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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Ocean Specialists, Inc. (OSI) and SubCableWorld (SCW) have joined forces to release a forecast for 
both the global and Asia-Pacific submarine telecom cable markets, as the global economy begins its 
recovery. 
 
The global submarine cable market appears to be ready to awaken from its nine-month slumber that 
began in the latter half of 2019 and extended into the first four months of 2020.  Despite the slow start, 
OSI and SCW estimate that 2020 should rebound sharply to end the year up from 2019, at about 80,000 
route-km of new contracts in total for the year. 
 
Focusing only on the beginning of 2020, it would be easy to pin the initial weakness in the market on 
Covid-19 and the resulting global economic downturn.  But that sort of reasoning belies the more secular 
trends playing out in the marketplace, in addition to the aborning commercial era of SDM1 and SDM2 
technologies that will result in a re-cabling of major routes globally. 
 
The “secular” driver, of course, is the fact that the OTTs1 – and not as much the carriers or wholesale 
capacity players – now dominate the global cable market.  Unlike days of yore (think 2000/2001), these 
OTTs do not depend on third-party bank or institutional financing for their infrastructure builds. 
 
In the short-term, airlines, brick and mortar retail and other small medium businesses have seen and 
likely will continue to see economic difficulties.  But the very factors driving that misery are bolstering the 
types of activities that give rise to global telecom – and thus, submarine cables – which is more phone 
calls, conference calls, (pick your favorite), content streaming and video-conference apps. 
 
While in the broader economy, the shape of the recovery is debated as potentially being V-shape (sharp 
drop / sharp recovery), or U-shaped (more gradual both down and up), or L-shaped (no recovery in sight), 
or only a very modest sized Fishhook-shaped recovery, there is a reasonable argument to be made that 
the submarine cable market could see a more Checkmark (√ – yes!) shaped recovery to remain ahead of 
the unprecedented traffic growth due to Covid-19.  
 
It could be argued that following the massive up-turn in 2018, the market needed to absorb all the new 
projects, even as the beginning of 2019 remained relatively strong.  Plus, the smart money was likely 
keeping its powder dry in anticipation of the first commercial availability of the SDM1 generation of cables 
– going from a maximum of 6-8 fiber pairs typically, now to 12-16 pairs. 
 
With SDM2 – ~24 fiber pars – now on the horizon2 can there be any doubt that the same successive 
generational replacement markets will develop at least along major traffic routes globally?  And not to be 
underestimated, massive new route capacity requires massive redundant / physically diverse massive 
capacity as well due to the significant impacts that any outages will have on the network. 
 

 
1 OTTs = the “GAFAM (USA) and BEATX (China)” – thanks for keeping track of these M. Devos! 
2 Ref Robert Lingle, OFS subsidiary of Furukawa Electric Co., Ltd. comments on the Advances In Subsea 
Networks webinar, 21 May 2020 
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We’ve seen this play out from the era of telegraph cables to copper telephone cables to plesiochronous 
optical (PDH) to SDH to WDM to D-WDM (and skipping a few generations for brevity) to SDM1 and 
SDM2. 
 
Will it be different this time?  Or will the GAFAM & BEATXs of the world massively over-build?  Well, 
fortunately, these clever OTTs actually invent their own rather lucrative uses for this capacity and don’t 
rely on third-party customers to take it off their hands at ever-decreasing prices as a revenue stream.  
Capacity is actually a highly valuable “commodity” to these players, and although “commodity” is likely not 
an accurate characterization for these innovative and well-heeled players, as that greatly underplays the 
value proposition of submarine cables in their businesses.3 
 
The Global Market and the Asia-Pacific Market 
 
Recently, OSI and SCW collaborated on an analysis of the Asia-Pacific market.  The leading edge of the 
uptick in this next wave of the global build cycles, we believe, is exemplified by the contract awards of 
2Africa (ASN) and Asia Direct Cables (NEC) – combining for 46,400 rt-km over the months of May and 
June thus far.  And, at the time of writing, we are only in the third week of June.  While there are certainly 
other examples of other systems that have been announced, the combination of contracted and 
announced gives us optimism, and perhaps even confidence, that the “small-v” could grow into a 
substantial checkmark – both regionally and globally. 
 
The amount of submarine cable systems contracted for installation in the Asia-Pacific (A-P) region has 
been a fairly consistent proportion of the overall submarine telecom market at about 50% annually, on 
average.  Over the past four years, total industry volume has varied from about 60,000 km to as much as 
127,000 km in 2018 – an exceptional year – averaging about 79,000 km per year. 
 
Indications for 2020 – based on actual contracts trending to mid-June 2020 will likely be in the 80,000 km 
range – despite ongoing uncertainty in the global economy due to Covid-19.  A conservative view for 
2021 would be cable volume in the range of 60,000 km (a slight easing of the throttle, if you will) before 
returning to the 70-75,000 km range in subsequent years. 
 

