
T H E  E U ' S  G L O B A L  G A T E W A Y  I N
T H E  P A C I F I C :  

A  P R A G M A T I C  O P E N I N G  F O R
R E O R I E N T I N G  E U R O P E A N  C A B L E

S E C U R I T Y  

T H O M A S  N I E L S E N
 J U N I O R  R E S E A R C H E R  

E I A S

POLICY BRIEF
 7/2026

E I AS@E IAS . ORG



The EU's Global Gateway in the 

Pacific: ​
a pragmatic opening for reorienting 

European cable security 

 

Submarine-cable security has arrived on the European agenda as a sabotage problem, and 

the European Union has answered it well: a comprehensive Cable Security Toolbox built on 

operational resilience rather than perfect protection. Read against the empirical record, 

however, the threat lies elsewhere. Cable damage is overwhelmingly accidental and, in 

Europe, declining; what climate change alters is not why cables fail but how badly a failure 

ends. That acute risk concentrates in the Pacific Island Countries, where the cable is 

second-order infrastructure with first-order consequences: often a nation's only link, with 

repair capacity an ocean away and failures that escape the legal and disaster-risk 

architectures meant to record them. The Toolbox already points the right way. What it 

invites is not a new instrument but a change of orientation: carrying proven repair, 

detection and reporting know-how outward, in coordination with partners and on Pacific 

terms.​

​

The instrument and the record 

The Toolbox 

The European Commission and the High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security 

Policy in 2025 published an Action Plan on Cable Security, bringing Connecting Europe 

Facility Digital funding for digital infrastructure to roughly EUR 1 Billion under the current 

budget. In February 2026 the Commission's expert group delivered its operational layer: a 

Submarine Cable Security Toolbox of mitigating measures, a first list of Cable Projects of 

European Interest, and EUR 347 Million in CEF funding for strategic cable projects, 

including a EUR 20 Million call to build repair capacity at European ports. The Toolbox 

spans five areas of mitigation: redundancy, repair capacity, landing-station resilience, sensor 

and SMART-cable monitoring, and workforce development. The instrument is 

comprehensive and well-funded. Its underlying doctrine is deliberately realistic: with more 

than a hundred thousand kilometres of cable in European waters, surveilling every fibre is 
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currently unfeasible, so the Toolbox moves the objective “from perfect protection to 

operational resilience” across the full cycle of prevention, detection, response and 

deterrence. It is a serious instrument, aimed in the right direction. 

One of its most prominent catalysts was the Eagle S incident of December 2024, when a 

Cook Islands-flagged tanker dragged an eleven-tonne anchor for 90 kilometres across the 

Gulf of Finland, severing one power interconnector and four telecommunications cables. 

Eagle S was the culmination of a sequence of Baltic incidents since 2023, and most of those 

incidents were attributed at the time to sabotage, although the Helsinki District Court, after a 

six-month investigation, found the anchor loss to be the result of a technical fault rather than 

deliberate action. The EU framing has nonetheless remained unambiguous: sabotage is the 

threat, and deterrence and resilience are the response. 

 

The record 

The industry's own record points elsewhere. The International Cable Protection Committee 

(ICPC) records approximately 150 to 200 faults per year across the global 

telecommunications cable network. Where the cause is identified, fishing gear and vessel 

anchors together account for the majority of damage – roughly 55% combined, with fishing 

alone at about 40%. Natural hazards and component failure add another 15 to 20% between 

them; roughly one in five faults is recorded as cause unknown, and deliberate acts account 

for under 1% of attributed faults. 

 

Figure 1 – Submarine cable fault profiles by cause. Approximate and composite data drawn from ICPC, Yeo et al. (2026), 

ESCA and ENISA. 

That balance has not always been the same. At the 1882 International Telegraph Conference, 

natural causes accounted for most recorded damage, before modern engineering advances as 

well as industrial fishing and commercial shipping changed the landscape. Even through 
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2024 – a year of unusually high attention to subsea cables – a widely cited analysis of 

forty-four publicly reported damages attributed only around 40% of distinct events to 

sabotage suspicion. The Eagle S incident itself caused damage put at up to EUR 60 Million 

for the Estlink 2 repair alone and, on RIPE NCC monitoring, negligible effect on regional 

traffic routing. Finnish internal intelligence has since questioned the dominant attribution 

narrative for several of the Baltic cases, and the Eagle S anchor loss was ultimately found to 

be the result of a technical fault rather than deliberate action. The broader European record 

points the same way, with the EU's own expert group finding cable faults across the 

continent overwhelmingly accidental and, in the north, in decline. 

