
building with broadband fiber and you 
place it in the 20th century. Use the op-
portunity and place it in the 21st. The 
decision is theirs.

BBP: Tell us about the company’s start.

DK: Renaissance was formed in Febru-
ary 2002 by Stephen Paletta, now the 
CEO, David Rubenstein, now Senior 
Vice President for Corporate Develop-
ment and General Counsel, and myself. 
Steve invented the technology several 
years earlier. He comes from a construc-

tion family and grew up laying pipe. In 
the late 1990s he also formed the com-
pany that became the largest fiber optics 
construction firm in New York, West-
moreland Construction. He found him-
self going down the same street every 
other week for different carriers. 

It was a pretty exciting business. He 
kept thinking, “Here I’m going down 
the street. I have one of the largest sewer 
line businesses in the East. I’m build-
ing fiber networks. I ought to be able to 
combine the two.” 

Burst Pipe in Place
So he came up with the idea of using 

a methodology that’s been around for 30 
years, called pipe bursting. We added to 
it, and have a worldwide patent, for any 
time that you rehabilitate a pipe without 
digging a trench, and at the same time 
build in multiple utility conduits for fi-
ber at no extra cost.  It’s truly disruptive. 
That’s our Dual Purpose Rehabilitation 
(DPR) methodology. 

We started looking for customers in 
2003. It took us a year and half to get 
our first contract, in New Orleans. We’re 
in serious discussions about deals in San 
Diego, Atlanta, Los Angeles and other 
cities.

BBP: When I was doing construction 
stories regularly, in the 1980s, pipe 
bursting was common in Europe but 
unheard-of in the United States.  Was 
this because of the type of pipe, or the 
conditions in Europe? 

DK: Europe is indeed further ahead in 
terms of technology. They use it for re-

Public officials should 
think beyond their 
immediate problems 
and election cycles. 
This is about their 
legacy. They will 
be judged and held 
accountable not only 
by voters now but in 
decades to come.

Surrounding a length of pipe with ducts (color) for fiber. This and other pictures were 
taken in New Orleans, where Renaissance and its local contractor partners were installing 
dual-purpose pipe until the day Katrina hit.

Note the small opening necessary to pull the pipe hundreds of feet. The work is done at 
night, to further minimize disruption.
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building most of their water systems. In 
fact the first pipe bursting was done in 
the UK, and almost all water pipe rehabs 
there are done by pipe bursting. Europe 
also has older cities so their systems are 
antiquated. We’ve been courted by sev-
eral companies to joint venture there 
but we have solidly focused on the US 
market. Thankfully, we have great pat-
ent coverage in Europe.

BBP: The pipes they burst in Europe are 
cast iron. Are there any limits by size or 
type?

DK: It’s just brute force, easy to do, 
especially in the US where most of the 
pipes are clay. There are some challenges 
such as when you’re trying to burst pipe 
in very rigid ground conditions.

BBP: Because there’s no place for the 
burst pieces to go?

DK: Exactly right.

BBP: What’s the size limit, the largest 
and smallest pipe you can handle?

DK: Pipe bursting can handle a cast 
pipe up to 36 or 40 inches diameter. 
And that’s huge from a pipe-bursting 
perspective. But 24 inches is about the 
outer fringe of what we feel comfortable 
doing. We’ve done 12 and 18 inches. But 
80 or 90 percent of all sewer pipes are 
8 inches and under. Water supply pipes 
average smaller than that. 

BBP: What’s the minimum size?

DK: Four to six inches. You can do it 
with an opening every 700 or 800 feet. 
In most cities you’re going 150 to 300 
feet, manhole to manhole. In fact, you 
can burst right through a manhole 
branch. We’ve gone 600 feet in a single 
run. That’s a long distance in a city, 
which is great. You get less surface dis-
ruption.

