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BASIC ISSUE 
Overhead wires are ugly, subject to tree damage and, perhaps worse, carry really, really slow internet 

access to much of the City.  As the rest of the world moves through cyberspace at faster and faster 

speeds, Cambridge may find itself losing business to some very unlikely places. 

WHAT ARE UTILITIES 
Utilities, as generally viewed in Cambridge, are the services you get that make your home, business or 

factory run.  Sewer, water, electricity, gas and telecommunications are all utilities.  In some places, they 

are all underground, in other places the electric and telecommunications runs above ground on wires 

strung from pole to pole and eventually entering a building.  Different buildings and uses will have 

different configurations, but the general theme is pictured below. 

   



 

The types of utilities people in Cambridge are most concerned with tend to be electric and 

telecommunications.  The City provides its own water (with MWRA backup), uses the MWRA for sewer 

and has, generally, NStar for gas.  We do have some steam as well, but that doesn’t affect most people 

and it’s either the overhead wires or the lack of real telecommunications options that bug most people.   

Utilities are a weird sort of market beast- they have to get approval from a governing board for their 

rates and can invest in system improvements but have to charge all of their rate payers for those 

improvements, not just the ones who benefit.  They also are something like a benign monopoly- they 

have to provide service but don’t have to worry about competition.   

Note that Cable is a bit different- the City can’t say ‘no’ to a cable company that wanted to come in and 

challenge Comcast but no one thus far seems to be interested in investing in our community to compete 

with Comcast.  The City does have to “negotiate” with the cable provider but the answer is always going 

to be “Yes, you can come.  We’d just like you to do A, B and C.”  So Comcast does not have a true 

monopoly, it is just the only company that wants to be here. 

The City has its own sort of utility in the form of Fiber Optics lines that run to every City building as part 

of a 35 mile long system that started way back as part of our fire alarm system that may still exist, in 

some places, as wooden conduit.  We put in empty “shadow” conduits when streets are open so that we 

can pull fiber, or whatever, through them at a later date for cheap money.  It is not clear, however, how 

much extra capacity we actually have in these shadow conduits. 

While other cities, such as Chattanooga, TN, have managed to use their city-wide fiber optic cable (put 

in as part of a Smart Grid project with federal ARRA money) as a local resource, Cambridge is still stuck 

with not being able to offer up its Fiber Optic network to private companies in competition to Verizon 

and Comcast.  I think the Post Office might suffer from the same constraints.  They have fast lines to 

every post office in the country but have not been able to capitalize on that high speed access. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2014/02/04/technology/fast-internet-service-speeds-business-development-in-chattanooga.html?_r=0


OVERHEAD LINES 
 

People have often asked why we have so many overhead lines (roughly 60% of lines are overhead).  

They are unsightly, subject to storm damage and allow squirrels great access to rooftop nests.  Some 

places, such as Brattle Street and Western Ave do not have overhead wires, but that is, according to 

Charles Sullivan from the City’s Historical Commission, because “ In 1922 the General Court gave 

municipalities a ten-year window to order utilities to remove overhead wires from major thoroughfares 

(Ch. 428 of the Acts of 1922). At the city’s direction, the telephone, telegraph, and electric companies 

buried their overhead wires on Massachusetts Avenue in 1923, on Cambridge Street in 1924, on Brattle 

Street and Western Avenue in 1925, on Main, River, Magazine, Kennedy and Garden streets in 1926, 

Broadway, Kirkland, Mt. Auburn and Putnam in 1927-28, and Beech and Hampshire streets in 1931. This 

resolved a controversy that had been brewing since the 1870s, when telegraph wires first began to 

proliferate.” 

Cambridge has a Pole and Conduit commission that oversees utility access to the public rights of way but 

whether a utility is using a easement or a Grant of Location, it can be tough to get them to change things 

just because we want them to.  Especially if they have an easement, we have little ability to get them to 

change. 

While the City bought its street light, and associated metal poles, system several years ago, Verizon and 

NStar share the traditional telephone pole system about 50-50, whether a pole has a street light on it or 

not.  The own those poles and access to them.   

