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Abstract—Underwater optical wireless communication (UOWC)
systems have been widely studied to achieve high-speed wireless
communications. To investigate and design UOWC systems, a
mathematical model to characterize the accurate performance of
UOWC systems is important. However, the previous mathematical
models of UOWC systems have limitations, which mainly focused
on the line-of-sight (LOS) link, and only considered the vertical
incident background light or optical filters with constant transmit-
tance for simplicity. To overcome these limitations, we establish
an accurate UOWC system model, incorporating the previously
overlooked impact of signal and sun lights incident angles and
including both LOS and non-line-of-sight (NLOS) channels. Our
proposed accurate UOWC system model is validated by Monte
Carlo (MC) simulations. Results show that our proposed model can
capture the changes of received powers of both signal and back-
ground lights with various transmitter and receiver alignments
and orientations in both LOS and NLOS channels, which typi-
cally affect the signal-noise-ratio (SNR) and bit-error-rate (BER)
performance of UOWC systems. Furthermore, we show that the
incident angles of both signal and sun lights have significant impact
on the system performance, and our proposed model can be used to
optimize the PD rotation angle to improve the SNR performance.
Therefore, the more accurate UOWC channel model established in
this paper provides a fundamental framework for future UOWC
system design and optimization.

Index Terms—Underwater optical wireless communication, line-
of-sight, none-line-of-sight, variable incident angles.

I. INTRODUCTION

IN THE past a few years, the underwater wireless commu-
nication (UWC) has attracted intensive attention due to the

large range of applications such as underwater wireless sensor
networks, autonomous underwater vehicles (AUV), ocean ex-
ploration, and underwater defence systems. With the real-time
communication need, higher transmission speed is demanded
than ever in UWC systems. The traditional UWC mainly relies
on the underwater acoustic communication (UAC), which has
been explored to transmit data for long-distance reaching up to
several tens of kilometres [1]. However, UAC suffers from a low
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data rate due to the low modulation bandwidth (only kHz) [2].
The propagation speed of acoustic waves in the underwater
channel is also slow, leading to a latency of about 0.67 s per
kilometre [3]. Compared to UAC, underwater radio frequency
(RF) communication suffers from a high attenuation in under-
water channels, which leads to a highly limited transmission
distance [4]. Thus, RF communication is not adopted.

To overcome the disadvantage of the UAC with high latency
and low data rate, UOWC has been proposed and widely studied
due to its great potential to achieve a high data rate reaching
Gbps, thanks to the high carrier frequency and modulation
bandwidth (exceeding MHz [5] and even GHz [6]). More-
over, the physical transmission latency is about 4.34 μs per
kilometre, which is much lower than the latency of acoustic
waves in the underwater channel. These high-speed and low-
latency advantages will enable many real-time applications,
such as real-time underwater detection systems, and real-time
communication between AUV and diver. Furthermore, UOWC
is more cost-effective and power-efficient compared to those
of UAC, benefiting from low-cost and low-power transceivers
such as light-emitting diodes (LEDs), laser diodes (LDs), and
photodiodes (PDs) [7]. However, the transmission distance of
UOWC is highly limited (only hundreds of meters in tap water
channel [8]), mainly due to the high attenuation of water (par-
ticularly seawater) and the background light noise that reduce
the signal-to-noise ratio (SNR).

To investigate the capability and limitation of UOWC systems,
an accurate UOWC channel model needs to be established first.
In [9], the authors established a basic theoretical LOS UOWC
mathematical model. Whilst the incident angle of signal light
was considered, only vertical incident background light was
included. In addition, the optical filter was ignored in the study.
In [10], the authors presented a LOS model of a UOWC channel
using the vector radioactive transfer theory. They considered the
optical filter in the solar noise model. However, the transmittance
of the optical filter was considered as a constant for simplicity.
Furthermore, in [11], the authors presented a LOS UOWC
system model. They investigated the impact of solar background
light on the UOWC system performance and presented the simu-
lation results for receivers with variable field-of-view (FOV) and
aperture diameters. However, only vertical incident background
light was considered. In fact, as the position of the earth and the
sun changes over time, the angle at which the sun light enters
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the water surface cannot be considered as vertical all the time.
Similar to previous studies, the transmittance of the optical filter
was assumed to be constant for simplicity as well.

In addition to the limitations discussed above, the previous
studies [9], [10], [11] have also ignored the dependence of filter
transmittance on the light wavelength. Nevertheless, a few stud-
ies have considered such dependence. For instance, in a recent
study [12], the UOWC system performance was studied incor-
porating the effect of multipath and the impact of wavelength.
Simulation results with variable incident angles of both signal
and background lights are provided. However, the transmittance
of the band-pass filter only changes with signal and background
lights wavelength, which is not accurate ignoring the incident
angle of lights. From the discussions above, it is clear that due to
the use of constant transmittance of optical filters, the impact of
the incident angle of both signal and background lights has been
largely neglected in previous works. Moreover, in most previous
work, researchers have focused on the LOS UOWC system
models. On the other hand, NLOS UOWC systems are important
in underwater channels when the LOS links are blocked by
marine biology or complex underwater topography, whilst only
a few studies have investigated NLOS UOWC models. In [13]
and [14], the authors investigated both LOS and NLOS UOWC
system performance with the impact of solar noise. However,
only vertical-incident sun light was considered, and similar with
other prior works, a constant transmittance of the filter was
applied for simplify.