While state-sponsored sabotage remains a low-frequency, high-impact threat and Baltic 

anchor-drags are real, these incidents do not represent the system-wide baseline. Sabotage 

cases typically exploit legal deniability, so incidents are registered purely by their physical 

mechanism rather than intent – a deniable seabed operation is easily filed under “unknown” 

– and Europe's low figure for confirmed sabotage therefore understates deliberate activity. 

The Pacific's outsized “unknown” share conceals the opposite gap: an identification deficit 

that understates natural causes. It is here that the diagnostic blind spot shifts from a 

question of political intent to one of physical vulnerability. 

Read against that record, the European instrument is aimed squarely at the EU's own 

theatre, where policy must balance immediate sabotage anxieties against a declining baseline 

of accidental faults. Outside Europe, however, the challenge is fundamentally environmental; 

in the Pacific islands, climate change is creating increasingly intense events that present an 

acute risk to a network completely lacking in redundancy. 

The Pacific as acute case 

Exposure 

On 17 December 2024, a magnitude 7.3 earthquake struck off Efate, the central island of 

Vanuatu. The submarine cable serving Port Vila was undamaged; the earthquake started a 

fire at the landing station that received it, destroying the land-based power and transmission 

equipment the cable depends on and causing a near-total telecommunications outage for ten 

days. Because the cable itself was operational throughout, the disaster passed largely 

unrecorded as a cable-related failure, even as connectivity collapsed. Disaster-risk 

frameworks register telecommunications losses only in aggregate, not disaggregated to the 

cable or the landing station that failed. Recognising this, ongoing international discussions 

are now seeking to establish a more unified risk profile that integrates onshore landing 

stations and offshore infrastructure into a single, cohesive resilience framework. 
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The shape of the Pacific's exposure to climate-amplified outages is now firmly established in 

the empirical literature. A recent study in the International Journal of Disaster Risk 

Reduction found that 75% of fault events on cables serving small island nations occur within 

300 kilometres of the coast – precisely the zone where cyclone-amplification mechanisms 

operate most strongly.​

​

Crucially, the same study classified 46.7% of cause attributions within the Pacific sub-sample 

as “unknown” – a diagnostic gap  rather than an empirical mystery. The Pacific does not 

suffer fewer natural-cause failures than the global average; it lacks the forensic capacity to 

establish cause once a fault occurs and the commercial reporting incentives that would 

record it, and the same database stops at 2019. That omits the recent regional faults that 

would sharpen a trend already intensifying: every two degrees of ocean warming is set to 

raise the share of tropical cyclones reaching Category 4–5 strength by roughly 13%.  

To close this gap, the National Oceanography Centre runs one of the few sustained subsea 

cable resilience programmes for small island nations in the South Pacific, jointly funded 

alongside the Coalition for Disaster Resilient Infrastructure. 

How this damage happens physically is well documented. An environmental review by the 

ICPC identifies four distinct pathways by which tropical cyclones destroy cables: 

•​ Coastal sediment erosion that exposes buried cable lines. 

•​ Vigorous seafloor currents that abrade the protective armouring. 

•​ Wave-loaded slope collapse that triggers massive underwater landslides. 

•​ Severe river flooding that flushes dense sediment offshore as fast-moving turbidity 

currents. 

Typhoon Morakot historically demonstrated all four pathways acting together when three 

metres of rainfall swept dense sediment into the Gaoping Canyon, forming a turbidity 

current that broke two cables, set off subsequent slope failures, and severed seven more lines 

in succession down to four thousand metres. 

The same waters have shown this vulnerability under seismic triggers, such as when the 

2006 Hengchun earthquake cut eight cables simultaneously. While congested transit 

chokepoints like the Red Sea can see multiple cable cuts disrupt up to a quarter of 

Asia-Europe traffic, those regions feature dense corridors where traffic simply reroutes. The 

Pacific presents the opposite risk: many island nations depend on a single terminal spur, 

meaning that one cable cut can disconnect an entire country. 
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Recent history bears this out. When the Hunga Tonga-Hunga Haʻapai eruption of January 

2022 severed 92 kilometres of Tonga's single international cable, the World Bank's rapid 

damage estimation put the total event cost at around 18.5% of national GDP. Tonga Cable 

Limited restored the international link within five weeks, but the domestic branch serving 

the Vava'u group, home to some fourteen thousand people, remained dependent on weak 

and intermittent satellite for eighteen months. 

This scale of impact is an established pattern in the region; Tropical Cyclone Pam in 2015 

had similarly caused economic damage equivalent to 64% of Vanuatu's GDP. Delay 

compounds this kind of exposure elsewhere in the region. Tuvalu, which spent years without 

any international cable connection, was finally reached in October 2025 by the Vaka Cable, a 

grant-funded branch off Google's Central Pacific Connect system. Yet it ultimately leaves 

Tuvalu with the exact same vulnerability as its neighbours: one physical link, and zero 

routing redundancy. 