Adding Value to a Repair
BBP: I used to deal with city engineers 
fairly often. They’d look at the federal 
Environmental Protection Agency de-
manding a sewer rehab because of leak-

DPR …  allows them to create multi-use assets, 
solve the digital divide, build Homeland 
Security assets, build a new fiber and telecom 
landscape, and by the way, generate new 
revenue! They can be building two assets for 
the price of one.

Here you can see the long length of pipe about to be pulled, disappearing into the 
background.

The backhoe bucket helps guide the pipe as it is pulled down, into a pathway formed when 
older pipe was burst.
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age or pollution problems during storms, 
and aim toward inserting a thin flexible 
liner into old pipe because it’s cheap, it’s 
easy and there isn’t much federal sewer 
money available to help. It doesn’t last 
long, but long enough for the engineer 
to retire. How do you respond to that?  

DK: Our approach doesn’t work every-
where, of course. We’re saying, however, 
that if we can bring the stakeholders to 
the table – the mayor, the head of engi-
neering at the DPW, the city information 
officer and sometimes the EPA – who 
normally look at the problem through 
their own lens, you can start matching 
up those views to identify the best politi-
cal, economic and environmental solu-
tion for the community. 

They’ll start by thinking that this so-
lution is comprehensive rehab and not 
all places in the city require comprehen-
sive rehab. Some sections are in good 
enough condition that they can stick 
with the traditional “find it, fix it, and 
patch it” approach. But that’s also ex-
pensive because more than a third of the 
cost goes into finding where the problem 
is. So from the DPW’s perspective and 
the EPA, they spend a lot of time and 

money on identification and less in hard 
investment in the ground.  

We say, “Listen, don’t spend up to 40 
percent of every dollar searching for the 
problem. You can spend less time, a little 
more money and get much more asset in 
the ground by focusing on  the general 
area where the problem is and replac-
ing all of the pipe in that area. There’s 
a philosophical shift going on there. 
People are scratching their head and 
saying, “why are we paying 40 percent 
of the dollar on studying a problem we 
know a lot about it already? We should 
just go through and replace the pipe be-
cause it’s a permanent fix.” You’re talk-
ing about a multi-century type of asset 
in the ground. And that’s their legacy. 

So it’s a multi-part answer. There’s a 
gravitas at the decision-making in cit-
ies across the US when leaders are look-
ing at using rate increases for pipe fixes 
every 10 years. They want to get credit 
for finding the problem, patching it, 
and making everything flush better. If 
they’re going to raise taxes, they need 
a better solution. DPR is a better solu-
tion that allows them to create multi-
use assets, solve the digital divide, build 
Homeland Security assets, build a new 

fiber and telecom landscape, and by the 
way, generate new revenue! They can be 
building two assets for the price of one.

BBP: Yes, they suddenly have a fiber or 
other utility right-of-way, rather than 
just a leaking pipe.

DK: So the way to do this, to create this 
new right-of-way, is to use one percent 
or five percent of the pipe reconstruc-
tion budget to start a Phase One project. 
Maybe $10 million of a $1 billion dollar 
budget for a big city is enough to get a 
decent-sized Phase One project going. 
For that, they can create a much, much 
better political legacy for themselves.  It 
just makes sense.

BBP: When they say they can put ducts 
next to the sewer pipe, are they thinking 
fiber optics or more pipe for pure water 
supply?

DK: They’re thinking fiber. There are 
350 municipalities in the country that 
are trying to build or accommodate 
broadband networks. Every mayor of 
these cities is thinking, their competi-
tiveness is on the line here, the telcos 

Fiber ducts can easily follow lateral pipes – the ones that connect buildings to the sewer mainline pipe. This street-level view shows how 
more than one fiber duct can follow one lateral.
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aren’t coming in for another 10 years 
and they can’t wait. 

BBP: We write about it all the time. 
What does a city have to do to prepare 
for you? How does a property owner or 
tenant get on board? If you are the city 
engineer or the DPW engineer, what 
should you be thinking about?

