The Sunday Brief: 2025 and 2026 Capital Spending - Different
Strategies, Different Priorities

March greetings from Cedar Rapids and Kansas City. The opening
picture is from February’s Metro Connect where | met with long-
time Brief reader Andy Walker who now leads the telecom
practice for Alvarez & Marsal. This week'’s Brief is Part 1 of our
semi-annual look at capital spending across the telecom industry.
Changes in leadership and M&A are driving changes in priorities.
After a full market commentary, we will detail several areas
impacted and analyze the effects on the supplier community.

Mobile World Congress wrapped up a little over a week ago, and we found former Sprint (and Reliance) colleague
Mathew Oommen’s ten-minute keynote (here) to be particularly interesting. He is now the Group CEO of Jio Platforms
Limited, the parent company for Reliance’s digital businesses. Reliance Jio Infocomm Limited is now the largest wireless
company in the world as measured by active subscribers (525 million and growing). A lot of wit and wisdom from a great
friend and former colleague.
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The impact of the Iran War weighed on equity values this week. Each of the Fab Five has lost equity market value in
2026, and each of their Telco Top Five counterparts has gained value. Over the last two weeks, the Fab Five lost $418
billion while the Telco Top Five are basically unchanged. As we have documented in this column, concerns about the use
of free cash flow to fund capital-intensive infrastructure builds drove Fab Five equity values lower and has kept them low.
While Apple is not participating as intensely in the capital spending bonanza, there are worries about their Al strategy.

Since the last Brief, Apple announced a slew of new products including the new iPhone 17e and the MacBook Neo laptop
(full announcement here). The iPhone 17e launch is particularly noteworthy. It has received excellent reviews (CNET
here) with praise for inclusion of the MagSafe charging system and overall processing power. It does not have the latest
Wi-Fi radio (7) which might be a drawback if you were planning on keeping the device for four or five years, but we don’t
think that single issue should be a deal breaker.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=doa5-rRsqx0
https://www.apple.com/newsroom/2026/03/macbook-neo-iphone-17e-ipad-air-with-m4-and-more-are-now-available/
https://www.cnet.com/tech/mobile/iphone-17e-review-in-progress/

We get confused and concerned, however, when
comparing the iPhone 17e to the iPhone Air and
the iPhone 16 (still widely available). Nearby is a
comparison of each device’s key specs. Outside
of some specific camera features (which may be
important to certain consumers), the iPhone 17e
appears to be “enough” for most of the public,
and calls into question the long-term viability of
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of $65. This is similar to the Samsung Galaxy 526 (2025 version of their Flagship) at $57/ mo. and the Google Pixel 10 Pro
XL at $74/ mo. We think that Apple will need to get creative with in-store and alternative distribution strategies to make
the iPhone 17e stand out in a relatively crowded (and less Apple loyal) low-end segment. For Apple diehards, however,
the iPhone 17e is a worthy substitute.

The big news in the broadband world was that Google found an exit ramp for GFiber in Stonepeak (announcement here),
who combined their Astound Broadband investment with GFiber and is largely keeping the GFiber management team.
For those of you who are new the broadband world, Astound is the product of multiple cable (legacy hybrid fiber coax/
DOCSIS) companies, namely RCN, Wave, enTouch and Grande. Astound has a strong presence in Texas through enTouch
and Grande, in the Pacific Northwest through Wave, and on the East Coast through RCN.

There are many things that could go wrong with this transaction. While Astound has been largely deploying fiber to the
home (FTTH) in new markets, they are estimated to have 70%+ of their current customers on legacy Hybrid Fiber Coax
(cable standard) technology. That means two NOCs, two field service crews, and potentially multiple sets of vendors.
That transition will not be easy for a management team used to fiber-only service.

In addition, Astound has been more heavily focused on value customers — GFiber has not. We struggle to see this
transaction approved without additional requirements to broaden the legacy GFiber product suite to include a $30 or
$40/ month offer (currently, GFiber plans start at 1 Gbps for $70/ mo.). That would increase offer complexity and could
add costs. And Astound still has TV, something Google phased out starting in 2020.

Transaction details were light, but our guess is that Stonepeak is contributing a few billion in fresh capital to fund a more
rapid transition to a fiber-only infrastructure. GFiber + Astound is not a natural fit but likely came at a valuation that
Google’s management team could stomach. We will know more when Q1 earnings are released next month as this “bet”
will be separated from the rest of the income statement and balance sheet. Count us slightly skeptical on the long-term
prospects but we are thankful that GFiber’s
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https://www.mintmobile.com/devices/
https://fiber.google.com/blog/2026/03/gfiber-and-stonepeaks-astound-to.html

between the initial and revised readings. Here is the same chart from the Q4 2024 second GDP reading (link here):
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It’s no surprise then that the Atlanta Fed has now revised their Q1 2026 growth rate to 2.7% (from 2.1% earlier in the
week). Based on initial estimates of tax refunds that have been reported (here) we could see 3% growth in the first
quarter if recent energy price hikes are short lived. When the above chart is tabulated for Q1, it’s unlikely we will see any
material negative offsets.