To overcome these limitations, in this paper we establish an
accurate UOWC channel model incorporating the impact of
incident angles of both signal and sun lights and considering both
LOS and NLOS links. We verify our mathematical model by
MC simulations considering scattering [15]. Results show that
the discrepancy is minimal and our proposed theoretical results
agree well with MC simulations, which verifies the accuracy of
both LOS and NLOS UOWC model in different sea channels.
We also use this model to study the UOWC system performance
in terms of the signal-to-noise ratio (SNR) and bit-error-rate
(BER). Results show that the incident angles of both signal and
sun lights have significant impact on the system performance.
In addition, previous models cannot capture the signal and solar
optical powers at the receiver side accurately, due to the simpli-
fied assumption of constant transmittance of optical filters. On
the other hand, our proposed model can capture the fluctuation of
received optical power with the variable incident angles of both
signal and sun lights. Moreover, based on the model developed,
we further investigate the signal transmission performance by
optimizing the PD orientation.

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. In Sec-
tion II-A we present our proposed LOS UOWC channel model
considering variable incident angles of signal and sun lights, and
we verify the model with MC simulations in Section II-B. Then
we apply the proposed model in practical LOS UOWC systems
to study the SNR and BER performances in Section II-C. In
Section III, we further present our proposed NLOS UOWC
channel model, verify it by MC simulations, and study the SNR
and BER performances of NLOS UOWC systems using the
model. Finally, we conclude our work in Section IV.

Fig. 1. LOS UOWC system architecture.

II. LOS UOWC SYSTEM AND SIMULATION

A. LOS Theoretical Model

In this section, we present our proposed accurate LOS UOWC
system model, which considers a typical LOS communication
link shown in Fig. 1. It consists of the optical transmitter, the
optical receiver, the underwater channel, and the solar light. We
consider the LED-based transmitter and pure seawater chan-
nel [16]. For the receiver, it contains an optical filter and an
optical detector, which is a thin-film-based optical filter (TFF)
and a PIN photodiode (PD), respectively. Note that the channel
model can also be applied to laser-based transmitters and other
types of seawater channels, optical filters, and detectors. At the
receiver side, in addition to the LOS signal passing through
the pure seawater channel, the sun light after being refracted
by the air-water interface and passing through the seawater is
also detected, which introduces solar noise. Before the signal
and solar lights being converted to the electrical domain by the
PIN PD, they pass through the TFF, which uses the principles
of light interference and diffraction to reduce the influence of
out of band background light. When the light with different
wavelengths reaches the receiver, only the light within a specific
wavelength band (signal light) has constructive interference to
pass through the TFF and be detected by the PD. On the other
hand, the out of band light is filtered out to avoid saturation
or additional background light noise. We call the optical power
change of light in the specified wavelength range after passing
through the optical filter as the transmittance. As discussed
below, the light incident angle (θin) affects the transmittance,
and hence, affects the actual optical signal and solar lights that
are converted by the PD. However, this important factor has been
ignored in previous works. It is noted that our aim here is not to
investigate the physical aspect of an optical filter, but rather to
focus on the impact on the channel model and the subsequent
link performance when the signal and sun lights incident angles
vary in practical scenarios.

There are two types of transmitters in UOWC systems, which
are the LED and the laser. The LED-based transmitter has the ad-
vantages of the low cost and low power consumption. However,
due to the wide beam divergence, the power decreases sharply
with the orientation angle φsignal of LED. Hence, LED-based
transmitters are widely used in short-distance UOWC systems.
On the contrary, the laser-based transmitter has the advantage
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of a collimated beam, which is more suitable for long-distance
UOWC. Here we consider an LED-based transmitter, which is
modeled as a Lambertian source. The considered channel model
can also be applied to laser-based transmitters, where a Gaussian
profile can be used to model the emitted laser light. When the
light propagates through the seawater channel, general turbidity
in seawater leads to the absorption and scattering, which causes
light losing power. It can be characterized by the signal path loss
Lsignal,p(λ), which is dependent on the seawater attenuation
coefficient c(λ) and the seawater channel length. The attenuation
of seawater can be expressed by [17]

c(λ) = a(λ) + b(λ). (1)

where a(λ) is the absorption coefficient, and b(λ) represents the
scattering coefficient.

Hence, the signal path loss can be expressed as [13]

Lsignal,p(λ) = e−c(λ)LTR = e−[a(λ)+b(λ)]LTR , (2)

where LTR denotes the Euclidean distance between the LED
transmitter and the receiver.

After passing through the seawater channel, the signal is
collected by the receiver. Due to the beam divergence of LED
and the limited aperture of the receiver, only part of the signal
light can be collected. We introduce the loss due to the smaller
receiver aperture size compared with the signal beam footprint
as the geometrical loss, which is expressed as [18]

Lsignal,g =
m+ 1

2π
cosm (φsignal)ΔΩ, (3)

where φsignal denotes the optical irradiance angle of the LED,
as shown in Fig. 1. m = − ln 2

ln(cosφ1/2)
is the Lambertian order,

where φ1/2 is the semi-angle at half emitted optical power,
and ΔΩ is the solid angle subtended by the receiver differ-
ential area. If we assume Af << L2

TR, it can be given by
ΔΩ =

Af cos θsignal

L2
TR

, where Af = πr2PD is the input area of the
PD, and it is assumed to match the size of the TFF with rPD

representing the radius of PD. θsignal is the incident angle of the
signal light to the receiver, also shown in Fig. 1.

