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Across the telecom industry, a familiar and uncomfortable pattern is reappearing.

A new infrastructure cycle is forming around artificial intelligence, edge compute, and
satellite-enabled connectivity. The scale is large, the capital intensity is real, and once again
telecommunications networks sit at the center of the system.

They carry the traffic, connect the layers, and absorb the operational complexity.

But the economic question remains the same:

Will telecom capture more value in the Al era — or

simply carry more of the load?

Telecom operators built the physical foundation of the digital economy. They expanded fiber,
transport, wireless coverage, and global reach. They enabled each new wave of digital growth
by putting more infrastructure into the ground and more capacity into the network.

But history offers a warning.

In previous infrastructure cycles, telecom often moved first, invested heavily, and expanded
capacity ahead of demand. Over time, prices compressed, balance sheets came under
pressure, and a disproportionate share of the economic upside accumulated in higher layers
of the stack — platforms, software, cloud, and proprietary intelligence. That broad pattern is
well documented in the telecom boom-and-bust period of the early 2000s, when heavy
network investment was followed by sharp valuation declines and major bankruptcies.

The Al era may not repeat that history exactly.

But it raises a similar strategic risk.



This time, however, the issue is not only that Al is increasing demand across the
infrastructure stack.

Itis also that the architecture of the network itself is changing.

The future delivery fabric will not be purely terrestrial. It will increasingly combine fiber
backbones, wireless access, edge compute environments, and satellite systems operating as
part of the same service architecture.

That matters because satellites are no longer confined to niche backhaul or remote coverage
scenarios. They are becoming part of a broader hybrid connectivity model — extending reach,
adding redundancy, diversifying paths, and reshaping how traffic can be routed across large
geographic footprints. Major operators and satellite providers are explicitly positioning non-
terrestrial connectivity as part of mainstream network architecture rather than a niche
overlay.

From a strategic standpoint, this creates real upside for telecom.

Satellite integration can improve coverage, resilience, and service continuity. It can
strengthen rural reach, support mobility, and create new options for recovery and failover
when terrestrial paths are constrained.

But it also raises the bar operationally.

A hybrid terrestrial-satellite environment is not simply a larger network. It is a more
heterogeneous one.

A single service path may now traverse terrestrial backbone, wireless access, edge
infrastructure, and satellite-enabled segments, each with different physical characteristics,
timing profiles, recovery patterns, congestion behavior, and failure modes.

And there is a deeper operational distinction here.

In terrestrial transport, operators have historically managed paths that are relatively more
deterministic in their physical behavior. In hybrid satellite environments, path conditions
become more variable by design. Link behavior can shift with orbital dynamics, handovers,
atmospheric effects, and changing network conditions. In that context, latency variation and
jitter are not always signs of isolated error. They can become part of the operating reality of
the network itself. That is precisely why coarse averages become less useful, and why real-
time interpretation becomes more important in hybrid architectures. Satellite operators and
standards bodies already frame non-terrestrial networks as environments with distinct
propagation, timing, and mobility characteristics compared with terrestrial systems.

That means the operational challenge is changing in parallel with the economic one.

Al workloads do not simply add more traffic to the network. They increasingly change how
traffic behaves. Instead of mostly smooth, human-driven demand patterns, networks are

beginning to carry more burst-sensitive, concurrency-heavy, timing-dependent exchanges



across cloud, edge, and access environments.

In a hybrid world, those behaviors become harder to interpret.

A dashboard can still look healthy over one-minute or five-minute intervals. Utilization may
appear normal. Latency may seem stable. Packet loss may look negligible.

And yet, underneath those averages, short-lived micro-instabilities may already be affecting
performance.

This is where the real problem begins.

In more dynamic infrastructures, conventional monitoring can create a misleading sense of
stability. The network appears calm while transient congestion, jitter variation, routing
volatility, or short-duration degradation begin to accumulate below the surface.

In terrestrial-only networks, that challenge is already significant.

In hybrid terrestrial-satellite environments, it becomes even more consequential because
path behavior is less uniform, recovery patterns are more varied, and end-to-end service
quality becomes harder to interpret through coarse averages alone.

For many legacy workloads, that may remain tolerable.

For Al-sensitive environments — especially where inference timing, distributed coordination,
or real-time responsiveness matter — it becomes much more consequential.

And this is where the telecom margin question turns into an operations question.

When operators cannot see meaningful instability early enough, they struggle to manage it
precisely. When they cannot distinguish temporary noise from emerging trajectory, decision
quality deteriorates. And when behavior becomes harder to interpret across hybrid
infrastructures, the economic leverage shifts toward those who own the intelligence layer —
not just the transport layer.

This is the deeper pressure now forming around telecom.

The industry is no longer being asked only to provide connectivity. It is being asked to
operate infrastructure that is more distributed, more burst-sensitive, more heterogeneous,
and less forgiving of visibility gaps than the networks built for previous digital waves.

At the same time, another strategic tension is emerging.

Some satellite players are vertically integrating multiple layers of the stack — from space
infrastructure to network software and service delivery. That creates a different value-
capture model than the traditional telecom role of carrying traffic across terrestrial
networks. Large satellite providers increasingly combine space assets, ground
infrastructure, software control, and end-service delivery in ways that compress more value
into a single integrated operating model.

For telecom operators, this raises a serious question



In a hybrid Al-era network, who will capture the
margin — the operator that provides coverage, or the
player that best interprets and orchestrates

behavior across the system?

In that environment, capacity alone is not enough. Coverage alone is not enough. Even connectivity
alone is not enough.

What became increasingly clear across the industry this year is that the conversation is shifting. Al is
no longer being discussed only as a layer of experimentation, automation theatre, or future promise.
The emphasis is moving toward monetization, resilience, enterprise outcomes, and the practical
challenge of supporting distributed workloads across cloud, edge, wireless, and increasingly hybrid
satellite environments. That broader direction was visible throughout MWC 2026, where themes such
as Intelligent Infrastructure and ConnectAl reflected a market asking not only what Al can do, but
where it can create durable operational and economic value.

That does not mean telecom suddenly becomes a software-margin business. But it does suggest
that the basis of advantage may be changing. As networks become more heterogeneous, more
latency-sensitive, and more dependent on coordination across terrestrial, edge, and satellite
domains, the harder question is whether operators can develop the operational intelligence required
to understand what the network is doing before conventional indicators make the problem obvious.
That may determine more than performance. It may determine which players gain greater leverage
over reliability, service quality, decision-making, and ultimately value creation in the next
infrastructure cycle. Industry discussion at MWC 2026 repeatedly pointed in that direction: Al-native
operations, autonomous networks, cloud-edge-satellite convergence, and monetization models built
around outcomes rather than connectivity alone.

Because in the Al era, the network remains indispensable. But the strongest position may belong not
simply to those who carry more traffic, but to those who can interpret infrastructure behavior with
greater clarity, earlier detection, and better operational judgment across edge, transport, wireless,
and hybrid satellite environments.

Telecom may not capture the economics of the Al stack in the same way that hyperscalers, platform
companies, or model providers do. But it still has an opportunity to move into a more valuable role
than transport alone. The next step may not come from building more infrastructure in the old sense.
It may come from operating infrastructure as an intelligent system — one that can be interpreted,

orchestrated, and monetized with greater precision than before.
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