
It’s hard to imagine, but twenty 
years ago, citizens, companies and 
the government were still relying 
on copper network connections 
for land and mobile voice and data 
communication. And at that time, 
it seemed like that was more than 
enough. Mobile communication was 
still geared to particularly voice and 
simple text messages through SMS 
services. Internet traffic – both by 
mobile phone and landline – could 
still be called reasonably modest, 
partly because of bandwidth-gob-
bling services, such as streaming 
via Netflix. And no one had ever 
heard of working with applications 
and data from the cloud.

First fiber optic ring
The need for faster internet connec-
tions was initially slow to start. It

became attractive for (SME) compa-
nies and consumers to start using 
internet services that required more 
bandwidth, only after the introduc-
tion of ADSL around 2000. With the 
arrival of ADSL, it was goodbye to 
the ‘pay per minute online’ model. 

During the same year, the brand 
new Belgian/Dutch Eurofiber also 
installed the first fiber optic ring in 
the Randstad. The fiber optic infra-
structure (about 500 km big) con-
nected the cities of Amsterdam, The 
Hague, Rotterdam and Utrecht and 
is intended for the business mar-
ket. At the time, sceptics believed 
that the company was acting way 
too soon: what kind of companies 
would need such fast connections 
anyway? History has proven them 
wrong by now.

Law of the handicap of a head 
start
The rollout of fiber optic networks 
has soared over the years. In the 
United States, that was boosted by 
the start of the Fiber to the Home 
Council (FttHC) in 2001. The foun-
ders – manufacturers of fiber optic 
equipment – wanted to increase the 
awareness of fiber optics among a 
wider audience. The FttHC spread 
its wings to other continents, in-
cluding Europe, within a few years. 
The demand for fiber optic net-
works is initially not very big among 
consumers in the Netherlands. The 
law of the handicap of a head start 
seems to apply here. After all, the 
Dutch consumer already has ADSL 
and internet via cable. And those 
two, at that time, provide enough 
bandwidth to go on the internet. 

Some fiber optic initiatives start 
developing here and there, 
however.  In 2004, 2,000 house-
holds in Almere get the offer to get 
connected to fiber optics. Interest is 
a little disappointing at first: initial-
ly, only 76 households take up the 
offer.

Milestone in 2005
The year 2005 may be called a 
milestone in the history of fiber 
optics in the Netherlands. It 
was the year the first Dutch 
municipality was connected to a 
fiber optic network. Nuenen in 
North Brabant got the first one. 
The Cooperation OnsNet Nuenen, 
where residents could participate 
through shares, rolled out a net-
work for the municipality with fiber 
optic operator Reggefiber. Fifteen 
years later, the Nuenen fiber optic 
network is still at the basis of 
various innovative developments. 
The cooperation set up a test 
project in 2019, in which inter-
net-connected sensors were used to 
allow seniors to live independently 
as long as possible. 

2005 was also the year an impor-
tant bandwidth-devouring service 
was started in the United States: 
video-streaming site YouTube. It 
turned out to be the catalyst for an 
unprecedented worldwide increase 
of bandwidth consumption.

2019: three million connections 
to fiber optics
The growth of fiber optic networks 
in the Netherlands didn’t really 
get going till 2012. In that year, a 
million households were connected 
to fiber optics. Two years later, the 
count was two million and in 2016 it 
was up to 2.15 million. After an in-
vestment break of about two years, 
the installation of fiber optic 

networks picked up the pace again 
in the Netherlands. The operators 
want to reach not only consumers 
and business user networks in the 
Netherlands. The expected arrival of 
5G, the yet to be introduced stan-
dard for fast mobile (data) commu-
nication is another important reason 
to invest in fiber optics. All these 
things have led to the Netherlands 
welcoming the three millionth fiber

optic connection in 2019.

Fiber optics transition moni-
tored closely
Speer IT experienced the fast rise 
of bandwidth and the advancing 
fiber optics transition in the Nether-
lands from the beginning. Founders 
Mark van der Heijden and Peterpaul 
Brundel immediately got their first 
order when they started at the 
end of 1999. They had to map out 
the copper network infrastructure 
controlled by software for operator 
KPN. That ultimately resulted in 
the software package Cocon. An 
application, which over the years, 
evolved into the ultimate database 
where the majority of the land and 
mobile network infrastructure is 
established – both above and below 
ground – Speer IT has literally been 
monitoring the growth of fiber optic 
networks in the Netherlands.

Consumers big users of band-
width
“No one really expected that the 
available bandwidth would grow 
so fast,” Peterpaul Brundel, of CFO 
Speer IT says. “And I’m not just 
talking about fiber optics, but also 
about coaxial cable. Ten years ago, 
a cable modem still reached a max-
imum speed of 10 Mbps. Currently, 
a cable modem reaches download 
speeds of up to 1 Gbps. That’s a 
hundred times faster.” He 

indicates that the growing need 
for bandwidth is led especially 
by consumers. “Streaming video 
services like Netflix and YouTube 
have contributed to this. And new 
bandwidth-requiring things like the 
smart speaker and other household 
appliances that are connected to 
the internet are constantly coming 
out. In the business market, there 
is a need for more bandwidth too, 
of course, prompted by things like 
data storage in the cloud and other 
forms of cloud-computing. But that 
does not compare to how much 
bandwidth is consumed privately. At 
Speer IT, for example, we are a bulk 
consumer, but until now, a connec-
tion with a maximum speed of 500 
Mbps still suffices.”