Before being converted by the PD, the signal light propagates
through the optical filter in front of the PD, which is used to
reject the out-of-band background light to reduce the receiver
noise. In this paper, we consider the TFF, which is the most
widely used filter in UOWC systems [19]. The structure of TFF

is shown in Fig. 1, which consists of multiple layers of alternating
high and low refractive index films. The thickness and refractive
index of each layer are selected according to the filter pass-band
requirements. Due to the low transmission loss of the blue light,
we consider a blue light transmitter in UOWC systems. Hence,
we use a blue-pass filter here to enhance the system performance.
When the light enters the filter, lights of different wavelengths
are refracted and reflected at different angles. After multiple
refractions and reflections, only lights with specific wavelengths
can pass through the filter and be collected by the PD. We
denote the transmittance of TFF as Tf (λ, θin), which is the ratio
of transmitted optical power after optical filter to the incident
optical power, and it can be described as (4), shown at the bottom
of the page [20], where γ0 = nsw

√
ε0μ0 and γS = nPD

√
ε0μ0

are transmittance parameters, nsw denote the refractive index
of the seawater [21], nPD denotes the refractive index of the
photo-detector input aperture [20], ε0 is the permittivity of free
space, and μ0 denotes the permeability of free space.
Mλ represents the transmission matrix of the filter, which can

be calculated as (5) shown at the bottom of the page [20], where
N denotes the number of layers used in filter. In the transmission
matrix, γH = nH

√
ε0μ0, γL = nL

√
ε0μ0, δH(λ) = 2π

λ
nH lH ,

and δL(λ) =
2π
λ
nLlL, where nH and nL are the refractive

indices of alternating high index and low index layers, and
lH = tH

cos(θrH) and lL = tL
cos(θrL) denote the light path lengths

in the high index layer and the low index layer, respectively,
where tH and tL stand for the thickness of these layers, and θrH
and θrL denote the light refraction angles in these layers, related
with the light incident angle θin shown in Fig. 1 following the
Snell’s law.

After passing through the TFF, the power of the optical signal
reaching the PD can be expressed as (6), shown at the bottom
of the page, where the Pt(λ) is the emitted optical power of
the LED, λsignal,h and λsignal,l denote the range of signal light
that can be detected in the system. There are two possibilities:
within FOV or outside FOV. When outside FOV, no power is
received, and within FOV, we add together the power of different
wavelengths, and for each wavelength, the power is Pt(λ)dλ.

Then, we consider the water surface solar spectral down-
welling plane irradiance Esun(λ) in W · m−2 · nm−1 [11],
shown in Fig. 1, where λ is the wavelength of the light in
vacuum. Since the sun light can be considered as parallel, only
part of the sun light incident onto the water surface can reach

Tf (λ, θin) = 100

(∣∣∣∣ 2 · γ0
γ0 · (Mλ)1,1 + γ0 · γS · (Mλ)1,2 + (Mλ)2,1 + γS · (Mλ)2,2

∣∣∣∣
)2

(4)

Mλ =

{[
cos (δH(λ)) i·sin(δH(λ))

γH

i · γH · sin (δH(λ)) cos (δH(λ))

]
·
[

cos (δL(λ))
i·sin(δL(λ))

γL

i · γL · sin (δL(λ)) cos (δL(λ))

]}N

(5)

Psignal,r,LOS =

{ ∫ λsignal,h

λsignal,l
Pt(λ)Lsignal,p(λ)Lsignal,gTf (λ, θsignal)dλ, 0 ≤ θsignal ≤ θFOV

0. θsignal > θFOV

(6)
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the receiver. We introduce the effective area of solar radiation
at the water surface that can reach the receiver as Asolar, which
can be expressed as

Asolar = Af
cos θsolar
cosψr

, (7)

where θsolar denotes the sun light incident angle to the re-
ceiver, and ψr is the sun light refraction angle into the water.
According to Snell’s law, ψr = arcsin(nair

nsw
sinψsolar), where

nair represent the refractive index of the air, and ψsolar is the
sun light radiation angle to the water. In previous studies, the
sun light radiation angle has been mostly considered as 0◦ (i.e.,
vertical) for simplicity. However, as shown later, such simplified
assumption leads to the sun light power at the receiver being
significantly overestimated.

When the sun light reaches the ocean-air surface, some is
reflected and some is refracted. This causes the propagation
refraction loss, which can be expressed as [13]

Lsolar,r=1− 1

2

[(
tan(ψr−ψsolar)

tan(ψr+ψsolar)

)2

+

(
sin(ψr−ψsolar)

sin(ψr+ψsolar)

)2]
, (8)

With both scattering and absorption considered, the solar path
loss is approximated as

Lsolar,p(λ) = e−c(λ)LSR = e−[a(λ)+b(λ)]LSR , (9)

whereLSR stands for the Euclidean distance between the central
point of the solar radiation effective area and the optical receiver.

