Walk into any multi-tenant office building in California and you will see gleaming lobbies, polished glass, and
maybe a fresh coat of paint. What you will not see is the part that makes the place commercially viable: the
structured cabling tucked into risers, ceilings, and closets that lets dozens of tenants run internet, phones, security,

and building systems without stepping on one another.

| have walked through a lot of riser closets in Los Angeles, San Francisco, and San Jose. Some are clean and clearly
labeled. Others look like someone dumped spaghetti on the wall and walked away. The difference usually traces
back to how carefully the building owner approached the three primary components of cabling when the property

was built or renovated.

This article focuses on those three components in the specific context of California multi-tenant buildings, where

earthquakes, energy codes, strict fire authorities, and high labor costs all affect how cabling is done.

What cabling really does in a multi-tenant building
Before diving into components, it helps to be very clear about what cabling does.

Network cabling is the physical nervous system of the building. It moves data, voice, control signals, and

sometimes video among five broad groups:

* Service providers (internet, telecom, sometimes TV or managed fiber)

Building systems (access control, cameras, HVAC controls, energy monitoring)
* Tenant networks (office LAN, Wi-Fi, phones, printers)

* Amenities (shared conference centers, fitness areas, lobby displays)

Life-safety and compliance systems (fire alarm interconnects, emergency phones, sometimes mass notification)

Take away the cabling and the building becomes a shell. Tenants cannot turn up internet, the access control
system cannot talk to the doors, and the “smart” building features sit idle. Well designed cabling, on the other

hand, lets you flex with new tenants, new ISPs, and new technologies without reopening walls every year.

When people ask, “What does cabling do?” in a commercial building, that is the practical answer: it ties every
digital and low-voltage system together in a predictable, documented way so that owners, tenants, and service

providers can add or change services without chaos.

The three primary components of cabling in multi-tenant buildings

In a California multi-tenant property, structured cabling usually organizes into three primary components that
need to work together:

1. Building entrance and backbone (riser) cabling

2. Horizontal distribution to tenant spaces

3. Work-area and equipment connections inside each suite

Those three layers exist whether the building is a four-story medical office in Orange County or a high-rise in
downtown San Francisco. The details differ, but the logic stays the same: bring services into Method Technologies
Cabling Services Provider California the building, distribute them vertically and across floors, then fan them out

to endpoints in each space.
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Component 1: Building entrance and backbone (riser) cabling

The first component begins where the outside world touches the building. In California, this usually sits in a

basement, ground-floor MPOE (Minimum Point of Entry), or main equipment room. This space is where:

e Carriers bring in fiber or coax
® Demarcation hardware is installed

® Building distribution cabling begins its climb up the riser

From there, backbone cabling runs vertically through riser shafts or stacked closets to telecom rooms on each

floor. In a healthy system, that riser is planned, not improvised.
A typical California backbone in a multi-tenant building includes:

Fiber backbone. Most modern commercial buildings use multimode OM3 or OM4 fiber for in-building links
between main equipment rooms and floor telecom rooms. For higher densities or future-proofing, some owners
specify single-mode fiber as well, even if they do not light it immediately. Fiber is the workhorse for long runs with

low loss and no susceptibility to electrical noise.

Copper backbone for voice or legacy systems. Some buildings still carry voice and special low-voltage systems on
multi-pair copper trunks. In older properties that have been renovated in phases, you may find 25, 50, or 100-pair
copper cables climbing the riser alongside fiber. California does not prohibit this, but seismic and firestopping

requirements make unlabeled rats’ nests in risers a code problem as well as an operational headache.

Conduits and pathways. San Francisco and Los Angeles inspectors pay attention to riser pathways, firestopping,
and plenum ratings. Good risers have:

® Properly sized conduits for current and future cables

e (Cable trays or ladder rack in larger shafts

® Fire-rated penetrations with documented firestop systems

If those pieces are missing, every new tenant move-in becomes a negotiation between the GC, the low-voltage

contractor, and the fire marshal.
Why backbone quality matters to tenants

Backbone cabling is not glamorous, but it is what allows a new tenant to say, “We want dual diverse fiber paths
from two carriers,” and have that be realistic. When the riser is poorly documented, every ISP has to improvise,
which means more holes, more exposed cable, and higher risk of someone accidentally cutting the wrong bundle. |
have seen whole floors go dark because a contractor “cleaned up” a riser and did not realize which fiber bundles

served which telecom rooms.
When owners approach the first component intentionally, with spare pathways and port capacity, they can

onboard new tenants and new carriers without major construction each time.

