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INTRODUCTION

Building the 
Digital Future 
at the 11th  
FTTH MENA conference!

Our 11th annual Conference and 
Exhibition highlights the key role of 
FTTH in building state-of-the-art 
digital societies as well as the benefits 
of FTTH deployment for fixed/mobile 
operators, governments and consumers, 
with a focus on recent developments 
and plans in Egypt. Public and private 
sector panellists discuss their FTTH 
plans and challenges from technical 
and commercial as well as investment 
perspectives. Other topics include 
fibre adoption in relation to future 
needs and economic opportunities and 
socioeconomic benefits of fibre.

Our committees have been closely 
following technology and business 
trends and are pleased to share 
their latest findings with you. Our 

Market Intelligence and Development 
committee is sharing news of FTTH 
rollouts across MENA and the rest 
of the world. The Smart Cities 
Committee is taking a closer look at the 
development of Intelligent Cities across 
MENA, related infrastructure needs, 
and effects on real estate. There’s also 
news on 5G, phasing out copper, and 
broadband strategies and developments 
from the Regulatory and Policy and 
Technology & Training committees.

The presence of high-speed, low-
latency, ubiquitous fibre across the 
MENA region is essential to realising 
the vast economic and societal 
opportunities offered by 5G, Machine-
to-Machine communication, Industry 
4.0, Smart Cities and Internet of Things. 

Fibre technology leaders and board 
members Corning, Prysmian Group, 
MEFC, , Etisalat and Oman Broadband 
remain deeply devoted to the council 
achievements and FTTH Council 
MENA, part of the FTTH Councils 
Global Alliance (FCGA), will continue 
to spread the message and exchange 
knowledge and global intelligence. 

Our mission remains the acceleration 
of FTTH adoption to enable new 
services that enhance the quality of life, 
contribute to a better environment and 
boost competitiveness. We are looking 
forward to another successful year!  ∠

Board of Directors 
FTTH COUNCIL MENA

The FTTH Council MENA is happy to report that Fibre progress is continuing 
throughout the region. We continue to support this through assisting 
our members, partners and other stakeholders, stimulating technology 
developments and research, and creating awareness and promoting the 
benefits to communities.
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DEVELOPMENTS IN EGYPT

Fibre on 
the rise 
across Egypt

The Egyptian government’s Digital Transformation Strategy is bringing rapid 
advances to the country’s technology infrastructure. Egypt has recently 
become very active in fibre deployment. Improved access to high-speed 
internet and widespread 5G are widely regarded as vital drivers for the 
country’s future growth and essential to a digital economy.

Last year, TE Data announced that 
+50% of its internet subscribers were 
connected via FTTC/VDSL with 
speeds up to 100Mbps. In more detail, 
by December 2018, TE Data also 
announced that more than 70% of 
homes in Egypt are connected to the 
FTTC networks improving the average 
speed to 5 Mbps. The company also 
announced that it would be investing 
50% of all CAPEX in overhauling 
infrastructure to migrate its entire 
network to FTTC by 2020 and to deploy 
FTTH connections in all greenfield 
areas and New Urban Communities 
Authority related projects. 

Egypt’s government also commenced 
its plan to replace 95% of all copper 
networks with fibre by 2020. The 
Ministry of Communication and 
Information Technology aims to double 
internet speeds countrywide. Replacing 
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fibre with copper is essential to this. 
By modernising its infrastructure, 
Egypt aims to improve its broadband 
penetration rate, which was at 48% in 
June 2019.

Earlier this year, the Ministry, the 
World Bank and the IFCon discussed 
various strategies to boost broadband 
penetration rate in Egypt, as part of 
an ongoing collaboration between 
the World Bank and the IT and 
communications ministry. The aim 
of this collaboration is to upgrade 
the country’s broadband strategy. 
Development of an economic model 
is intended to identify the main 
sectors and increase the IT sector’s 
contribution to growth. 

As a result of Egypt’s considerable 
investments in mobile and fixed 
broadband, the number of mobile 

internet subscribers by June 2019 is 
increasing to 36.19 million (+15.53% 
from June 2018). In the same period, 
the total number of fixed broadband 
subscriptions had reached just over 
6.91 million subscribers, mainly 
represented by FTTC connections 
mainly due the efforts from TE 
Data to migrate its copper network. 
Certainly, full FTTH connections are 
starting to arise in Egypt and they 
represent a small portion of all fixed 
connections (approximate 0.1% of 
all fixed connections by September 
2019). However, it is estimated that 
this number will increase during 2020 
because of copper to fibre migration. 