DK: Well, there are two perspectives. 
One is obviously that you need a pipe re-
hab. From our perspective, we typically 
go after cities that are under EPA con-
sent decrees. There are a lot of them – 
there is a $650 billion backlog of needed 
spending on sewers alone. And there’s a 
lot more needed for water supply pipes. 

The infrastructure repair issues in the 
U.S. should keep us busy for a long time. 
We do get some inquiries from cities that 
say they have a broadband initiative. San 
Francisco is one of those. They expect 
to spend $3.5 billion for large long haul 

pipe rehab. That’s not necessarily where 
pipe bursting works best, because the 
pipe is large and also, in San Francisco, 
it is inside rigid concrete. But they’re also 
going to spend $1.8 billion on sewer re-
hab, small-diameter distribution in the 
city. That’s a good opportunity for us.

A year ago, without talking to us, a 
council member put a question on a ref-
erendum demanding that the city should 
get better value for its rehab dollars, and 
it needed to solve the broadband issue. 
That’s without knowing about us. So 
you have cities that are very progressive 
and smart and they have good city man-
agers.  But the numbers still don’t always 
add up unless you pay attention to the 
long-term impact of infrastructure in-
vestment.

At a conference I said “If the private 
sector could find a way to economically 
build a network, it would have done so 
by now. So what makes you feel that 
a municipality can go out there, raise 

$470 million of bonds, and build a com-
petitor to the private sector’s communi-
cation network?”

BBP: Well, they can at least borrow 
cheaper and for longer terms, and they 
can justify some of the expense by fac-
toring in “social good” issues that a Wall 
Street company can’t cover.

DK: You are right, but usually that isn’t 
enough. The truth is that 70 percent of 
every dollar in the telecom space goes to 
construction. So what those cities should 
do – and this is where more progressive 
cities are going – is to look at what they 
get for extra value from the money they 
spend on sewers.  The most valuable 
thing is empty duct. Cities don’t need to 
own, operate or manage fiber networks, 
but they can still get the same net value 
from broadband if they just lease the 
empty duct for $6 per foot per year to 
a competitive telecom, a CLEC, for in-
stance. 

This is why 80 percent of our sales and 
education effort is going to cities that are 
under duress and need a better solution. 
They’re looking at, or they’re already 
committed to spending $100-300 mil-
lion over the next 10 years for better sew-
ers and they’re saying there’s got to be a 
better way. 

BBP: A lot of the combined sewers in the 
Midwest have pitches that are pretty low 
and the runoff fills a 36-inch sewer only 
a few times a year, so they don’t want to 
make the sewer round. Instead it is oval 
or it is round with a deepened section at 
the bottom for good low-flow rate. Can 
you handle that with pipe bursting?

DK: Not really. We could replace with 
round, smaller diameter pipe, though. 
The EPA is trying to unwind all those 
combined sewers anyway. They really 
hate’em. So when EPA people go in, 
they try to force a separation of storm 
and sewage mains or fix the system so 
storm runoff does not overflow at the 
outfall. Pittsburgh is a good example of 
this. Allegheny County has something 
like a thousand miles of combined sewer 
and it seems as if the EPA would just like 
to bankrupt them into eternity to fix it.

That might amount to $250,000 a year to 
help pay the debt service on the bonds over 
30 years. One network lease would literally 
pay for almost half the network.

Closer detail of one way to get the fiber into the building – through its own opening. 
Another is to have it follow the cleanout access (or “Y” in civil engineering parlance) 
into the basement. It gets sandwiched between the outer shell of the Y and an inner hard 
plastic liner.
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Compensating for 
Lack of Funds
BBP: That’s a good point, because there 
is very little federal EPA money now for 
this. In this federal administration they 
say the city has to fix the sewers, but they 
don’t help do that.

DK: Yes, that’s exactly what’s happen-
ing. But the money can be found locally, 
most of the time if the city has the will 
to raise user rates.  At least if they use 
our technology, they will be getting a 
lot more for their money and it will cost 
them less as well.

