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Fiber-optic system
advancing; multiple
players involved
City awaits grant; DMEA business plan expected next month
BY ALAN LEWIS GERSTENECKER
DAILY PRESS NEWS EDITOR

W

hen it comes to expanding the
city’s fiber-optic broadband
service, be patient, Montrose.
That’s the message Director
of Innovation and City
Engagement Virgil Turner
has for those eager for high-speed broadband.
There is help on the way.
“I would love to see us have the wherewithal to
have this done in the next three years,” Turner
said. “I’m not sure whether that’s going to happen, but, certainly, I think we will be very far
along in the next five years.”
Turner said
the city will ad“If this was easy to
vance the fiberdo, we’d already have
optic network
at a pace that
fiber to your house.
makes the best
This is not an easy
use of opportunities and grants
thing to do — roll out
to make fiber-opa whole new utility.
tics a mainstay
And, because it’s not
for Montrose
residents.
easy, it hasn’t been
“The bulk of
done. And, it’s not
my time has been
devoted to broadcheap. And because
band,” Turner
it’s not cheap, it
said. “And, I’m
hasn’t been done. We
sure everyone is
probably thinkfeel there is a role for
ing, ‘Gosh, not
us, to find a way to
much is happening.’ It’s kind of
get this infrastructure
like when you’re
out there. Our public
building a new
is clamoring for it.”
building, and
you’re working
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on the site, evMontrose Director of
erybody’s driving by and sayInnovation and City
ing, ‘when is
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or, when you’re
working on the plans. That’s probably a better
analogy of where we are.”
The city awaits the awarding of a regional
grant application with Region 10, which requires
it meet a 50-percent match. That grant application was turned in April 10. The matching grant
is with the Department of Local Affairs, specifically for energy and mineral impact. Funds are
made available from dollars that come from an
excise tax on petroleum, natural gas, mining, all
of those activities.
“The city’s portion of the grant had a budget
figure of $1.5 million. The city’s share of that was
three-quarters of a million dollars,” Turner said.

Awaiting the grant
The city will learn the results of its grant proposal within the next three months.
“We won’t hear back until probably later in the
summer,” Turner said. “Probably, in August we
should have some answers. These larger grants
have quite a review process. This is a bit new for
the Department of Local Affairs, although they
have funded communities to do some broadband
programs in the past, this fund is very new. This
is the first go-around for this grant process, so
they are looking for projects that are as guaranteed successful as possible.”
As the city awaits the grant, there are other players — private businesses and corporations — eager to enter into the mix. They include
such heavyweights as Charter Communications,
CenturyLink and Affiniti. They also include more
regional and local businesses, such Tri-State
Generation and Transmission Association, DeltaMontrose Electric Association, Clearnetworx and
Fast-Track Communications.
Mostly, these other “players” are pursuing their
own paths, seeking the same goal as the city, said
Doug Seacat, owner of Deeply Digital and co-owner of Clearnetworx.
“I think the city is unsure what it wants to do,
how it should advance, at this point,” said Seacat.
“There are many interests, and I think DMEA
and the city will play a big part in this. DMEA
has the resources — the linemen and the poles —
to move ahead, and I think they will be working
with the city in this. We’re hoping to be a part of
that (relationship.) We’re doing stuff every day to
get fiber into town.”

DMEA’s role
While DMEA is moving ahead, it’s not ready to
talk about it, at least not openly, yet.
DMEA Chief Operating Manager Steve
Metheny was contacted for comment about
the role the utility will play in construction of
a fiber-optic network within Montrose. While
Metheny did not respond, the Daily Press received a call from Virginia Harman, DMEA’s
manager of member relations and Human
Resources. Harman was tight-lipped about the
utility’s plans, but indicated an announcement
was forthcoming, within a month.
“We’re in the middle of completing a business
plan,” Harman said. “It’s well under way, and
we’ll be presenting it to the board next month. So,
I really can’t say anything, do any interviews, before it’s released. Hopefully, we’ll be able to fully

discuss it at that time.”
Harman offered no further indication of
DMEA’s role in broadband.
However, Bill Patterson is a DMEA Board
member for District 1, and he is clear on the
utility’s intentions.
“With providing broadband services, we
want to make sure that we don’t do it on the
backs of our current electricity customers,”
Patterson said. “We’re looking forward to
the completion of the fiber-optic network,
and that’s scheduled to be done next year.”
DMEA’s business plan, Seacat said, will
introduce the electrical utility into the fiber-optic business.
“I just want to be clear,” Seacat said.
“We’re working with the city and other
entities. We’re having meetings. From
what I understand, (DEMA) employees
don’t want the company to branch out that
way, but its board does.”