 

Figure 2 – Pacific cable network and hazard convergence. Data drawn from TeleGeography, IBTrACS and USGS. 

Behind that exposure lies a structural fact. Eight of the twelve Pacific Island Countries 

reviewed under the World Bank's Digital Economy Country Assessment programme rely on a 

single international submarine cable, or have none at all. Where Atlantic and Mediterranean 

networks form a dense mesh of alternative routes, a Pacific cable is a single thread – the sole 

physical link between a country's population and the global Internet – and cutting the thread 

leaves no other path. 
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The joint ITU, UNDRR and Sciences Po report When Digital Systems Fail, published in May 

2026, named the condition plainly: in Small Island Developing States, connectivity can 

depend on a single submarine cable, with critical data infrastructure often lying beyond 

national jurisdiction. A storm that reaches the single cable does not degrade service; it severs 

it. 

Climate change tightens that concentration instead of easing it. The World Bank projects that 

by 2050 the population and asset value exposed to floods, earthquakes and cyclones across 

the Pacific will rise sharply. 

Sea-level rise compounds this through a specific failure at the coast: a landing station's 

power and transmission equipment, built to run dry, increasingly lies within reach of 

saltwater inundation. Once that dry plant floods, the wet-plant cable offshore is rendered 

useless. The cable itself can be rerouted around hazards, but the landing station cannot – 

and the dependency runs deeper still. 

The landing station draws on the terrestrial power grid to feed the offshore repeaters, so a 

cyclone that takes down the grid can silence the cable on a diesel generator's clock, even 

where no water reaches the building. Pacific cable systems are among the most fragile layers 

of one of the world's most climate-exposed regions, and the resilience machinery that should 

protect them has not been built at the scale the geography demands. 

 

The missing resilience layer 

Pacific exposure becomes Pacific vulnerability at the resilience layer, where the ships, depots, 

maintenance agreements, protection zones, insurance instruments and workforce that 

should absorb the shock are all present but none is sized for the geography or the 

accelerating scale of regional network deployments. 

Of these, the repair architecture binds the region the hardest. The Pacific theatre is served 

principally through the South Pacific Marine Maintenance Agreement, which operates from 

a depot at the Port of Apia in Samoa and covers an ocean area of roughly 72 million square 

kilometres. It holds spare cable and stations a single dedicated repair vessel, coordinating 

with the neighbouring cable maintenance agreements when cross-theatre support is 

required. Since the agreement passed to Alcatel Submarine Networks and OMS Group in 

2023, that role has fallen principally to the CS Lodbrog, French-flagged and converted to 

cable work from a freight ferry built in 1983.  

Hunga Tonga exposed how thinly this stretches. The nearest repair vessel was in Papua New 

Guinea, more than 4,200 kilometres away, and needed ten days in transit before work could 
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begin. Yet distance was not the primary constraint. The 108 kilometres of replacement cable 

required, longer than the severed span itself, existed in no regional inventory. Instead, it had 

to be manufactured in France over seven months and shipped over four more because the 

Apia depot held no spares compatible with the Alcatel-built Tonga system. 

That shortage of ships and compatible spares is not unique to the Pacific; the global repair 

fleet is stretched thin everywhere. A 2025 joint statement from the European Subsea Cables 

Association and the International Marine Contractors Association flagged an ageing, 

technologically dated fleet, thin investment certainty and skills shortages, and recent 

industry analysis puts global fleet renewal at roughly EUR 2.8 Billion, or 20 vessels, for a 

network that has grown by about 300% since 2010. 

The politics of that renewal matter more than the figure. As the major economies move to 

secure their own capacity – the European Union weighing public-private vessel financing, 

India building domestic maintenance vessels, Australia commissioning supply-chain 

assessments, Japan planning subsidies – repair capability is concentrating in sovereign 

hands. The Pacific Island Countries appear in none of those programmes announced to date. 

The 2026 Porto Declaration, adopted by the ITU-ICPC network, commits members to 

mobilise sustainable investment and accelerate joint maintenance specifically for small 

island and underserved regions – a framework operationalised when the International 

Advisory Body formally approved its three working-group recommendations on regulatory 

streamlining, asset pooling, and targeted public-private partnerships. Yet translating these 

non-binding frameworks into concrete regional assets remains the unfinished step, with the 

Advisory Body's implementation reports not due until later in 2026. 