According to Reuters, new 
administrative capital, which will 
replace Cairo, will be equipped with 
a $2.44 billion telecommunications 
network. The first phase of building 

will cover 168 square and the city will 
expand to an area of 700 square km. 
Egypt’s communications ministry has 
signed a cooperation agreement with 
city/s owner and developer, to begin 
working on the network.1 

In addition to the new capital, 16 
further new cities will be established. 
This requires rolling out a huge 
amount of fibre infrastructure. To 
help cover the entire country with 
optical fibre at a reasonable cost, a new 
fibre cable factory has been opened 
in the industrial town of Badr, in the 
northeast.  ∠

1. www.reuters.com
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 FTTH/B 
trends 
and coverage 

Jan Schindler, 
Board Member FTTH council MENA and  
Market Committee Chair FTTH Council MENA 

TRENDS AND COVERAGE 

Looking at the overall Global Ranking, we see leadership from the Gulf 
countries and traditionally strong Asian countries such as South Korea, 
Japan and Hong Kong.

Around the world, FTTH/B technologies 
are evolving relatively rapidly. According 
to IDATE Digiworld, the number of 
FTTH/B subscribers increased by 20% 
between 2017 and 2018, reaching 532 
million subscribers by end of 2018. 
IDATE estimates that by end 2019 this 
number will reach more than 597 million 
worldwide. In general it is estimated that 
the growth rate of FTTH/B subscriptions 
will continue to increase at an annual 
average rate of 10% until 2023. It is 
important to point out that by end of 
2018, 82% of these FTTH/B subscribers 
were in the Asia Pacific region, followed 
by Europe with 11% of subscribers and 
North America with 3%. 

With regard to countries leading in 
the number of FTTH/B subscribers, 
by end of 2018 China was the first to 
have more than 350 million subscribers. 
Japan is second with 37 million FTTH/B 
subscribers and Russia came in third 

place with almost 21 million subscribers. 
Of course, these countries’ population 
sizes allow them to be the leaders. 
However, in countries such as the 
Philippines and Brazil high take-up rates 
were observed between 2017-2018. In 
general terms, the FTTH/B take-up rate 
has evolved positively throughout the 
years. By end of 2018, the global take-up 
rate reached 66.3%, IDATE Digiworld 
estimates that by end 2019 this will 
reach 69%, and around 73% by 2023.This 
is, in fact, the consequence of massive 
deployment of FTTH/B solutions in 
markets previously dominated by 
copper or cable-based networks.

MENA
The annual MENA panorama study for 
FTTH/B, conducted by FTTH Council 
MENA and partner IDATE Digiworld, 
revealed that MENA fibre uptake has 
improved during the last 12 months. Out 
of the total number of homes already 

passed by FTTH/B networks by Q3 
2019, 49% subscribe to fibre technology. 
The total percentage of MENA FTTH 
subscribers has grown 7% between 
September 2018 and September 2019. The 
growth rate of subscribed homes in the 
region indicates that in the last 12 months, 
countries such as Kuwait, Lebanon and 
Algeria have increased the number of 
FTTH/B subscribers by more than 75%, 
owing to recent FTTH deployments. 

Across the region, government 
investments and actions related to fibre 
networks increased during 2018. In Saudi 
Arabia, the MoC has implemented a plan 
in order to reach 3.5 million homes with 
FTTH by 2020 in a partnership with local 
players and an electricity company. In 
the same way, the Lebanese government 
has announced investment in fibre 
projects, in order to target connection of 
at least 50Mbps nationwide by end 2020, 
and it has granted licenses to use Ogero’s 
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fibre network to five players. In Iran, 
we see a similar development: the main 
players have announced investment in 
their fibre network to reach more than 
2 million homes by the end of 2019, in 
order to increase the number of homes 
reached and it has announced it will offer 
wholesale services to other ISPs in the 
country. In Kuwait, the Government has 
launched phase 3 of its national FTTH 
project in order to reach at more than 
230,000 homes with FTTH. In Morocco, 
an agreement between the government 
and Maroc Telecom have been recently 
signed in august 2019, in order to boost 
network infrastructure in the country 
during the period 2019-2021. 

Briefly, MENA continues to make solid 
progress in the global ranking with UAE 
and Qatar still among the world leaders. 
Almost all households in UAE and Qatar 
have FTTH coverage. The study shows 
growth in Qatar, with 394,000 fibre 
subscribers and 455,000 homes passed by 
September 2019. The UAE has reached 
over 1,710,000 homes with FTTH/B 
reaching a 97% residential coverage and 
the main two players are working in 
shared projects to reach those isolated 
homes with fibre. Some 50 ambitious 
FTTH/B projects in 17 MENA countries 
are underway. Saudi Arabia’s vision 2030 
aims to reach 3.5 million homes with 
FTTH by end 2020. Lebanon launched 
a plan to increase the number of FTTH 
Homes Passed to 85%. Kuwait’s national 
plan (MOC) is increasing FTTH Homes 
Passed to 230,000. Several countries 
are deploying or will deploy fibre 
networks based on a national Broadband 
Plan. These national programs should 
continue to boost FTTH/B market in 
MENA in the medium to long term. 

