
TechNews   |   www.njtc.org   |   October 20136

Vincenzo Clemente
President & Chief Executive Officer, Cross River Fiber

BY JENNIFER SIMONI

Prior to founding Cross River Fiber, you have always 
been involved in telecommunications. Can you tell 
us a little bit about what drew you to fiber optic net-
works, and dark fiber specifically? 
In the late 90’s the Information Superhighway aka The Internet became a 
new found glory to a large percentage of the general public. This seemingly 
instantaneous platform was able to drive a vast amount of information to your 
personal computer with just a few key strokes, and I would ask myself how could 
that be? I wasn’t content with the fact that all this “stuff” just showed up on my 
computer screen. I wanted to learn more and I was also looking for a challenging 
career. Information technology was coming of age as was the economy. The 
Telecommunications Act of 1996 removed regulatory barriers to entry within the 
telecom space enabling competition and choice. Many CLEC’s (Competitive Local 
Exchange Carriers) were formed and some proactively built an abundance of 
transport capacity or fiber optic networks. However, just like real estate in the late 
2000’s, there was a lot of speculative building and not enough tenants to occupy 
the space. The tech bubble was bursting and the dot coms were dropping like 
flies. At this time the boom came to a halt and dark fiber networks laid dormant 
in the ground.

We all remember the events of September 11, 2001 and the impact that 
day had on our countries spirit and economy. I was contracting for AT&T and 
for the first time recognized and understood our society’s dependency on 
modern communications. The events of that day crippled telecommunications 
infrastructure and primary fiber optic cable systems throughout the NY/NJ 
Metropolitan area. Wall Street was impacted, cellular service was non-operational 
and society as we knew it was disabled. The following months were grueling with 
regard to restoring these networks. Our teams worked night and day designing, 
reconfiguring, and implementing new dark fiber networks. We became close, 
passionate and resilient. I knew then I’d be doing this for a long time. 

My curiosity and ambition excelled my career in telecommunications and 
specifically fiber optic infrastructure. As bandwidth requirements increased, so did 
the need for dark fiber. My strengths have always been planning and deploying 
new infrastructure and so as opportunities were presented, I took advantage. Dark 
fiber assets of the 90’s were either depleted or absorbed through acquisition so 
the glut of fiber in the ground was no longer fruitful or available. In addition, after 
9/11 many companies decided to house their data away from NYC where there 
remains a sense of vulnerability. Datacenters from NY moved across the river and 
new datacenters continue to be built all over NJ. 

My desire to start Cross River Fiber was to look at the current landscape of dark 
fiber and data center connectivity and find ways to add diversity, capacity, and 
resilience to the fiber ecosystem right here in my own backyard.

Lets back up for a minute; you got your 
Telecommunications Management degree from DeVry 
Institute. There’s a lot of talk around education and the 
need for people to be trained in specific fields and learn 
specific skills… is that something you find to be true?  Is 
that what drove you to get your degree at Devry?

Absolutely. I do believe there are the fundamental courses provided through 
higher education that will enable an individual to develop a solid foundation for 
a career. However, I’m a firm believer in education programs that provide specific 
skills that will enhance that foundation. Just as someone would go to college to 
become a doctor, lawyer, or an accountant I found comfort knowing I could gain 
an education in a very desirable field such as telecommunications.
 
What are you most excited about when it comes to 
dark fiber and telecommunications? 
It’s exciting to design and construct miles and miles of fiber optic infrastructure 
and most rewarding when a customer chooses Cross River Fiber as their dark 
fiber service provider. We are very fortunate to be involved in an industry that 
is continually evolving and contributing to just about every technology platform 
you can think of. It’s pretty wild to think that the “stuff” that pops up on my 
computer screen may somehow be supported by a fiber optic cable that Cross 
River designed, owns, and is on a pole outside my window. 

What do you find to be the biggest challenges in your 
industry today? 
New Jersey is what I consider the hub of telecommunications infrastructure 
facilitating great business for companies like Cross River Fiber. From the 
interconnection of enterprise businesses, datacenters, financial exchanges, and 
subterranean sea cables, there is an abundance of opportunity here. However, the 
industry is not for the faint of heart and you cannot be complacent and stand on 
the sidelines because if you do the competition will seize the moment and you’ll 
be left scratching your head. Over the past few years the competitive landscape 
has opened up and providers really need to think ahead, quickly react to changes 
in the environments, and adapt accordingly.