Component 2: Horizontal distribution to tenant spaces
The second primary component lives between the telecom room on each floor and the individual suites or units.

In a standard office floor plate, you will have one or more telecom rooms where the riser terminates. From there,
horizontal cabling spreads across the floor to serve tenant spaces. In multi-tenant buildings, this layer must

balance flexibility, cost control, and tenant separation.

There are three common patterns in California commercial properties.



Dedicated horizontal to each suite. Some owners run dedicated copper and sometimes fiber from the floor
telecom room to each suite’s own IT closet. That cabling is typically Cat 6 or Cat 6A for data and sometimes
shielded variants for noisy environments like labs. This arrangement works well when tenants want control over
their internal networks but still rely on the building Cabling Services Provider California riser for upstream

connectivity.
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Shared building horizontal with demarc in suites. In some older or budget-conscious buildings, the owner
provides coax or twisted pair to a media panel or wall box in each suite, and tenants then extend from that point.
This approach is more common in mixed-use or smaller office properties. It can work, but it often leads to a

patchwork of cabling styles and quality, especially when tenants try DIY work.

Fiber-to-suite models. In higher-end or tech-heavy buildings, owners increasingly run fiber directly from the main
or intermediate distribution frame to each suite, with copper limited to internal office cabling. This approach
supports shared carrier-neutral fiber backbones and can make it easier to switch ISPs without touching in-suite

wiring.

Regardless of model, horizontal distribution must respect California building and fire codes, including seismic
bracing rules in some jurisdictions. Above-ceiling runs need support at proper intervals. In plenums, jacket and
insulation types matter. Inspectors in the Bay Area, in particular, do not overlook sloppy cabling in air-handling
spaces.

Is cabling the same as wiring at this layer?

People often ask, “Is cabling the same as wiring?” In conversation, professionals usually use “wiring” to refer to
power circuits and “cabling” to refer to low-voltage systems like data, voice, and security. At the horizontal layer,

you see the difference clearly. The 120-volt power for receptacles follows electrical code and is installed by


http://query.nytimes.com/search/sitesearch/?action=click&contentCollection&region=TopBar&WT.nav=searchWidget&module=SearchSubmit&pgtype=Homepage#/Cabling%20Services%20Provider%20California

electricians. The Cat 6, coax, or fiber for network and AV is low-voltage cabling, normally installed by a low-voltage

or structured cabling contractor, even though some electrical firms have low-voltage divisions.

Component 3: Work-area and equipment connections
The third primary component is closest to the end user: the cable runs and components inside each tenant space.
This layer includes:

Work-area cabling. These are the "drops” that go from the tenant’s IT rack or cabinet to wall jacks, floor boxes,
wireless access point locations, conference room displays, and other endpoints. In modern California offices, most
new builds specify at least Cat 6 for copper. Cat 6A comes into play where tenants expect very high densities or

want to position themselves for 2.5/5/10 Gb Ethernet to desks or APs.

Patch panels and patch cords. Inside the tenant racks, horizontal cables terminate on patch panels. Short patch
cords then connect those panels to switches, firewalls, and other equipment. Using tested, standards-compliant

patch cords matters, particularly in longer horizontal runs where you are close to maximum channel length.

Specialty cabling inside suites. In medical, laboratory, and industrial spaces, you may find RS-485 loops, shielded
twisted pair for noise-sensitive devices, or separate security cabling. California’s healthcare facilities also layer on
OSHPD (now HCAI) requirements for certain critical systems, which may affect pathway and seismic anchoring

choices.

This third component is where tenants often ask, “Is cabling difficult?” The honest answer is that pulling a short
cable and punching it down is not inherently hard, but doing it in compliance with code, with proper pathway fill,
bend radius, labeling, testing, and documentation, is not a casual handyman task. In a multi-tenant building,
mistakes at this level sometimes propagate back into building systems, especially when tenants or small IT shops

start modifying common riser space without coordination.