Fiber optics is the future-resis-
tant infrastructure
The expectation of market analysts 
and other experts is that the need 
for bandwidth is going to be explo-
ding to such a degree in the coming 
years that the customary ways to 
provide internet access will no 
longer suffice. The copper and co-
axiar cables will reach their 
technical limits by then. Fiber optics 
will then be the only option for 
satisfying that bandwidth hunger of 
consumers and organisations. 
Peterpaul Brundel: “Technically, 
fiber optics can be expanded to 
higher speeds with relative ease.

It is a matter of replacing or 
changing equipment settings. You 
can quickly go up to 10 Gbps with 
a fiber optic network. A few years 
ago, it was already possible to 
reach a speed of 16 Terabits per 
second. And that limit is constantly 
being stretched up. Fiber optics is 
the most future-resistance networ-
king infrastructure.”

‘Fiber optic 
has eternal youth’
The first ten years of the 21st century are behind us. The second decennium is already known as 
‘The Roaring Twenties’ or ‘The Transition Twenties’. A period that’s all about big changes, both 
economically and socially. No matter by what name you call it, one thing is certain: 2020 marks 
the beginning of an ever bigger technological impact on humans, the environment and society. 
While there have been developments at a rapid pace during the past twenty years.
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Mark van der Heijden and 
Peterpaul Brundel started Speer 
IT at the end of 1999.  The 
following year, the company 
immediately starts selling their 
proprietary Cocon, software 
to map the exact location of 
(fiber optic) networks in the 
Netherlands.

The Netherlands reaches 
a milestone of two million 
households connected to fiber 
optic. The house in question 
is in Hengelo. Speer IT has 
registered about 98 percent 
of those two million fiber optic 
connections in Cocon.

The social network, rechristened from ‘TheFacebook’ to ‘Face-
book’ is opened to the public, with an age restricted of 13. By 
the end of the year, Facebook has 12 million users.

The world heaves a collec-
tive sigh of relief: the feared 
millennium bug barely had any 
impact. With the start of a new 
century, there was a big chance 
that the existing software could 
start having problems. The 
reason for this was the fact that 
until then, when saving data, 
only the last two digits of a 
year were used.

In the United States, the 
Fiber to the Home Council is 
started by American concerns 
Alcatel-Lucent, Corning Incor-
porated and Optical Solutions. 
It is intended to create more 
awareness of fiber optic net-
works among a larger part of 
the population.

2.51 Million households in the 
Netherlands now have the op-
tion to get a fiber optic internet 
subscription. 

Apple introduces an ‘App Store’. 
It allows people to download 
both Apple applications and 
third-party applications. It 
offers both free and paid 
programs. 

Market research company Tele-
compaper publishes its annual 
figures on the Dutch broadband 
market. Their findings show 
that the number of fiber optic 
connections in the Netherlands 
has increased by 2 percent.

Operator KPN introduces 
i-Mode, a service that enables 
inter access via mobile phones 
that are suitable for this.

Students from the Technical 
University of Delft win the 
World Solar Challenge in Aus-
tralia with the Nuna 2, which 
is powered by solar energy. 
During the 3010K race, the car 
reached a top speed of 145 
km/hr.

KPN announces that it wants 
to have a million households 
connected to fiber optics by 
2021. That number is on top of 
the already existing fiber optic 
customers.

The Dutch government holds 
an auction for radio frequencies 
in the 2.6 GHz-band. Five ope-
rators participate in the auction. 
The frequencies are intended 
specifically for use with LTE, 
also known as 4G. 

Facebook reaches a historic 
milestone: the social network 
service has 2 billion registered 
users in the spring of 2017.

Mark Zuckerberg, a student at 
the American Harvard University 
introduces ‘TheFacebook’, an 
online network service. 

Three former co-workers of the 
online payment service PayPal 
launch ‘YouTube’, a website 
where people can upload video 
fragments. 

Speer IT’s 20th anniversary. 
The company is now active 
both in the Netherlands and 
abroad. The Cocon software 
and other Speer IT applica-
tions are put on the market by 
partners in Belgium, Germany, 
Great Britain, Ireland, Spain 
and Turkey. 

Satoshi Nakamoto, a pseu-
donym, introduces Bitcoin, 
a virtual currency. Users can 
‘mine’ Bitcoins by making their 
computers available online to 
help solve complex mathe-
matical calculations. For every 
solved calculation, the user 
receives one Bitcoin.

Operators T-Mobile and Voda-
fone soon decide to connect 
their sending and receiving 
stations for mobile data and 
voice communication to fiber 
optic networks. Speer IT, in 
collaboration with KPN, gets 
its first client outside of the 
telecom market. The Ministry of 
Public Works chooses Cocon for 
the registration of its fiber optic 
connections. 

Steve Jobs, CEO of the 
American IT company Apple, in-
troduces the ‘iPhone’, a mobile 
phone with touch screen and a 
graphical user interface. Speer 
IT gets its first foreign client: 
the Spanish branch of telecom 
giant British Telecom.

The Netherlands officially has a 
million households connected to 
fiber optics by 2012. The first 
of its kind for the first Dutch 
1Gbps internet subscription via 
fiber optics is requisitioned by 
provider Glashelder that same 
year.

State Secretary Mona Keijzer 
(Economic Affairs and Climate) 
is present at the construction 
of the three millionth fiber optic 
connection in the Netherlands. 
The care farm in Gelderland, De 
Neeth, has that honour. 

4G is available in most of the 
Netherlands. Operator KPN 
is the first company to claim 
nationwide coverage with its 
own 4G network infrastructure. 
Industry peers Vodafone, 
T-Mobile and Tele2 follow in 
2014.