Most projects, operational or 
announced, tend to be FTTH 

The GLOBAL FTTH/B RANKING features six MENA countries out of a total of 63

UAE QATAR Bahrain Saudi Arabia Oman Jordan

Main trends in MENA’s FTTH/B market

Significant and dynamic markets (UAE, KSA, Qatar, Oman, Kuwait, Bahrain)

High potential market (First of all: Iran; but also Iraq and Lebanon)

Markets with significant announcements and/or progresses (Tunisia, Egypt)

Steady markets without many evolutions or significant announcements  
(Jordan, Palestine, Algeria)

rollouts. However, FTTN + VDSL is 
still a solution for countries where a 
smooth transition towards fibre has a 
reduced financial and technical impact 
(Lebanon, Egypt and Morocco), or 
countries where the broadband market 
is not mature yet and the economical 
context still requires improvement. 
To date, FTTH has been relatively 
expensive compared to other regions.

Incumbents and alternative operators 
are the main actors involved in FTTH/B 
rollout. Incumbents are leading the 
markets, and there is a strong stimulus 
from governments via the MoCs to 
boost fibre deployment and replace 
the old copper-based network with the 
objective of providing higher bandwidth, 
connecting government institutions, 
reducing digital exclusion and improving 
citizen services through smart cities.

Mobile Broadband remains the 
leading choice for many end users. In 
several countries, Mobile Broadband 
subscriptions surpass fixed Broadband 
subscriptions. This might not change, 
even with the rollout of 5G networks. 
However, this could also be an 
interesting opportunity for FTTH. 
The need for interconnecting base 
stations with fibre backbone will 
increase (5G), and high-resolution video 
demands in MENA will further drive 

bandwidth requirements. The main 5G 
deployments, agreements and launches 
have been observed in countries such 
as: Bahrain (launched in June 2019), 
Kuwait (launched in July 2019), Qatar 
(launched August 2019), Saudi Arabia 
(launched in June 2019) and UAE 
(launched in July 2019).

Looking at speeds, rates of 1Gbps and 
more are available in Kuwait, Oman, 
Qatar, UAE, Bahrain, and Saudi Arabia. 
The most widespread speed rate is 
100 Mbps, available in Oman, Qatar, 
Jordan, UAE, KSA and Tunisia. Most 
Telcos in GCC provide new converged 
and innovative TV and video services 
available on their new networks.

AFRICA
Africa has started many FTTH 
deployments, in a number of countries. 
Certainly the presence of wireless 
broadband services has presented an 
obstacle, but at the same time, the 
higher number of people concentrated 
in urban centres, greater data demand 
and the promotion of many smart 
cities projects is creating a window 
of opportunity for introducing robust 
and scalable fixed networks such as 
FTTH. South Africa and Morocco are 
leading the deployments, but also new 
deployments in 2018 for example in 
Gabon, can be observed.  ∠
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EUROPE 
Europe is now a region in which fibre is 
still consolidating its position. Certainly, 
in many European countries, fibre has 
been the solution in terms of providing 
higher bandwidth and meeting with 
the Digital Agenda of the European 
Commission. Consequently, there is a 
strong commitment from governments 
and private players to work toward 
this objective. During 2018, a higher 
level of stimulation from governments 
to promote FTTH deployments and 
provide public funds in such projects was 
observed. The region includes countries 
with strong nationwide fibre coverage, 

such as Spain, France, Latvia and 
Portugal. On the other hand, countries 
such as the UK and Germany with a high 
level of copper-based networks have 
started to deploy FTTC and are expected 
to migrate to a full fibre solution in the 
coming five years.

LATIN AMERICA
The region is adopting fibre networks. 
Many players with presence in several 
Latin countries are focusing on a strategy 
based on migrating their networks 
(copper or cable based) towards 
FTTH. In the same direction, many 
governments have implemented rules 

and incentives to deploy fibre based 
networks as part of Digital Agendas. 
Countries such as Brazil, Mexico, Chile, 
Peru and Bolivia have demonstrated a 
strong fibre evolution during 2018 but 
there’s still a lot of place for players to 
deploy fibre networks in this region.

NORTH AMERICA
Giants in the USA and Canada have 
implemented many strategies during 
2018 to promote fibre networks. 
Certainly, the region has a strong 
presence of cable-based operators, 
mainly in the USA, but strong actions 
from big players like AT&T, Bell Canada 
and Verizon to expand FTTH networks 
and accelerate the copper switch off 
process have been observed. The region 
has determined that the cost of keeping 
both networks (copper and fibre) is 
high and therefore, actions have been 
implemented to move forward with this 
migration in the coming three years. 

