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Cabling and networking may not be

top of the retail agenda and 

let’s face it, they are much 

less compelling than other IT initiatives, but

ignoring them in favour of more active

applications could inadvertently place them

in jeopardy. Cabling and networking are, 

after all, the backbone of retail systems 

and they should be considered at 

the outset of any IT implementation, 

new-build or refurbishment. 

This is especially true if retailers are to

reap the rewards of higher bandwidth for

multimedia applications, VoIP and CCTV, or

integrated and converged IP-based networks

for security, building management and

communications, which is an emerging trend.

In terms of cabling standards, retailers are

being urged to think about installing an

infrastructure that is at least CAT 5e

compliant or above. Rajesh Sinha, technical

director at Bailey Teswaine, thinks they are

just beginning to understand the importance

of future-proofing. “If all you want to do is

support simple EPoS, CAT 5 is sufficient but

you’ll very soon run out of suppliers offering

compliant equipment,” he says.  “It is always

best to look to the future, even if you are

never going to implement multimedia in

store. You need to be sure the network will

survive for a good few years and over that

time, at some point, you will need new

switches, adapters and other peripherals that

may no longer be available.” 

His views are echoed across the industry:

“We recommend CAT 6 as an absolute

minimum,” says Matt Flowerday, chief

executive of Trescray. While both CAT 5e and

CAT 6 have been fully ratified, CAT 5e is

severely tested when supporting G/Bit

Ethernet unless it is augmented, whereas

CAT 6 can easily support 10GBit transmission

– and at less cost. 

Tight fit

The thrust towards higher bandwidth is

omnipresent. Every sector, not just 

retail, is trying to squeeze ever more

transmission into ever tighter spaces. G/Bit

Ethernet will soon become the standard

for all networks and the advice is to start

planning now. 

Of course, there is always a cost versus

performance ratio. CAT 6 and augmented

CAT 5e will provide more headroom to

applications, but at extra cost. “CAT 5e 

will support the same applications as CAT 

6 but the bandwidth will not be as high,”

says Flowerday. 

In terms of how cabling infrastructures

are designed, a trend in retail that Trescray is

experiencing is the emergence of ‘fibre-to-

the-desk’ – or EPoS as is the case. “Fibre has

existed in the backbone for quite some time

but copper has traditionally been used to

cable the last 100 metres because it’s

cheaper and can go round corners without

breaking,” explains Flowerday. 

The cost of fibre-to-the-desk has

dropped considerably and manufacturer

improvements have resulted in a much more

flexible product, less prone to fragility, which 

brings it outside the realm of fixed or 

pre-terminated structures. 

As fibre-optic

cabling makes

its way onto

the shop floor,

the need to move,

change and redesign

store interiors is a

constant pressure. The

retail environment is

not static in which fixed

solutions bare fruit, and

the EPoS system may

need to be moved.

Moves, adds and changes

(MACs) require flexibility. 

To address this, retailers

should consider flood wiring;

installing additional network

and data points to

accommodate new

equipment that may

be acquired in time.

“They should look at

putting them in odd places too, such as in

the ceiling for example, which would make

it easier to install IP security cameras or

multimedia monitors at some point,“ adds

Bailey Teswaine’s Sinha. 

Reaping the 
rewards
While many retailers may not consider cabling and 

networking a priority, it can play a big role in 

improving operations. And if organisations want 

to reap the benefits of VoIP and CCTV, it should be

given greater attention, says Alison Boreham-Campbell
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