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What’s the best way to introduce 
next-generation services into 
old properties? Retrofits can 

be challenging when you don’t know ex-
actly what you’ll find behind the walls. 
An expert panel at the Broadband Sum-
mit session “Ensuring Competitive Ser-
vices – Upgrading Existing Properties 
and Wiring” explored the complexities 
of bringing older buildings up to date 
with fiber to the home or other high-end 
networks. 

“A 30-year-old property is our big-
gest challenge,” said Nathan Geick, 
MDU director for Suddenlink Com-
munications. “We don’t want to disrupt 
tenants and services, and we don’t know 
what’s in there. How you take care of 
disruptions is important, because they 
will happen.”

Gregory Austin, a sales director for 
AT&T Connected Communities, iden-
tified access, riser paths, firewalls and 
building maintenance personnel as major 
issues for network upgrades. “Access to 
the property is easy,” said Verizon’s Tom 
Clark. “Access to the apartment is dif-
ficult – [the residents] don’t understand 
why we need it. But coax or other pre-ex-
isting wiring may be buried in the wall.” 

Mike Kolb, president of Cautela So-
lutions, pointed out that tenants will 
never enjoy being invaded by network 
installers. But if property managers’ of-
fice staffs had a better understanding of 
the retrofit process, they would be better 
able to deal with tenant complaints. 

Let the Owner Beware
Communication is key to a successful 
project, said Mark Bershenyi, director 
of contracts at Archstone Smith. “Don’t 
try to cover up mistakes,” he advised. 
“Let someone know on the site. And for 
owners – stay involved. Otherwise you 
could have a disaster on your hands.” 

Moderator Henry Pye, represent-
ing property owner JPI Partners, agreed 
that owners have a responsibility to keep 

a close eye on upgrades, and warned that 
they were liable to lawsuits if contractor 
errors led to fires or other damage: “If 
you turn your back, you deserve what 
you get. A FiOS overlay averages about 
40 hours of work from my staff. When 
we didn’t dedicate the resources, we 
learned our lesson.” 

Another key to success is a writ-
ten planning document, said Richard 
Holtz, CEO of InfiniSys. Pye said plan-
ning documents should include 25 or 30 
items and that all information should 
be verified: “What color is the raceway? 
What time will they install it? We had 
to evacuate 1,000 units when Verizon 
hit a natural gas pipeline because the 
map was wrong.”

The checklist should include all of 
the permits needed for the work being 
planned, Geick said. Austin added, “Un-
derstand the fire codes. You may have to 
do things you don’t think are necessary 
– there are different rules in each loca-
tion, different materials required, differ-
ent codes. Get into the fine details and 
communicate with the owner.”

Both electrical and fire codes could 
be challenging, according to Clark. 
Optical network terminals must be 
grounded, and firestop materials have to 
be used when cutting holes in firewalls. 
“Get the inspector involved early,” Ge-
ick advised. “Interpretations of the code 
can vary.”

Evaluating the Design
When property owners are presented 
with a retrofit design, how can they 
evaluate it? One way is to tap into local 
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knowledge. “You can’t be everywhere,” 
Bershenyi said. “I’ve never seen half of 
our properties – we buy and sell a lot. So 
when we get plans, we involve the local 
people. The regional managers should 
understand what’s at each site. Some-
times we hire a third party to evaluate, 
if the regional manager is in over his or 
her head.”

Another strategy is to question the 

provider thoroughly. Clark, represent-
ing the provider’s point of view, said, 
“There’s no question you can ask that 
we won’t try to entertain. You can reject 
a molding – I’d rather you do that ahead 
of time than while we’re in the middle 
of an install.”

Austin pointed out that there is al-
ways a balance between cost, function-
ality and aesthetics, and owners must 
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be equipped to find that balance them-
selves: “You need a cost estimator on the 
project staff. There’s no such thing as a 
good crown molding. No one wants to 
live in a building that looks trashy.”

Geick suggested that owners ask to 
see photos of installations in similar 
buildings, and talk to owners of simi-
lar properties that had been through 
the same type of upgrade. And Pye said 
owners should give designs to potential 
contractors to uncover potential flaws: 
“There may be asbestos mixed with the 
caulk or the drywall.”