ASIA PACIFIC
Asia Pacific is the region that leads 
worldwide FTTH/B deployments 
based on the number of subscribers 
and homes passed. Certainly, FTTH 
evolution in vast countries such as 
China, South Korea and Japan has 
put the region on the map as the 
leader. In terms of worldwide FTTH/B 
subscribers by 2018, APAC has 82% 
of all FTTH/B subscribers and this 
number is increasing, mainly due to 
other initiatives in emerging countries. 
During 2018, many governments have 
been involved in fibre initiatives as part 
of National Broadband Plans, such as 
for example in Bangladesh, Malaysia, 
Philippines and Indonesia, and also in 
public private initiatives that help boost 
fibre deployment across the region, 
which is mainly being pushed to meet 
the 5G transition.  ∠
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INTERVIEW

Fibre investments  
continue 
to increase

Juan Colina,  
Regional Sales Director,  
Corning Optical Communications Middle East

As the regional fibre market 
comes together for the 2019 FTTH 
MENA Conference, what would 
you say have been the biggest 
developments in the regional fibre 
sector this year?

“The GCC has proven to have one of the 
world’s highest penetrations of fibre, 
with countries such as UAE and Saudi 
Arabia overtaking early adopters like 
South Korea and Japan. In the last year, 
there have been increasing discussions 
on 5G in the region, and fibre is proving 
to be a catalyst in the rollout of this 
technology. The latency requirements 
and capacity requirements for 5G 
will take time, and the standard for 
5G has not been fully finalized, but 
there is a healthy discussion within 
the ICT sector on the underlying 
technologies of what 5G will eventually 
look like. Nevertheless, it has become 

increasingly obvious in the last year 
that the Middle East will be one of the 
first regions to adopt 5G and hence, we 
see regional investment in optical fibre 
infrastructure continuously increasing.” 

As Regional Director of Corning 
Optical Communications Middle 
East since 2015, you have been a 
key member of the fibre industry 
in the region. How has Corning 
contributed to the region’s FTTH 
needs?

“For years now, Corning has been 
working closely with communication 
service providers to enable higher data 
speeds around the region. Corning has 
invented and has been producing low-
loss optical fibre since the 1970s, and 
has an impressive track record of over 
52 million homes passed with FTTH 
technology globally. Just to put things 

in perspective, we have over 1 billion 
kilometres of optical fibre sold, which 
pretty much represents around a third 
of all optical fibre globally.”

“While we have been the leading 
supplier of FTTH products for the 
operators, we are also working closely 
with them to be ready for future 
demands of fibre. The difference 
Corning brings to the market is that we 
are the only true end-to-end supplier of 
integrated optical solutions.  ∠

The Middle East 
will be one of 
the first regions 
to adopt 5G

#

2019 Edition  |  9FTTH MENA Annual Magazine



© 2019 Corning Optical Communications. CRR-618-A6-BEN / September 2019

Connect to a solution that gives you more speed, simplicity, and profitability. With our field-proven OptiTap® 
solution, you can pass twice as many homes as before — which could lead to twice the revenue.

No more timely and costly field splicing. Now you can deploy FTTH networks in half the time. 
Visit us at our booth to find out more. 

Deploy FTTH up to 50 percent faster than field-spliced networks.
 Corning’s OptiTap® pre-connectorised solution: it’s about time.

Are You Corning Connected?
Configure. Place. Connect.
Visit corning.com/emea/en/ftth  

Since we are a manufacturer of optical 
fibre, we not only have in-depth 
knowledge of the product, but we know 
how to cable that optical fibre as well 
and how to offer complete and reliable 
network solutions.” 

“Essentially, our key focus is to make 
innovations designed to address 
specific telecommunications network 
challenges of the region available 
to our customers. We are also 
strengthening our efforts in helping 
customers with the transition from 

their current optical network to a 
future proof 5G network.”

You also held the role FTTH Council 
MENA President over the last year. 
What were some of the council’s key 
focus areas?

“Over the last year, our work has been 
focused on encouraging the adoption 
of fibre as the preferred medium 
of choice across multiples types of 
applications including 5G, wireless 
applications and smart cities. From the 
last survey done by the FTTH Council 
MENA, the statistics indicates that 
94.3% of the UAE has FTTH coverage, 
making it the highest penetration 
of optical fibre in access networks 
globally. Saudi Arabia is investing 
significantly in FTTH too. With the 
impending roll out of 5G in these 
markets, we are seeing a key focus on 

getting the FTTH infrastructure ready, 
since it will be a requirement for the 
deployment of 5G networks.”  ∠

We are the only 
true end-to-
end supplier of 
integrated optical 
solutions

#



INTELLIGENT CITIES

Fatima Mohammad Saleh,
Smart Cities Committee Chair,
FTTH Council MENA

Across the Middle East and North Africa, fibre-based Smart City 
developments are on the rise. Driven by Smart City growth, regional data 
center spend is expected to reach a USD 5 bn record high by 2020, up by 8.5 
percent from 2017, according to market research firm Statista. ‘Smartness’ is 
not a measure of how advanced or complex the technology being adopted 
is, but how well a society uses technology to solve its problems and 
address existential challenges.

