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Cable companies dismiss gigabit proposal
Hugh Bailey, Friday, December 26, 2014

Despite entreaties from the state, local cable companies say they have little interest in a plan to build a "gigabit network" for ultra-high-speed Internet hookups.

"I don't think companies will put forward a proposal to build another network," said Paul Cianelli, president and CEO of the New England Cable and Telecommunications Association. "It wouldn't make economic sense."

Cianelli's organization represents all private cable companies in Connecticut and four other states, including Comcast, Charter and Cablevision.

The state this month announced that 46 municipalities had signed onto a proposal for private companies to come up with a plan to provide speeds of up to 1,000 megabits per second. The current average download speed in Connecticut is 9 megabits per second.

Internet connections are also available over phone lines, which are generally slower than cable.

Companies that currently offer Internet service are welcome to apply, officials said. But Cianelli said building a parallel system to the cable companies' existing networks does not make sense.

"We're moving already as an industry into the gigasphere," he said, adding that the industry has invested some $2 billion in the past six years to develop faster connections across the state.

He said the distinction between residential and commercial availability has been misunderstood. "On the commercial side, we're already there," he said, noting that many businesses connect at high speeds via firms that compete with cable companies. He said Comcast will begin testing a gigabit network for residential customers in the coming year.

State officials have cited complaints from constituents about downloading speeds, but the cable companies have made steady improvements in service, Cianelli said.

"We have consistently increased speeds and availability," he said. "We hear anecdotal concerns, but we believe the speeds we're providing now are very competitive."

According to the White House Office of Science and Technology Policy, Connecticut ranks third in the nation in the percentage of the population with access to download speeds in excess of 50 megabits per second.

Beyond that, there are many factors that influence how fast a customer can consume content.

"Everyone has to understand that you can provide a gigabit of service and not get that if you have an old computer or an old router," he said.

Mobile technology is also changing the equation. "For the average residential user, many people rely almost exclusively on their mobile device," Cianelli said, adding that building a gigabit network may not materially affect those connections.

Cable companies do not compete with one another for residential customers, and state officials have cited increased competition as a major reason for the gigabit proposal.

Cianelli said the companies welcome the challenge.

"We've been in a competitive marketplace for decades," he said, citing other companies that offer video, phone and Internet services. "We are not in the least bit concerned with competition."

The request for a plan to build a gigabit network is being run through the towns, not the state. Proposals are due by Jan. 13 and must be filed with the city of New Haven purchasing department, which is administering and coordinating the effort.
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