Pacific cable workforce capacity rests largely on rotational technical staff drawn from 

Australia, New Zealand, France and Japan, with no in-region certification network for the 

cable-engineering disciplines. The University of the South Pacific runs a Postgraduate 

Diploma in Climate Change with a disaster-and-resilience stream through its Centre for 

Sustainable Futures, but no equivalent qualification exists for subsea cable engineering. 

Talent retention is the principal constraint on Pacific digital transformation, and a cable can 

be repaired only if someone within regional reach can physically splice it – the exact 

engineering capacity the Pacific lacks most. 

Regimes that work share a feature the Pacific has not yet imported, pairing a legal protection 

zone with the capacity to enforce it. Australia's regime, rated world best practice, declares 

zones a nautical mile wide either side of the cable and up to two thousand metres deep – but 

what makes it bite is that criminal penalties are backed by active sea and air patrols. New 

Zealand runs a round-the-clock patrolled corridor through the Cook Strait under strict 
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liability, while Sweden, Singapore and Japan attach financial responsibility and corridor 

exclusion to the same enforcement machinery. The statute is the cheap part; what gives it 

meaning is the patrol vessel, the liability regime and the monitoring behind it, precisely the 

layer the Pacific's newer laws still lack. 

Only recently has the Pacific begun importing this framework;  so far, the statute has arrived 

without the enforcement behind it. The Cook Islands' Manatua Cable Protection Act of 2024 

sets anchor-exclusion zones around the Aitutaki and Rarotonga passages, with fines up to 

NZD 100 Thousand (EUR 55 Thousand) for commercial anchoring offences and up to NZD 

250 Thousand (EUR 137 Thousand) for intentional damage. But the law has outrun the 

institutions it depends on. A November 2025 Asian Development Bank validation found that, 

absent agreement among the consortium partners, the Manatua cable has no marine 

maintenance arrangement at all, a gap the Bank rates a serious risk to sustainability. The 

protection zones exist on paper; the maintenance arrangement and the enforcement 

infrastructure required to give them operational meaning remain unbuilt. 

Insurance is the newest layer, and the least tested. In 2024 the Pacific Catastrophe Risk 

Insurance Company underwrote the world's first parametric submarine cable insurance 

policy with Papua New Guinea's DataCo. It triggers on peak ground acceleration data – the 

standard seismic-intensity measure such policies are keyed to – and pays out within two 

weeks of a qualifying event. That proves catastrophic environmental risk to subsea assets can 

be transferred through parametric finance instead of traditional, slow-moving indemnity. 

But a fast payout cannot splice a cable if the depot holds no compatible spare and no vessel is 

within reach: parametric finance solves the speed-of-money problem while doing nothing for 

the logistics problem, and a region lacking physical inventory or localised maritime support 

is short of operational capacity, not money, at the moment of failure. That is why the 

financing conversation in the Pacific is moving from indemnity towards instruments that 

build capacity rather than only compensate for its absence. 

Money, ships and statutes all presume one thing the region also lacks: that anyone is 

counting these failures at all. 

 

The governance gap 

The classification blind spot 

Europe's architecture treats cables as dual-use infrastructure, at once commercial and 

strategic, and that framing captures most of what a cable is. It misses one aspect: a cable is 
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also infrastructure on which other infrastructure depends, and that aspect has no 

institutional home. 

Submarine cable damage is not a primary disaster vector in the way an earthquake or cyclone 

is. It is critical infrastructure whose failure is characteristically second-order – the layer that 

goes down because something else has failed – and it is that failure which decides how the 

larger event is answered. When the Hunga Tonga eruption severed Tonga's single cable, the 

population's contact with relatives abroad, the government's coordination with international 

response, the financial system's link to global payments and the delivery of post-disaster 

damage assessment all routed through narrow satellite links for the better part of a month. 

When Digital Systems Fail extends the point across the wider digital ecosystem, where up to 

89% of digital disruptions from natural hazards trace to secondary spillover effects, not to 

the initiating hazard itself. 

That blind spot runs through the classification system at every level. The Sendai Framework 

for Disaster Risk Reduction names telecommunications infrastructure only abstractly, 

meaning its platforms do not disaggregate to submarine cables. Whether looking at 

traditional tracking registries or updated tracking index profiles, cable failures are 

continuously folded into generic “Critical Infrastructure Failure” entries. At no level does the 

architecture see the cable as a distinct object. Yet a national outage produces precisely what 

the framework already measures under Targets C, D and F: direct economic loss, disrupted 

basic services, and the international support a small state cannot muster alone. The deficit is 

disaggregation, not a missing target. 

