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Part of the challenge is finding out the 
degree of integration and convergence 
that customers are looking for across 
different devices. For example, custom-
ers are starting to do more and more 
videoconferencing. The question is, do 
you integrate the videoconferencing to 
your TV, or keep it as a standalone de-
vice attached to the PC? Are they more 
likely to use it in a home-office setting 
or in a more social setting, in their living 
room?

In the music space, there are a lot 
big players like Apple and others. 
We’re tracking it very closely to see 
how that market evolves and whether 
there’s an opportunity for integration 
into any of these devices that we offer.

GD: What did you learn about 
making the Internet accessible 
through the TV set?
KT: One of our key findings was that 
whatever feature, application or piece 
of content we made available on a TV 
set – through our U-verse or Home-
zone products, for example – it had to 
be consumable in a social living-room 
environment via a TV screen with a “10 
foot view.” This involves using a differ-
ent sort of user interface and navigation 
scheme than you might find on a PC.

GD: Why did you decide not to go in 
that direction (i.e., integrate tradition-
al Web browsing into the TV)?
KT: In terms of simply porting a PC 
Web browser as we currently know it 
(like Internet Explorer) to the TV, cus-
tomers told us they were not as likely to 
surf the Web using a TV screen in a liv-
ing room as they were to surf using a PC 
screen with a two-foot view.

People just behave differently in dif-
ferent rooms of their house, and while 
browsing the Internet with a PC screen 
works great in a home office or at work, 
that same sort of web-surfing behavior 
just doesn’t translate as well to a TV 
screen in a living room. Of course, if 
customers were to change their minds 
and tell us they did want to surf the In-
ternet using their TVs, we’d be happy 
to look at that – but that’s not what cus-
tomers have told us so far.  

The example of WebTV is also in-
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Conventional wisdom says that 
a municipally owned utility 
company can not and should 

not compete in the fast-paced, tech-
nology-driven world of telecommuni-
cation and information services. Bris-
tol Virginia Utilities (BVU) set out to 
prove the naysayers wrong: It built the 
first municipally owned fiber-to-the-
user system to offer the triple play of 
phone, video and broadband data ser-
vices, and took its primary market by 
storm.

After less than four years in busi-
ness, competing with heavy-hitting 
incumbents, BVU now serves 65 per-
cent of the homes and businesses in its 
service area – and this in a metropoli-
tan area where, according to Nielsen 
studies, only 65 percent of the popu-

structive.  That product was very inter-
esting, but ultimately failed, since cus-
tomers didn’t want to surf the Internet 
using their TV screen.

GD: How is partnering with AT&T 
beneficial to an application 
developer?
KT: We offer a pretty well-known and 
trusted brand name. We also bring a 
fair amount of marketing and sales 
clout to anything we offer. Once we 
take a feature or application and in-
tegrate it into Homezone or U-Verse 
or a PC portal or even our phones, we 
can do a really solid job of marketing 
and messaging the availability of that 
service. We bring peace of mind to 
our partners and customers with our 
brand and abilities.

GD: What types of business models 
have you established with partners?
KT: One quick-to market option 
is to work with a partner and basi-
cally white-label their service. The 
provider’s content or functionality is 
integrated with the AT&T platform 
in such a way that the end user thinks 
they’re getting an AT&T product. In 
other types of arrangements, we do 
cobranding. The end user sees the 
partner’s brand and has a greater 
awareness that it’s not just coming 
from AT&T, but also being arranged 
by the partner. The economics be-
hind it may involve a revenue share or 
any other type of financial arrange-
ment you can imagine. All of these 
deals have slightly different busi-
ness models. We’re pretty open to 
exploring any and all business mod-
els that work for both companies. 

Editor’s Note: AT&T’s relationship with Ya-
hoo!, to which Tysell refers in this interview, 
made headlines recently when the Wall Street 
Journal reported rumors that the partner-
ship was on the ropes. In response, the two 
companies issued a joint press release saying 
that they expected to expand the partnership 
into the mobile arena as well as into AT&T’s 
IPTV offering, and also planned to add ad-
vertising to their co-branded mail service.
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By Sandy Crusenberry, 
Bristol Virginia Utilities 
Bristol Virginia Utilities had 
the first municipal fiber system 
to offer triple-play residential 
and business services. Now 
the company is actively creat-
ing new business services that 
enable flexible networks be-
tween business branches, and 
also facilitate telecommuting 
and disaster recovery.



Frame relay, when it is available, can 
reduce the number of point-to-point 
circuits, but the per-Mbps cost of all 
TDM services is still relatively high, 
no matter how you slice it. 

