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ABSTRACT 

With the growing number of underwater vehicles and devices used for marine environmental monitoring, there is an 

urgent need for real-time and high-speed underwater wireless communication technologies to transmit huge amounts of 

data. This poses great challenges to conventional underwater acoustic communication technology due to its low 

bandwidth and high latency. Therefore, underwater wireless optical communication with high bandwidth and low latency 

has become a promising technology. To this end, we develop the first underwater optical wireless sensor network 

prototype in this work. It consists of two sensor nodes and an optical hub. There is a transceiver circuit, a pH sensor, and 

an integrated temperature, salinity, and conductivity sensor in the sensor nodes enabling real-time underwater 

environmental monitoring. There are four transceivers facing four sides in the optical hub to implement bi-directional 

optical wireless communication with the sensor nodes. In a laboratory testbed and a field trial conducted in an outdoor 

diving pool, 100% packet success rates are achieved between the optical hub and the sensor nodes at a transmission 

distance of 60 cm.  In the field trial, one of the sensor nodes is placed 60 cm away from the optical hub for real-time 

underwater environmental monitoring. The other sensor node is mounted on a remotely operated vehicle to collect 

underwater environmental information. This prototype shows great potential in future underwater mobile sensor 

networks and the underwater Internet of Things.   

Keywords: Underwater optical wireless sensor network, real-time underwater environmental monitoring, underwater 

vehicles and devices 

 

1. INTRODUCTION  

The ocean is an important regulator of global climate and a treasure house of natural resources. Nowadays, to relieve the 

global environmental and resource crisis, the world has set off an upsurge in marine environmental monitoring, such as 

coral reef monitoring, fishery monitoring, and subsea oil and gas pipeline inspection. In this context, human's demand for 

marine information is moving from static to dynamic, from delayed to real-time and instant, and from rough to accurate 

and complete. Satellite remote sensing technology is an effective means to obtain marine information. It can provide 

large-scale, all-day, and all-weather marine environmental monitoring information, but it has a relatively poor spatial 

resolution [1]. The monitoring methods based on stationary platforms, such as oceanographic moorings, benthic landers, 

and cabled ocean observatories, can provide long-term, in-situ, and high-precision marine information, however, they 

have a small spatial scale [2]. In recent years, more and more mobile platforms, such as underwater gliders, remotely-

operated vehicles (ROVs), and autonomous underwater vehicles, are being used in marine environmental monitoring to 

enlarge the spatial scale of the stationary platforms [3]. Underwater acoustic communication-based underwater wireless 

sensor networks (UWSNs) are an enabling communication technology to implement three-dimensional ocean monitoring. 

With the increasing demand for real-time, high-speed, and efficient UWSNs, the drawbacks of traditional underwater 

acoustic communication are gradually exposed, such as the high latency, low data rate, and low efficiency due to the low 

propagation speed (1500 m/s) and limited bandwidth (~kHz) of acoustic waves [4].  Moreover, if the underwater 

acoustic communication technology is widely used in underwater space as the most important means of wireless 

communication in the future, it will undoubtedly affect marine organisms that rely on auditory or radar (sonar) systems 

to prey [5].  

The discovery of the “optical transmission window” of 450–550 nm in the year of 1963 brought a new idea to the 

development of underwater wireless communication technologies [6]. Even though light waves cannot transmit long 



 

 
 

 

 

 

distances (up to ~km) like acoustic waves, it is preferable for real-time, high-speed (up to ~Gb/s), and short-distance (up 

to ~100 m) transmission thanks to its high bandwidth and low latency [7]. Nowadays, the race for the development of the 

underwater wireless optical communication (UWOC) technologies has begun all over the world. To achieve higher data 

rate and longer transmission distance for point-to-point UWOC technology, various light sources, photodetectors, 

modulation and multiplexing schemes, equalization algorithms, and underwater channels have been explored extensively 

[8]. With the continuous technological breakthroughs, field trials in various underwater environments, such as indoor 

swimming pool, outdoor diving pool, dock, harbor, lake, river, and ocean, have been conducted [9-11]. Up to now, there 

have been a few commercial underwater optical modems developed by Sonardyne and Divecomm. For the next 

generation of smart UWOC system development, one could expect underwater optical wireless sensor networks to be 

implemented for real-time marine environmental monitoring. However, there are limited theoretical or simulation works 

on the underwater optical wireless sensor networks [3]. Therefore, there is a need for experimental research to be 

conducted in this area.  

In this paper, we develop the first underwater optical wireless sensor network prototype. It consists of an optical hub, 

two sensor nodes, and a base station. The optical hub and the sensor nodes can implement bidirectional communication 

through UWOC technology. The two sensor nodes can also communicate with each other through the optical hub. 

Moreover, the optical hub and the base station can implement bidirectional communication through an Ethernet cable. 

Thus, one can remotely access the data uploaded by the sensor nodes in the optical hub and send instructions (e.g., 

sampling interval) and upgrade files to the sensor nodes in real time through the optical hub at the base station. In a 

laboratory testbed, both of the sensor nodes are placed 60 cm away from the optical hub. 100% packet success rates are 

achieved, which indicates the good communication performance of the network system. To further demonstrate the 

practicality of the network system, a field trial is conducted in an outdoor diving pool. One of the sensor nodes is placed 

60 cm away from the optical hub for real-time underwater environmental monitoring. An ROV is used to carry the other 

sensor node to collect underwater environmental information and then return back to the optical hub for data upload. 