It is clear from (4) and (5) that the transmittance of the optical
filter at the receiver side of UOWC systems is highly dependent
on the light incident angle. Hence, the solar power detected by
the PD can be expressed as (10) shown at the bottom of this page,
where λsolar,h and λsolar,l denote the range of sun light that can
be detected in the system. Similar to signal case, when outside
FOV, no solar background light power is received, and within
FOV, we add together the power of different wavelengths, and
for each wavelength, the power is Esun(λ)Asolardλ.

With the signal and sun lights modeled in (6) and (10), here we
further consider the SNR of LOS-based UOWC system to better
characterize the wireless communication performance. The SNR
can be calculated as

SNRLOS =
μ2
signal,LOS

σ2
total

=
(RPsignal,r,LOS)

2

σ2
total

. (11)

Fig. 2. LOS UOWC system setting in the Monte Carlo simulation.

where μ2
signal,LOS denotes the signal electrical power, and R

denotes the PD responsivity. In UOWC systems with PIN PD [9],
[10], the major noises consist of the solar background noise
σ2
so, blackbody noise σ2

bl, dark current noise σ2
DC , signal shot

noise σ2
ss, and thermal noise σ2

TH , which can be expressed as
(12), shown at the bottom of this page, where q = 1.6× 10−19

denotes the elementary charge, B is the bandwidth, Pblackbody

represents the blackbody radiation power [10], IDC denotes
the PD dark current, k is the Boltzmann’s constant, Te is the
equivalent temperature, F represents the noise figure, and RL

is the load resistance.
Based on SNR, the BER of the LOS-based UOWC link can be

further calculated. Here we consider the on-off-keying (OOK)
symbol modulation that is widely used in UOWC systems [22],
and the BER can be expressed as [23]:

BERLOS,OOK =
1

2
erfc

(
SNRLOS

2
√
2

)
. (13)

B. Monte-Carlo Verification of LOS Channel Model

In this section, we conduct Monte-Carlo simulations to verify
the LOS UOWC system model. The UOWC system considered
is shown in Fig. 2, and the parameters are shown in Table I. For
the signal part,nphotons were generated by the LED transmitter,
whose wavelength distribution followed the radiation spectrum
of a typical blue LED [24], illustrated in the inset of Fig. 2. The
angular distribution of photons followed the Lambertian pattern
with each photon carrying a power of Pphoton = Pt

n . The signal
photons transmitted through the pure sea channel. We denote the
distance before interacting with a particle in the medium as the

Psolar,r =

{ ∫ λsolar,h

λsolar,l
Esun(λ)AsolarLsolar,rLsolar,p(λ)Tf (λ, θsolar)dλ, 0 ≤ θsolar ≤ θFOV

0, θsolar > θFOV

(10)

σ2
total = σ2

so + σ2
bl + σ2

DC + σ2
ss + σ2

TH

= 2qRPsolar.rB + 2qRPblackbodyB + 2qIDCB + 2qRPsignal,r,LOSB +
4kTeFB

RL
(12)
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TABLE I
TRANSMITTER, MEDIUM, AND RECEIVER PARAMETERS

single travel distance Lsingle, which can be expressed as [25]

Lsingle = − log(N [0, 1])

c(λ)
, (14)

where N [0, 1] denotes a random number between 0 and 1,
following random distribution.

When interacting with the particle, the photon lost a fraction
of power and propagated in a new direction. We denote the
photon power before and after the interaction asPp,be andPp,af ,
respectively, which can be expressed as [16]

Pp,af = Pp,be

(
1− a(λ)

c(λ)

)
, (15)

The new propagation direction is determined by the new
azimuthal angle φsignal.A and scattering angle φsignal.S ,
which follow a random distribution N [0, 2π] and the Henyey-
Greenstein (HG) model or Two Term Henyey-Greenstein
(TTHG) model, respectively [16]. If the signal photon reached
the receiver, we recorded the incident angle to the TFF and
further calculated the transmittance. Finally, we recorded the
power of each photon after passing through the TFF.

Here, we considered a nine-layers blue pass TFF1 and a
twelve-layers blue pass TFF2 with TiO2 and SiO2 layers fol-
lowing the parameters in [26]. Using (4) the transmittance is
shown in Fig. 3(a) and (b). It is clear that Tf (λ, θin) is highly
related with the light incident angle. When the incident angle
increases, the transmission peak experiences a red shift. More
importantly, it is clear that simplifying the TFF transmittance as
a constant in previous theoretical studies results in significant
modeling errors, and the impact of light incident angle on the
UOWC system needs to be incorporated.

In the system setting, the LED and the PD orientation angles
φLED and θPD are defined as 0o when facing up vertically. The
sun light radiation angleψsolar is defined as0◦ when propagating
vertically downward. These angles are defined as positive when
rotating in the clockwise direction. It is noted that we assumed
a 90◦ semi-angle FOV of the receiver to better study the impact
of light incident angels on UOWC systems.

In the simulation, we set the LED semi-power angle φ1/2 =
30◦ [27], which was also widely used in previous research [28],
[29]. Then, we selected the absorption coefficient a(λ) = 0.053
m−1, scattering coefficient b(λ) = 0.003 m−1, and attenuation
coefficient c(λ) = 0.056 m−1, which are experimentally char-
acterized values in previous research [16]. Here, we set the LED
and PD depths atHLED = 10m andHPD = 15m, and the hori-
zontal distance between LED and PDDTR at 5 m. Moreover, we
set rPD = 1 inch and the number of photons n = 2× 108. Then

Fig. 3. (a) and (b): Transmittance v.s. light incident angle of the considered
TFF1 and TFF2, respectively.

we fixed θPD at −45◦, −25◦ or −5◦, and calculated the theoret-
ical received optical powers using (6) when changing the LED
orientation angle φLED, which were compared with MC sim-
ulations adopting two scattering models. The results are shown
in Fig. 4(a).