The gap has a financial edge, too: a loss that is never classified never enters the risk models 

multilateral development banks use to price and direct disaster financing, so an untracked 

cable failure struggles to attract the very funding its repair and resilience require. Cables 

carry roughly 99% of intercontinental data traffic, underwriting trillions of dollars in daily 

financial flows, and a single outage carries an estimated indirect cost of USD 1.5 Million 

(EUR 1.4 Million) per hour. No Pacific member state appears to have reported the 2022 

Tonga cable damage or the 2024 Vanuatu landing-station fire under Sendai monitoring at 

all. 

International cable governance has fragmented across a handful of intergovernmental tracks 

anchored by the ITU and, alongside it, the ICPC, with the law-of-the-sea, maritime-safety, 

fishing-damage, maritime-crime and disarmament tracks each holding a piece; the disaster 

risk reduction track has never been on that list. That may be changing. When Digital Systems 

Fail was the first report on submarine cables presented at the head level of the UN's disaster 

risk reduction agency. Tonga 2022 appears in it as one of three flagship scenarios, and 
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Priority 4 names submarine cables explicitly among the critical risks requiring proactive 

coordination. Its own reading of Tonga is blunt: the crisis stemmed less from the eruption 

than from an architecture in which no single actor held both the authority and the 

operational capacity to match its responsibilities. 

True operational integration nonetheless remains absent, and the Porto Declaration does not 

bridge the divide. While Porto advances crucial industry guidelines for emergency repairs 

and route redundancy, it operates on a separate, non-binding tracking structure whose 

recommendations still fail to feed cable and landing station failures directly into Sendai 

disaster classification systems. 

Part of that resistance is structural, not bureaucratic: the telecom sector monitors 

operational asset uptime, whereas Sendai frameworks measure socio-economic human loss, 

leaving the two datasets functionally decoupled. The same securitisation logic is already 

visible in hyperscalers routing new cables around rival jurisdictions, reshaping the physical 

infrastructure before the threat profile justifies it. 

That integration would need data to monitor, and the raw material already exists in 

fragmented streams that never meet. Humanitarian situation reports log subsea disruptions 

as they hit frontline response operations, while cable losses are quietly absorbed into the 

World Bank's broader post-disaster damage estimates, never tracked in their own right. Yet 

the failure to translate this technical data into Sendai-aligned socio-economic indicators 

leaves risk reduction frameworks blind to the digital dependencies driving modern disasters. 

Bridging this gap requires no fresh reporting infrastructure; it requires an international 

agreement on a standardised data-sharing framework and a methodology to translate 

existing technical logs into reportable disaster metrics. As When Digital Systems Fail notes, 

integrating these lifelines requires a deliberate effort to translate raw operational uptimes 

into cascading socio-economic indicators – such as localised economic disruption or public 

service paralysis – that Sendai-aligned systems are actually built to measure. The Coalition 

for Disaster Resilient Infrastructure, for its part, has already begun naming submarine cables 

within its digital-infrastructure resilience scope. 

A related gap compounds it: no international agreement defines a humanitarian minimum of 

connectivity that would ring-fence low-data traffic such as emergency coordination and basic 

banking when submarine capacity is lost. In the Tonga case, satellite backup carried only 

about 8% of normal traffic and saturated within ninety minutes. 

Low Earth orbit has since changed that arithmetic. Starlink restored Vanuatu's disaster 

communications within days of the 2024 outage, before reaching most of Oceania – yet it 
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trades one single point of failure for another: a single foreign, privately held constellation 

beyond conventional regulation, exposed to its own control-plane and space-weather 

outages, to affordability limits, and carrying only a fraction of a cable's bandwidth. It also 

competes with the layer it backs up: in the Cook Islands, Starlink's 2023 market entry halved 

the cable operator's projected revenue, undercutting the financing of the very infrastructure 

that remains the only high-capacity path. True resilience runs through transport diversity, so 

the fibre layer's repair and redundancy still decide recovery, and the protocol for 

coordinating the fallback, which Tonga lacked, mattered as much as the fallback itself. 

 

Beyond the territorial sea  

This classification blind spot is compounded by a parallel one in legal jurisdiction. Beneath 

the data silos lies an international legal architecture that actively hinders risk management. 

Roughly 314,350 kilometres of submarine telecommunications cable run through areas 

beyond national jurisdiction – past the narrow territorial waters where national disaster risk 

reduction reporting actually holds standing. 

Under the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), a coastal state 

exercises full sovereignty over cables only within its 12-nautical-mile territorial sea. Beyond 

that boundary, Article 58 guarantees all states the freedom to lay cables across a coastal 

state's Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ), while Articles 112 to 115 delegate the prosecution of 

any infrastructure damage primarily to the flag state of the offending vessel. 