Intelligent 
Cities 
in MENA

Examples of critical Smart City 
applications in MENA include:

-  Intelligent adaptive traffic lights 
managing traffic on pedestrian-friendly 
streets.

-  Embedded sensors and cameras 
identifying areas that could use more 
bike-sharing slots, or where a self-
driving vehicle should be routed.

-  Smart building management linked 
to an energy system for energy 
conservation.

-  VSAAS digital layer measuring 
movements of people, energy, traffic 

and goods throughout districts.
-  Wi-Fi and internet access along with 

smart advertising screens.
-  Smart Garbage Collection system 

supported by robots to handle 
transportation.

-  Smart Street Lighting. 

Security, IoT and cloud features are 
supporting increasingly high levels 
of efficiency, building trust, boosting 
economies and providing a considerable 
impulse. Popular services currently 
being offered include Safe City and 
Blockchain applications, and IoT for 

multiple clients, largely related to 
transport and utilities. New projects are 
under development too. 

One success story is the enrollment 
of fire alarm systems across the UAE 
to promote safety among families in 
their homes. The ‘Hassantuk’ program, 
initiated by Ministry of Interior, is 
an end-to-end wireless fire safety 
solution that optimizes response to fire 
and emergency alerts through a 24/7 
connection.  ∠
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This harnesses the power and 
advantages of smart technology to 
transfer real-time data to a dedicated 
Civil Defense Command Control Center 
operated by the Ministry. The initiative 
is part of the UAE government’s plans 
to enhance safety in residential villas 
across the country. This is a good 
example of how technologies are being 
rolled out to enrich citizens’ daily 
lives in the UAE, where the country’s 
leadership has provided a clear vision 
and guidance for the country. 

Of course, reducing costs, optimizing 
healthcare and mobility and lowering 
energy consumption are vital. However, 
many Smart Cities are still limiting 
their use of ICT to realizing immediate 
efficiency and cost benefits and have yet 
to take the first steps toward becoming 
Intelligent Cities. A truly Intelligent 
City collects and analyses vast volumes 

of data to continuously enhance the 
performance of devices and services. 
This helps keep up with the changing 
needs of citizens, businesses and 
visitors and improve their wellbeing. 

When rolling out Smart Infrastructure 
and Fibre in MENA, there are a number 
of challenges. Capex needs to be 
aligned between multiple entities that 
require this infrastructure. They need 
to communicate closely and strictly 
request all stakeholders to comply 
with prerequisites. Developers need 
to ensure adaptation of the smart 
infrastructure for which they are 
responsible and cascade to other (sub-
) developers. End-users need to be 
educated about the benefits of utilizing 
this type of infrastructure.

One particularly successful 
approach is the strategic partnership 

between government and telco 
operator as part of the Dubai Future 
Accelerators initiative. This focuses 
on identification and deployment of 
futuristic prototypes and products 
at a city-wide scale. The approach 
incorporates the application of 
cutting-edge technologies such as AI 
and robotics, genomics, 3D printing, 
distributed ledgers, biomimicry 
and biotechnology, as well as new 
business models and ways of working. 
This type of initiative aims to 
connect the world’s most innovative 
companies with leading government 
representatives to create breakthrough 
solutions for the world’s most exciting 
opportunities and pressing challenges.

Property developers are introducing 
advanced connectivity and services 
in order to attract customers, such 
as FTTH-B, 4G wireless enhanced 

SMART CITY - USE CASES AND APPLICATIONS
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by small cells, and public WiFi. Real 
estate companies are using fibre 
and intelligent city services as a 
differentiator. 

With intelligent city deployment in 
certain areas, the value of the real 
estate increases and the facilities 
become significantly more attractive to 
the customers. Initially, connectivity 
is used for promotional purpose 
and to sell real estate assets, but the 
fact is that once people occupy the 
premises they will feel the difference 
in all aspects. However, to control 
costs, many real estate companies are 
following the minimum requirements 
and not offering the fully-fledged 
infrastructure. However, increasing 
demand for bandwidth and services 
from consumers and businesses will 
change this.  ∠
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The rapid uptake of LTE deployments across the MENA region is paving 
the way for 5G, with 20 million 5G subscriptions expected by 2022. 
Besides wired broadband networks, wireless and 4G/5G connectivity are 
required to complement the fixed network and to support sensors, smart 
devices, mobile applications, Internet of Things (IoT) and Radio Frequency 
Identification (RFID). Smart cities and smart technology adoption are a 
significant driver for the fast uptake of 5G, which will play a huge role in 
enabling the Internet of Things, connected transit and other technologies.1