Branching out
Like many forward-thinking entrepreneurs, Seacat saw the fiber-optic market opening — just as DMEA — in
Montrose and decided to branch
out.
“At Deeply Digital, we do
computers and Internet,”
Seacat said. “Jason Cook
was with One-Track
Communications, and
they are into fiberoptics, so we saw
the benefit of
combining
our efforts, so
Clearnetworx
was formed. I’m
a small-business
owner, and I understand where
DMEA is headed
— into this business. I see DMEA
being a huge competitor, someone
with which I will
have to deal.”
Seacat said
there is much
more broadband
out there than
people realize.
“The community feels like there
is no fiber network out there
yet,” Seacat said.
“I’m here to tell
you that its out
there, that 90
percent of the
businesses can
have it within a
month at an affordable cost. For
some business, if
the line is at their
back door, we
could have it sooner than that.”
Seacat said
Clearnetworx
would be able to
provide gigabit
service to many
businesses in
Montrose right
now.
“Our normal
lead time to build
fiber to a business is about 30
to 60 days,” he
said. “We own
our own fiber
and are close to
many businesses in town already. The build
cost to the business is sometimes the preventive issue
when they are
not next close
to our fiber.”
Seacat said
Montrose is a
gigabit city.
“What is the
definition of a
gigabit city?”
Seacat said.
“Having it available means we
are. In my opinion, we are. It’s
out there.”
While Seacat
and his joint effort
of Clearnetworx,
with Lillian Cook,
the widow of his
deceased partner,
are fully involved in
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the fiber-optic network for businesses,
he is yet to move into the residential
market.
“For homes, we’re at zero,” Seacat
said. “That’s where the incumbents,
CenturyLink and Charter, are going.
It’s where I expect DMEA will follow. I
look for DMEA to have its own private
fiber network.”
Seacat explained the grant, on which
the city awaits, is to extend the fiberoptic network from Grand Junction
to Montrose, and presently the city
awaits word of that funding.
“I feel confident that we will see
something from this,” Turner said. “It
may not be a full award, maybe a full
award, something.”

Moving ahead
Turner said regardless of the grant
approval and the amount, the city will
move forward.
“Yes, this is something the council
has directed,” Turner said. “With or
without the grant, we’re moving ahead
on this.”
Turner said currently the project is
to extend the city’s municipal network
to community anchor institutions,
which he defined as government institutions, hospitals, libraries.
“So, those type of entities, which is a
great strategy when you’re extending
a network, it’s a good move because it
will spread our network throughout
the community, to the north of town to
the south of town, to the east of town
to the west of town. We have those
community anchor institutions spread
throughout our town.”
From those government buildings,
he said, the fiber-optic network will
branch.
Currently, the city buildings already
have fiber, Turner said.
“We just ran fiber to the new golf
course. We just just got fiber out to the
animal-control shelter, to the wastewater treatment plant. So, this will be
our next phase. I would say we’re already doing it,”
he said. “The
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community
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council is comis no fiber
mitted to the
network out
idea of having
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network
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about acquiring fiber-optic
back door, we
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could have it
“April 2014
sooner than
has only been
14 months since
that.”
we had the
— Doug Seacat vote, the referOwner of Deeply endum by the
Digital and citizens,” he
“Fourteen
co-owner of said.
months seems
Clearnetworx like a long
time, and I’m
sure there are
residents out there who think that 14
months after we’d be lighting up service to their house. These things take
time to develop a model that can be
sustainable. There are a lot of people
who whatever we do will be affected.
There will be those who are affected
negatively. Maybe they’re in the business now, and whatever we do they
may feel it’s going to cut into their
business. We owe to everyone in our
community to make sure we are doing
the right thing the first time. We don’t
want to do something that we look
back on and say, ‘Wow, we should have
done this.’”