It is clear that due to considering scattering in MC simulations,
the received signal power in MC simulations is slightly higher
than that obtained using the theoretical model. However, the
discrepancy is minimal and the theoretical results agree well with
MC simulations, which verifies the accuracy of our LOS UOWC
model in the pure sea channel. Furthermore, it can be seen that
the strength of signal increases when the LED is rotated towards
the PD (φLED = 135◦ when LED directly faces PD), which
is mainly due to the Lambertian pattern of the LED radiation.
Moreover, the received optical power decreases when PD rotated
from −45◦ to −5◦ for the same φLED. This is mainly due to
the larger signal incident angle to the receiver, which leads to a
red-shift and lower efficiency of the filter transmission spectrum,
as shown in Fig. 3.

In addition to the received optical power, the channel im-
pulse response (CIR) is also important, which can quantify the
time dispersion [16]. Hence, we also study the CIR, and the
results are shown in Fig. 4(b). It is clear that similar with the
received signal power, when the LED is rotated away from
the PD, less photons can reach the PD due to the Lambertian
pattern of the transmitter. More importantly, the optical power
drops sharply with respect to time, which indicates the small
number of photons arriving at the receiver after scattering due
to considering pure sea water. Hence, the impact of scatter-
ing is minimal and it further confirms the results shown in
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Fig. 4. LOS theoretical and MC simulation results. (a): received signal optical
power v.s. LED orientation angle φLED ; (b): CIR (received intensity as a func-
tion of time) under the PD orientation angle θPD = −45◦; (c): received signal
optical power v.s. LED orientation angle φLED under different attenuation
coefficient c (θPD = −45◦).

Fig. 4(a), where our theoretical results agree well with MC
simulations.

Moreover, we also investigate the received signal power in sea
water with different turbidity. According to [30], [31], the light
attenuation coefficient in the underwater environment can vary
from 0.02 to 2.38 m−1, and here we selected c = 0.15 m−1 and
0.305 m−1 in the investigation to compare the received signal
optical power obtained using our theoretical model and two types
of MC simulations. The results are shown in Fig. 4(c). It is
clear that the received signal power reduces with the attenuation
coefficient c, which is mainly due to the higher path loss. In
addition, the MC results agree well with our theoretical results
in sea water with different turbidity, which further verifies the
accuracy of our theoretical model.

We also verified our solar background light model by MC
simulations, where n solar photons were generated and they
propagated in the same direction. The wavelength and optical

Fig. 5. Solar part theoretical and MC simulation results. (a): received solar
power v.s. sun light radiation angle ψsolar ; (b): CIR under the PD orientation
angle θPD = −45◦; (c): received solar power v.s. sun light radiation angle
ψsolar under different attenuation coefficient c (θPD = −45◦).

power distribution of photons followed the solar spectrum irra-
diance provided in reference [32], as shown in Fig. 2. Whilst this
data is for particular weather conditions and locations, we use
it to investigate the impact of sun light incident angle. The solar
photons first passed through the air-water interface following (8),
and then propagated through the pure sea channel. If the solar
photon interacted with the particle in water, the same process
as that of the signal photon was followed. For the solar photons
that reached the receiver, we recorded the power of each photon
after passing through the TFF.

In the solar part, we investigated the received background light
power and the corresponding CIR when changing the incident
angle. Both theoretical and MC results are shown in Fig. 5. In
the MC simulation, both the HG and TTHG scattering models
were considered. It can be seen that the received solar power
calculated by our theoretical model is slightly lower than MC
results, due to the incorporation of scattering in MC simulations.
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However, the difference is only around 0.2 dB. Similar with the
signal light case, our proposed model can capture the depen-
dence of received background light power on the incident angle.
In addition, the CIR results are similar with those of the signal
light, where the number of photons arriving after scattering is
also much less than that arriving directly.

We also investigate the received background light power in sea
water with different turbidity. Both theoretical and MC results
are shown in Fig. 5(c). Similar to the signal part, it can be
seen that due to the higher path loss, the received solar power
decreases in sea water with a larger attenuation coefficient. More
importantly, the results calculated using our proposed model
agree well with the MC results under all conditions, showing
the wide applicability of our proposed both signal and solar
theoretical model.

C. Impact of Incident Angles on LOS UOWC System
Performance

From the results shown in Section II-B, it can be seen that the
incident angles of both signal and sun lights affect the UOWC
system performance significantly. Hence, in this section, we
further investigate the system SNR and BER under different
incident angles. We first set HLED = 10 m, DTR = 10 m, and
the bandwidth B = 10 MHz, as shown in Fig. 6(a). Using the
proposed theoretical model, the LED orientation angle and the
sun light radiation angle can be set in any value, and here we
set them at 95.71◦ and −21.8◦ to investigate the impact of
incident angles on the UOWC system. The two TFFs detailed
in Section II-B were considered, and the SNR performance
was studied [11], [13] when the PD was rotated, where the PD
rotation angleαPD = 0◦ when the PD points at the LED directly,
and αPD is positive when the PD rotates in the clockwise
direction.

