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with Hybrid Fiber-Coaxial (HFC) networks and
the telephone companies with Asymmetric Digital
Subscriber Line (ADSL) networks. These new
technologies—which boast deeper bandwidth
pockets and greater reliability at a better price—
have been carefully planned, tested and fermented
over the past decade. 

Roll The

Dice
What will these technologies mean for you and
your business? Nothing—until we start seeing
deployment over the next one to three years.
Then these services will have at least limited
availability except in the largest and most lucra-
tive metropolitan areas. 

Despite the proclamations from the cable in-
dustry, cable isn’t going to be a business solution
for some time because of its history and network
structure. Enterprise networks need a broad
portfolio of services, such as dial-up, private net-
works, frame relay and management. At the
same time, many customers want simplified

billing, consolidated contracts, service-level guar-
antees and performance monitoring. The cable
companies cannot provide any of this. They do,
however, have the potential to win the war for
residential access beating out analog, ISDN and
ADSL services, while driving exchange carriers to
compete with one another and with the cable in-
dustry for customers.

ADSL will prevail as a temporary solution for
business access between small-office/home-office
(SOHO) sites and the corporate office. Telephone
companies understand the need for Internet access
and telecommuting and can use what they’ve
learned from ISDN to help them prepare for the cor-
porate rush. However, it won’t be easy for the telcos
either: Most of them still are stumbling over ISDN
deployment and billing and how to handle the load
128-Kbps ISDN brings on their equipment. 

The competition between these industries will
drive down the price of both HFC- and ADSL-based
networking. From the high end, it will also drive
down the price of T1 access, possibly making it
cheap enough to consider for branch-office and
small-office connectivity. When the dust settles and
services are installed, applications that demand high
bandwidth, voice over IP and other services will be a
reality at corporate sites and SOHO locations.

Hitting

The ADSL

Jackpot
To compete against local cable companies, competi-
tive access providers and, in many instances, them-
selves, the local telephone companies have been
testing ADSL technology, which is based on their
existing copper infrastructure. Although its topol-
ogy differs, ADSL resembles the cable companies’
HFC network in that it uses frequency demodula-
tion to carry services, such as video and data, to
plain old telephone service (POTS) customers. Like
cable, the service is dedicated and nonswitched,
and it requires a modem to demodulate the signals
and tie the data and other services to the appropri-
ate equipment at the customer site.

Telephone companies have an advantage over
cable companies in that they do not have to upgrade
switches or replace wiring to make ADSL work. All
they need to do is place back-end modems at the
local central office (CO) and remote-end modems at
each customer’s premises. Unlike ISDN (ADSL’s sib-
ling), no additional provisioning, equipment config-

WAN Access Technologies At A Glance
Technology Data-transfer Distance from Comments

speed provider 
to customer site

ISDN 128 Kbps 18,000 feet and Mature technology,
symmetrically more with additional though complex and

equipment difficult to implement;
switched service may

carry steep usage
charges, diminishing

appeal for 
long-term use

ADSL 1.5 Mbps to 9 Mbps Up to Business solution;
downstream, 18,000 feet pricing is hazy, as 

368 Kbps to 640 Kbps telcos try to preserve 
upstream their other broadband

service offerings and 
compete with other
access carriers for

ADSL service; 
will cost more 

than cable access,
but provide 

high bandwidth

Cable 10 Mbps 30 miles; up to Residential solution;
to 30 Mbps 200 miles with total bandwidth shared

downstream, additional amplifiers among many users on
128 Kbps a network segment;
to 3 Mbps cable companies will
upstream struggle to gain the

knowledge and
experience for

providing
high-availability data