Consequently, UNCLOS treats the cable beyond the coast as a transient line subject to 

high-seas freedoms, rather than as a piece of national critical infrastructure. The geopolitical 

consequence for a Pacific island state is direct: the moment its most vital digital lifeline 

passes its narrow territorial belt, legal protection and enforcement drop into the hands of 

distant flag states that have zero stake in the island's domestic survival. 
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Figure 3 – UNCLOS maritime zones and cable governance. Based on the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

(1982).  

This legal vulnerability is acute, as evidenced by recent experience in European waters. The 

Eagle S incident that originally catalysed the EU Toolbox on Subsea Cable Security was itself 

dismissed by the Helsinki District Court on 3 October 2025 for a complete want of 

jurisdiction. Because the physical anchor damage to the critical Estlink 2 power and telecom 

lines occurred within Finland's EEZ rather than its territorial sea, the court ruled that 

Finnish criminal law could not apply, leaving the flag state, the Cook Islands, or the 

defendants' home states as the only recognised prosecuting authorities – a ruling now under 

appeal. 

In the Pacific, this legal friction directly slows operational responses. The 2022 Tonga 

volcanic eruption repair mission demonstrated it in real time; while the cable repair ship CS 

Reliance required 20 days to replace a shattered 92-kilometre section of the international 

line to Fiji, simply routing the vessel and securing the materials necessitated navigating 

complex transit and operational authorisations across separate exclusive economic zones, 

each bound by its own independent bureaucratic procedures. 

The climate-amplified storms hitting the region do not stop at the arbitrary edge of a 

12-nautical-mile territorial sea, but a state's authority to protect and repair its infrastructure 

largely does. How an international regime designed to govern cables as mere high-seas 

transit lines should handle them as climate-cascading infrastructure – particularly in waters 

where no coastal state has reporting or enforcement standing – remains entirely unresolved. 
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Extending the toolbox: spaces of engagement 

Why the orientation stops short 

If the preceding sections trace where the acute risk concentrates and why it goes unrecorded, 

the question now is what engagement could do about it. European cable resilience policy has 

so far followed European cable connectivity, moving where European data moves: into the 

Mediterranean, across the Black Sea, through the BELLA cable to Latin America, and into 

the Indo-Pacific. The logic is sound for cables that carry European commercial weight. The 

Action Plan is explicit that the Toolbox's principles will be promoted for infrastructure 

developed with enlargement, neighbourhood and other third countries – naming Medusa 

across the Mediterranean, Black Sea cables, BELLA, EurAfrica and other Global Gateway 

projects. The Pacific Island Countries are not named, which leaves the world's most 

climate-exposed cable network outside the resilience map. 

The Union has real strategic interest in Asia-Europe connectivity; it simply satisfies that 

interest through routes that bypass the region, notably the Arctic, where the EU co-funds the 

Far North Fiber system precisely because it avoids the chokepoints and carries European 

traffic to Japan without passing through the Pacific at all. In its absence, other actors have 

stepped in to do the resilience work the EU's own instruments were built for.  

Left to other coalitions, Pacific cable resilience has become the de facto work of the Quad, not 

by treaty but by cumulative spending: an Australian Cable Connectivity and Resilience 

Centre, a commitment of over EUR 130 Million at the 2024 Delaware summit, a EUR 88 

Million grant for the East Micronesia Cable System from Australia, Japan and the United 

States, and further funding through an Australian infrastructure facility. Yet even this 

substitute coverage is partial: the GUIDE Framework joined seventeen nations in 

underwater-infrastructure defence in May 2026 without a single Pacific island signatory, and 

without the United States or China, leaving out both the states most exposed and the two 

most capable. The EU's own architecture shows the same pattern of interest without 

orientation. European cable diplomacy maps onto three pillars – the Black Sea, Africa and 

the Indo-Pacific – none of which reaches the Pacific island states. Where the EU is present in 

the region at all, it is present through France – the only member state resident in Oceania – 

which channels its Pacific engagement through national and climate instruments rather than 

the Brussels Toolbox. The orientation gap, in other words, reflects a missing institutional 

link, not an absence of interest – and critically, not an absence of money either. ​

​

The Union's industrial position in the region is already stronger than its policy presence. 

Alcatel Submarine Networks built thirteen of the twenty-five active cables crossing Oceania, 
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against seven for the American SubCom and three for Japan's NEC, and it is one of four 

firms worldwide able to lay transoceanic systems – the only one based in the Union, and 

80% owned by the French State since December 2024. Europe builds much of this 

infrastructure, and helping to govern its resilience is the natural extension of a commercial 

position it still holds. 

