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Reports on the environmental im-
pact of broadband technologies 
often focus on their benefits – re-

duction in travel time, more efficient en-
ergy management – without considering 
the environmental cost of building the 
system in the first place. This approach 
tends to yield overly optimistic estimates 
of broadband’s “green” effects.

In a new study presented to the 
FTTH Council Europe conference, 
Christian Ollivry of Motorola (and chair 
of the Council’s Sustainable Develop-
ment Committee) and Philippe Osset, 
Senior Manager, PricewaterhouseCoo-
pers & Ecobilan, developed a sophisti-
cated model to gauge the environmental 
impact of fiber-to-the-home networks 
throughout their entire lifecycle.

The study team considered three dif-
ferent deployment scenarios (dense ur-

ban areas, less-crowded urban areas and 
rural areas), four different deployment 
techniques (existing ducts or sewers, 
traditional trenches, microtrenches and 
aerial) and two technologies (GPON 
and Active Ethernet). The model can 
also be extended to cover other situa-
tions. For each possible deployment, 
the team examined the environmental 
impact of manufacturing the necessary 
equipment, transporting it to the site, 
deploying it, powering it and ultimately 
disposing of it. 

Many types of environmental impact 
were considered, including depletion of 
energy and other resources, air acidifi-
cation, formation of photo-oxidants, 
eutrophication (depletion of oxygen in 
water), toxicity and release of green-
house gases. In terms of the release of 
greenhouse gases – the biggest contribu-

tor to climate change – nearly all of the 
negative impact was associated with lay-
ing the fiber. This means that the length 
of new ducts per home passed is a criti-
cal factor in the environmental impact 
of any particular deployment.

On the benefits side, the study team 
considered only a limited set of appli-
cations: teleworking, telemedicine and 
home assistance using high-end video-
conferencing. Extrapolating from current 
trends in FTTH network use, the team 
assumed that 10 percent of the working 
population would be able to telework 
three days per week, that 20 percent of 
the elderly population could benefit from 
home assistance, and that telemedicine 
would be used for dialysis, consultations 
and transfer of medical images. 

Based on all of these assumptions, 
the team calculated that overall, “the en-
vironmental impact of the deployment 
of a typical FTTH network will be posi-
tive within less than 15 years on aver-
age.” For some impacts, such as eutro-
phication, the deployment would reach 
environmental payback in less than 10 
years. Adding new applications to the 
network, beyond the few that were con-
sidered in the model, could significantly 
reduce the payback period.

Ollivry noted, “It doesn’t help to 
build fiber to the home if you are going 
to use it just like ADSL. To have a real 
impact on society, you have to use the 
network differently” – in other words, 
to take advantage of FTTH’s ability to 
erase distance. 

The team’s model is available for po-
tential fiber deployers to use in order to 
compare the environmental impacts of 
various deployment options, and also to 
demonstrate that FTTH, well used, is 
one solution contributing to a sustain-
able environment. “It’s both a tool and a 
political message,” Ollivry said.  BBP

New European Study: Fiber to the Home 
Can Yield Environmental Benefits

FTTH Council Europe’s Sustainable Development and Fibre Committee 
found that 83 percent of fiber’s greenhouse gas impact is due to deploy-
ment, and most of that in turn is due to laying of ductwork, said commit-
tee chair Christian Ollivry. One implication: Sharing ducts or establishing 
open access networks will reduce environmental impact.


