Building Networks with Net Worth

Driving Down Total Cost of Ownership in Telecoms through
Smarter Network Design

Introduction

As the UK expands its digital infrastructure, it becomes increasingly vital to consider more
than simply initial capital spending. This article will consider if Total Cost of Ownership
(TCO) should be one of the defining metrics for infrastructure purchasing decisions in the UK
telecoms sector. While initial CapEx continues to play a key role in procurement decisions,
there is a growing recognition that factors such as network reliability, operational longevity,
and customer satisfaction also have a significant impact on long-term cost efficiency. Altnets
will examine the case that long-term value, operational resilience, and network lifespan are
the true measures of cost efficiency in today's high-stakes digital infrastructure industry.
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Altnets contends that in order to develop networks capable of meeting future needs,
telecoms operators are encouraged to embrace a lifecycle-based approach to infrastructure
design. Operators across Europe are presently putting this into effect. Many are transitioning
away from traditional fibre splicing techniques in favour of pre-terminated, hardened
connection systems—a change that's bringing significant benefits, including:
e Increased uptime and dependability - hardened systems are built for challenging
environments and eliminate vulnerable splice points.
e Lower ongoing maintenance expenditures - fewer failure points result in fewer
callouts, repairs, and service interruptions;
e Installations are faster and easier as plug-and-play architecture eliminates the need
for specialised manpower, allowing for larger-scale rollouts.
e Hardened connection systems streamline installation, allowing a larger pool of field
engineers to execute assignments with less training; and,
e Lower total expenses over time - while the initial investment is greater, operational
savings, increased speed, and decreased risk all contribute to a more financially
viable network.

As connectivity becomes the foundation of the global digital economy, telecommunications
infrastructure should be designed with flexibility, scalability, and lifespan in mind. As digital
services develop and technology improves, networks must be capable of supporting this
constant expansion. This is where the Total Cost of Ownership (TCO) becomes crucial. By
factoring in Total Cost of Ownership, network builders can ensure that infrastructure
investments are not only cost-effective at the outset but also deliver long-term reliability,
operational efficiency, and sustainability throughout the network’s lifecycle. Regarding
consolidation and selling on full fibre infrastructure, higher quality networks will surely lead to
more positive outcomes for Internet Service Providers (ISPs).

In summary, it's not just about creating networks quickly; it's also about building strategically
for the next era of digital development.

The Challenge

As fibre networks expand at a rapid pace, operators are under tremendous strain to achieve
rapid installation without compromising quality. But this balancing effort is becoming
increasingly challenging. Limited schedules, restricted access to qualified fibre engineers,
and escalating operating expenses are resulting in a high-risk environment in which short-
term decisions might have long-term effects.

One of the most important—but sometimes overlooked—factors in this equation is TCO. Too
frequently, TCO appears as a financial afterthought, yet it ought to function as the primary
lens through which infrastructure choices are made. Instead of considering the entire lifetime
cost of a deployment (which includes maintenance, dependability, retention of clients, and
network performance), some procurement teams opt for products with the lowest upfront
price. While lower-cost solutions may provide short-term savings, they generally result in
greater operational expenses, more frequent maintenance, and early updates. Network
operators could consider more strategic investments that offer long-term value and
increased network resilience by taking the entire cost of ownership into account from the
outset.



The difficulty is exacerbated by a lack of highly qualified splicing engineers, making
traditional fibre installation methods expensive and challenging to scale. In response, some
operators are reconsidering their deployment techniques, opting for smarter, consistent
designs that decrease reliance on specialised staff while enhancing field speed, quality, and
consistency.

Multi-Dwelling Units (MDUs) illustrate the actual-world complications of fibre deployment.
Engineers often encounter unanticipated obstacles, such as hidden structures or unusual
floor plans, that delay deployment and drive up expenses due to a broad spectrum of
building design, age, and layout. These situations rarely enable a one-size-fits-all strategy,
therefore, the deployment is slower and less reliable.

Compliance adds to the responsibilities in MDUs.

Tightened fire regulations post-Grenfell Tower, asbestos assessments, and listed building
constraints can significantly prolong delays. Securing wayleaves and managing property
owners, building managers, and tenants causes further delays. Without a long-term TCO
plan, these installations frequently result in greater OpEx and worse customer satisfaction,
demonstrating why wiser, future-focused design is required from the start.

In short, misunderstanding TCO isn’t just a budgeting issue—it’s a strategic risk. Without a
long-term perspective, even the fastest network might become the most vulnerable.

A Smarter System

To address the operational and financial challenges that today's fibre operators face, a
growing number of European providers are taking a strategic approach based on TCO.
Rather than focusing just on initial capital investment, this approach considers the total
lifespan cost of a network, including maintenance, stability, scalability, and customer
satisfaction.

