Strategic Risks in Europe’s Reliance on
U.S. Cloud Services

Executive Summary

European organizations increasingly rely on digital infrastructures for communication, data
storage, and operational continuity. In addition to widely recognized cyber threats from state
actors such as Russia, China, and Iran, a less acknowledged but equally critical vulnerability
persists: dependence on U.S.-based cloud and collaboration platforms.

U.S. surveillance laws, extensive commercial data collection practices, and the
weaponization of digital supply chains combine to create a risk environment incompatible
with European data protection principles and sovereignty needs. Recent incidents, including
interruptions of Microsoft services to the International Criminal Court in May 2025,
demonstrate how geopolitical pressure can translate directly into operational disruption.

This whitepaper explores why U.S.-based cloud services pose unique risks when used for
sensitive communication. It synthesizes insights from legal frameworks, geopolitical
dynamics, case studies, and sector-specific vulnerabilities to support European organizations
making long-term digital infrastructure decisions.

The conclusion is clear: Europe must urgently shift to sovereign digital infrastructure to
safeguard operational integrity, legal compliance, and strategic independence.
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Introduction

The global digital landscape is undergoing rapid change. Governments, private enterprises,
and international institutions all face growing exposure to cyberattacks, surveillance
regimes, and geopolitical manoeuvring through digital dependencies. For European
organizations, selecting a cloud service provider is no longer a mere IT procurement choice:
it has become a matter of strategic autonomy.

The Scale of Data Collection

Technology platforms rely on extensive data collection, both for commercial purposes and to
support core service functionality. Even when the communication content is protected with
end-to-end encryption, as in services such as Signal, Teams, WhatsApp, or iMessage,
surrounding metadata, such as who communicated with whom, when, and from where,
remains highly revealing and is essential to the operation of these platforms.

Unauthorized access to metadata can reveal:
e Organizational structures
e Communication networks
e Project timelines
e Operational routines
e Sensitive relationships

Transparency reports from Microsoft, Google, Meta, Apple, and others routinely show
hundreds of thousands of U.S. government data requests annually !, These requests may
involve:

e Communication data

e Account details

o Device identifiers

e Cloud-stored content

e Metadata detailing activities, interactions and networks

European organizations cannot assume their data is exempt from these flows. For
adversaries, metadata-derived insights constitute valuable intelligence; for competitors,
particularly in high-stakes or strategic sectors, they can translate into significant
informational advantage.
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The Critical Importance of Master Keys

In secure communication systems that use end-to-end encryption, user keys protect the
content of individual messages. However, the centrally managed master keys used to attest
and certify those user keys—typically through digital certificates—are far more critical.
Master keys, typically controlled by Certificate Authorities (CAs), form the foundation of
trust, ensuring that a user key genuinely belongs to the claimed individual.

Without exclusive control over master keys, as is the case with cloud services like Signal,
Teams, WhatsApp and iMessage, organizations face significant risks ':

e Identity Spoofing: an attacker with knowledge of the master keys can impersonate
any user in the system.

e Man-in-the-Middle Attacks: an attacker with a privileged network position and
knowledge of the master keys can intercept, decrypt, or manipulate messages.

e Geopolitical Vulnerability: Master keys controlled under foreign jurisdictions may be
compelled or accessed by governments.

While user keys protect individual messages, the master keys that attest them determine
the security, authenticity, and trustworthiness of the entire system. Exclusive control over
master keys is therefore the single most important factor for operational security and digital
sovereignty.

U.S. Surveillance Law

The greatest structural risk arises from the clash between U.S. surveillance laws and EU data
protection standards.

Key laws include:
o FISA (Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act) ©*!
o FISA Section 702 ©3; targeting non-U.S. persons
e Executive Order 12333 4l; quthorising broad foreign intelligence collection
e CLOUD ActPl; enabling access to data stored abroad

These laws allow U.S. authorities to force U.S.-based companies, including global IT and
cloud providers, to grant access to data regardless of storage location.

The EU and U.S. have repeatedly attempted to create lawful data transfer frameworks, but
each has been struck down due to legal incompatibility:
o Safe Harbor (invalidated by Schrems I, 2015) ©!
o Privacy Shield (invalidated by Schrems II, 2020) [”!
o Data Privacy Framework (already facing legal challenges; a “Schrems 11" is
anticipated) (81,

Repeated failure highlights systemic legal instability and reinforces that U.S. surveillance
practices remain fundamentally incompatible with EU privacy standards.
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The Geopolitical Dimension

For decades, Europe assumed stable strategic alighment with the United States. This
assumption is no longer guaranteed. In fact, the U.S. and EU increasingly diverge in several
strategic areas:

e Industrial and trade policy

o Control of strategic technologies

e Global geopolitical perspectives

o Territorial interests (e.g. Greenland) ©°!

Historically, technological evolution and IT strategies changed far more rapidly than
geopolitical alliances. Organizations could adopt new platforms or migrate data with little
consideration of long-term geopolitical implications. Today, the situation has reversed:
geopolitical dynamics and alliances are shifting faster than IT adoption cycles, meaning
organizations are now more exposed if their infrastructure depends on providers in
geopolitically sensitive jurisdictions.

When geopolitical tensions rise, digital dependencies become leverage points. U.S. based
cloud providers can become tools of coercion

Weaponization of Digital Supply Chains

Digital infrastructure has become a potent but often overlooked instrument of geopolitical
power. U.S.-based cloud providers increasingly find themselves at the centre of foreign-
policy disputes, caught between clients and Washington’s strategic interests.

The stakes came into sharp focus in early 2025, when President Donald Trump issued an
executive order sanctioning the International Criminal Court 19 after it issued arrest
warrants for Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. The court’s reliance on Microsoft’s
suite of services, including tools for communication, document management, and case
processing capabilities, meant that the subsequent service outage effectively paralyzed key
aspects of its daily operations.

The risks are even more challenging for industries facing direct competition from the United
States, such as defence, aerospace, and advanced manufacturing. Reliance on U.S. cloud
services potentially opens the door to:

e exposure of sensitive project data

e insights into procurement strategies or R&D pipelines

e visibility into collaboration networks

e strategic advantages in global defence markets

For Europe, these vulnerabilities threaten long-term competitiveness, weaken economic
sovereignty, and expose key sectors exposed to political pressure from a foreign power that
is also a rival.
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Conclusion

U.S. cloud services present exceptional strategic, legal, and geopolitical risks for European
organizations handling sensitive communication and data. The combination of U.S.
surveillance law, unclear data access obligations, and demonstrated political influence over
commercial providers creates systemic vulnerability.

Historically, organizations could adapt IT strategies faster than geopolitical developments.
Today, geopolitical shifts outpace IT modernization, making dependence on foreign cloud
providers increasingly problematic.

For European organizations—particularly those in government, critical infrastructure, and
strategic industries digital sovereignty is no longer optional. It is a prerequisite for
operational independence, long-term competitiveness, and national security.
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