Globally, 5G is expected to help a 
broad range of industries produce 
up to $12.3 trillion worth of goods 
and services by 2035. By 2020, the 5G 
network is expected to support 50 
billion connected devices and 212 billion 
connected sensors as well as enable 
access to 44 petabytes (ZB) of data. 
However, tomorrow’s hyper-connected 
world will not be possible without 
scalable infrastructures and 5G to 
process vast, ever-increasing data flows. 
5G offers smart, fast networks with 
very low latency, connected devices and 

back-end services. Applications include 
advanced digital services, enhanced 
mobile broadband, machine-to-machine 
(M2M) communications, artificial 
intelligence, driverless cars, e-Health 
and smart cities.2

Among all the new emerging 
technologies underpinning the fourth 
industrial revolution, 5G is probably the 
most spoken of and the most promising. 
Without doubt, 5G is set to transform 
our world, with high bandwidth, low 
latency and ubiquitous coverage. For 

many end users, costly broadband and 
billing issues may provide a reason 
for deciding to use 5G exclusively. 
However, many communication 
service providers planning to complete 
their 5G deployments by 2022, may 
fail to monetize their infrastructure 
investment, as their systems might not 
fully meet 5G use case requirements. 

The message should be clear to all 
operators: retention and acquisition 
of new 5G customers is not just 
about promoting features that 5G is 

5G DEVELOPMENTS MENA

Bader Al Zeidi 
Oman Broadband

Operators,  
are you ready 
for 5G?
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anticipated to add. Operators also 
need to think carefully about how 
they position 5G to their customers. 
These are questions that need to be 
addressed as part of a substantial 5G 
investment and preparation that would 
last for a considerable number of years 
(up to 2025-2030). 

Furthermore, the current bandwidth 
demand and the latency performance 
offered by 5G can be met by today’s 
FTTH networks. If the main driver for 
the customer’s shift to 5G is price and 
billing issues, then why wait years and 
spend all of the required investment, 
when the outcome consumers desire 
could be fulfilled right now? The average 
fixed broadband download speed across 
the USA today is already higher than 100 
Mbit/s, primarily delivered using FTTH 
networks (see Fig. 1). The company 
Jio in India has recently announced its 

new FTTH service that will start at 100 
Mbit/s to all consumers, with a portfolio 
extending to 1 Gbit/s. 

Another consideration is the price 
per Mbit/s of bandwidth. We are now 
seeing an explosion in internet usage 
with average data consumption per 
user almost doubling every year (see 
Fig. 2). At the same time average 
Broadband ARPU is flat or stable, 
essentially implying that consumers 
desire extra bandwidth at the same 
price. Inevitably, fixed fibre networks 
are better placed to accommodate this 
trend, since network costs are more 
dependent on infrastructure deployed 
rather than available spectrum. Even 
5G technology, which pushes encoding 
techniques much further, will eventually 
reach bandwidth limitations. On the 
other hand, optical networks use carrier 
frequencies in the Peta-Hertz range, 

with large scope for increased bit rates.

Against all this, we also need to take 
into account the fact that the adoption 
of 5G will not only be driven by 
smartphones. Wearable Devices are 
emerging and entering the consumer 
market. Smart watches and holographic 
headsets, for example, will need direct 
connectivity, which in turn requires 
much more affordable broadband 
access. This plethora of devices will 
be far more difficult to offer using 5G 
access only, and hence operators need 
to carefully consider fixed-mobile 
convergence, so they can create 
complementary high value services for 
the end user, beyond just bandwidth.

There is no doubt that 5G will bring 
a transformational experience to the 
mobility characteristics,   ∠
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but the true essence of the added benefits 
lies in the complete eco-system that will 
be built around it, and all the limitless 
applications and capabilities that would 
be created by that complete eco-system. 
This essential connectivity is core to 
understanding of what 5G is going to 
bring. Operators will need to gear up, but 
they also need to manage expectations, 
since this full transformation will not 
happen until 2025-2030. 

Therefore, the right structured 
approach would be to start building the 
foundations and building blocks that 
would enable operators to maximize 
the anticipated benefits, as earlier 
as possible using limited investment 
through multiple tactical moves. These 
tactical moves are summarized below.

1. Offer subscribers affordable 
bandwidth on your today home 

broadband service as it would be far 
more difficult to do so on 5G. Develop a 
plan to offer FTTH bandwidths of 100 
Mbit/s and above to all customers, with 
scope to evolve to 1 Gbit/s services. 

2. Provide subscribers with the 
right bandwidth and latency today 
through FTTH networks and count on 
complementing that by 4G mobility 
and, later on, 5G mobility. Don’t try to 
substitute FTTH with 5G, but offer them 
bundled together as complementary 
services, with unified billing.

3. Partnerships or alliances with 
infrastructure providers. As the 
bandwidth per user increases, the 
density of radio sites and antennas will 
also increase, with each site preferably 
being connected with a new optical 
fibre link to the core network, rather 
than a microwave radio link. An alliance 

with a Tower Co that could provide 
shared colocation space on existing 
and new tower or roof-top sites would 
reduce capital spend as well as time to 
market. A further alliance with a Fibre 
Co that could provide resilient fibre 
connections to radio sites would enable 
the high bandwidths that 5G is capable 
of to be deployed to users on the move.

