
 
 
 
 
 
 

Starlink          
Just Fired a   
Warning Shot 
Across Fiber’s 
Bow 
 

On September 28, 
Starlink deployed 26 of its 
Version 3 satellites into 
orbit aboard SpaceX’s 
Starship launch vehicle, 
marking the first orbital 
deployment of the V3 
generation. The 
significance for the 
broadband industry is not 
simply another 
successful launch. V3 
represents a material 
increase in Starlink’s 
technical and economic 
capability. SpaceX states 
that each V3 satellite is 
designed to support 1 
terabit per second of 
downlink capacity and 
160 gigabits per second of 

uplink capacity, with 2,048 beams in each direction. That is approximately ten times the 
downlink capacity and twenty-two times the uplink capacity of the prior generation. Reuters 

Fiber providers should take that development seriously, but not because Starlink has suddenly 
become a technically superior transmission medium. It has not. Fiber continues to possess 
substantial advantages in capacity, latency, symmetry, physical-path control, longevity and the 
ability to engineer highly predictable communications infrastructure. The more immediate threat is 
economic: Starlink does not have to reproduce all of fiber’s technical characteristics in order to 
become a formidable competitor. It only has to become sufficiently good at delivering the product 

Figure 1: A Starlink V3 satellite being deployed from Starship’s payload bay by the 
Starlink “PEZ dispenser” deployment system. Source: SpaceX, Starship Flight 14 
webcast, September 28, 2026. 

https://www.reuters.com/business/media-telecom/spacexs-starship-launches-14th-flight-first-headed-orbit-2026-09-28/
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that much of the fiber industry actually sells, which for residential and much of the small-business 
market remains best-effort Internet access. 

That distinction matters because there is a large gap between the capabilities contained within a 
fiber network and the capabilities that are actually exposed to the customer as a differentiated 
service. A fiber network may contain substantial optical margin, multiple available paths, route 
diversity, building-entry diversity, reserve fibers, protection opportunities, low-latency transport 
and considerable future capacity. None of those characteristics necessarily has economic value 
merely because it exists. 

If the commercial offer presented to the customer is 

fundamentally a bandwidth tier, a monthly price and a 

promise of Internet access, then much of the physical 

superiority otherwise embedded in a fiber network 

remains commercially invisible. 

Starlink V3 attacks that undifferentiated product directly. SpaceX is increasing capacity, beam 
density, uplink capability and inter-satellite transport while also using Starship to change the 
economics of deploying much larger satellites. The effect is not that satellite broadband suddenly 
acquires all the properties of terrestrial fiber. The effect is that a much larger portion of the 
residential market may reasonably conclude that Starlink is good enough for what it actually buys 
from a broadband provider. That is a much more dangerous proposition for a fiber operator than a 
theoretical debate over which transmission medium is ultimately superior. 

The economic implications arise well before any existing fiber network becomes technologically 
obsolete. Greenfield and marginal fiber projects depend on assumptions concerning penetration, 
average revenue per user, customer retention, construction cost, time to revenue and long-term 
market share. If an increasingly capable LEO competitor reduces the expected take rate or 
compresses the price customers are willing to pay, the investment case can deteriorate before the 
fiber network is ever built.  

As is now well documented,  fiber deployment requires substantial location-specific capital 
commitments in engineering, rights-of-way, pole attachments, make-ready, permitting, conduit, 
cable, crossings, splicing, structures, and field labor. Much of that expenditure occurs before the 
ultimate customer base is known. Starlink does not carry the same requirement to construct a 
terrestrial distribution path past each premise. It therefore does not have to defeat fiber 
technically; it only has to defeat the economics of future fiber deployment. 

That should be the warning contained in the V3 launch. The fiber industry cannot assume that the 
word “fiber” will remain sufficient differentiation as nominal satellite performance continues to 
improve. If competition remains centered on advertised download speed, price and generalized 
claims of reliability, Starlink is moving directly into the portion of the market where many fiber 
operators have chosen to compete. 
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There is, however, another side to the V3 development, and it may provide fiber operators with a 
much more durable basis for differentiation. Increasing capacity does not eliminate the 
architectural differences between a continuously moving low-Earth-orbit satellite network and a 
controlled terrestrial optical path. Starlink can deliver impressive average and median performance 
while still exhibiting temporal variability that matters greatly to particular workloads. The 
distinction becomes important when broadband performance is examined not merely as aggregate 
throughput, but as behavior over time. 