BBP: And on the building owners’ side, 
ones we talk to say they’re much more 
interested in how they’re going to com-
pete for new tenants by having the best 
broadband services. 

DK: The building owners really helped 
to bankrupt the whole telecom industry 
in the 1990s. They wanted to get huge 
deals For Right of Entry agreements 
and small stuff like rent on the space 
for telco equipment in the basement. So 
even when the telcos built metro fiber 
loops, when they got into the building 
the costs were so prohibitive they could 
rarely make money. So all the building 
owners for a little while were making a 
ton of money because everyone wanted 
to get into the buildings, but they killed 
the golden goose. There’s more of a part-
nership atmosphere now.

BBP:  How does RIS make money?

DK: We make money in three ways, 
which helps answer this question. The 
first way is, obviously we have the pipe-
bursting technology, a patent. So we have 
a $4.00 per-foot royalty for the deploy-
ment, paid by the local construction firm 
that wins the bid. That’s a one-time fee. 
Second, we provide telecom-engineering 
services. We work with the local project 
manager or engineering firm when they 
are doing the pipe rehab so when it’s 
done and telecom people come back and 
blow fiber, it works. That’s something 
unique they have to get from us because 
it’s a special skill. You’re talking about 
three or four engineers on the ground for 

a year or two working to make sure it’s 
built and deployed right. 

Finally, we get a percentage of the 
gross revenues generated by the fiber 
conduit network, 15 percent in the case 
of New Orleans. They get the rest. That 
might amount to $250,000 a year to 
help pay the debt service on the bonds 
over 30 years. One network lease would 
literally pay for almost half the network. 
That’s a great windfall for the city be-
cause they’re not raising water or sewer 
taxes.

Getting into the Buildings
We sell or lease fiber conduit that is 

capable of penetrating buildings, in ad-
vance of and during the construction 
project. We either go into the building 

with a new conduit or we put a junction 
box outside the building with a caveat 
– that we’re bringing conduit in once 
we get a tenant who wants to be on the 
network. 

BBP: That can cause some disruption. 
Are you doing anything clever like bor-
ing in through the basement? Does it 
require a lot of trenching?

DK: Yes and no. We can bore, but we 
also have the ability to slip a fiber micro-
duct right through the sewer cleanout 
into the basement without having to drill 
a new hole in the building’s foundation.  
At the building, if we decide not to bore, 
we sandwich the micro-duct between 
the line and the inside of the pipe wall. 

The RBOCs … are either going to deploy that 
fiber themselves for $250 a foot, or lease 
our empty duct at about $6 per foot per 
year for the next 20 years.
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This is the standard hard plastic sleeve 
for protection.  You slip it into place and 
cure it when it is inside the pipe, harden-
ing the line.  The fiber at this point is ex-
tremely safe and it’s only inside the pipe 
wall for a few feet at this point. 

BBP: What is that like from a mainte-
nance point of view? Even if one is inside 
the other?

DK: As far as fiber conduit on public 
property goes, we can maintain it our-
selves but there are a lot of third-party 
companies that handle service calls and 
have rolling trucks. Any fiber conduit 
located on private property is typically 
maintained by Renaissance.  In terms 
of the separate water and sewer pipes 
themselves, the local DPW takes care of 
these.

Part of the magic of our solution is that 
the fiber conduits and the sewer pipes lo-
cated on public property are completely 
separate and distinct once they’re put in 
the ground – one is not inside the other, 
which means that they can be accessed 
and maintained separately in the future.  
We can literally dig down and know that 
the yellow duct riding on top of the sew-
er pipe is being used by Telecom A and 
blue is being used to support the city’s 
VoIP fiber backhaul network. The sani-
tary sewer line is also one of the deepest 
utilities so you avoid a lot of catastrophic 
network disruption at surface level.  It’s 
not like other utilities, which are typi-
cally only a few feet below the streets 
and sidewalks.

BBP: How does a property owner in-
terface with the owner of the network? 
They see there will be fiber coming in, 
but how do they get actual broadband 
services? 