A good example of an alliance between 
mobile operators and infrastructure 
providers can be found in the Sultanate 
of Oman. New mobile operator Vodafone 
Oman plans to launch its services in 
2020. Its network will be built using 
tower and rooftop antenna locations, 
provided through the newly formed 
Oman Tower Company. National 
broadband infrastructure provider 
Oman Broadband, which was established 
to fulfil Oman’s National Broadband 
Strategy, will provide backbone 
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connectivity. The company offers passive 
fibre services to licensed operators in 
Oman for connectivity to the home or 
mobile site, on a monthly rental basis. 
This commercial model lowers the 
CapEx requirements for the new mobile 
operator, and reduces the overlap in 
infrastructure build. This is a key to 
lowering the substantial densification 
requirement of 5G deployment. 

5G is an amazing new technology 
that will revolutionize our lives and 
work. However, its adoption should 
be carefully considered by operators, 
who need to position the technology 
alongside high capacity FTTH networks. 
Not only to fully address the needs of 
consumers, but also to enable the full 
capability of the technology itself. 
Market analysts predict that by 2030 
more than half the population in 
developed countries will need capacity 

of 100-plus Mb/s. Optical fibre is the 
only currently available technology 
capable of meeting today’s bandwidth 
needs, whilst also providing future-
proof broadband networks that support 
a large number of services that we can’t 
even imagine yet. In fact, introduction 
of 5G would make little sense without 
a ubiquitous fibre backbone. A high-
performance fixed infrastructure 
improves the capabilities of a mobile 
network. For high-frequency 5G to 
support high connection density and 
high-speed mobility, mobile service 
providers need to deploy vast numbers 
of cellular towers and base stations 
closer to users and devices. These 
towers and base stations must be 
interconnected through high-speed 
optical fibre networks.3 

The effectiveness and potential 
of 5G networks will be severely 

limited in the absence of fibre. The 
performance goals associated with 
5G, such as low latency, high capacity 
and extreme reliability depend on 
having ample fibre. Operators and 
other stakeholders don’t need to 
choose between wireless and wireline 
investments. Instead these budgets 
will merge. Revenues for providers 
won’t only come from Gb connectivity, 
but also from revenue sharing models 
developed with next-generation 
service providers. Making smart 
strategic decisions regarding which 
technology to use in specific sections 
of a network, or upgrading capacity in 
a planned way, are essential.4  ∠

1,2  Information in this paragraph sourced from 

T&T committee, FTTH Council MENA

3,4  Information in this paragraph sourced from 

Smart Cities Committee, FTTH Council MENA 
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STUDY

Copper 
Switch-off 
in MENA

Stefan Stanislawski, 
Regulatory and Policy Committee, FTTH Council MENA

As countries and regions begin to reach a ‘critical mass’ of fibre availability 
and homes passed, they need to start developing a plan for switching 
off copper. As fibber becomes ubiquitous - as opposed to a ‘premium’ 
product for a select audience - and less use is made of copper, the cost of 
maintaining that old copper network is no longer in line with the generated 
income. In Europe, this issue is currently arising amongst policymakers, 
regulators & incumbent operators and the same trend is evident - to a 
lesser degree - in the MENA region also.
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Capex/customer vs take-up
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In any wireline network, there is a 
cost of coverage, commonly known 
as cost per premise passed. This 
is the largest element of cost in a 
fibre network and historically also 
in a copper network. If the available 
market demand in a particular 
neighbourhood is split across 
two infrastructures then it has a 
significant impact on the business 

case: that major fixed cost can only be 
amortized over a part of the potential 
connections in that neighbourhood. 

The simple example below illustrates 
how the economics for a fibre 
operator vary with take-up ranging 
from a competitive scenario (30% 
take-up) to a monopoly-like situation 
(85% take-up):

Take-up Cost/premise passed Cost/connection Resulting cost/customer

30% $1000 $250 $3583

50% $1000 $250 $2250

85% $1000 $250 $1426

This relationship is nonlinear as the plot 
below shows.

Furthermore, managing a non-future-
proof second network alongside a fibber 
network takes up time and valuable 
resources:
-  Technicians require different skills and 

working knowledge for the different 
technologies

-  There is a step-up in the range of 
spares to be held and the spread of 
equipment which must be maintained 
inevitably increasing costs per 
customer

-  IT systems, business processes and 
other operating costs are spread 

across two networks but inevitably 
also increased because of the different 
infrastructures, interfaces and 
processes needed

-  With falling utilisation, the copper 
network becomes even more 
inefficient than before.   

When I have advised incumbents, if 
there are no detailed impact studies 
available, we generally use 15% 
operating cost reduction with fibre 
compared to copper, to be conservative, 
because the technology is modern and 

the infrastructure itself is inherently 
much more reliable.  