Recent research helps explain why average latency can hide the real issue. A 2026 peer-reviewed 
study found that Starlink’s network showed a repeating pattern about every 15 seconds, apparently 
associated with network handoffs and reconfiguration. During those transitions, latency briefly 
increased—sometimes by tens of milliseconds beyond the normal level. The important point is not 
the exact number of milliseconds; it is that the connection does not behave the same way all the 
time. For applications such as gaming, video conferencing, remote desktops, and other real-time 
services, those short bursts of delay can matter far more than the average latency reported by a 
conventional speed test. Nature 

Those measurements describe the existing Starlink network, not the newly deployed V3 system, 
and that distinction matters. SpaceX says V3 introduces next-generation computers, modems, 
beamforming and switching, much greater beam density, and substantially greater capacity. V3 
satellites will also operate at lower orbital altitudes than the existing V1/V2 broadband shells, 
reducing the propagation distance that contributes to latency. Starlink also says that satellite 
switching is a normal part of its network, occurring many times per minute, and that its proactive 
switches are generally imperceptible to users. What SpaceX has not published, however, is a V3-
specific measure of performance during those transitions: no handoff-latency bound, jitter bound, 
packet-loss bound, or evidence that V3 eliminates the recurring reconfiguration effects 
independently measured on today's Starlink network. V3 should therefore be credited with 
substantial architectural improvements, but whether those improvements make its behavior 
during handoffs sufficiently bounded for latency-sensitive workloads remains an unanswered 
performance question—one that can only be resolved by measurement once V3 is operating at 
scale. Starlink 

Starlink's description may be entirely accurate for ordinary Internet use. A transition can be 
imperceptible to a person browsing the web or watching buffered video and still be measurable to a 
latency-sensitive application. “Generally imperceptible” and “deterministically bounded” are not 
competing descriptions; they answer different questions. The first describes whether most users 
notice an event. The second establishes how the network behaves when a particular workload 
cannot simply ignore it. Deterministic does not mean perfect, instantaneous or impairment-free; it 
means that the behavior relevant to a defined workload can be measured, bounded and relied 
upon within known conditions. 

That distinction becomes much easier to understand when translated into ordinary residential 
workloads. A competitive gamer does not care very much whether a broadband connection can 
deliver 200 Mbps, 500 Mbps or 1 Gbps after the game has loaded. What matters during play is the 
consistency of latency, the presence of jitter, transient packet loss and short interruptions. A 
connection can perform extremely well on a conventional speed test and still produce the lag 

https://www.nature.com/articles/s44459-026-00044-z
https://starlink.com/as/updates/network-update
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spikes, rubber-banding or momentary loss of responsiveness that the user experiences as poor 
gaming performance. 

The same issue applies to adults working from home, although the symptoms are different. A 
remote worker may be operating Microsoft Teams or Zoom while connected through a corporate 
VPN, using cloud applications, synchronizing files and perhaps maintaining a remote desktop 
session. None of those activities necessarily requires extraordinary bulk bandwidth, but several are 
sensitive to latency variation, packet loss and short-duration impairment. The experience is 
familiar: frozen video, clipped speech, an interrupted screen share, a delayed response or the 
recurring question of whether everyone can still hear one another. What matters in those situations 
is not simply how many bits the network is capable of transporting, but whether its behavior 
remains within sufficiently tight bounds for the workload being performed. 

Starlink’s own published specifications are useful in understanding this distinction because they 
describe the service without requiring anyone to characterize it unfairly. Starlink states that 
performance varies according to location, time of day and the precedence assigned to traffic under 
the customer’s service plan. Its published specifications provide expected performance ranges 
rather than deterministic bounds, and Starlink expressly notes that actual performance can vary 
during periods of high usage. Starlink 

Its Priority Service Level Agreement illustrates another important distinction. Starlink commits 
eligible Priority services to 99.9 percent network availability during the billing period, but the SLA 
calculation counts outages lasting 60 seconds or longer. Starlink separately states that its 
terminals measure uptime ten times per second and that its app reports outages longer than one-
tenth of a second. The one-minute threshold therefore does not mean Starlink cannot detect 
shorter events; it means those shorter events do not enter that particular Priority SLA availability 
calculation. That is not a criticism of Starlink’s contractual definition; it is a reason to understand 
what an availability metric does and does not establish. A twenty-second impairment may have no 
effect on that monthly availability calculation while being highly consequential to an interactive 
application. Availability, continuity, latency stability and packet-loss behavior are different 
performance dimensions and should not be treated as interchangeable. Starlink 

Starlink is similarly explicit that its service is not suited or intended as a mission-critical or safety-
of-life service. Again, that statement should not be used as a rhetorical weapon. It is better 
understood as a boundary around the obligation Starlink chooses to assume. Starlink is selling a 
highly capable broadband service within a defined performance and contractual model. The more 
consequential question for fiber operators is whether they are prepared to offer something 
meaningfully different, and whether they can prove that they can deliver it. Starlink 