Can you give us an example? 
Many of our customers are financial firms and more specifically high frequency 
traders (HFT’s).  HFT’s have very strict requirements for their systems. They develop 
trading algorithms built on computerized platforms that trade securities between 
financial exchanges such as NASDAQ, NYSE, etc. The link to connect these 
financial exchanges would often be our dark fiber cable. HFT’s strict requirements 
equate to dedicated high capacity bandwidth, without restriction, of the lowest 
latency possible. Building low-latency dark fiber networks are our biggest 
challenge. A low-latency fiber link is essentially a segment between two locations 
that are of the shortest possible distance. Many of the fiber optic networks that 
exist today were not built to support low-latency applications. They were built 
taking long distance paths and having lots of slack cable built within. Therefore 
those networks are not optimal for the financial firms or HFT’s. 

If we want to earn the business of such firms we need to design and construct 
the most efficient fiber routes possible. That means at all costs, we need to 
“tighten the rope”. The “rope” being the fiber cable that exists on pole lines 
and/or underground conduit systems within city streets, highways, railroads, or 
private properties. Even if tightening that rope only reduces the length by a few 
hundred feet, that reduction equates to trades being made microseconds faster 
and yielding greater returns. Rerouting or constructing new dark fiber networks 
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to be the shortest path requires skill, knowledge of regulatory restrictions to build 
within the public rights of way, and patience to navigate through local political 
processes. The costs to build low-latency fiber routes are much higher than building 
traditional fiber optic networks. In addition, our contracts with those customers are 
of a shorter term and therefore are subject to cancellation if you don’t keep up with 
being the shortest.

Lets shift back to you: Do you have a certain manage-
ment style you credit your success with? 
I believe it’s important to create a culture within and develop positive chemistry 
among all employees. Let everyone know that the role the play within the 
organization is just as important as the person next to you. I want an employee to 
feel like they can share their ideas and know that their contributions are valuable. 
Most importantly, keep the door and lines of communication open. The way I see it, 
we’re all adults with a job to do and hopefully you enjoy and embrace it.  I expect 
our employees to be accountable for their responsibilities, but at the end of the 
day I would never treat someone different than how I’d like to be treated myself.  I 
always remind our employees that you never know who you’ll be working for one 
day or better yet, who’ll be working for you… That could be me!

Dark Fiber is a niche product/service. Can you talk a 
little bit about your process for partnering with other 
companies? Do you have any advice for other compa-
nies looking to strategically partner with someone? 
Any lessons learned? 
Dark Fiber is a niche product and collectively our team has 20+ years building and 
selling dark fiber networks; as a company we’ve decided to provide a service that 
we are really familiar with and understand. We’ve also decided that to maximize our 
reach and revenue potential it was equally important to partner with companies 
who complement our fiber network. As part of that process we’ve partnered with 
companies who do not have asset based fiber networks in NJ but who do have 
national and/or international reach, and who could provide managed or lit 
services over our dark fiber network. This enables the respective company 
to take on opportunities that they may have not been able to do so 
organically. I think as long as there is not too much overlap and each 
company can share in the success of generated business, it is very 
complimentary. 

This month marks the one-year anniver-
sary of hurricane sandy. Did the storm 
impact your business? Was there any 
lessons learned? 
The answer is no and yes. In October 2012, we were 
only established a year and a few months. Cross 
River Fiber didn’t have the network built then that 
we have in service today and we were fortunate 
enough not to experience any service effecting 
outages due to Hurricane Sandy. We did 

have 100+ fiber route miles built but honestly, we 
were just lucky, nothing more than that. We don’t have 

hurricane proof fiber and neither does any other provider. 
If a carriers fiber went down it was due to circumstance 

and bad luck. 
What did come as a result was a new focus on the Force 

Majeure clause in our Service Agreements. Those provisions 
rarely were an area of focus when negotiating a contract. 

Hurricane Sandy proved that we were certainly vulnerable to 
these events and therefore we (and our customers) need to 

make sure that we feel comfortable with the language outlining 
service response and restoration. Traditionally our mean time 

to repair is impeccable but that is only if we have clear and 
unrestricted access to our fiber plant. That would not have been the 

case with Hurricane Sandy as access was prohibited for days by the 
electric company, local governments, or massive debris that was just 

lying dormant and in the way. n