Under the best of circumstances, overhead lines look like this: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.bing.com/images/search?q=pictures+of+telephone+lines&id=D2A01FF6405C24FFD19BC7460B2399E36C19092C&FORM=IQFRBA


But too often they look like this: 

 

There is proposed state legislation to address this double pole issue. 

UNDERGROUND UTILITIES 
 

Water, gas and sewer are always underground, and sometimes they are joined by some combination of 

electric and telecommunications.  The result can look something like this: 

 

 

Much of Cambridge’s underground electric and telecommunications system is nested lines inside of 

concrete conduits (ducts) which is somewhat more organized looking but still presents access challenges 

as there just isn’t that much space inside these conduits for new systems.  The underground water and 

sewerage lines can be massive and the projects (generally involving stormwater/sewer separation) can 

take many years and costs millions of dollars.  The piping for liquids, as show below, can be massive and 

the sheer weight of all these concrete systems can cause their own problems. 

http://www.mma.org/public-works-energy-a-utilities/6487-committee-approves-double-poles-bill
http://www.bing.com/images/search?q=double+telephone++pole+pictures+ugly&qs=n&form=QBIR&pq=double+telephone+pole+pictures+ugly&sc=0-0&sp=-1&sk=


:   

 

Before doing any underground work, then, people have to contact DigSafe and mark out where 

underground lines and wires are thought to be.  It may not be perfectly accurate, however, as records of 

previous underground work are generally awful.  Even narrow micro trenches, sometimes as close as 5” 

from the surface, pose problems in the crowded and unknown substrata of the city’s streets.  Anything 

under 18” in depth is supposed to be hand dug, which adds extra expense and complications.   Copper 

lines run along existing cable and water lines send out locator pulses, but they’re not perfect either. 

 

  



OPTIONS 
Utiliity companies could bury their lines, but it is super expensive.  The entire rate payer base would pay 

for the street work, which in the past has been priced at $1,000 per linear foot, but the individual 

property owner would pay for the hookup from the street, which could be up to five or ten thousand 

dollars.  If the property owner were to opt out, the utilities would have to bring the wires aboveground 

for that property owner.   

Because future users, like Google, would have to lease access from the existing owner (Verizon and 

Comcast), it can be tough for other telecommunications providers to break into our very expensive 

market.  That stinks for us, as we run the risk of having locations with faster internet speeds (and there 

are  a lot of them) pull business away from us as Chattanooga is trying to do. 

CHALLENGES 
One of the big challenges with underground work is it’s tough to get to for upgrades or fixes.  Another 

one, especially when the wires are located in a concrete ductwork, is that if the system collapses for any 

reason (such as a leaky water main that undermines it), the required fix can turn into quite a 

construction project as the heavy concrete adds to the impact of the overall area collapse.  The 

underground access is generally done through “manholes.”  (I am sure there is a better term for that 

now, but I can’t think of it). 

Also, while it may seem like we should do everything all at once when a street is dug up, apparently the 

sequential nature of such work, from the construction equipment to the police details, means that 

there’s no real savings option to lump it all together. 

Even empty or underused ‘shadow’ conduits may be difficult to use for fiber as the bends in the conduit 

may make it tough to go from manhole to manhole. 

The underground hierarchy often has electric lines above other lines and if that is the case, working on 

anything underground can pose additional safety challenges.   

BEST OPTION 
If we could get approval  to use our existing fiber option lines to form the backbone of a new system, we 

could perhaps get people like Google and other high speed internet providers to look at Cambridge as a 

place where they can come do business.  That will be a job for our City Council subcommittee on street 

and utility infrastructure, chaired by Nadeem Mazen at NMazen@Cambridgema.gov.  This is super 

complicated, very expensive stuff but if we lose this race, we stand to lose a lot so I’m sure Nadeem 

would appreciate any help people might give him. 

 

 

mailto:NMazen@Cambridgema.gov


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