The transition from conventional fibre splicing to pre-terminated, hardened connection
systems lies at the heart of this transformation. These plug-and-play solutions are designed
to function effectively in challenging environments, ease installation, and avoid long-term
failure spots. The aim is simple: create networks that will survive longer, operate better, and
cost less to maintain over time.

As government-backed efforts and competitive pressure from rival alternative networks drive
full fibre rollouts, the need for rapid, scalable deployment methods intensifies. Hardened
connections are emerging as a favoured alternative in these rollouts, allowing for swifter
installations yet retaining performance and reliability. Their sealed, weather-resistant design
ensures consistent performance in the UK's variable climate, lowering the post-installation
rate of failure and the frequency of costly field visits for maintenance.

Furthermore, the transition to hardened infrastructure serves to reduce labour market
pressures. The UK labour market is suffering severe and rising skill shortages, notably in
digital, STEM, and industry-specific sectors like telecoms and engineering, with forecasts
predicting that these discrepancies will worsen by 2030, hurting a workforce that is already



active." With the UK experiencing a widely reported shortage of highly trained fibre
specialists, the option to construct networks using simpler, pre-terminated assemblies
enables operators to extend their pool of installable expertise. This not only shortens project
deadlines, but also retains uniformity across regions and contractor teams—a critical feature
for nationwide network expansion. As hardened equipment becomes more broadly
deployed, it will alter the quality, efficiency, and resilience of the UK's digital infrastructure.

While hardened connections are gaining popularity for their efficiency and durability, regular
connectors continue to serve an important role in telecoms infrastructure. These connections
are very useful where network flexibility and personalisation are required. In contexts where
networks must be adaptive, conventional connections enable configurability that pre-
terminated alternatives cannot usually give. For example, in circumstances where a network
architecture is still changing or has to be modified for certain circumstances, conventional
connections allow for tweaks without requiring a major rebuild. This makes them especially
effective in complicated situations, such as rural deployments or experimental installations,
where each connection may require tailored adjustment or where not all premises are being
connected simultaneously.

Hardened and conventional connections should be viewed as complementary tools rather
than competing solutions. Each has its own set of advantages: typical spliced connections
offer versatility and fine-tuned control, whereas hardened connectors give speed,
consistency, and lower total cost of ownership in large-scale deployments. The trick is to
choose an appropriate approach based on the network's individual requirements, and for
many operators, hardened connections are increasingly proving to be the best option in
high-volume, time-sensitive installations.

The Role of Consolidation in Reducing Long-Term Costs

As the UK's full fibre sector transitions from fast growth to a sustainable future, consolidation
is playing an increasingly important role in determining the industry’s future. While early
growth was marked by swift deployment and strong rivalry among dozens of alternative
networks, the maturing market is now confronted with a new reality: maintaining and scaling
networks, which is often costly, inefficient, and becoming increasingly difficult to justify in
terms of TCO.

Integration, whether through infrastructure-related consolidation, supplier and supply chain
simplification, or network operator mergers, offers an avenue for smarter, more sustainable
fibre ecosystems. Consolidation reduces capital and operating costs by removing duplicated
paths, standardising equipment, and centralising operations. More significantly, it promotes
consistency, making networks easier to manage, update, and troubleshoot over time.

Strategic consolidation improves network reliability by decreasing complexity and
fragmentation, which are major contributors to service interruptions and costly interventions.
In an industry where expertise is uncommon and downtime is costly, simplicity is far more
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than luxury; it is a competitive advantage. Integrated networks provide enhanced training,
smarter resource allocation, and quicker implementation of emerging technologies.

As such, consolidation is not an indicator of retreat, but rather of development. For operators
with a long-term outlook, it provides a tremendous lever for lowering TCO, maximising
operational efficiency, and developing networks that can keep pace with the UK's rising
digital needs.

Exploring Europe’s Approach to Fibre Connectivity

This method has already shown considerable benefits in major FTTx deployments around
Europe. While using hardened connectors may result in higher initial expenses, the long-
term savings from streamlined cable placement and avoiding skilled splicing in difficult
conditions more than offset the initial investment. In one recent study comparing typical
spliced constructions with a hardened connectivity technique using multiport service
terminals (MSTs) in a 192-house subdivision, the connectorised method resulted in a cost
savings of around €76 per home installation.? These reductions were achieved by reducing
expenditures for cabling, splicing, hand-holes, and terminals, demonstrating the efficiency
and economic benefit of pre-terminated systems. For operators, this not only reduces
deployment costs but also simplifies installation and maintenance, resulting in speedier
rollout and more robust service delivery.

