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Fibre speed satellite comes to the battle
edge
Communications play a vital role in modern warfare, enabling everything from rapid responses to the analysis of key
data in the battlefield. However, traditional satellite networks have their disadvantages, with data limits and latency a
major concern among defense forces around the world. One solution is high throughout, medium Earth orbit (MEO)
satellites, which have lower latencies and enable a more seamless communications system. Jack Deasy, Vice President
of Government Sales at O3b Networks, describes the critical role real-time communications play in the battlefield, and
how new satellite networks like O3b’s MEO system, can play a key role.

Communications technology is constantly evolving and now
anything seems possible. Who would have believed 15 years
ago that in 2016 you can stream a crystal clear, real-time video
from almost anywhere to a device that fits in your pocket?
However, as we’ve come to rely on modern communications in
everyday life, we’ve also come to expect it.

This expectation almost defines our outlook on life. We expect
to be able to pick up a smartphone or tablet and instantly check
an app, watch the news in real time, read email, and share
photos, all while streaming a movie on the TV in the background.
It is so much a part of modern life that we don’t even think about
it anymore.

But for our nation’s warfighters, it’s a different story. The
expectation of the same immediate, high speed access to critical
information and communications that we enjoy in everyday life
is frequently thwarted by choked bandwidth, where it matters
most – on the frontline.

Choked bandwidth blocks the capabilities of the warfighter
Today’s theater of operations is broader than it has ever been. It
extends from command centers in the US and Europe, across
oceans and skies to an increasingly ill-defined frontline. To
achieve an operational advantage, the military has embraced
sophisticated data networks and IT systems to collect,
aggregate, analyze and disseminate intelligence; issue orders
and report back to commanders.

However, this reliance on a net-centric technology
infrastructure requires that the network has the speed, reliability
and security to deliver ISR data where and when it is needed.

When every millisecond counts, satellite isn’t always there
Net-centric warfare has become a critical advantage for the US
military. In modern operational deployments, decisions are made
on a global scale. Every data set of intelligence gathered in the
field is shipped back to remote analysts who sift, parse and
enhance the value of that data so that it can be acted upon
precisely and quickly back on the frontlines. Whether it’s high
definition, full motion video from a fleet of unmanned aerial
vehicles (UAVs), sensor data or a direct video link between the
field and central command back in the US, every millisecond
and every bit counts.

But at the edge of the battlespace, traditional satellite
communications have been a constraint on the operational
capabilities of dispersed forces. With network speeds that are
often no more than dial-up or 2G and frequently interrupted,
even basic applications, like email, take an excruciatingly long
time to access.

Under such constraints, the command structure is forced to
compromise. Decisions must be made about which applications
and communications to prioritize, leaving valuable data and
potentially mission-critical intelligence on servers to be analyzed
later or with central resources, but not in the hands of the
warfighter than needs it on the frontline.

Realizing the expectations of net-centric warfare
It’s a stark reality that goes against the grain of everything we

expect of modern net-centric warfare. Thanks to the movies and
TV, we imagine that our military have access to powerful network
services even in the most remote parts of the globe. After all,
Jason Bourne and Homeland’s Carrie Mathison do. Not a
moment passes when they aren’t able to transmit raw data from
the field for analysis and enhancement back at mission control,
and data can be relayed to them as useable intelligence instantly
– no matter where their missions take them.

Yet reality is far from this. While the military is deploying
very sophisticated sensors in the field capable of capturing large
amounts of raw data, the communication technology that
transports it is lagging.

Pushing high throughput network services to the edge
While the satellite industry can bring reliable data connections
to the battlefield, traditional geosynchronous (GEO) satellites
can’t provide the quality or quantity of Internet service needed
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for advanced military applications at edge-based physical sites.
High throughput, medium Earth orbit (MEO) satellites are a

better option for these applications and are key to unlocking the
potential of a net-centric battlefield. Because these satellites
use higher frequencies and smaller concentrated spot beams,
they deliver 10-100 times the throughput of traditional
alternatives, enabling seamless data and video application
services. And, because they orbit much closer to the Earth, the
round trip response time to deliver data from one point to another
over a satellite link is much less.

Increased throughput can be critical for the faster download
of data for the analyst, reliable deployment of time sensitive
applications and consistent communication with base operations
– with a fibre-equivalent performance in areas where fibre simply
isn’t an option.

These solutions are deployed on the ground with a
transportable solution that provides warfighters with higher-
quality 4G services, and can be up and running in a matter of
hours compared to the weeks, months or years needed to deploy
a comparable fibre network.

Going beyond cherry picking data sets
In the past, GEO satellites forced the Tactical Operations Center
(TOC) or the warfighter to cherry pick sub-sets of data or a
snippet of information for transmission and analysis – perhaps
one or two feeds captured from a live UAV sensor. But with high
throughput, MEO satellite technology, military personnel can
take full advantage of their field equipment and the analytical
capabilities of their specialists to capture, process, transmit and
access a full set of data in real time or near-real time, regardless
of the volume, for higher quality guidance and a more finished
intelligence product.

Doing more with less
Furthermore, unlike GEO satellites, these satellites are optimized
to support cloud-based and remote applications delivered over
a network that features the same characteristics and quality as
if it was plugged into the wall at the Pentagon. It’s a distinct
advantage that drives up the return on investment for budget-

restricted agencies by eliminating the high cost associated with
deploying multiple servers or support staff on-the-ground.

An optimal solution for the tactical edge
With high throughput, MEO satellites, reality finally catches up
with expectation. Today there is no reason why the remote
warfighter shouldn’t have the same secure, high throughput,
low latency network services as their connected teams in the
Pentagon. The incorporation of robust and fast end-to-end
connectivity that supports rapid deployment presents an optimal
solution for the tactical edge – turning information advantage
into military advantage, realizing the promise of net-centric
warfare. GMC
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