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Surging Again — and What It Means for the

Future of Connectivity
By: Mike Sevret

The demand for fiber is back, and bigger than ever. More than
two decades ago, fiber networks were often overbuilt, and
adoption was slow. But now, technologies like cloud computing,
streaming, Al, and edge applications are quickly changing that.
With the need for seamless connectivity growing rapidly, high-
capacity, low-latency fiber is critical for bringing fast, reliable
service directly to users. What does this renewed fiber demand
signal for the future of connectivity? And how can operators
deploy it successfully?

Let’s explore the forces behind this fiber revival and what

operators need to know to emerge as leaders in this
transformative era.

A Quick Look Back: The First Fiber Boom

The first fiber boom in the early 2000s promised to transform connectivity, but in reality, it fell
short. Overestimations of demand, widespread overbuilds, and limited readiness among
consumers and businesses led to a market crash, forcing many providers to divest underutilized
assets. While that chapter in fiber history is behind us, it provides helpful context as we take a
closer look at how operators approach investments and network planning today.

What’s Different This Time? The Driving Forces Behind
Fiber’s Resurgence

Unlike the fiber bust in the early 2000s, today’s surge in fiber demand is fueled by far more
concrete, long-term drivers. Additionally, Al and other modern technologies, in addition to
rising expectations from users, are pushing networks to deliver high capacity, low latency, and
reliability on a scale that was unimaginable 20 years ago. Here’s a closer look at the wide range
of key drivers impacting fiber demand today.
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Cloud Adoption at Scale

Enterprises are rapidly shifting workloads to the cloud, increasing the need for robust, high-
bandwidth connections. With the vast majority of enterprises worldwide using cloud services in
some capacity, it is clear that reliable connectivity has become a business-critical requirement.
More data than ever is moving between end users and cloud data centers, driving demand for
fiber that can support constant, heavy traffic without bottlenecks.

Edge Computing Growth

Applications are moving closer to users to reduce latency, creating new demand for fiber at the
network edge. In fact, the global edge computing market is projected to grow from $16.21
billion in 2023 to a whopping $245.3 billion by 2032, reflecting a compound annual growth rate
of 35 percent. This rapid growth isn’t surprising, given that smart manufacturing, autonomous
systems, and complex logistics networks all rely on real-time data processing. Delivering low-
latency connections requires fiber networks to extend deeper into neighborhoods, campuses,
and industrial zones, bringing high-performance connectivity directly where it’s needed.

Al Workloads, Distributed Training and Inference

Artificial intelligence is reshaping data movement requirements. Massive datasets must flow
between GPUs, data centers, and inference nodes with minimal delay. This growing demand
drives the need for dense, diverse fiber routes capable of supporting distributed Al training
and inference at scale. Networks must now handle workloads that are both heavy and highly
time-sensitive. According to a recent Ciena study, the rapid growth of Al workloads is
expected to drive a six-fold increase in data center capacity and bandwidth over the next five
years — further elevating the critical need for fiber.

Streaming, Gaming, and Content Delivery

Consumer expectations have evolved over the last few decades. Users demand instant, high-
quality content anywhere and at any time. To accommodate this demand, content delivery
networks (CDNs) are pushing infrastructure closer to users, ensuring seamless streaming and
gaming experiences.

Fiber is the backbone of this push, enabling CDNs to keep pace with ever-increasing data loads
and performance expectations. What’s more, video traffic is projected to make up the vast
majority of internet traffic globally, highlighting the need for networks to deliver enough
bandwidth and low latency to support consistent streaming quality.

Subsea Cable Expansion and Regeneration

Global connectivity relies on subsea cables, which require robust fiber infrastructure for landing
stations and cross-connect ecosystems. Today, roughly 570 submarine cable systems are in
service worldwide, with approximately 80 more planned — marking the largest wave of subsea
development in decades. These cable systems carry the majority of the world’s intercontinental
internet traffic, supporting everything from global communications and finance to education
and national security. As operators expand and modernize these routes, the need for high-
capacity, low-latency fiber grows as well, not only along coastlines, but deep into regional and
local networks that keep data moving across the globe.

Capacity and Quality Matter More Than EverAs bandwidth demands surge, both capacity and
quality have become mission-critical. Multi-pair, high-count fiber — once reserved for the most
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demanding applications — is now the standard, giving operators the flexibility to scale and
support growing cloud, Al, and edge workloads.

But capacity alone isn’t enough. Low latency, route diversity, and physical resiliency are
essential to ensure uninterrupted connectivity for real-time applications like Al inference,
autonomous systems, and high-resolution streaming.

Neutral, carrier-grade fiber networks designed to support multiple ecosystems are equally
important to support demanding workloads. These open infrastructures allow cloud providers,
hyperscalers, CDNs, enterprises, and data centers to interconnect seamlessly. As high-value
workloads continue to spread across regions, robust, reliable, and high-performance fiber
networks are non-negotiable.