The economy is going through three large transitions:
- Changes in trade policy, which (hopefully) translate into more US jobs at higher wages (jury is out)
- Changes in immigration policy, resulting in fewer employed workers and lower consumption and output (see last
week’s interim Brief for our analysis of the jobs report)
- Changes in domestic investment, driven by previously approved legislation and Al investment

Productivity is the wild card (latest reading is here). We aren’t sure we see late 1990s/ early 2000s productivity after the
Internet was fully released (3%+ most years), but consistent 2.5-3.0% annual improvement for the next few years isn’t
out of the question. That would significantly improve economic growth and allow inflation to remain below 3%. If
productivity does not stay high, we won’t see growth above the low to mid 2s.

2025 and 2026 Capital Spending — Different Strategies, Different Priorities

When we have looked at capital spending in recent years, the focus has been on changes in architecture (closed to open)
or technology (LTE to 5G, prioritized data, etc.). Those changes have had ripple effects on products and services.

Those trends continue (and now include 5G to 5G Advanced) but are taking a back seat to core infrastructure realities.
Data consumption needs continue to increase, driving the need for more towers and in-building solutions. FTTH
investment is increasing in 2026 thanks to buildouts by AT&T, Verizon, T-Fiber and partners, and BEAD funding winners.

Here are snapshots of capital spending from each of the companies that make up the Telco Top Five:
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AT&T. Here is their statement of where they will be spending capital in 2026 (from their 10-K):

Expected Growth Areas Over the next few years, we expect our growth to come from wireless and IP-based fiber broadband services. We provide integrated

services to diverse groups of customers in the United States. on a converged telecommunications network utilizing different technological platforms. In 2026,

our key initiatives include:

»  Continuing our wireless subscriber momentum and 5G deployment, with expansion of wireless subscribers in underpenetrated markets and converged
connectivity.

»  Continuing our fiber deployment, improving fiber penetration, growing AT&T Internet Air services, accelerating connectivity growth and increasing
broadband revenues, inclusive of impact of integrating recent acquisitions of spectrum and fiber assets.

*  Continuing our deployment of Open RAN to build a more robust ecosystem of network infrastructure providers and suppliers, fostering lower network
costs, improved operational efficiencies and allowing for continued investment in our fast-growing broadband network.

»  Continuing to drive efficiencies and a competitive advantage through cost transformation initiatives, including modernization of our IT infrastructure and
product simplification.


https://www.atlantafed.org/research-and-data/data/gdpnow
https://www.cnbc.com/2026/03/13/average-irs-tax-refund.html
https://sundaybrief.com/value-creation-long-term-charts-fab-five-vs-telco-top-five-march-7/
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/prod2.nr0.htm
https://investors.att.com/financial-reports/sec-filings

More spectrum, more fiber, more Open RAN. Their $25-26 billion spend will have a heavy tilt to fiber buildouts due to
Lumen. New tower construction along with the recently leased/ purchased Echostar spectrum will enable AT&T Internet
Air to be an “intermediate” solution until fiber coverage improves. Because of its characteristics, fiber maintenance costs
are meaningfully lower than copper, resulting in lower costs per household to maintain (capex leads to lower opex).

We see this trend continuing for AT&T through 2028. They have lined up reliable third-party providers to deploy fiber
methodically and quickly. Our primary concern is that they have not struck hyperscaler partnerships that provide
superior services to AT&T residential and business wireless and broadband customers. Bottom line: Lumen integration
and fiber buildouts remain top priorities for the largest capital spender in US telecom. Fixed Wireless deployments will
be most important in “gap filling” regions and as an access substitute (primary or secondary) for some business
customers.

* k%

Verizon. Their total capital spending is going to shrink in 2026 even with the Frontier acquisition. Here’s how they spell
it out in their 10-K:

Capital Expenditures

Our 2026 capital program includes capital to fund advanced networks and services, including expanding and adding capacity and density to our core networks,
completing the deployment of C-Band spectrum, and advancing our network architecture, while reducing the cost to deliver services to our customers, and pursuing
other opportunities to drive operating efficiencies. It will also support our broadband investment plans and the expansion of our fiber broadband footprint. We anticipate
cash requirements for our 2026 capital program to be between $16.0 billion and $16.5 billion.

In 2023, Verizon was in the middle of C-Band spectrum deployment and spent $18.7 billion. For the last two years, that
figure has been approximately $17 billion and, as shown above, the 2026 target is $16 billion. We have discussed the
implications of the reduction in wireless capital spending (we think it will end up being $7.5 billion in 2026) and why that
may or may not be important to T-Mobile and AT&T.

Verizon will lean heavily on the remaining Frontier executives to guide the combined company build. We think that
expansion will be focused (much) more on the remaining copper plant in the Frontier footprint than Verizon’s, and that
line extensions driven by converged offerings will also accelerate.