On-Site Coordination 
How do you decide who does the dry-
wall cuts and who gets the trash picked 
up during a retrofit? Bershenyi advised 
negotiating a detailed agreement ahead 
of time that spells out who is responsible 
for what. Failure to factor in these kinds 
of costs can ruin a project: “When you 
do a walkthrough, don’t say, ‘We can do 
this,’ say, ‘Potential problem.’ Ask stupid 
questions. Otherwise you’re going to be 
in for a lot of heartache.”

Pye added that coordinating power 
issues can be a big problem. “New ser-
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vices need power. Can telecom contrac-
tors touch the power outlets? By code 
they can’t.” Bershenyi said Archstone 
Smith brings in electricians for jobs of 
this sort, and includes the cost in the 
project budget. 

“Walk your site with the contrac-
tor,” Kolb said. “Each contractor may 
have a different idea about what they’re 
responsible for. And be prepared for ac-

“Walk your site with the contractor.  
Each contractor may have a different idea 

about what they’re responsible for.   
And be prepared for accidents – they may  

hit power or water in the subfloor.”
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Verizon offers several MDU upgrade technologies; in some, each ONT serves an individual unit and in others an 
ONT serves multiple units. Note the care in planning – both for the overall design and for the detail work.

cidents – they may hit power or water in 
the subfloor.”

Pye said, “Don’t say, ‘We’ll deal with 
it as it comes up.’ This will multiply the 
costs and cause delays.”

Upgrading Network Wiring
Should owners upgrade wiring at their 
own expense? Sometimes there is a good 
argument for doing this, the experts 
said. Bershenyi: “If bandwidth is lim-

ited by the wiring, you’re in trouble.” 
And Pye: “I’ve rewired where I would 
get returns in bulk fees.” 

The owner may have to rewire if the 
telecom operator feels it is too risky or 
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cost prohibitive. Austin said AT&T was 
cautious about rewiring buildings for U-
verse installations because it had no way 
of knowing how the wiring was run.  

Geick pointed out that conditions 
like asbestos in the walls discouraged 
telecom operators from touching the 
wiring. In cases like this, Suddenlink 
hires the building staff after hours, or 
a local contractor who is more familiar 
with the building. 

And if the building is being rewired, 
should installers avoid electrical prob-
lems by using fiber instead of copper? 
“We would love to do that – it’s better 
technology,” Austin said, even though 
AT&T’s official policy is that fiber to 
the node is good enough. “But some 
owners don’t want it,” he added. 

Full-function optical mini-nodes like these can be mounted almost 
anyplace in an MDU.

Henry Pye, JPI Partners: “If you turn your 
back, you deserve what you get. A FiOS 

overlay averages about 40 hours of work 
from my staff. When we didn’t dedicate the 
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Geick agreed: “Go as deep with fi-
ber as possible. You don’t want to have 
to come back again to [improve the net-
work to] sell additional services.” 

Expanding Choices
How important is it to bring multiple 
competing providers to a property? “Our 
approach is to expand choice,” said Ber-
shenyi. But Pye warned that choice is 
not always possible: “Most properties 
more than seven years old probably have 
to be upgraded for cable, too. We have 
to make sure we can deliver at least one 
triple-play service.”  BBP
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DIRECTV MFH3 solution for Post Carlyle Square luxury 
highrise in Alexandria, Virginia, installed early last year 
and upgraded last June. This is a three G/W solution 
delivering all available DIRECTV services (HD, SD, VoD, 
Media Share, etc). Multimode fiber carries the signal 
between the headend and each IDF closet; from there 
Cat 5e Ethernet connects to a 5- or 8-port Ethernet 
switch inside each unit.

Modules now fit into very little rack space; these are 
from CableTronix and Optelian.

Multilink has many tricks for hiding cable inside 
and outside the MDU.
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A small glimpse of Telect’s new modular solution for 
MDU wiring.

Active electronics are also getting smaller. This 
ATSC/QAM demodulator is from Blonder Tongue.

This tiny 1x8 cassette splitter from Montclair Fiber Optics 
finds its way into FTTB and FTTH inside and outside plant.


