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SuperLine promises you broadband Internet access over existing phone lines

The SuperLine Integrated Access System that was just announced at ComNet in Washington is not so much a technology triumph as it is a business breakthrough.

Starting now, telephone companies can profitably deploy SuperLine to plug big holes in their residential voice offerings and thereby provide broadband Internet access much more widely than ever dreamed for Asymmetric Digital Subscriber Line (ADSL).

The big holes are extra telephone lines for children, offices, modems, and fax machines. Telcos are generally reluctant to market extra lines because they're running out of copper. It costs on average $1,000, and sometimes much more, to run copper for a second line.

Even without marketing, current demand for extra lines from 167 million U.S. subscribers is more than 3 million per year. When marketed, the demand more than doubles. In addition, home Internet access will skyrocket to 33 percent of households during 1999.

Enter SuperLine. Today, for between $500 and $1,000 per household, depending on volume, SuperLine uses copper already carrying plain old telephone service (POTS) to deliver POTS, plus a second and third line.

The SuperLine Integrated Access Device (IAD) is the size of a PC modem. You plug your POTS line into one jack and a POTS extension into another. Plug phones, modems, or fax machines into the second and third lines.

Now, telcos can market extra phone lines again. For much less than it costs to run copper, they can offer SuperLines.

But does SuperLine work? Well, the three companies announcing it at ComNet were Paradyne, the $200 million broadband access company; AG Communication Systems, the $500 million telephone equipment company; and AG's parent company, Lucent Technologies, the mother of all telephone equipment companies.

Paradyne developed Tripleplay, the technology that carries SuperLine over POTS copper. The company makes SuperLine IADs for homes.

AG Communications developed and makes SuperLine Integrated Access Platforms (IAPs) for telephone central offices.

Lucent markets SuperLine to providers of residential and small-office telephone services. About 100 million U.S. households receive service using Lucent equipment, not counting the 18 million that use AG equipment. And because SuperLine meets telephone industry standards, it can also be deployed in non-Lucent central offices.

The two extra lines provided by SuperLine are digital, crystal clear, and let 56Kbps modems operate at full speed (53.6Kbps). SuperLine's central-office IAPs will detect modem calls and take them around telephone switches directly into the Internet.

Paradyne Vice President Mark Housman says that SuperLine is passing Bellcore TR57 -- "the mother of all telco tests." He added that SuperLine is in "final standardization testing" at a major telco that is aiming to deploy hundreds of thousands of SuperLines during 1999. Another major telco will soon start testing.

The market for SuperLines is easily 10 times that for ISDN and ADSL combined. But why do I mention ISDN and ADSL?

Well, there's a SuperLine jack I have not been telling you about. Turns out SuperLine comes with an Ethernet RJ-45 through which Internet packets can be exchanged with the central office at 500Kbps (take note, ADSL fans) without disturbing the three phones on that same POTS line.

Paradyne asks me not to refer to SuperLine as yet another Digital Subscriber Line technology. The business breakthrough is that telco voice people can profitably deploy SuperLines in huge numbers while telco data people wring their hands in Washington.

If telopolies can't figure out how to piggyback broadband Internet access on something like SuperLine, we will likely end up buying POTS from cable companies, who are already piggybacking Internet broadband on digital television.

 

Internet pundit Bob Metcalfe invented Ethernet in 1973 and founded 3Com in 1979. Send e-mail to metcalfe@idg.net. See http://www.idg.net/metcalfe.