This prototype shows great potential in future underwater mobile sensor networks and the underwater Internet of Things. 

2. EXPERIMENTAL SETUP AND RESULTS 

2.1 Experiment in the laboratory testbed 

We first studied the communication performance of the underwater optical wireless sensor network prototype in the 

laboratory testbed. Figure 1(a) shows the experimental scene of the underwater optical wireless sensor network, which 

includes an optical hub (see Fig. 1(b)), Sensor Node 2 (see Fig. 1(c)), Sensor Node 3, and a base station. Sensor Node 2 

and Sensor Node 3 were placed 60 cm away from the optical hub. The base station was connected to the optical hub 

through an Ethernet cable.   

The optical hub is composed of a system on chip (SoC) circuit and four transceiver circuits. The SoC circuit is used 

for on-off keying (OOK) modulation and demodulation. The data rate of the OOK signals is 1.5 Mb/s, which is sufficient 

to transmit the regularly collected temperature, salinity, conductivity, and pH information. Four transceiver circuits of 

the optical hub facing four directions are used for bidirectional communication with the transceiver circuit of the sensor 

node, where time division multiple access enables them to communicate at different time slots. At the transmitter side, a 

driver is used to superimpose OOK signals output from the SoC onto an LED. A lens is used in front of the LED to 

control the beam divergence. At the receiver side, another lens is used in front of a photodiode (PD) to focus the light. 

After detection by the PD, the received OOK signals are amplified by an operational amplifier (OPA) and then the noise 

is removed by a low-pass filter (LPF). 

The sensor node is composed of a sensor hub and a transceiver circuit. The sensor hub is composed of a coprocessor, 

an organic light-emitting diode (OLED) screen, a real-time clock (RTC) chip, a SD card, a pH sensor, and an integrated 

temperature, salinity, and conductivity sensor. The OLED screen is used to display the time, temperature, salinity, 

conductivity, pH, and version of the sensor node. The RTC chip is used to synchronize the time of the sensor node with 

that of the base station. The SD card is used to store the collected temperature, salinity, conductivity and pH information. 

The transceiver circuit in the sensor node is identical to the one in the optical hub. 

In the design process of the underwater optical wireless sensor network prototype, we did not simply consider the 

physical layer to pursue high data rate and long distance but comprehensively considered Open Systems Interconnection 

layers and many practical application factors. For example, as it is difficult to charge or replace batteries for underwater 

optical wireless sensor networks, we designed the optical hub and sensor node to only need five 18650 batteries (each 

with a capacity of 3400 mAh), which is enough to power them up for around 5 hours continuously. Moreover, 



 

 
 

 

 

 

considering the transmission distance and the link alignment issues, we designed the divergence angle of the LED to 34 

degrees with the help of lenses. 

 

Figure 1. (a) Experimental scene of the underwater optical wireless sensor network, (b) optical hub, and (c) Sensor Node 2. 

 

Figure 2. Control interface of the device. 



 

 
 

 

 

 

Figure 2 shows the control interface of the base station through which we can set the sampling interval, send 

commands or updated files, and synchronize the time of the sensor nodes. We can see that Sensor Node 2 and Sensor 

Node 3 can upload data to the optical hub at different time slots. Moreover, Sensor Node 2 and Sensor Node 3 can 

communicate with each other through the optical hub over a transmission distance of 0.6 m. As shown in Fig. 2, Sensor 

Node 2 said “hello dev3” to Sensor Node 3, and Sensor Node 3 replied “I am going to collect data”. In the experiment, 

the transmitted packets, missed packets, and packet success rate from the sensor nodes to the optical hub were 200, 0, 

100%, respectively. It indicates the reliable communication performance of the network system. 

2.2 Experiment in the outdoor diving pool 

We then studied the feasibility of the underwater optical wireless sensor network prototype in the outdoor diving pool. 

Figure 3 shows the experimental scene. Sensor node 2 was placed 60 cm away from the optical hub. Sensor node 3 was 

mounted on an ROV to collect data. The transmitted packets, missed packets, and packet success rate were 200, 0, 100%, 

respectively, which demonstrated the robustness of the network system.  

 

Figure 3. Experimental scene of the underwater optical wireless sensor network in the outdoor diving pool. 

3. CONCLUSIONS 

In this work, we developed an underwater optical wireless sensor network prototype. An integrated temperature, salinity, 

and conductivity sensor and a pH sensor in the sensor nodes can implement real-time underwater environmental 

monitoring. An optical hub can communicate with multiple sensor nodes at different time slots for data exchange. A base 

station connected with the optical hub through an Ethernet cable can send commands and updated files to the sensor 

nodes. This demonstration paves the way for future automatic remote operations in underwater environment. In the 



 

 
 

 

 

 

laboratory testbed, 100% packet success rates were achieved between the optical hub and the sensor nodes at a 

transmission distance of 60 cm. In the field trial conducted in an outdoor diving pool, an ROV carried a sensor node to 

realize mobile monitoring of an underwater environment and data exchange with the optical hub over a 60-cm 

underwater channel. This shows that the underwater optical wireless sensor network prototype has excellent 

communication performance in underwater environments. In the future, the data rate can be improved further for real-

time underwater video monitoring. The transmission distance can also be improved by employing LED arrays and 

photodiodes arrays for future long-distance and high-speed UWOC between AUVs/ROVs or between AUVs/ROVs and 

sensor nodes. 
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