Global and Asia-Pacific Regional Submarine Telecom Market Forecast 
 

  ACTUAL ACTUAL ACTUAL ACTUAL ESTMATE ESTMATE ESTMATE ESTMATE 
  

Year Contracted 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023   
Cable Contract 
Awards 59,095 60,057 127,333 69,644 80,000 60,000 75,000 75,876   

Other Regions 26,594 24,425 65,659 32,334 44,000 29,049 37,764 37,975   

A-P Region 
32,501 35,632 61,674 37,310 36,000 30,951 37,236 37,901 

120,731 
Estimated for A-P 
Region 2020-2023 

A-P % 55% 59% 48% 54% 45% 52% 50% 50%   
 
 
The proportion of A-P cable projects, is estimated at about 36,000 km in 2020, easing to about 31,000 km 
in 2021, and to the 37,000 – 38,000 km range for 2022 and 2023. 
 

 
3 It’s somewhat amusing to see with how little the value of submarine cable networks are regarded on the 
supplier price negotiation side but used adroitly as a bargaining chip in swapping and trading on equally 
valuable routes once built. 
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It is noted that for 2020, the A-P region will likely represent a slightly decreased proportion of the global 
market – which is no knock on the A-P region, but rather due to the massive distortion in sums caused by 
the 2Africa project (37,000 rt-km alone.) 
 
Over the past two years (2018 & 2019) and thus far in 2020, there remain about 168,000 km of projects 
that have not yet been contracted globally.  Of these, 91,000 km are AP projects, or about 53%.  A 
detailed listing of these known but not yet contracted projects, is provided, below. 
 

Announced Projects Jan 2018 to Mid-June 2020 -- that have not yet been Contracted 
   

Year Announced   2018 2019 2020 2 ½ yr Total  
Net Cable Contract 
Announcements   46,860 102,154 18,800 167,814  

Other Regions   32,800 44,844 3,000   

A-P Region   14,060 57,310 15,800 87,170 
Estimated for A-P Region -  of known 
projects 

A-P %   30% 56%  52%  
 
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
SubCableWorld (SCW) – a sister company to Ocean Specialists, Inc (OSI) – tracks and publishes a 
summary of monthly and annual submarine telecom cable project contracts and announcements.  The 
“ACTUAL” years, shown above are based on publicly announced contracts for projects.  The 
“ESTIMATED” quantities are an extrapolation of the historical figures. 
 
For the analysis and segmentation of “AP Region “versus “Other Regions”, Transpacific and trans-
regional systems (ex. Europe-Middle East-Asia) were included in the A-P region.  Also included were 
Indian Ocean projects east of India.   
 
Middle East projects west of India and Eastern African and other EMEA projects are not included – i.e. 
those solely in the Western Indian Ocean.  Also not included are north-south Pacific projects serving 
South-Central-North America along the Pacific Ocean coast. 
 
Monthly contract awards by year are shown, below: 
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Note that contracts awarded in 2020 have increased significantly in May and June. 
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However, new project announcements thus far in 2020 still lag historical trends: 
 

 
 
However, there are still many known and publicly announced projects being developed that have not yet 
been contracted.  These vary in likelihood of reaching actual contracting and construction. 
 
For a complete list of submarine cable projects announcements and contract awards, plus insightful news 
and analyses related to the global telecom and submarine cable markets updated on a daily basis, 
subscribe to SubCableWorld at www.subcableworld.com.  
 
 
FURTHER COMMENTARY BY THE CONTRIBUTERS TO THIS FORECAST 
 
 
Tom Soja, Vice President, Ocean Specialists, Inc. (OSI) 
“The global economic impact of Covid-19 may appear to have put a damper on new submarine cable 
contract awards thus far in 2020 – but that misperception was roundly disproved by new May and June 
contract awards.  For projects dependent on external financing, or even major commitments of internal 
CapEx from more traditional players, the degree of economic uncertainty will certainly continue to weigh 
heavily on long-term investment decisions.  Nevertheless, there are signs that – in addition to secular 
trends – the virtualization and increased telepresence of personal and business communications could be 
driving a rise in additional demand in capacity on all global routes.  SDM1 and SDM2 are likely to drive a 
“checkmark-shaped” recovery in the telecom submarine cable market.” 
 
John Manock, Senior Editor, SubCableWorld, TSC 
“Up until the 2Africa project announcement, submarine cable systems contract awards were off 
significantly in early 2020.  However, the 2Africa systems proves that where well-financed backers such 
as Facebook and China Mobile – and their partners on the project – tend to execute their market 
strategies from much stronger balance sheets less influenced by temporary global events.  2Africa 
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represents the largest-ever deployment of an SDM cable system – a major coupe for ASN as the 
supplier.” 
 
Tony Mosley, Director of Business Development, Ocean Specialists, Inc. (OSI) 
“The Asia-Pacific market is very heavily influenced by the sheer magnitude of the geographical distances 
and significant population bases involved in any single cable broadly connecting within the region or 
trans-regionally with North America or Europe.  Certain emerging economies in the region such as 
Vietnam, Cambodia and Thailand with hubs such as Guam and the Philippines as a regional hub will 
continue to see new cables constructed to support organic and strategically focused economic growth.  
This will create route and physical PoP / data center redundancy that is insufficient in the legacy cable 
systems.  Traditional hubs such as Singapore, Tokyo, Hong Kong and Seoul are also likely to welcome 
the next generation of cables as fiber pair counts increase from 16 pairs to 24 pairs or more.  The Asia 
Direct Cable is merely the first of many more to come that will look to carry growing interregional content.  
In addition, the A-P region may even see a faster rebound in both economic and cable construction 
activity – having gone into a Covid-shutdown earlier and now also emerging earlier.” 
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