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ABSTRACT
Consequent upon huge advances in 21st century Information Communication Technology (ICT), the exclusive preserve of submarine cables for mostly transoceanic telephone communication attracted more interest, investment, as well as regulatory challenges. The need to ensure continuous realtime data exchange across the major financial hubs and continents has also meant that human and environmental threats to the integrity of submarine cables has required attention on a global scale. In the midst of these realities, a plethora of necessary and diverse maritime activities which include shipping, coastal zone development and fishing as well as armed attacks against shipping/piracy, present additional challenges to both submarine cable investors and States. 

The 1884 International Convention on the Protection of Submarine Telegraphic Cables (the Cable Convention), provides an international framework for the protection of cables crisscrossing the entire breadth of the bed of the world oceans and making landfall at various coastlines. The 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), which is a framework convention, contains a number of provisions which incorporate the essential terms of the Cable Convention. These are mainly with regard to the right of States to lay submarine cables and pipelines; the breaking or injury of a submarine cable or pipeline willfully or through culpable negligence; and, indemnity for loss incurred in avoiding injury to a submarine cable or pipeline. Most recently, the General Assembly of the United Nations recognized the need for States to protect submarine cable reechoes the silent aspiration of potential investors and stockholders alike. (Resolution 65/37 of 7 December 2010, paragraph 121). UNCLOS also defines the rights and duties of States in the various maritime zones, and seeks to balance their various interests with regard to the sustainable uses, conservation and management of the seas.

In West Africa, Main One Cable Company Limited (‘Main One’) is the first submarine cable company offering open access, wholesale broadband capacity to the Region. Main One is wholly African-owned with a vision to expand the much needed capacity on the African continent and reduce costs of broadband communications across the Continent. This submarine cable system was declared ready for service in July 2010 with initial landing stations in Nigeria, Ghana and Portugal, thus linking West Africa to the rest of the world via Portugal and the United Kingdom. (http://www.mainonecable.com/index.php)
This paper aims at reviewing the support provided by existing international regulatory instruments relevant to submarine cables [dating back to 1884] juxtaposed on the experience of Main One's oceanic deployments and coastal landfalls across the Sub Region. As the world looks towards the attainment of the Millennium Development Goals (MDG), are the international [protection] regimes to sustain this critical communication infrastructure sufficient, and what is the level of protection guaranteed by various national legislation in the sub-region? What needs to be done, by whom, and where?
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