Lane explains, “With our fiber ac-
cess network, BVU can offer custom-
ers an alternative to TDM. We deliver 
our OptiNet LAN service using Eth-
ernet over fiber. Ethernet has been 
around since the mid-1970s and is 
available off the shelf in speeds rang-
ing from 10 Mbps to 1 Gbps. It is the 
standard local area network technolo-
gy used by most businesses today, and 
is well known for its low-cost/high-
performance characteristics.” 

Using Ethernet over fiber allows 
BVU to create a “data cloud” for 
the connection of all branch offices 
throughout the region. BVU simply 
connects each participating site into 
the cloud, allowing each site to com-
municate with all others. This solution 
provides higher bandwidth and sim-
plified connectivity and management 
at a lower cost per Mbps – a winning 
formula from the customer’s perspec-
tive. BVU offers this service, starting 
at 2 Mbps, to compete with standard 
T1 service offered by the incumbent 
telecom operator. However, band-
width levels can be tailored to meet 
any customer’s specific needs, some-
thing that is neither practical nor af-
fordable in the TDM world. 

supporting Disaster 
recovery
Bristol businesses that house their 
own servers have often forgone disas-
ter recovery or paid steep prices for 
hot sites or disaster recovery facilities 
in metropolitan areas like Atlanta or 
Charlotte. Now those businesses can 
house their disaster-recovery serv-
ers right in their own community, in 
BVU’s environmentally controlled, 
secure data center. Customers use the 
OptiNet LAN to connect their pri-
mary data centers to the remote data 
centers at BVU facilities. 

This layered service, which is en-
abled by Transparent LAN Services, 
gives business owners 24x7x365 ac-
cess to a trained support staff – a 

benefit that most small and midsized 
businesses can not afford in house. 
Businesses can also avoid sending em-
ployees on three-to-five-hour drives to 
upgrade server software and address 
other maintenance issues. BVU also 
handles tape rotations as needed. 

telecommuting
Another killer application involves 
overlaying a private Transparent LAN 
Service that connects the business 
branches with employees’ homes for 
dynamic telecommuting. Many busi-
nesses are giving employees the option 
to work from home using Internet-
based virtual private network (VPN) 
connections. However, best-effort 
Internet services with low upstream 
bandwidths, spotty performance and 
multi-vendor technical complexity of-
ten make telecommuting an exercise 
in frustration. 

By contrast, BVU’s fiber-to-the-
premises network gives telecommuters 
lightning-fast speeds both upstream 
and downstream, along with a “con-
nected to the corporate LAN” experi-
ence. Businesses tell us that telecom-
muting never looked so good!

The remarkable thing about tech-
nology is that it serves little purpose 
until it’s applied to human needs 
and desires. What makes technol-
ogy effective and useful is the “killer 
applications” that make life – and 
business – a little easier, a lot less ex-
pensive and much more interesting. 

About the Author:
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lation subscribe to any form of cable 
television. 

Customers obviously appreciate 
BVU’s customer service, its technical 
support and the affordable and stable 
rates it charges for its services. But it’s 
the fiber infrastructure, and the band-
width that this infrastructure affords, 
that gives BVU a leg up from both an 
economic development and a service-
level standpoint.

During the early planning stages of 
the project, BVU decided to invest in 
a future-proof fiber network that could 
stand the test of time, and then to lay-
er on services as technology advanced 
and new services became available. 
One of the company’s most impor-
tant goals was to be flexible enough 
to provide customized solutions for 
its business clients, according to BVU 
network architect Mark Lane, who 
notes: “Our OptiNet LAN, a Trans-
parent LAN Service (TLS), is a great 
example of how BVU adapts products 
and services to meet the needs of our 
business customers.” 

Business networks 
in the “Cloud”
Traditionally, companies connecting 
multiple offices for high-speed data 
exchange have had to use Time Divi-
sion Multiplex (TDM) circuits – the 
same kind of circuits used for ordi-
nary telephone service. The problem 
with TDM circuits is that they are ei-
ther very expensive or very slow. 

High-speed lines (ranging from 
DS3 at 45 Mbps to OC12 at 622 
Mbps) cost thousands of dollars per 
month and also require investment in 
expensive fiber terminals and other 
specialized equipment. Small and me-
dium businesses with limited budgets 
are often restricted to T1 lines with a 
bandwidth of 1.544 Mbps, or to even 
lower-capacity lines. These lines range 
in price from $300 to $800 per month 
in the Tri-Cities TN/VA market, de-
pending on the distances between lo-
cations. 

Since all of these connections are 
point-to-point, businesses have to pur-
chase a separate circuit to connect each 
remote branch back to the data center. 
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