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Introduction

Maritime piracy has been a problem that sailors have faced for generations. Ever

since trading began, small clans of pirates have boarded ships and seized goods.

Pirates of old in the Caribbean or Barbary Coast have been glamorized in modern mass

media. They would pillage ships by day in the name of revolution. In the modern world

however, pirates cause economic, political, and social problems that put a strain on the

global supply chain.

Today, global hotspots for piracy include the straits of Malacca and Singapore, as

well as the coasts of Nigeria and Somalia. In fact, the International Maritime Bureau

estimates that piracy at sea causes around 16 billion dollars in economic damages

throughout the year. Piracy today is not done in the name of ideology, rather a need for

money. A common theme among pirates worldwide is to seize the goods of a ship, sell it

on the black market, as well as take the crew hostage and collect millions of dollars in

ransom for their release.

Many nations have tried to combat piracy. Naval ships of the United States, the

European Union, China and India have been deployed to piracy hotspots in order to

escort cargo ships through those areas. While this method has helped deter some

pirates, their poverty and socioeconomic conditions have made their illicit occupation

seem like the only way to survive and thrive in these areas of lawlessness.
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Definition of Key Terms

International Maritime Bureau - The International Maritime Bureau is a department of

the International Chamber of Commerce. Its main responsibilities include fighting crimes

related to international shipping and trade such as piracy and fighting commercial fraud

in the shipping industry.

Maritime Piracy - The hijacking of ships in international waters. This is done in

exchange for the cargo or ransom money. Piracy can be done in a country’s exclusive

economic zone as well, and is listed as a crime by the United Nations Convention on

the Law of the Sea.

United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) - An agreement

between nations of the world defining laws and regulating the use of maritime resources

and shipping lanes.

Choke Points - A narrow passage that connects two large bodies of water such as the

Strait of Gibraltar or the Panama Canal. Shutting these areas down can hinder maritime

trade.

Background Information

Modern piracy has been around since the 1980s, when small skiffs would

approach large cargo ships and seize their cargo. Today, the scene looks almost

identical. Pirates arm themselves with automatic rifles, grenades, and other weapons.

They then board large cargo vessels and proceed to hijack the ships. They then force

the vessel into port and seize the cargo to sell on the black market. Simultaneously,

they hold the crew captive until they receive ransom money from their employers. If the

company refuses to pay, the crew is unfortunately killed in most cases.



MUN@UWCSEA | October 7th-9th 2022

Hotspot Areas:

Somalia
A civil war in Somalia (1988-1991) resulted in a collapse in the Somali

government. This prompted a new government to take over the nation, however it was

inefficient and did  not have the ability to police the nation effectively. The inefficiency of

the government meant that the Somali economy fell incredibly quickly, and the already

poor nation rapidly fell into absolute poverty. As Somalia sits on the horn of Africa, a key

shipping route, ex civil war militia leaders got the idea to start stealing cargos of the

ships. They used weapons from the civil war to start hijacking ships. Today, there is a

common method to hijack a ship. A large mothership waits off the coast with smaller

skiffs attached to it. These larger motherships hold a large number of pirates, which

enables them to coordinate larger attacks. Once a container ship is detected, the

motherships deploy their skiffs to chase and board the ships.

Nigerian Coast
Nigeria’s piracy problems started soon after the multinational oil, gas, and

petroleum companies started drilling for oil. The Nigerian government made deals with

these oil companies but due to massive corruption, all of the money meant to be

injected into the local economy was taken away by government officials. On top of this,

the oil companies continue to hire expatriate workers on their drilling and refining sites,

which meant that even though these large companies had a very large presence in the

country, they offered zero jobs to local citizens. To make matters worse, the nature of

drilling and refining crude oil and natural gas polluted the waterways. Up until the oil

companies arrived in Nigeria, locals would sell as well as survive on the fish that they

caught in the rivers and coast of Nigeria. After the oil companies arrived however, the

pollution of these waterways rapidly accelerated, which resulted in mass extinction of

biological life in them, meaning that the local Nigerians had no form of sustenance and

no job. This resulted in them turning to piracy.
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As there are a lot of oil companies in Nigeria, most of the ships that travel

through the region are oil tankers. Nigerian pirates usually hijack those tankers with

similar tactics to those of Somali pirates. They then take the oil and sell it on the black

market taking the crew hostage for ransom money.

Malacca Straits

More than 50,000 ships pass through the Singapore and Malacca straits every

year, making them much busier than both the horn of Africa and the coast of Nigeria.