Cable types: three primary, five common, and what is used most often

Every landlord, sooner or later, hears some version of, “What are the three types of cabling?” or “What are the 5

types of cable?” Usually they arise from different contexts.
If we focus on low-voltage building systems, three primary cable media dominate:

* Twisted pair copper (Cat 5¢, Cat 6, Cat 6A, and specialty shielded types)
® (Coaxial cable (for some ISP handoffs, TV distribution, and certain RF systems)

® Fiber optic cable (multimode and single-mode)
If you broaden the lens to “five types of cable” in a building, you generally include:

* Power wiring (Romex / NM-B in residential, THHN in conduit for commercial)
* Twisted pair data/voice cabling
® (Coaxial cabling
® Fiber optic cabling
® Specialty low-voltage cabling (fire alarm, security, control, audio, etc.)
Within that universe, the most common type of cabling used in networks in California multi-tenant buildings

today is still unshielded twisted pair copper, most often Cat 6. Newer projects with very dense Wi-Fi or long-term

planning are leaning to Cat 6A, but Cat 6 remains the workhorse.



For landlord-provided ISP handoffs and high-speed interconnects, fiber now dominates serious commercial
projects. Coax survives mostly in residential or mixed-use and in smaller office buildings where the cheapest cable

provider still delivers their services over DOCSIS coax networks.

“Best wire for home use” versus best cabling for multi-tenant suites

People sometimes bring residential questions into commercial design discussions. A common one is, “What is the
best wire for home use?” The honest residential answer today is usually:
® For power: properly sized NM-B (Romex) or conduit with THHN, installed per NEC and local code

® For data: at least Cat 6 to key locations, possibly Cat 6A in new construction

In a California multi-tenant office or mixed-use building, the same technology stack shows up, but the routing and

code environment are different. You are typically dealing with:

® THHN in metal conduit for power distribution in commercial cores

® Plenum-rated Cat 6 or Cat 6A for horizontal runs in office ceilings

* Riser-rated or plenum-rated fiber in vertical shafts
The “best” choice for suites blends technical needs, noise environment, and budget. In a small design firm's office,
Cat 6 may be perfectly adequate. In a biotech lab with sensitive equipment and high network throughput

demands, shielded Cat 6A and plenty of fiber may be justified. The key is coordination with the backbone and

horizontal components so that tenant upgrades do not hit a bottleneck in the riser.

How much does cabling cost in California multi-tenant buildings?

Cost is where theory meets reality. When owners ask, "How much does cabling cost?” they usually want a simple
answer, but the range in California is wide because of labor rates, building type, and how much work you do in

common areas.
For rough planning, you can think about cabling cost in three buckets.

Backbone and riser infrastructure
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Installing or refurbishing risers and backbone fiber in a multi-story building can range from low five figures to well

into six figures, depending on:

® Number of floors and riser shafts
* Need for new conduit and firestopping
® Whether work is in an occupied building with after-hours constraints

® Earthquake and seismic bracing requirements

A straightforward 10-story office riser with existing shafts, new fiber trunks, new ladder rack, and proper labeling

might land somewhere in the 60,000 to 150,000 dollar range, but complex retrofits can cost more.
Horizontal cabling to suites

For horizontal data drops in tenant spaces, many California contractors still price per “drop,” which includes the

cable, jacks, labor, testing, and labeling from the telecom room or tenant IDF to the wall plate.
In a typical office fit-out:

¢ Simple, open-ceiling Cat 6 runs might fall in the 150 to 250 dollar per drop range

* More complex Cat 6A runs in tight or finished ceilings, especially in union buildings, can run 250 to 400

dollars per drop or more

Layer on extra costs for floor boxes in slab, additional conduits, and premium faceplates. Medical, lab, or secure

facilities add further premiums due to infection-control requirements, extra inspections, or secure-area rules.

Tenant-specific build-outs and patching



Inside suites, racks, patch panels, and cabinet work vary widely. A basic small-tenant network cabinet with a few
dozen ports and minimal backbone may be a few thousand dollars in materials and similar in labor. A large tenant
with multiple IDFs per floor, redundant uplinks, and detailed labeling standards can spend tens of thousands per

floor on structured cabling alone.

Those numbers may look high if you are used to residential pricing. California’s higher hourly labor rates, stricter

codes, and often tight construction schedules all contribute.