That is where the argument becomes uncomfortable for the fiber industry, because fiber does not 
become deterministic merely by virtue of being fiber. The physical medium creates the potential for 
highly controlled behavior, but the existence of glass in the ground proves remarkably little by itself. 
Two cables do not necessarily establish protection if they share a common conduit or crossing. 
Two apparently separate routes may converge into the same failure domain. Spare fibers do not 
automatically establish usable capacity for a proposed workload. Optical feasibility does not 
establish route authority, physical diversity or constructability. A network can have excellent 

https://starlink.com/legal/documents/DOC-1454-99945-86
https://starlink.com/ag/support/article/b7142f8e-9762-6fcf-03f5-0d53c2895b3f
https://starlink.com/legal/documents/DOC-1540-49184-72?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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underlying infrastructure and still operate poorly, or it can possess valuable physical capabilities 
that neither the operator nor a prospective customer can demonstrate with sufficient evidence. 

The appropriate competitive response to Starlink is therefore not to retreat into generic assertions 
that fiber is better. The stronger response is to establish exactly where it is better, for which 
workloads, under what conditions and with what evidence. That requires moving beyond 
conventional broadband metrics and toward infrastructure and operational qualification. Rather 
than asking only how fast a connection is, the analysis must address latency distributions, jitter, 
packet loss, behavior under load, recovery from impairment, protection, failure-domain 
separation, optical margin, continuity, scalability and the specific conditions under which a service 
obligation can be relied upon. 

This is the problem that the Policy-Based Performance – Operational Framework™ was designed to 
address. Its Track I Infrastructure Capability Qualification™ (ICQ) process begins below live network 
operation by determining what the physical and optical infrastructure demonstrably supports for a 
defined workload or proposed use. That includes Layer 0 questions involving routes, rights, 
structures, crossings, access, constructability and physical diversity, together with Layer 1 
questions involving cables, fibers, optical paths, continuity, distance, loss, budget, margin, 
components and technology applicability. The broader framework then carries the analysis into 
commissioned operational behavior, where the question is no longer what the infrastructure 
should be capable of doing, but what the operating network actually does under defined workloads 
and conditions. 

The importance of that approach is that it does not depend upon fiber winning the comparison. A 
legitimate qualification methodology must be technology-neutral. If a LEO system satisfies the 
performance envelope required by a particular workload, it should qualify. If a fiber network cannot 
demonstrate that it satisfies the same requirement, it should not receive a pass merely because it 
uses fiber. The purpose is to replace generalized assumptions about technology with evidence 
about capability and behavior. 

That changes the competitive question in a way that should favor well-designed and well-operated 
fiber networks without giving them an artificial advantage. The industry has spent decades teaching 
customers to ask how much bandwidth they receive. As competing technologies improve, the 
more useful questions will concern what happens to latency under load, how tightly jitter is 
bounded, how the system behaves during impairment, what paths and failure domains are actually 
present, whether protection is real or merely assumed, and whether the results can be 
independently reproduced. Those are substantially harder questions, but they are also the 
questions that allow a superior infrastructure asset to demonstrate why it is superior. 

Starlink V3 therefore presents fiber providers with both a threat and an opportunity. The threat is 
that satellite broadband is rapidly becoming more capable at delivering the undifferentiated 
Internet-access product on which much of residential fiber economics still depends. The 
opportunity is that as Starlink closes the gap in nominal consumer metrics, the deeper dimensions 
of network behavior become more important. Fiber operators that can qualify those dimensions 
can shift the competitive discussion from advertised speed to demonstrated capability for 
particular workloads.  
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The 26 V3 satellites Starlink placed into orbit aboard Starship should therefore be treated as a 
warning against complacency, not as evidence that fiber is becoming obsolete. Fiber remains an 
extraordinary communications medium, but owning superior technology and proving superior 
service capability are not the same thing. The strategic response is to identify the capabilities 
already embedded in the network, establish which workloads those capabilities can support, 
qualify the resulting operational behavior, preserve the evidence, and convert those capabilities 
into service commitments for which customers have a reason to pay. If fiber providers do not do 
that, Starlink does not need to prove fiber technologically obsolete; it only needs to compete 
successfully with the commodity product fiber providers continue to sell. 

 

  Industry Collaboration Around Deterministic Fiber 
 

Biarri Networks and Big Bang Broadband are collaborating to advance 
deterministic fiber networking by bringing infrastructure qualification and network 
engineering together around the capabilities broadband networks are expected to 
support. ICQ provides the qualification discipline for establishing what the 

infrastructure can demonstrably support, while Biarri contributes its network-engineering 
expertise. The collaboration is intended to help network owners make better-informed 
engineering and capital decisions before construction and to create a stronger foundation for 
deterministic network performance.  

– John Tait | President 
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