Wireless capital spending will decrease if the $16 billion target holds (we think that if subscriber gains come in stronger
than expected in Q1 and Q2 that the range will grow to as much as $17 billion. New site builds will decelerate and take a
back seat to augments. And C-Band deployments will complete in the first half of 2026.

Bottom line: Verizon’s priorities are changing with new leadership and the Frontier acquisition. Those vendors who stuck
with Frontier during the lean years will be rewarded. Suppliers dependent on steady or increasing wireless capital
expenditures are going to be disappointed.
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T-Mobile
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statement of cash flows under “investments in unconsolidated affiliates.” What you see in the chart (and indicated in the
snippet from their 10-K below relate to wireless capital expenditures only. Here’s the language from their 10-K
concerning capital expenditures:

Capital Expenditures

Our capital liquidity requirements have been driven primarily by capital expenditures for spectrum licenses, the construction,
expansion and upgrading of our network infrastructure, the integration of the networks, spectrum, technology, personnel and
customer base of T-Mobile and UScellular, and investments in information technology platforms. We expect to maintain our
investment in capital expenditures related to these efforts in 2026 compared to 2025, as we continue our integration efforts,
maintain our commitment to build out our nationwide 5G network and continue our digital transformation. Future capital
expenditure requirements will be primarily driven by the deployment of acquired spectrum licenses.

Our estimate is that T-Mobile could end up spending 30% more than Verizon in wireless capex in 2026. We believe that
2026 could be the first year (assuming no material US Cellular capital costs in the $10 billion figure) where Verizon is out-
invested by T-Mobile and are confident that this will be the case for the first half of 2026.

This is great news for key suppliers to Magenta (especially those who are assisting with the US Cellular integration).
Rural expansion will continue, augments will continue to existing sites, and additional software investments will be
forthcoming as T-Mobile accelerates their digitization initiatives.
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Cable (Comcast and Charter)

Charter provides a detailed schedule of capital components in their 10-K (re: this is a slow/no growth environment as
shown in decreased capital spending on “other line extensions”):

Year Ended December 31,

2025 2024
Customer premise equipment @ $ 2,260 $ 2,172
Scalable infrastructure ® 1,536 1,422
Upgrade/rebuild © 1,937 1,771
Support capital @ 1,986 1,688
Capital expenditures, excluding line extensions 7,719 7,053
Subsidized rural construction line extensions 2,202 2,144
Other line extensions 1,738 2,072
Total line extensions 3,940 4216
Total capital expenditures $ 11,659 § 11,269
Of which:
Commercial services $ 1,201 § 1,437
Subsidized rural construction initiative $ 2208 $ 2,152
Mobile $ 267 § 245

With the Cox acquisition scheduled to complete in the next 120 days, this chart represents a “rear view” of Charter’s
priorities. Charter will be heavily focused on network and systems integration in the second half of 2026 and throughout
2027. Within network integration, consolidating “scalable infrastructure” and “upgrade/ rebuild” activities remain a top
priority. We also think that Charter and Cox will meaningfully improve their business footprint after the merger is
complete.



Comcast discloses a Year ended December 31 (in millions) 2025 2024

similar level of Customer premise equipment $ 2,192 § 2,013
. . Scalable infrastructure 3,156 3,024
Capltal spendlng Line extensions 2,689 2,691
detail for their Support capital 686 557
domestic Total $ 8,723 § 8,286
con nectivity We expect our capital expenditures in 2026 will continue to be focused on investments in the Connectivity & Platforms business in scalable infrastructure
. . as we increase capacity and continue to execute our plans to upgrade our network to deliver multigigabit symmetrical speeds, in the continued deployment
business unit, but of next generation wireless gateways, and in line extensions for the expansion of homes and businesses passed. In addition, we expect to continue
we do know that investment in existing and new attractions at our Universal theme parks. Capital expenditures for subsequent years will depend on numerous factors,
including competition, changes in technology, regulatory changes, the timing and rate of deployment of new services, the capacity required for existing
they Spe nt $87 services, the timing of new attractions at our theme parks and potential acquisitions.

billion in 2025, up
$440 million from 2024. Their component breakdown is nearby along with their commentary.

Bottom line: Cable is in the middle of an accelerated technology upgrade (eventually to DOCSIS 4.0). Their total
expenditures are less than AT&T’s, yet their 2026 impact will be far greater. We think that these upgrades will be
successful to a point but don’t see (yet) the value proposition that would cause an existing AT&T Fiber (with wireless)
customer to make the move to a cable converged offering (unless low-margin television suddenly becomes another
bundled product). We expect to see Charter + Cox capital spending to be 50-60% higher than Comcast as they complete
their integration and then revert to a proportionate level in 2028-2029.

That’s it for this week. In the next full Brief, we will start our two-part Q1 earnings preview. In the meantime, if you have
friends who are interested in being notified each time we publish a Brief, please have them sign up at
www.sundaybrief.com.

Go Royals and Sporting KC!

Important disclosure: The opinions expressed in The Sunday Brief are those of Jim Patterson and Patterson Advisory
Group, LLC, and do not reflect those of CellSite Solutions, LLC, or Fort Point Capital.
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