What has been missing is a regional partner with the standing to help carry that weight. The 

EU-Australia free trade agreement concluded in March 2026, alongside a Security and 

Defence Partnership signed the same month that names maritime security and 

critical-infrastructure resilience, supplies one; the New Zealand agreement has been in force 

since May 2024. Canberra remains the region's largest development partner. Cable resilience 

is the rare file on which European industrial capacity, French residence and Australian 

standing all point towards a path of further engagement. 

Through its Cable Projects of European Interest, the Union already commits public capital to 

cables whose value lies in redundancy rather than commercial return – the exact profile of a 

Pacific link. What the extension needs is the EU's own logic, pointed at vulnerability, not just 

sovereignty. 

 

The openings 

Three capacities decide whether engagement tracks vulnerability as well as commercial 

weight – and they are exactly the three the Pacific lacks most: the ability to repair a cable, to 

detect what threatens it, and to report when it fails. Repair is where the case is clearest, and 

where the need is not the Pacific's alone. The region runs on a single ship, a single depot and 

a single agreement, while the global fleet ages and concentrates in sovereign hands. 

European engagement has a natural place here – one that owns no assets. It can help the 

region secure faster, more routine access to repair capability: spare-cable inventory closer to 

where faults occur, and the engineering depth to splice and transfer cable when it fails. Speed 

here turns on clearances as much as spares: a repair vessel crossing several exclusive 

economic zones meets the transit friction that slowed the Tonga repair, an obstacle the 

ITU-ICPC body's regulatory-streamlining track already exists to ease and that no coastal 

state can resolve alone.  

The model already exists in the EU's own Toolbox, from the EU Cable Vessels Reserve it is 

assembling to the EUR 20 Million Cable Hubs call it opened in February 2026; the same 

maintenance-capacity and universal-spare-parts standards could simply apply here too. The 
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Cable Connectivity and Resilience Centre and the region's training institutions already run 

most in-region capacity-building, and European participation would carry the engineering 

credibility built through the Action Plan into that pipeline at low cost. This builds mutual 

resilience: it reduces Pacific exposure to foreign-controlled vessels while securing a 

collaborative European footprint in a contested maritime theatre. 

Detection is the readiest of the three, because in the Pacific it has already begun. SMART 

cable architecture turns each new cable segment into a distributed ocean-observation 

network, with sensors on every repeater feeding real-time temperature, pressure and seismic 

data as multi-hazard early warning laid along the seabed. Standards for it are under 

development at the ITU, and the first Pacific deployment is funded: the Tamtam cable 

between Vanuatu and New Caledonia, carrying SMART repeaters into precisely the waters 

where the December 2024 Efate earthquake struck, with installation from 2026. The EU 

already co-funds SMART-capable systems on its own strategic routes, from Far North Fiber 

to PISCES on the Atlantic seaboard, so the sensor layer is a cost Europe has accepted where 

its own traffic runs. The primary obstacle is commercial; private consortia lack incentives to 

fund sensors that provide public benefits rather than commercial returns. What changes the 

calculus is treating the sensor layer as a state-relevant early-warning contribution – funded 

on that basis, and counted toward Sendai Target G, the framework's goal of widening 

early-warning coverage, instead of a private cost. European cable diplomacy has the 

engineering standing to carry that argument, and the Pacific bodies already coordinating 

in-region work are the natural route for it. 

Reporting is the precondition for the others, since no disaster-risk system can monitor what 

operators do not disclose. The European Action Plan already carries the strongest 

cable-damage reporting requirements in any architecture – which is precisely why damage to 

European cables can be described in technical detail, while most events elsewhere are 

recorded nowhere. The opening for European engagement is to promote, through the ITU 

and bilateral cable diplomacy, international adoption of reporting norms modelled on its 

own tiered template and its duty to share sub-threshold incidents. The resistance is real, 

since several states, Europe included, treat fault locations and repair scheduling as 

security-classified, so the norm must separate resilience-relevant reporting, aggregated and 

delayed, from operationally sensitive detail. A political-economy limit sits under this. A 

handful of hyperscalers now own the majority of new capacity and route their systems to 

avoid the most onerous landing jurisdictions, so a reporting duty imposed unilaterally risks 

pushing that traffic toward more permissive waters. That is why the norm has to be 

international and coordinated, not a single bloc's mandate. The ITU-ICPC International 
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Advisory Body on Submarine Cable Resilience provides an obvious forum through which that 

coordination can emerge.  

