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Today’s communications networks are the foundation of our modern economy and vital platforms
for innovation, free expression, and civic engagement.  Every day, we rely on these networks, and that’s 
why these networks must be reliable.  Today, the Commission moves to enhance the security and 
reliability of a key piece of the Internet’s physical infrastructure: undersea cables.

There are approximately 60 submarine -- or “undersea” -- cables that provide connectivity 
between the mainland U.S. and the people of Alaska, Hawaii, Guam, American Samoa, the Northern 
Marianas Islands, Puerto Rico, and the U.S. Virgin Islands.  In addition, these cables carry more than 95 
percent of all U.S. international voice, data, and Internet traffic. Without undersea cables, the U.S. would 
be practically cut off from the global digital economy. 

Although damage to these cables is rare, it does happen, and it can have serious consequences.  
This summer, there was a break in an undersea cable near the Northern Marianas, which left tens of 
thousands of residents suffering a communications blackout for more than 48 hours.  Not only were 
residents unable to send emails or make phone calls, their banking system shut down, leaving people 
unable to make credit card transactions or withdraw money from an ATM.

Modern communications networks are increasingly interconnected.  The failure of a single cable 
can have a ripple effect on multiple networks, which could adversely impact our economy and national 
security.

Like the overwhelming majority of the nation’s broadband infrastructure, these cables are 
privately owned.  Unlike other communications providers, the owners and operators of undersea cables 
are not required to report outages to the FCC’s Network Outage Reporting System (NORS).  Licensees 
currently only report outages on an ad hoc basis, and the information that we receive is too limited to be 
of use.

The data we collect from NORS gives us situational awareness that has allowed us to analyze 
outage trends and recommend solutions to make these networks more resilient and reliable.  We should do
the same for these undersea cables.

Today’s, NPRM proposes that we require submarine cable licensees to report significant outages 
in appropriate detail through NORS.  Robust reporting on submarine cable outages will improve the 
FCC’s ability to understand the nature and impact of any damage and disruption to communications, help 
mitigate any impact on emergency services and consumers, and assist in service restoration.  Long-term, 
better reporting about the status of undersea cables will help us better anticipate and prevent disruptions to
service.

This is just the latest effort by the Commission to improve the resiliency and reliability of our 
networks.  Just last month, we adopted rules to give consumers the tools and information necessary to 
access backup power and maintain home landline service during electric outages. Previously we moved to
address the recent trend of “sunny day” 911 outages, which stem from the increasingly complex nature of 
the nation’s 911 infrastructure and respond. 



Assuring the reliability of our networks is one of the Commission’s most important 
responsibilities.  Thank you to the staff of the Public Safety Bureau for their work on this item and all 
they do to maintain reliable communications.  
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STATEMENT OF 
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Imagine being on an island in the South Pacific, surrounded by two other inhabited islands, with 
just over 52,000 family, friends and neighbors during the week following July 4th.  Sounds almost 
tranquil, until you learn that tropical storm damage and a severed cable would, for nearly three weeks, 
leave residents with no or limited off-island wireless, wireline, voice and data communications, and 
commercial services.

To add insult to injury, for those of the Commonwealth of Northern Mariana Islands, is the fact 
that the agency responsible for “ensuring continuous communications operations”… the agency mandated
to “ensure the resiliency and reliability of the nation’s commercial and public communications 
infrastructure…” only learned of their plight through indirect channels.

Even if we had directly learned about the outage, the Commission soon realized that it faced 
another stumbling block.  It had no reliable owner and operator contact numbers, no information about the
outage impact or restoration developments, leaving staff at a severe disadvantage in any effort to help 
restore critical services.

Most Americans are unaware that more than 95 percent of all U.S. international voice, data, and 
Internet traffic, travels over submarine cables.  Not only do they provide critical communications 
services, these cables also carry the vast majority of U.S. Government traffic from civilian and military 
personnel stationed overseas, because our government does not own and operate its own submarine 
cables.  

