Gigabit City Analysis

Pablo Zavala

2025-07-10

Executive Summary

Evaluations of U.S. gigabit deployments reveal measurable economic benefits, including competitive network
upgrades, new business creation, and direct increases in residential property values. A 10-year study of
Chattanooga’s municipal fiber network found it generated an estimated $2.69 billion in economic value and
helped create or save 9,516 jobs (Lobo 2020). The entry of a new gigabit provider also spurs a powerful
competitive response; in markets where Google Fiber launched, incumbent providers increased their average
advertised download speeds by approximately 20% (447 Mbps) (Solis 2023).

The presence of fiber has also been shown to directly increase home values, with one rigorous 2024 study
finding that fiber availability added a housing price premium of 2% in Minnesota and nearly 9% in Texas
(Whitacre 2024). However, the impact on entrepreneurship appears to have thresholds. An event study
across eight states found that while the introduction of 1004+ Mbps and 250 Mbps service increased business
births, there was no conclusive evidence that gigabit-level speeds provided an additional boost to firm creation
during the 2015-2020 period (Biedny et al. 2024).

1 Purpose & Scope

This memorandum synthesizes empirical evidence on the urban impact of gigabit fiber, focusing on the
pioneer markets of Kansas City, Chattanooga, Austin, and the Research Triangle. It also draws lessons from
Google Fiber’s broader strategic evolution, including different deployment models and market outcomes.
Only effects documented by rigorous empirical methods are treated as causal, while descriptive correlations
are explicitly labeled.

2 Google Fiber in Context

Google announced its plan to build a 1 Gbps all-fiber network in 2010 as a “market catalyst” to prompt faster,
cheaper broadband (Google 2010). After a Request for Information (RFI) process drew over 1,100 municipal
applications, Kansas City, Kansas, was selected in 2011 for its commitment to streamlined permitting and
pole access (Google 2011). Subsequent waves reached Austin (2013) and the Research Triangle (2015), among
other metros (Google 2013; Google 2015).

By 2016, facing higher-than-expected costs and slower-than-hoped subscriber growth, the company an-
nounced a strategic “pause” on new city deployments to refine its approach (Barratt 2016). Expansion
resumed in 2022 with a more methodical strategy, focusing on multi-gig tiers and innovative public-private
partnerships, such as leasing city-owned conduit in West Des Moines, Iowa (GFiber 2022a; GFiber 2022b).
As of early 2024, GFiber advertises symmetric 1, 2, 5, and 8 Gbps plans for approximately $70-$150 per
month (GFiber 2024).
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Figure 1: Google Fiber’s geographic footprint, including active markets and publicly announced future
expansions.

3. Case Studies: Pioneer Markets & Tech Hubs

Kansas City (Pioneer Market) The initial greenfield build in Kansas City was a massive capital under-
taking, with an estimated cost of $84 million to pass 149,000 homes in the first phase alone (CostQuest 2020).
The “fiberhood” demand aggregation model was highly successful, with 180 of 202 designated neighborhoods
(nearly 90%) meeting pre-registration goals (Google FCC 2015). The entry of Google Fiber spurred a direct
competitive response from incumbents, who increased their average advertised download speeds by 47 Mbps
in the years following the launch (Solis 2023). However, the rollout model created an equity gap: while
take-up in some lower-income neighborhoods eventually reached 30%, it lagged significantly behind the 75%
rate in higher-income areas (State of Connecticut 2022).

Chattanooga (Municipal Benchmark) Years before Google Fiber, Chattanooga’s municipal utility,
EPB, built a city-wide fiber network, treating broadband as an essential public service. A 10-year study
estimated the network generated $2.69 billion in economic benefit and helped create or save 9,516 jobs (Lobo
2020). The value was driven primarily by economic development (52%) and smart grid efficiencies (28%).
The city’s HCS EdConnect program provides free 100 Mbps service to the families of approximately 28,500
K-12 students, serving as a national model for digital equity (Community Networks 2021).