Maintenance requirements have decreased significantly since the simplified design excludes
vulnerabilities and decreases the need for professional field interventions. Operators who
employ these high-quality, field-tested components have significantly reduced the need for
frequent replacement phases, freeing up resources to focus on further network development
rather than repair.

Projects that use subpar materials or fail to follow correct installation procedures, on the
other hand, frequently experience preventable setbacks. Proper installation and operating
methods are critical to the lifetime and performance of fibre networks. When cables are put
in conditions for which they were not designed, or when they are deployed inappropriately,
they may deteriorate prematurely, cause service interruptions, and require more
maintenance.® These concerns highlight the critical need to invest in the correct materials
and processes from the start for successful long-term network resilience.

The EU's hardened connection rollouts provide essential lessons concerning telecoms

infrastructure strategy. In a single year, 5G population coverage expanded from 66% to
81%, reflecting a significant determination to construct digital infrastructure and improve
availability of high-speed mobile networks.* At the same time, fibre-to-the-home (FTTH)
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deployments in Europe demonstrate that boosting network resilience and lowering costs are
not incompatible. Operators may construct durable, future-ready networks that provide both
performance and efficiency through careful planning, strong components, and a long-term,
sustainability-focused design strategy.

The Need for Inclusive, Future-Ready Infrastructure

An increasing societal concern, the ‘digital divide’, highlights the significance of better,
future-ready telecoms infrastructure. The digital divide is a complex topic that shows
differences in digital access, skills, and opportunities among groups, demographics, and
locations. It is no longer just about who can afford a broadband connection; it also affects
work, education, social inclusion, and full participation in an increasingly digital economy.

At its most fundamental, the difference begins with access—whether individuals and
communities have the infrastructure and technology to go online at all. Studies in South
Africa, Indonesia, the UK, and Taiwan repeatedly demonstrate that without solid
infrastructure, the potential for digital equality does not exist.®

Furthermore, social and cultural gaps, disparities in job and educational opportunities, and
the condition and durability of infrastructure all contribute to rising inequality. According to
research, communities with inadequate infrastructure and insufficient digital skills are more
likely to endure social isolation, economic stagnation, and limited access to services such as
healthcare and education.® Unless telecoms operators invest in future-proof, robust networks
now, these gaps will only grow in the future.

Building networks solely to satisfy today's needs risks perpetuating tomorrow's imbalances.
A real TCO strategy understands that long-term, high-quality infrastructure is essential not
only for operational savings but also for allowing inclusive digital engagement throughout the
UK. This is a major reason why smarter design decisions, such as hardened networking,
modular architectures, and scalable systems, are critical.

Conclusion

The UK's digital connectivity is reaching a critical point. As the demand for high-speed,
dependable broadband grows, driven by everything from smart homes to 5G, Al, and remote
working, the networks we construct today must be responsive to future standards. That
means looking beyond quick solutions and short-term savings and adopting a stronger, more
strategic approach based on TCO.

This is about investing effectively rather than just investing more. European network
providers have proved that early choices on quality, installation methods, and network
architecture have a direct influence on long-term performance and profitability. Hardened,
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pre-terminated connections with plug-and-play configurations have been found to eliminate
failure points, lower callouts and servicing visits, and facilitate faster, more flexible
deployments —even in complex environments like MDUs.

These ideas are becoming more important for new network installations and infrastructure
modifications in the UK. Using a Total Cost of Ownership (TCO) methodology allows ISPs to
assess the broader, long-term financial ramifications of their network investments, rather
than simply the initial capital outlay or speed of deployment. This promotes a more holistic
approach that takes into account long-term performance, flexibility, and continuing
maintenance requirements.

With demand for dependable, high-capacity networks expected to rise, this strategy
encourages the development of systems that are durable, scalable, and designed with long-
term efficiency in mind.

Continuing the Conversation: Let’s Talk TCO and Future-Ready
Networks

This article explored how improved network architecture and prioritised TCO are essential
when developing durable, scalable, and future-proof telecoms infrastructure. As the UK
connection market moves rapidly, these concerns have never been more relevant—or
important.

Altnets recently presented these concepts at the ISPA Business Summit, during which we
highlighted how future-ready solutions, including hardened connectors, can lower long-term
costs, simplify installations, and enhance overall network performance. Feedback revealed a
growing passion in the sector for smarter, more sustainable infrastructure investments.

We're eager to continue the conversation. If you're looking for strategies to reduce
operational expenses, prolong the life of your network, or make your next project more
efficient, we'd love to talk. Let's shape the future of connectivity—together.
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