The SNR results are shown in Fig. 6(b), where the results using
previous theoretical models [11], [13] are also shown. Due to the
assumption of constant transmittance at the receiver, the fluctu-
ation of SNR with respect to the signal and solar light incident
angles cannot be modeled using previous models. In addition,
the previous models underestimate the SNR, which is caused
by the overestimation of solar power when not considering the
dependence of TFF transmittance on the solar light incident
angle. Furthermore, as discussed in Section II-A, due to the
different changes of signal power and solar power with respect
to the incident angle (equivalently αPD), the SNR performance
is not optimal when the PD directly faces the LED. For the TFFs
considered, the best SNR is achieved at non-zero PD rotation
angle, where the SNR is 1.25 dB or 1.04 dB better depending on
TFF considered, compared with the typical configuration where
the PD directly faces the LED. Compared with TTF1, using
TTF2 achieves better SNR. This is mainly because TFF2 has
a broader passband as shown in Fig. 3, resulting in a higher
received signal power.

The SNR performance under different PD depths is shown
in Fig. 6(c). It is clear that SNR decreases with the increment
of PD depth. This is mainly due to the rapid drop of the signal
light power, which is caused by the large signal divergence. The

impact of PD radius is further studied and the results are shown in
Fig. 6(d). A better SNR is achieved with a larger PD radius, due
to more signal power being collected and detected. However,
when the PD radius exceeds 3 inches, the SNR improvement
becomes smaller when further increasing it. This is due to the
Lambertian signal light power distribution that decreases rapidly
when moving away from the center.

In addition to SNR, the impact of incident angle on BER has
also been studied, where the system configuration considered is
shown in Fig. 6(e). We set the LED orientation angle and the
sun light radiation angle at 135◦ and −70.05◦ so that the sun
light propagates in the same direction as the signal light when
the LED points at the PD directly, HLED = 10 m and B = 10
MHz.

The BER performance is shown in Fig. 6(f). Similarly, due to
not considering incident angles, previous models overestimate
the BER. For the two TFFs considered in our proposed model
TFF2 achieved better BER, consistent with the SNR result
shown in Fig. 6(b). The impact of transmission distance on the
BER performance is shown in Fig. 6(g). It can be seen that a
better BER is achieved with a shorter transmission distance,
due to the slower decrease of the signal power compared with
the decrease of solar power when increasing the transmission
distance. Finally, we also studied the BER with different PD
radius, which is shown in Fig. 6(h). The BER is worse with a
smaller PD radius, and similar with SNR, BER improvement
also becomes smaller when further increasing the PD radius
beyond 3 inches.

III. NLOS UOWC SYSTEM AND SIMULATION

A. NLOS Theoretical Model

Whilst the LOS communication link is widely used in UOWC
systems to achieve high-speed wireless communication, in prac-
tical underwater environments marine lives and reefs can block
the channel. To overcome this limitation, NLOS-based UOWC
systems, which use the water-air surface to reflect the signal to
avoid obstacles, are important in practice. Here, we consider
a NLOS communication channel shown in Fig. 7, where the
transmitter is steered to the ocean-air surface. Similar to the
LOS model discussed above, the impact of light incident angles
on the system performance needs to be considered for accurate
modeling.

As shown in Fig. 7, we consider the flipped location of the
receiver against the water surface as the virtual receiver, due
to the use of specular reflection at the water-air surface in the
NLOS system, the reflected signal needs to be considered, whilst
the refracted signal at the interface forms part of the channel
loss. Since the reflection angle is identical to the signal incident
angle, the position of the virtual receiver and the position of
the real receiver follow a mirror image relationship. The signal
light emitted towards the virtual receiver can reach the physical
receiver after the NLOS channel. We define the signal transit
point as the intersection point between the ocean-air surface
and the direction connecting the LED and the virtual receiver.
Similar to the LOS case, the general turbidity in seawater also
leads to signal path loss in the NLOS channel. Using (1), the
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Fig. 6. LOS link results. (a): LOS configuration for SNR simulations; (b): SNR v.s. αPD (HPD = 11 m, and rPD = 1 inch); (c): SNR v.s. αPD with different
PD depth (TFF1, and rPD = 1 inch); (d): SNR v.s. αPD with different PD radius (TFF1, and HPD = 11 m); (e): LOS configuration for BER simulations; (f):
BER v.s. αPD (DTR = 5 m, HPD = 15 m, and rPD = 1 inch); (g): BER v.s. αPD with different distances (TFF1, and rPD = 1 inch); (h): BER v.s. αPD

with different PD radius (TFF1, DTR = 5 m, and HPD = 15 m).
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Fig. 7. NLOS UOWC system architecture.

NLOS signal path loss can be calculated as:

Lsignal,p,N (λ) = e−c(λ)LTR,N = e−[a(λ)+b(λ)]LTR,N , (16)

whereLTR,N = LTO + LOR is the optical path length between
the LED and the PD, and LTO and LOR are the Euclidean
distance between the LED and the signal transit point and
the distance between the signal transit point and the receiver,
respectively.