City as an ISP
Turner reiterated the city does
not want to be an Internet Service
Provider, saying “the city wants to be
the fiber-optic pipeline” for residences
and businesses.

City crews, while performing road construction, like that going on on East Grove Road, also are installing fiber-optic broadband lines
while access is readily available. (Alan Lewis Gerstenecker/Daily Press)

Fiber-Optic Broadband Players
* The City of Montrose
* Charter Communications
* CenturyLink Communications
* Tri-State Generation and Transmission
* Clearnetworx of Montrose
* Fast-Track Communications of Durango
* Delta-Montrose Electric Association
* Affiniti, LLC

However, the city was granted an exemption in 2005 via Colorado Senate
Bill 05-152, that would allow Montrose
to be just that, an Internet Service
Provider.
“Yes, we have an exemption,” Turner
admitted. “However, that is not our
intent.”
Turner also said he is learning as
much as he can from communities that
have walked the fiber-optic path before
Montrose.
“We want to try to learn those lessons from others, so we don’t have to
learn them,” Turner said. “Cortez is an
early-adopter of this concept of building out a municipal fiber-optic network.
They’ve been doing this for 10 years,
maybe. A lot of these communities also
own a municipal utility network, which
we don’t. So, folks that have a municipal utility have linemen, they have
folks that climb telephone poles and put
up wires. A lot of times, you’ll see them
as early-adopters because they have fiber-communications to run their lines
first. And they say, ‘well, we have all
this additional capacity, let’s turn it on
for the public as well.’”
Among the cities studied are
Chattanooga, Tenn., and Lafayette, La.
They are municipal-electric utilities
cities that also got into this business
early on, Turner said.
“We’re a little unusual in that we
are doing this, and we are not having
a municipal-electrical utility,” he said.
“So, I’m looking at communities like
ours that have gone before us and have
been successful, with that as well. We
feel very confident that it can be done
successfully.
“The problem that we’re trying to
solve is we need to roll out a whole new
infrastructure, a whole new utility infrastructure within our community,”
Turner said. “Right now, our community is served by copper. It is predominantly copper network — copper being coaxial or telephone wire. Those
companies that rolled that network
out have spent a lot of money rolling
that out throughout our community.
They’re still putting it in. When a new
subdivision comes in, they’re still putting in copper, coaxial telephone wire.”

As the city develops its fiber-optic network, there is a growing number of participants.
Among them are private businesses and even existing utility companies.
(Metro Creative Graphics)

A paradigm shift
Turner said what needs to happen is
the understanding that this is a paradigm shift in communications.
“The way we’re looking at it is totally different from the private sector,”
Turner said. “We think every house
needs to have a fiber-connection coming in. Now fiber can be done a few different ways: It can be owned by a company, a private-sector company that
wants to provide you service. If that is
the case, you can only buy fiber service
from that company. They own that pipe
coming into you. This new world that
we’re living in, no one company can
probably supply everything that you
need. The city can’t do that either. We
don’t want to be the provider. We want
to be the conduit, that path to get into
to serve you.”
Turner said in some places in Europe
and in the U.S. the municipal government owns that open-access network
to a house. They open that up to allow
service providers to provide a menu of
options. It may be an alarm service. It
may be cloud-based computer storage,
it may be back-up services, he said.
“For example, entertainment. I have
not had a traditional entertainment
channel like cable or satellite for some
time,” Turner said. “I get all of my entertainment over the Internet, or OTT
— over the top. That is probably the
wave of the future. That is probably
where everyone is going.”
Turner said the traditional entertainment networks are on the decline
as more and more people are getting enough bandwidth to be able to
subscribe.
“This idea of having to have one entertainment company that tells you
when you’re going to watch a show instead of you deciding when you’re going to watch and when,” he said. “So,
we think we’re on the right track from
the communities that have been successful with this. Perhaps, I shouldn’t
say this, but this is evolving. I would
not recommend anyone signing a fiveyear service provider contract because
it’s changing so quickly.”