DK: We’re passing 200 buildings in 
New Orleans [in a project that started 
before Katrina hit – Ed]. Conduits go 
into every building, with empty ducts. 
The telecom sells services to the tenants 
in the building.  Of course, in some 
cases the tenants and the owners are the 
same people. 

BBP: So this brings more functionality 

in the building.

DK: Right. So the building owner is 
saying, “Fantastic. The city has leased 
the conduit to telecom providers, Re-
naissance has brought a networking 
customer and come in to my building. 
Now the owner can charge them an ac-
cess fee that is reasonable, that doesn’t 
kill them.” Now they’re making money 
because there’s a new user on the net-
work and a new tenant and taxpayer in 
the building and they as building own-
ers are coming through and bringing 
new technology to their customers, so 
the building owners cut different types 
of deals. We try to make that as amicable 
as we can between those two players. It’s 
a win-win for everybody!

BBP: Do you see the phone companies 
themselves and other providers wanting 
to insert SONET or their end-user ser-
vices into this new fiber pathway?
 
DK: We’ve talked to all the RBOCs. 
They’ve taken a kind of neutral position 
on us – a “wait and see” attitude. They 
cry that people aren’t using their net-
work yet they’re not deploying fiber to 
them. But when you want to come and 
help them do this they say, “we’ll do it 
ourselves,” or “we already have fiber at 
this point.” At the end of the day we 
know, because we know the math, that 
our solution is completely disruptive to 
the RBOC deployment model, which is 
just too expensive in urban areas.  They 
are either going to deploy that fiber 
themselves for $250 a foot, or lease our 
empty duct at about $6 per foot per year 
for the next 20 years. 

The RBOCs and other telecoms are 
upset that cities are “getting into the 
broadband business.” Cities and RBOCs 
are suing one another, or looking for leg-
islative protection. Creating the fiber 
conduit network with the sewer rehabs 
does not mean the cities are in the tele-
com game. They’re just being respon-
sible with their infrastructure spending. 
It happens they are building two utili-
ties at once but they are building empty 
ducts, not getting into the telecom ser-
vice business. It’s complementary, not 
competitive. 

Cities that use our technology can 
say “why are you suing us, we’re doing 
what’s good for our citizens and you can 
use it, too. If you don’t like it don’t use it. 
Pay more to build it yourself. Carry that 
debt, if you want to put that on your bal-
ance sheet, go for it. But there are too 
many other people who will come in and 
use the ducts to bring fiber to consumers 
on the cheap and they’re going to win. 
They will have a “first mover” advantage 
because the duct is already there, and a 
cost advantage because it is cheaper to 
lease our conduit network than build it. 

What About Coax?
BBP: Have you had any requests to run 
coax from the main pipe into the build-
ing? 

DK: No. Not yet. Cable systems may 
not be as interested in going into the 
home or building with fiber, although 
they do want to build up their backhaul 
backbone with fiber capacity. That’s not 
to say there isn’t dialog going on around 
that, because cable companies we talk to 
would love to offer their services over fi-
ber in cities where they have no current 
penetration. 

BBP: Obviously if you blow the fiber 
into the basement and an MDU or 
MTU already has a good cable plant, 
that’s a good interim deal. City Telecom 
in Hong Kong already has done this. 
The coax they use for their 1 Gbps “fiber 
to the basement” looks like hell at first 
glance, but it is straight run back to the 
basement fiber terminal.

DK: Yes, very short runs, great technol-
ogy, great government support. These 
cities are at an incredible advantage be-
cause they’ve aligned both the private 
and public sector – they all realize that 
fiber is the core of their national com-
petitiveness.  It’s incredible that this 
lesson is lost by most of our politicians 
and regulators.  Americans have to get 
to this level of cooperation among all 
parties, for mutual benefit and for the 
nation’s benefit. BBP

Note: David Kidder can be reached at 
dkidder@rensols.com.