Who is the cheapest cable provider, and when does it matter?

Owners and tenants often ask, "Who is the cheapest cable provider?” They usually mean internet or TV service, but

the question sometimes gets conflated with the cost of the physical cabling.
In multi-tenant buildings, three realities matter more than a single “"cheapest” provider:

First, the cheapest ISP on paper is not necessarily allowed in your building. The property may have existing
right-of-entry agreements or physical constraints, especially in older San Francisco or Los Angeles buildings where

adding new conduits from the street is expensive and disruptive.

Second, the “cheapest” ISP this year may not be cheapest over five or ten years. Locking a building into one
provider’s proprietary in-building coax or fiber plant might save money in the short term but makes it harder to
bring in competitive fiber later. Neutral backbone designs, where multiple carriers can land on shared fiber

distribution plant, usually pay off in tenant satisfaction.

Third, the cost of providers is separate from the structured cabling that ties the building together. Even if a cable
company offers low monthly rates, the landlord still must invest in backbone and horizontal infrastructure that
supports tenant choice and meets California code. Skimping on cabling to chase low ISP prices often backfires

during leasing, when prospective tenants ask specific questions about redundancy and available carriers.

Who actually installs all this: electricians, low-voltage contractors, or
someone else?

A question that comes up constantly is, "“Do electricians install cable outlets?” The answer is: sometimes, but

context matters.
In California:

* licensed electricians typically install power wiring, panels, and receptacles. Many also install conduit pathways
that low-voltage cabling will later use.

* Low-voltage C-7 or C-10 contractors (license categories vary) handle structured cabling, terminations, racks,

patch panels, and testing.

In smaller projects, or when a GC wants to simplify contracting, an electrical firm with a low-voltage division may
handle everything. In larger office or tech projects, it is common to have a dedicated low-voltage integrator who

coordinates with the electrical contractor on pathways and power.

From a practical standpoint, what matters to building owners is that the crew pulling and terminating your Cat 6
and fiber is experienced with TIA standards, California Building Code, and local AHJ preferences. A handyman who
has “pulled some wire before” is not a safe bet in a multi-tenant building, where mistakes can bring down multiple

tenants at once.



Is cabling difficult in practice?

From the outside, cabling can look like a commodity. Installers pull cables, punch them down, and you get

internet. In reality, doing it well in a California multi-tenant building is closer to a craft.
The difficulty has less to do with physically pulling the cable and more to do with:

* Designing pathways that will still work after three rounds of tenant changes
¢ Staying compliant with evolving fire and seismic rules
e Coordinating with carriers, base building systems, and multiple GCs

* Maintaining clean documentation so the fifth tenant IT team can still make sense of your work

| have seen two buildings of similar size built in the same year have completely different experiences over a decade.
One spent extra on disciplined riser design, neutral fiber backbone, and clear labeling. Turnovers were quick, carrier
additions were easy, and the cabling rarely came up as a problem. The other treated cabling as an afterthought.
Every tenant move-in required scavenger hunts to find existing pairs and fiber, and more than once a “mystery”

cable cut took down an unrelated floor.

The difficulty, in other words, is in the long-term stewardship, not just the install.

Pulling it together: how the three components interact over a
building’s life
When you think about the three primary components together, a pattern emerges.

The building entrance and backbone set the ceiling for what your property can support in terms of carriers,
redundancy, and bandwidth. The horizontal distribution system determines how easily you can move and
reconfigure tenant spaces. The work-area and in-suite cabling determine how satisfied tenants are with their

day-to-day operations and how quickly they can build out or refresh their offices.

If any component lags too far behind the others, you hit friction. A modern Cat 6A office network plugged into an
aging, unlabeled riser with marginal fiber will not deliver the performance or reliability tenants expect. Conversely,
a beautiful neutral fiber backbone cannot make up for bargain-basement in-suite wiring that was done with

leftover Cat 5e and no testing.

For California building owners, the most resilient approach is to treat structured cabling as shared infrastructure,
similar to elevators or HVAC, instead of something that gets cobbled together with each tenant improvement.
Paying attention to those three primary components early, and updating them methodically, makes your building
easier to lease, easier to manage, and much less likely to suffer the painful outages that come from neglected

“invisible” systems.