The public’s interest
Turner said the idea of fiber-optics
is growing nationwide, and he specifically mentioned in Sandy, Ore., a town
in which Turner has a friend dealing
with a municipality installing a similar system.
“They were expecting about a 35 percent take-rate,” Turner said. “They are
exceeding 50 percent and approaching 60 percent. In fact, that has been a
problem, because they weren’t expecting that kind of demand. So, it’s a good
problem.”
Turner said he envisions the same
kind of citizen inquiries in Montrose.
“We want to do this in such a way
that we also have a great take-rate,”
he said. “The other thing that is really
important in the way we are approaching this, is that we feel strongly it’s important for the private sector to be involved in this. And, that’s kind of the
way that we’re structuring this.
“If this was easy to do, we’d already
have fiber to your house,” Turner said.
“This is not an easy thing to do — roll
out a whole new utility. And, because
it’s not easy, it hasn’t been done. And,

it’s not cheap. And because it’s not
cheap, it hasn’t been done. We feel
there is a role for us to find a way to get
this infrastructure out there. Our public is clamoring for it.”
Turner said to speed the installation
process along, the city is considering
independent contractors
“A contractor? Yes, more than likely,”
he said. “There are several phases. We
need to understand exactly how many
count-fibers we need to run down Main
Street, and how much we need to run
down Townsend. It’s one thing to say,
‘OK, we’re going to build it everywhere,’ but that’s probably not the best
way to look at it. You want to build it
where people want it.”
To define need — and wants —
Turner said the city will likely poll residents to determine need.
“We should probably get some precommitments,” he said. “So, we encourage people to come together and
sign up early. I know there will be others who don’t sign up. But I think the
thing that people miss, is this will increase their property values,” he said.

Capturing opportunities
Also, the city is trying take every
opportunity possible for fiber-optic
expansion.
“What we’ve learned is to never let
an opportunity pass,” he said. “For example, we’re building out 1-1/2 miles
out on East Oak Grove. While that was
all torn up, we took advantage and
went in and put in conduit. Conduit
is much easier to put in when there is
no road there, when the ditch is wide
open. We’re partnering with other utilities. We say, ‘Hey, while you’re pulling
in your conduit, we’ll pay you to pull
in our conduit’ and pay the incremental cost. So, we’ve been looking for every opportunity to do that.”
Turner said in a Kansas City neighborhood he visited residents who have
realized the value of fiber-optics.
“There was a neighborhood in Kansas
City — an older part of town near the
downtown area — that became the first
neighborhood to get Google. They had
had fiber-gigabit service before anybody else,” Turner said. “I talked to a
property owner there. I asked: ‘What
did this do for you, your property values?’ It was an older part of downtown,
much like our older part of Main Street
here in Montrose. They were very modest homes. He said, ‘It’s been incredible.’
They saw a 15-percent increase in property values,” Turner said.
Turner said the city might consider allowing fiber-optics to a home,
for future use, without a monthly
commitment.
“I think that someone who is thinking about this, who may not want to
commit to ongoing monthly services, there may be a way,” Turner said.
“For example, they may say, ‘while I
don’t want the service now, I do want
fiber coming into my house. So, maybe
that’ll be an option where people can
give some cash up front to go ahead
and connect my home. They can say,
I may not sign up yet, or sign up on a
month-to-month service. Those are all
things that we’re considering.”
Turner also said there is a possibility fiber-optics could be used as a revitalization tool.
“Maybe we condense our fiber capabilities downtown, to improve the
downtown area — where we have shopping and downtown transit,” Turner
said. “This could be a way that our city
council could say OK, let’s incentivize our downtown by building out fiber optics. Yes, it could help revitalize
the downtown area. Fiber-optics will
have such an impact for everyone in
Montrose.”
(Alan Lewis Gerstenecker is news editor of the Daily Press. He can be contacted by calling 252-7039 or via email
at alang@montrosepress.com)