When the signal light reaches the ocean-air surface, part
of the light refracts to the air, and the remaining signal light
reflects towards the receiver, introducing the signal reflection
loss Lsignal,r, which can be expressed as (17), shown at the
bottom of the page, whereϕc = arcsin(nair

nsw
), andϕr stands for

the refraction angle of the signal at the ocean-air surface. Fol-
lowing the Snell’s law, ϕr = arcsin( nsw

nair
sin(ϕsignal)). When

ϕsignal ≥ ϕc, the signal light undergoes total reflection.
Similar to the LOS link, due to the beam divergence of the

LED and the small aperture size of the receiver, there is also
NLOS geometrical loss, which is expressed as

Lsignal,g,N =
m+ 1

2π
cosm (φsignal,N )ΔΩN , (18)

whereφsignal,N denotes the LED radiation angle with respect to
the virtual receiver as shown in Fig. 7, andΔΩN is the solid angle
subtended by the virtual receiver differential area. Assuming
Af << L2

TR,N , the solid angle is ΔΩN =
Af cos θsignal

L2
TR,N

.

Finally, after passing through the TFF, the signal power
reaching the PD can be expressed as (19), shown at the bottom
of the page. Combining the signal electrical power with the
noise variance, the SNR of the NLOS link is (20), shown at the
bottom of the page. Similar with LOS system, when the OOK
modulation format is used, the BER of NLOS UOWC system
can be expressed as

BERNLOS,OOK =
1

2
erfc

(
SNRNLOS

2
√
2

)
. (21)

B. Monte-Carlo Verification of NLOS Channel Model

Similar to the LOS case, we also verified our NLOS channel
model using MC simulations. The process is similar to that in the
LOS case, with the exception of considering additional photon
reflection at the ocean-air interface, where we recorded photon
incident angles to determine if there was total internal reflection.
There was no power loss under total internal reflection, and
otherwise, a portion of power was lost following (17). After
reflection, the same process was considered. If the photons
reached the receiver, we recorded the power of each photon after
passing through the optical filter. In the NLOS study, we set the
LED and PD depth at HLED = 5 m and HPD = 5 m, and the
horizontal distance between LED and PD DTR at 10 m. The
same rPD = 1 inch and n = 2× 108 were considered. We also
fixed θPD at −45◦, −25◦ or −5◦, and changed the LED orien-
tation angle φLED while investigating the system performance.
We calculated theoretical received optical power using (19), and
compared it with MC simulations adopting the HG and TTHG
scattering models. The results are shown in Fig. 8(a).

Similar to the LOS link, due to scattering, the received signal
power in MC simulations is slightly higher than the theoretical
result, which verifies the accuracy of our NLOS UOWC model
in the pure sea channel. Furthermore, due to the Lambertian
pattern of the LED radiation, when the LED is rotated towards
the transit point (φLED = 45◦ when LED directly faces the
transit point), the signal strength increases. On the other hand,
under the same LED orientation angle, the received signal power
decreases when θPD changed from −45◦ to −5◦. This is mainly
due to the smaller filter transmittance that reduces the collected
signal power at larger incident angles. Comparing with Fig. 4(a),
it is clear that due to a large part of light being refracted into the
air as discussed in Section III-A, the NLOS link has a much
lower received signal power than the LOS link. In addition, the

Lsignal,r =

⎧⎨
⎩

1
2

[(
tan(ϕr−ϕsignal)
tan(ϕr+ϕsignal)

)2
+
(

sin(ϕr−ϕsignal)
sin(ϕr+ϕsignal)

)2]
, 0 < ϕsignal ≤ ϕc

1, ϕsignal > ϕc

(17)

Psignal,r,NLOS =

{ ∫ λLED,h

λLED,l
Pt(λ)Lsignal,p,N (λ)Lsignal,rLsignal,g,NTf (λ, θsignal)dλ, 0 ≤ θsignal ≤ θFOV

0. θsignal > θFOV

(19)

SNRNLOS =
μ2
signal,NLOS

σ2
total,N

=
(RPsignal,r,NLOS)

2

2qRPsolar.rB + 2qRPblackbodyB + 2qIDCB + 2qRPsignal,r,NLOSB + 4kTeFB
RL

(20)
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Fig. 8. NLOS theoretical and MC simulation results. (a): received signal opti-
cal power v.s. LED orientation angle φLED ; (b): CIR under the PD orientation
angle θPD = −45◦; (c): received signal optical power v.s. LED orientation
angle φLED under different attenuation coefficient c (θPD = −45◦).

CIR under three LED orientation angles are also studied and the
results are shown in Fig. 8(b). It is clear that due to the small
number of photons arriving at the receiver after scattering, the
optical power drops sharply with time. Hence, the impact of
scattering is also negligible in the pure sea water NLOS channel
considered here.

Furthermore, we also investigate the received signal power
under different attenuation coefficients c in the NLOS link. The
results are shown in Fig. 8(c). Similar with the LOS link case
shown in Fig. 4(c), the theoretical results also agree well with
simulations in the NLOS link under all water conditions. Due
to a longer path length and the additional signal reflection at the
water-air interface, the NLOS link has a much lower received
signal power than the LOS link.