 

The channels that already exist 

None of this requires a new instrument, because the channels already exist. France, the only 

member state resident in the region, has sought to Europeanise its Pacific action on 

climate-resilience grounds. Through the FRANZ arrangement between France, Australia and 

New Zealand that coordinated the response to the December 2024 Vanuatu earthquake, it 

already runs the kind of disaster cooperation cable resilience would extend. The Kiwa 

Initiative, a EUR 77 Million programme funded by the EU, France, Canada, Australia and 

New Zealand across nineteen Pacific states and territories, shows the institutional shape a 

cable-resilience window would take: France-initiated, Europeanised, and delivered on Pacific 

terms. Its nature-based mandate even reaches the cable directly, since coastal restoration 

addresses two of the four cyclone damage pathways, the sediment erosion that exposes 

shore-end cable and the flood-driven sediment flows that break it offshore. Global Gateway's 

provision for the EU's own Outermost Regions and Overseas Countries and Territories offers 

a second, lawful and funded route that needs no new authority. One concrete programme 

these vehicles could carry addresses the power dependency directly: pairing landing-station 

hardening with the solar-and-battery mini-grids the region's own development literature 

already promotes. Run at Pacific settlement scale, this would displace well over EUR 370 

Million a year in imported diesel, delivering cable, power and fuel-import resilience in a 

single stack. 

Finance need not run through European vehicles at all, because the Pacific is building its 

own. The Pacific Resilience Facility, a Pacific-owned and Pacific-led endowment building 

toward EUR 465 Million and disbursing from 2027, is precisely the kind of vehicle through 

which a European contribution could reach the region. Its remit is community-scale 

resilience rather than heavy infrastructure, which fits the landing-station end of the problem 

– the mini-grids, backup power and local hardening on which the offshore cable ultimately 

depends – more naturally than the cable itself. The parametric facility the Pacific 

Catastrophe Risk Insurance Company has built could similarly be extended, with European 

technical support, from single-country cover toward regional cable resilience. The 

hyperscalers – which a growing number of jurisdictions now treat as critical-infrastructure 

operators – have both the means and, if framed as shared responsibility rather than a levy, a 

reputational reason to help fund the resilience of a layer they increasingly control. 
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While this multilateral approach softens the standalone visibility typically preferred by 

Global Gateway, it ensures project sustainability. True partnership means funding local 

priorities through shared frameworks rather than imposing a heavy external footprint – yet 

it still establishes a strategic presence where infrastructure is actively contested. 

Across these openings the deficit is one of orientation, the change of direction set out at the 

start; the instrument itself already exists. The Toolbox was built for European security, and 

the step it invites is to carry the same know-how outward. That means bringing the European 

Union and its partners – Australia, Japan, New Zealand and the Pacific island states 

themselves – into closer alignment on repair, detection and reporting, and requiring the 

private operators that run these cables to report as a condition of running them. European 

self-protection is already served by the Baltic response. The stronger reason here is the 

resilience of states that feel these failures far more acutely, and will feel them more sharply 

still as climate amplifies them. France, resident in the region, gives the EU a footing it has 

nowhere else in the Pacific. The work has to be done in coordination and on Pacific terms, 

building the capacity these states ask for rather than securitising a theatre on their behalf. 

Direct strategic alignment underpins this engagement. Oceania includes European territory: 

New Caledonia, French Polynesia, and Wallis and Futuna are Overseas Countries and 

Territories whose connectivity falls under the Global Gateway mandate. A portion of the 

Pacific's infrastructure exposure is therefore internal EU exposure. The Action Plan also 

commits to promoting its principles with third countries; extending them here is the doctrine 

applied, not a new policy invented. Furthermore, the reporting norm Europe wants cannot 

survive as a single bloc's mandate without pushing hyperscaler traffic toward permissive 

waters; the EU needs Pacific and Quad partners to adopt the norm for its own regime to 

hold. Finally, testing resilience tools in the Pacific's harsher conditions returns directly as 

validated practice for Europe's own cycle. Engagement is not a favour extended outward; it is 

the cheapest available field test of the Union's own Toolbox, run where failure teaches 

fastest. 

That coordination is not optional, because a cable is a public utility whose failure cascades 

across the systems downstream, and no single state can secure a network crossing so many 

jurisdictions on its own. Reinforcing repair, detection and reporting safeguards this public 

utility without stalling over the harder question of forensic attribution, a challenge the Action 

Plan acknowledges remains difficult even with real-time tracking. Submarine cables are 

simply the most legible case of a broader systemic blind spot; the same metrics that overlook 

subsea lines also neglect terrestrial power grids, health systems, and water networks in 

disaster analytics. Second-order infrastructure carries first-order consequences precisely 

because it escapes systematic monitoring. A severed cable offers a rare point of clarity: a 
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datable disruption at a traceable location, exposing dependencies that usually remain hidden 

until they cascade. That visibility is precisely why the EU’s Toolbox should be extended now, 

and why the Pacific — where distance, exposure and dependency converge — is the region 

where that extension matters most. 
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