Where Demand Is Surging Most

Fiber demand is spiking across multiple sectors, driven by the evolving needs of modern digital
infrastructure.

Data Centers

Hyperscale, edge, and Al-specific data centers are major drivers of fiber growth. Al training
clusters, in particular, require dense, high-capacity fiber connections to move massive datasets
between GPUs, servers, and inference nodes. Meanwhile, edge deployments depend on
seamless interconnection with centralized data centers to ensure low-latency, high-throughput
performance for distributed workloads.

Smart Factories and Enterprise Campuses

Manufacturing and enterprise operations are becoming increasingly digitized. Robotics, loT
devices, digital twins, and automation systems all demand continuous, high-bandwidth
connectivity. Fiber networks enable these environments to operate efficiently, supporting real-
time monitoring, predictive maintenance, and data-driven decision-making.

Subsea Cable Landing Stations

The growth of international data traffic is driving expansion at coastal landing stations. These
hubs require robust inland fiber connectivity to distribute traffic efficiently to metropolitan
areas and regional networks. Expanding capacity in these corridors ensures that global
communications, cloud services, and content delivery maintain high performance and
reliability.

Rural and Second-Tier Metro Growth
Fiber investments are also reaching beyond Tier 1 markets. Distributed computing, edge
applications, and enterprise expansion are creating strong demand in rural areas and second-

tier metros. Operators are deploying high-capacity fiber to support these markets, connecting
businesses, campuses, and communities that were previously underserved.

Strategic Considerations for Today’s Fiber Deployments

Deploying fiber today requires a long-term, strategic approach that balances capacity,
resiliency, speed, and sustainability.
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Planning Networks for Long-Term Scalability

Modern networks must be designed with the future in mind. Operators are building fiber
infrastructure to last 10-20 years, anticipating exponential growth in data traffic from Al, cloud
services, edge computing, and emerging applications. Planning for scalability ensures networks
can accommodate tomorrow’s demands without costly retrofits or overhauls.

Ensuring Route Diversity and Redundancy

Resilient networks require more than capacity. They require layers of redundancy. Dual-path
or tri-path strategies minimize risk from outages, natural disasters, or localized disruptions.
Route diversity protects customers, enabling uninterrupted service for enterprises, data
centers, and critical infrastructure even under adverse conditions.

Construction Efficiency and Speed-to-Market

The pace of digital transformation demands that fiber be deployed quickly and efficiently. Pre-
engineered designs, streamlined permitting, and innovative construction models help operators
reduce build times while maintaining high-quality standards. Faster deployment ensures
networks are ready when demand peaks.

Aligning with Data Center Roadmaps

Fiber networks must be in place before data centers and edge facilities go live. Coordinated
planning with operators, hyperscalers, and cloud providers ensures connectivity aligns with
facility schedules, avoiding costly delays and ensuring low-latency, high-capacity performance
from the start.

The Role of Neutral Hosts and Partnerships

Carrier-neutral fiber networks are increasingly important, enabling multiple providers and
ecosystems to interconnect seamlessly. Partnerships between network operators, cloud
providers, and hyperscalers help maximize adoption, improve efficiency, and expand the reach
of fiber infrastructure.

Sustainability Considerations

Modern deployments must also prioritize sustainability. From energy-efficient designs to lower-
impact construction methods, operators are meeting growing expectations for environmentally
responsible networks. Sustainable practices not only reduce carbon footprints but also support
long-term operational efficiency.

Looking Ahead: The Future of Fiber

What does the future hold for fiber? We expect to see more decentralization of computing,
fueled by Al, loT, and the rollout of 5G core networks. This trend will continue to increase
demand for fiber-to-the-edge and micro-edge connectivity, ensuring low-latency, high-
bandwidth access close to users and devices. Global interconnectivity will also become more
critical. Subsea cables and inland distribution networks must expand and modernize to support
growing data flows between continents, data centers, and edge nodes.

While the future can’t be predicted with complete certainty, one thing is clear: Demand for
greater connectivity, speed, and reliability will only continue to rise. And fiber plays a critical
role in meeting that demand, proving that today’s expansion is not a repeat of speculative
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overbuilds from the early 2000s. It’s driven by real, measurable, and urgent needs to ease the
strain on legacy networks.

Operators who invest now in scalable, high-quality, and resilient fiber networks will not only
support today’s digital ecosystem but will also emerge as industry leaders. By prioritizing
foresight, collaboration, and sustainability, operators can meet the growing connectivity needs
of an increasingly digitally demanding world. After all, this fiber comeback isn’t a fleeting
trend. It’s here for the long haul.
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