It worth mentioning that if the blocker shown in Fig. 7 reaches
the height of water-air interface, it will result in the received
signal power Psignal,r,NLOS = 0, due to the complete blocking
of communication channel. In this situation, the use of relay

can be explored. For example, underwater relay nodes can be
used to bypass such extreme blockers [13]. With underwater
relay nodes, the effective channel is always below the water
surface and the channel direction can be changed multiple times
to establish an UOWC link avoiding such blockers. However,
this method requires relay nodes being deployed underwater,
the simple amplify and forward type of relay node may lead
to degraded data transmission quality, and efficient networking
algorithms need to be developed. In addition to underwater relay
nodes, above water relay nodes such as UAVs (Unmanned Aerial
Vehicle) can also be explored [33]. In this case, the optical signal
propagates through the water-air surface twice and extra UAVs
are needed, leading to additional losses and higher cost. Whilst
recent studies show the feasibility of relay assisted UOWCs,
more detailed studies are required in the future.

C. Impact of Incident Angles on NLOS UOWC System
Performance

Similar to the LOS system, we further investigate the impact
of light incident angles on the NLOS system SNR and BER. We
first set the LED orientation angle and the sun light radiation
angle at 45◦ and 16.7◦, HLED = 5 m, and DTR = 10 m, as
shown in Fig. 9(a). The same TFFs were used here. It is noted
that due to the high reflection loss in NLOS links, NLOS links
are mainly used to maintain wireless connectivity at a lower
speed when LOS links are blocked. Hence, here we adjusted the
bandwidth to B = 100 kHz accordingly. In the NLOS system,
we define αPD,N = 0 when the PD points at the transit point,
and αPD,N is positive when the PD rotates in the clockwise
direction.

The SNR results under different TFFs are shown in Fig. 9(b),
where results obtained using previous models [13] are also
shown. Similar to the LOS system, due to not considering
incident angles, the previous model underestimate the SNR.
Moreover, using TFF2 achieves much better SNR compared
with TFF1. Compared with the LOS case, the SNR improvement
using TFF2 instead of TFF1 in the NLOS system is larger. This
is mainly due to the high reflection loss at the water surface,
where any increase of signal power has a large influence on
SNR. More importantly, due to different changes of signal and
sun lights powers with respect to the incident angle, the best
SNR is also achieved at non-zero PD rotation angle, where an
improvement of 0.69 dB and 1.05 dB is achieved using TFF1 and
TFF2, respectively. The impact of PD depths and PD radius on
the SNR performance are also studied, with the results shown in
Fig. 9(c) and (d), respectively. It is clear that because the signal
light power drops rapidly when the receiver depth increases, the
SNR decreases as well. Furthermore, a better SNR is achieved
with larger PD radius.

We further studied the impact of incident angle on BER in
the NLOS system, where the system configuration considered
is shown in Fig 9(e). We set the LED orientation angle and the
sun light direction angle at 45◦ and −70.05◦ so that the sun light
propagates in the same direction as the reflected signal light,
HLED = 5m andB = 10 kHz. The BER performance is shown
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Fig. 9. NLOS link results. (a): NLOS configuration for SNR simulations; (b): SNR v.s. αPD,N (HPD = 5 m, and rPD = 1 inch); (c): SNR v.s. αPD,N

with different PD depth (TFF1, and rPD = 1 inch); (d): SNR v.s. αPD,N with different PD radius (TFF1, and HPD = 5 m); (e): NLOS configuration for BER
simulations; (f): BER v.s. αPD,N (DTR = 10 m,HPD = 5 m, and rPD = 1 inch); (g): BER v.s. αPD,N with different distances (TFF1, and rPD = 1 inch);
(h): BER v.s. αPD,N with different PD radius (TFF1, DTR = 10 m, and HPD = 5 m).

in Fig 9(f), where it is clear that the previous models underes-
timate the BER at small PD rotation angles and overestimate
it at large angles. Similar with the LOS case, TFF2 achieved
better BER. The impact of PD depths are shown in Fig. 9(g).
Under the same transmission distance, when αPD,N increases,
the BER first becomes better, which is due to the faster decrease
of sun light power than the signal light. However, whenαPD,N is
large, the change of filter transmittance becomes more dominant,
leading to a worse BER when further increasingαPD,N . Similar

to the LOS case, the BER is better with a shorter transmission
distance. The impact of PD radius on BER are further shown in
Fig. 9(h). Due to the same reason as the LOS system discussed
above, the BER is worse with a smaller PD radius.

IV. CONCLUSION

In this paper, we have established an accurate UOWC math-
ematical model with both LOS and NLOS links, where the
overlooked impact of light incident angles in previous studies
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has been incorporated. The proposed UOWC model has been
verified by MC simulations. Results have shown that the
discrepancy is minimal and our proposed theoretical results

agree well with MC simulations, which verifies the accuracy
of both LOS and NLOS UOWC model in pure sea channel. In
addition, we have also studied the impact of incident angles on
the SNR and the BER performance using the proposed model.
Results have shown that the incident angles of both signal and
sun lights have significant impact on the system performance in
both LOS and NLOS channels, which cannot be captured accu-
rately using previous models. Furthermore, we have applied the
proposed model to optimize the receiver orientation to maximize
the achievable SNR in UOWC systems. Results have shown that
compared with the transmitter and the receiver directly pointing
at each other, optimizing the receiver orientation angle can
further improve the SNR performance due to the better rejection
of background light. Therefore, our proposed model provides a
more accurate theoretical framework for UOWC studies and
system designs.
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