Austin (Competitive Acceleration) Google’s 2013 entry into the competitive Austin market spurred
incumbents AT&T and Grande Communications to accelerate their own gigabit deployments. This con-
tributed to average download speeds rising from 28 Mbps in 2012 to 144 Mbps by 2018 (GovTech 2020). A
key equity initiative, the Community Connections (CC) program, promised to connect 100 public and non-
profit sites. However, a study found that because connections were contingent on the commercial residential
build-out, only 28 of the 100 selected sites were actually connected as of 2019, highlighting the limitations of
a public-private model where public benefits are secondary to commercial priorities (Stratton et al. 2022).
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Research Triangle (Layered Supply & Innovation) In 2015, the Research Triangle became a key
market for layered fiber deployment after a regional coalition successfully attracted investment from both
AT&T and Google Fiber. This competitive environment supports a robust digital economy; Cary, a key city
in the region, reports one of the nation’s highest remote-work shares at 41.1% (SmartAsset 2023). The area
also serves as a hub for network innovation, hosting one of the first field trials for GFiber Labs’ 20 Gbps
residential service (GFiber Labs 2023).

4. Evolving Deployment Strategies & Lessons

Google Fiber’s approach to entering markets has evolved significantly, offering a playbook of different strate-
gies. Municipal Acquisition (Provo): In Provo, Utah, Google acquired the city’s financially struggling
“{Provo” network for a symbolic $1, committing to upgrade it to gigabit speeds. This capital-efficient model
served as a template for rescuing and modernizing existing public infrastructure (BBCmag 2022).

Public-Private Conduit Leasing (West Des Moines): In a newer, collaborative model, West Des
Moines built and owns a municipal conduit network, which it then leases to private ISPs. Google Fiber
entered as the “anchor tenant,” significantly de-risking its investment and accelerating deployment time
(Fiber Broadband Association 2022).

The Setback (Louisville): The attempt to use experimental “nanotrenching” in Louisville resulted in
a catastrophic operational failure, with failing sealant and exposed cables forcing Google to abandon the
market entirely in 2019. This serves as a critical cautionary tale about the risks of unproven construction

methods for physical infrastructure (CNET 2024).

5. Summary of Key Performance Indicators

Housing Digital
Macroeconomic Incumbent Value Adoption / Equity
Metro Impact Speed T Premiumfy Job Creation Take-Up Initiatives
Kansas Not Studied  +47 Mbps Not Studied  $84M initial 180 of 202 $1M Fund;
City (Solis 2023) investment®*  fiberhoods 30% vs 75%
(CostQuest qualified adoption
2020) (Google gap (KC
FCC 2015) Digital Drive
2016; State
of CT 2022)
Chattanooga $2.69B total Not Not Studied 9,516 jobs 58% HCS
economic Applicable (estimated)*  residential EdConnect
benefit* (Municipal) (ibid.) take-up program for
(Lobo 2020) (2020) 28.5k
(ibid.) students
(Community
Networks
2021)
Austin Not Studied  +116 Mbps Not Studied  42% STEM Not Studied  Only 28 of
(2012-18) job growth 100
(GovTech projected promised
2020) (2014-24) anchor sites
(ibid.) connected
(Stratton et
al. 2022)
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Housing Digital

Macroeconomic Incumbent Value Adoption / Equity
Metro Impact Speed T Premiumf Job Creation Take-Up Initiatives
Raleigh- Not Studied  Simultaneous Not Studied  Not Studied  Not Studied = BAND-NC
Durham entry with micro-grants
AT&T (NC State
IEI 2022)

* Denotes an estimate derived from an input-output model or direct investment, not a net change in employ-
ment.

1 While city-specific hedonic studies are unavailable, a 2024 analysis of markets in MN and TX found fiber
availability increased home values by 2% and nearly 9%, respectively (Whitacre 2024).

6. Conclusion

The case studies offer several key policy insights for deploying gigabit-level infrastructure. First, Kansas
City’s experience demonstrates that while first-mover visibility can build a powerful tech narrative, demand-
aggregation models risk entrenching digital divides if not paired with proactive equity measures. Second,
Chattanooga’s municipal model shows that integrating fiber with public utilities can yield a high social
return on investment, particularly through grid modernization and outage avoidance. Third, the compet-
itive dynamics in Austin and Raleigh—Durham reveal that even the threat of a new entrant can accelerate
incumbent upgrades, delivering broad consumer surplus.

These historical lessons directly inform the current federal strategy under the Broadband Equity, Access, and
Deployment (BEAD) program, which frames universal, affordable high-speed internet as a catalyst for small
business growth and economic opportunity (The White House 2024). Therefore, to maximize public return,
BEAD allocations should prioritize open-access conduit policies, mandate symmetrical speed tiers, and tie
funding to enforceable low-income adoption milestones, ensuring that productivity gains diffuse inclusively.
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