This operating cost saving is not 
large enough on its own to justify the 
migration to fibre. However, when 
considered in combination with 
the relationship described above, it 
indicates the inefficiency of maintaining 
both legacy and modern fibre networks 
in parallel over a long period of time. 

For these reasons, the issue of copper 
switch-off is becoming more prominent 
in regulatory and policy circles as well 
us in incumbents’ strategy departments. 

This, along with several other develop-
ments, is an important discussion point 
in the broadband policy session of the 
FTTH MENA conference in Cairo,  
21-22nd October.  ∠

2019 Edition  |  19FTTH MENA Annual Magazine



NEWS AND TRENDS

Fibre news 
and trends 
in MENA

The UAE is the world’s number one fibre country, with fibre network 
coverage surpassing Singapore, China, South Korea, Hong Kong and Japan. 
Qatar is a close second.  

UAE Telco Etisalat has reported a 3.1% 
increase in net profit for the first half 
of 2019. Despite the capital demands 
of Etisalat’s 5G rollout programme, 
consolidated net profits stood at $1.2 
billion for this period. In the first 
half of 2019, Etisalat launched 5G 
mobile network services in the UAE 
and prepared for launches across the 
Arabian Peninsula. Etisalat now has 
over 143 million subscribers across the 

Middle East, Africa and Asia, with global 
subscriber numbers gradually increasing 
by 2%, year on year.

State-owned open network 
infrastructure provider Oman 
Broadband has been working on a 
wireless pilot project to rural and 
remote villages. The selected villages 
in Wilayat Al Rustaq, South Al Batinah 
Region are categorized as areas 
under universal service obligation 

by telecommunication Regulatory 
Authority. The infrastructure itself 
is built to be an open access network 
(OAN) and is open for other operators 
once the service is commercialized. 
Oman Broadband has also been working 
on installation of fibre optics through 
water pipes. This reduces excavation 
work in customers’ homes to almost 
zero. Available resources are better 
utilized, and installation time, noise and 
disturbance are all reduced. 

Christine Beylouni,  
Director General, FTTH Council MENA
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FOLAN has unveiled a new range of 
pivoting optical patch panels, entirely 
made of plastic, and dedicated to 
FTTH deployment. These are designed 
for quick and easy installation. The 
patch panels are equipped with a 
pre-positioning system and a clip and 
locking bolt for fixing without cage nuts 
in less than 40 seconds. Its innovative 
design allows easy and intuitive 
implementation and fast subscriber 
connection. The multi-tray plastic 
patch panels are available in 1U and 3U, 
reversible (right or left pivot) and are 
available with 2 or 6 24-fibre trays.  

Oman Fibre Optic SAOC and Anritsu 
EMEA Ltd. have entered into a 
distribution agreement in Oman to 
market and sell Anritsu’s full range of 
high performance innovative test and 
measurement products and solutions.

Sterlite Tech is creating an optical 
transport controller for the Voyager 
and Cassini platforms, in collaboration 
with the Telecom Infra Project (TIP). 
The solution will allow management 

and control of disaggregated optical 
solutions, bringing operating flexibility 
and reduced operator costs to the 
platforms, develop by TIP members. 
In addition, Sterlite Tech will build a 
virtualised application on the controller 
that will be used to manage the 
data plane on these platforms. This 
collaboration intends to bring increased 
openness to smarter networks, making 
them more agile and cost-effective 
through the use of programmable, 
virtualised technologies such as 
software-defined networking.  ∠
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Fibre as key to 5G network deployment 
was the theme of Prysmian Group’s 
NExsT Forum 2019. This brought 
together telecommunications 
executives for a day of brainstorming, 
roundtables and insight sharing in New 
York, to strategize about how to fully 
realize the potential of fifth generation 
networks (5G) and the Internet of 
Things. These ultra-fast networks, 
which are already starting to be rolled 
out, and bring huge benefits beyond 
lightning-fast downloads. 5G networks 
are needed to enable new technologies 
such as self-driving cars, smart cities, 
robotic factories and less wasteful 

farming practices, potentially reducing 
greenhouse gases. ‘Wireless’ 5G 
strongly relies on fibre as a backbone, 
and fibre optics cable networks 
are key to unlocking this potential. 
Prysmian Group will continue to 
steadfastly contribute to debate about 
the foundation of the Gigabit Society, 
working to ensure focus is maintained 
on infrastructure that will ultimately 
satisfy the digital demands of citizens.

R&M is developing a number of 
Smart City projects around the world 
including a smart, safe, sustainable and 
environmentally friendly Smart City 

project in Egypt. This is resulting in a 
dedicated, flexible product and service 
offering. At Istanbul Grand Airport 
(IGA), R&M have provided fibre for 
9,000 surveillance cameras and 3,000 
card readers as well as 5,000 WiFi 
access points, giving the airport site a 
full-coverage WLAN.  ∠
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