Given their importance to international communications, one might expect that our rules require 
licensees to report when outages occur.  They do not.  Since 2008, licensees have only provided 
operational information on a voluntary, ad hoc basis, through something called the Undersea Cable 
Information System.  

Now I will be among the first to push for light touch, regulatory approaches when they work well 
and where licensees act responsibly.  But what happened on Northern Mariana shows, the current 
voluntary, ad hoc framework, has not served the public interest well.  The majority of the undersea cable 
licensees, that is 62, have not cooperated by providing useful information.  And since 2010, the FCC has 
received information on only 14 of them.  Informally, several licensees have made it clear to staff that 
they will not participate in the voluntary UCIS system and after filing initial test messages when it was 
first introduced, the majority of licensees have stopped reporting into the system.

So I commend Chairman Wheeler, Admiral Simpson, the Public Safety and Homeland Security 
Bureau and the International Bureau for their leadership on this issue and specially thank Theo Marcus 
and Mike Saperstein for this excellent presentation.

The Commission needs timely and consistent reporting of outages of submarine cables to address 
systemic issues and ensure that consumers get the services they need.  This item promises to get us closer 
in realizing this important objective. 
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Re: Improving Outage Reporting for Submarine Cables and Enhancing Submarine Cable 
Outage Data, GN Docket No. 15-206

There are nearly 300 submarine cables that crisscross the globe, buried in the coldest depths of 
our oceans.  Roughly 60 of these cables are licensed in the United States.  Every one of them plays an 
essential role in the global economy.  Together they are responsible for $10 trillion worth of transactional 
value every day.  On top of that, they are indispensable for national security because they carry the vast 
bulk of our military communications traffic.  In fact, life as we know it would not be the same without 
these facilities laid across the ocean floor.  And yet undersea cables are surprisingly vulnerable to damage 
and attack—from natural disasters, accidents, aquatic vessels, sea life, and those who would do us harm.  

Up until now, the Commission has monitored submarine cable outages through the Undersea 
Cable Information System.  But this system is not only dated, it has real limitations.  The information is 
not standardized nor uniform and most outages and disruptions go unreported.  I think we can do better 
than an ad hoc system for these essential facilities.  I think we need to do better—because our economic 
and national security depends on it.   

I support this rulemaking and thank the Public Safety and Homeland Security Bureau and 
International Bureau for their efforts.    



STATEMENT OF 
COMMISSIONER AJIT PAI

Re: Improving Outage Reporting for Submarine Cable Outages, GN Docket No. 15-206.

Long before anyone talked about fiber to the home, the gold standard in communication was ship 
to the port.  Messages between the United States and the Old World traveled by boat, and transmission 
speeds were measured in weeks, not milliseconds.  That all started to change back in the 1850s when the 
first transatlantic cable was deployed.  It was a daunting task, to say the least.

In 1857, on the first day of the first attempt, the cable snapped and had to be grappled from the 
sea floor.  After repairing the damage, the engineers pressed on.  But the line broke again after only 400 
miles had been laid.  After many more setbacks and challenges, the American businessman Cyrus West 
Field succeeded in completing the first transatlantic cable on August 5, 1858.  And the first official 
telegram to pass between the two continents was a letter of congratulations from Queen Victoria to 
President Buchanan.  Unfortunately, that first undersea cable proved unreliable, as it malfunctioned after 
only three weeks.  It wasn’t until September 1866—nearly a decade hence—that transatlantic telegraph 
communication resumed. 

Almost 150 years later, much has changed.  Those old copper lines have been replaced by fiber.  
And transmission speeds across a cable have increased from a single character every two minutes to more
than 84 billion words per second.  Vital communications now depend on the undersea cables that link 
every continent but Antarctica—everything from trillions of dollars in global economic activity to the 
YouTube clips of my children that have become must-see videos for my extended family back in India.

