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Once again the FTTH Council’s fibre-fest, this year in Milan, demonstrates the growing gulf
between the UK and our continental neighbours.

  

The crush of 3,000 delegates, the crowded pressroom, the extraordinarily busy exhibition areas
all underscore the bandwidth intensity of the event. The annual league table of European
countries achieving at least 1% coverage of FTTH now includes Turkey but the real clues to the
pervasive confidence of FTTH advocates are found in the detail of the conference agenda.

  

  

  

To the casual observer the show might all be about cables, connectors and clever kit.  But here
on day 1, upfront in the agenda, ‘The role of Access in sustainable growth’ and ‘FTTH The
service Enabler’. Here are the exploiters of all this new-found bandwidth – the cloud
collaborators (led here by Microsoft), the entertainers (Sky) and those driven to innovate.

  

By the time we get to hear Neelie Kroes in the closing plenary tomorrow there’ll be no doubt in
any delegate’s mind that the political quest for growth, for economic recovery and societal
development, maps directly onto the plans for FTTH utility investments.
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The news was not, of course, entirely positive.  From a global perspective Europe is in the slow
lane. Even counting Russia (where FTTH connectivity is likely to overtake the USA at some
point in the next 6 months), Europe as a whole, with a mere 40% FTTH growth last year, is very
much trailing behind the massive acceleration in Asia.

  

  

But if Europe as a whole is in the slow lane then, alas, the UK is at best crawling along the hard
shoulder.

  

The FTTH Council’s analysis includes only those countries that have at least 1% of their
households enjoying superfit fibre connectivity - so the UK doesn't yet appear in the league
tables.  

  

Looking ahead, the UK picture remains gloomy.

  

By 2015 the analysts report that the UK will still only be serving 10% of households with direct
fully fibred connections – a long way short of the European leadership our government would
aspire to.

  

By the analysts' calculations it will be some time beyond 2020 that the UK meets ‘fibre maturity’
(20% of households subscribing to FTTH) in company with India and Brazil.
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  All of which raises deep questions about our incumbents' approaches and the adequacy of theirhalf-way houses – fibre-to-the–cabinet or stretching the capacities of cable systems . . . andmaybe a bit more wireless coverage.    If, as FTTH advocates insist, the ultimate destination is fully fibred utility access networks, andeven allowing for a scarcely plausible debate about the relative quality of the UK’s copperdistribution, the compromise solutions look suspiciously like delaying tactics by incumbents toavoid (as has already happened across the continent) a significant loss of market share to newinnovative market entrants.  It is far from clear whether the damage to UK national economic growth, to competitiveness andinnovation and societal development, can be squared with the apparent default objective ofmaintaining the dominant providers in the comfort to which they have been accustomed.  But here in Milan there is at least one good news item for the UK - an indication perhaps thatinterest is growing in the export potential for the UK's emergent digital utility industry.  For the very first time since 2004 the UK delegates at the FTTH Council's annual conferencehave outnumbered those from Sweden.  _________________  Readers of this item also viewed 'Innovation Infrastructure'  and 'Getting to the heart of thematter' .  
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