But despite all of the progress, some things stay the same.  Constructing, maintaining, and 
repairing undersea cables, which can be broken by anything from an errant anchor to a wayward whale, 
continue to be costly and time-consuming processes.  Moreover, an alphabet soup of agencies may (try to)
play a role in the process.  So I am pleased that my colleagues agreed to seek comment in this Notice of 
Proposed Rulemaking (NPRM) on how we can streamline the regulatory framework, remove any 
unnecessary rules, and expedite the construction and maintenance of undersea cables.  I am also glad that 
the NPRM now solicits input on the actual costs our proposed rules might impose and on alternatives that 
might ease regulatory burdens while also giving us the information we need to fulfill our specific 
statutory responsibilities.  As a result, the NPRM has my support, and I look forward to reviewing the 
record as it develops in this proceeding.  

Last but not least, I would like to thank Denise Coca, Kathleen Collins, Lisa Fowlkes, Jeffery 
Goldthorp, John Healy, David Krech, Theodore Marcus, and Michael Saperstein for their work on the 
item.



STATEMENT OF
COMMISSIONER MICHAEL O’RIELLY

Re:  Improving Outage Reporting for Submarine Cables and Enhancing Submarine Cable Outage 
Data, GN Docket No. 15-206

With this notice, we commence a proceeding to transition submarine cable licensees from the 
current voluntary structure to required outage reporting using the Commission’s NORS database.  While I
understand that we have not collected much information under the voluntary reporting mechanism, there 
are concerns that we are making proposals and moving in a more regulatory direction with very limited 
facts.  As a basis for regulatory burdens, the cost of which will ultimately be passed on to the American 
consumer, we are relying on a lack of voluntary filings and one outage that affected the Northern Mariana
Islands.  I would have preferred to have more information about the breadth of outages before going to 
the Notice of Proposed Rulemaking stage, so that our proposals would be based on bona fide data.  

Although many may think that reporting requirements are not burdensome, they can be.  Reports 
tend to open the door for further regulation, fees and enforcement actions.  In fact, this item suggests that 
one licensee, known as the “Responsible Licensee,” would file the outage report, but, if it fails to do so, 
all licensees using the cable would be accountable and potentially liable.  This would apply even if a 
licensee’s actual traffic is not affected.  If our goal is that outages get reported, we should have sought 
neutral comment on the best way to ensure that the information is actually filed.  

I am also concerned about the information that the licensees may be required to file.  Submarine 
cables are not like copper, fiber or wireless networks.  To diagnose problems, licensees may need to hire 
one of the limited ships specializing in undersea cables to sail out, haul the cable from the ocean floor and
inspect it.  Information such as what caused the outage, the location and duration of the outage, and 
estimated repair time may not be readily available until the ship reaches the cable.  The Commission, 
however, proposes to require such information within two hours of the outage being discovered or when 
the repair is scheduled.  I thank the Chairman for adding questions to elicit when such information tends 
to be available, but, if this proposal is adopted as is and licensees fail to provide information they cannot 
reasonably get in such a limited timeframe, the Enforcement Bureau and its quick trigger finger may be 
knocking on their doors.

This brings me to the cost-benefit analysis.  I appreciate the Chairman’s willingness to add 
questions about the start-up costs to implement this reporting requirement, but the Commission needs to 
do a better job at accounting for contractual negotiations and review processes.  While more information 
is provided than normal, the analysis is woeful and lacks credibility.  Hopefully, commenters will set the 
record straight.  For instance, in preparation to file, all licensees may have to confer about whether they 
have legally met the threshold for a reportable event and, because there is potential liability, each licensee 
may want to review submissions.  This will take a lot more than two hours total per reportable event, and 
I don’t know too many lawyers who charge only $80 an hour.  

Not surprisingly, I also have some concerns about the delegation to staff to develop and improve 
interagency coordination and best practices applicable to submarine cable permits and authorizations. 
Although staff will report their progress to the Commission, staff must remain within the bounds of their 
authority and not make any new or novel changes in policies or procedures without Commission 
approval.  

Finally, although I have some skepticism about this proceeding, I will keep an open mind and 
look forward to engaging with interested parties.  But, if we move forward to adopt rules, I hope to see far



more data demonstrating the need for regulation. I thank the Chairman for incorporating other edits and 
for the efforts of the Public Safety and International Bureaus