This makes these bodies of water ripe for piracy. In fact, “The most perilous seas, as the

U.N. declared last month, are those of Southeast Asia” (Mccauley). The region of

Southeast Asia alone accounted for over 40% of pirate attacks between 1995 and 2013

(Mccauley). Superpowers such as Australia, Japan, and China as well as regional

powers such as Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore and Indonesia use these maritime choke

points.

Just like the Nigerians, the locals living at the coasts of the Malacca strait in

Malaysia and Indonesia have traditionally been fishermen, however, they have always

lived in poverty. When commercial oil shipments started passing through the region,

gangs of fishermen started hijacking these tankers. Usually, piracy in Southeast Asia is

a little less hostile because the pirates usually just hijack the oil tanker, take it to a port,

drain the liquid cargo, and send the crew and ship back on their way. However, this is

not always the case.

Current Situation
Since 2020, piracy has been at an all time low “The ICC International Maritime

Bureau’s (IMB) latest global piracy and armed robbery report recorded 37 incidents in

the first three months of 2022, compared to 38 incidents over the same period last year”

(Safety4Sea). Of 37 incidents, almost half of these happened in the waters of Southeast

Asia, further cementing it as the hub of maritime piracy. In fact, piracy in the straits of

Singapore and Malacca had a drastic increase compared to 2021. The reason for this
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increase is due to the amount of people in desperation in the region. When compared to

African regions, the amount of people under the poverty line means that navy coalitions

cannot cope with the amount. Also, the favoured method of piracy in this region is very

unique. The attackers wait until the ships are near port and then they hijack the vessel

and steal the cargo. While they sometimes kidnap the crew, it is not as common to do

so, meaning that piracy does not garner as much attention as it does in other parts of

the world. All of these factors mean that piracy is an uphill battle in this part of the world.

However, in the waters off the coast of Nigeria, in the gulf of Guinea, piracy has

had a drastic reduction when compared to the last five years. So far, there have been

no crew kidnappings reported in this region, compared to 40 in the same time period in

2021 (Safety4Sea). This is due to the relentless efforts of maritime authorities in the

region. This includes coalitions from the U.S., EU, China, India, as well as the nations of

Ghana, Nigeria, Côte d’Ivoire, etc. to a limited extent. This is a similar situation in the

Gulf of Aden and the Arabian Sea, where Somali pirates reign. The efforts of coalition

forces of global and regional superpowers have resulted in a severe reduction in piracy.

Countries such as the United States, United Kingdom, China, Sweden, and other

nations have come together to patrol areas known to be rife with piracy. This is the most

influential method that has reduced piracy in the regions mentioned above. The patrols

consist of a few ships following in convoy sailing as close as they can to the territorial

waters of a nation. This dissuades pirates from attacking and provides safe passage for

sometimes defenseless cargo ships.

While a slow down in piracy can be attributed to the efforts of policing, the

pandemic also has a role to play. A reduction in shipping meant that pirates did not have

as many ships to hijack, naturally reducing the number of hijacked ships. Many

distinguished experts however, believe that piracy will come back with a vengeance due

to the devastating effects of the pandemic as well as an increase in global shipping.
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Major Parties
The United States
The United States has a vested interest in reducing the amount of piracy that occurs

throughout the world. The United States is home to many shipping companies, and also

imports billions of dollars worth of goods from around the world. To combat this, the

United States has created anti-piracy groups within its own navy. It has also

championed international cooperation between all nations to combat piracy.

Nigeria
Nigeria has faced a piracy problem for decades now. Nigeria has unveiled a new task

force made up of boats and planes to combat piracy in the Gulf of Guinea. It has also

taken measures within the country to end the desperation that causes pirates to hijack

boats. They have made food subsidies available for a lot of the people affected by the

lack of fish due to the pollution of rivers.

Malaysia
Malaysia has been working to combat piracy, however, the issue has taken a backseat

as soon as the 1MDB scandal hit. The normal operating procedure for Malaysia

includes cooperation with Singapore and Indonesia for a “fast response” team whenever

piracy attacks increase.

UN Resolutions and Treaties

Resolution 2608 (Security Council): Authorization for International Naval Forces Fighting

Piracy off Coast of Somalia

This UN resolution is specific to Somalia and its waters. It states that international organizations

such as the peacekeeping force, as well as navies of other countries can engage in operations

fighting against piracy. It outlines the rules of engagement and what a foreign navy can and

can’t do when engaging these pirates.

UNCLOS Piracy Articles: All states have an obligation to cooperate in the repression of piracy

and have jurisdiction to seize pirate ships if deemed necessary.
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This is a section of the United Nations Convention on Laws of the Seas. It states that every

nation has legal jurisdiction to combat piracy operations in its own or international waters if

deemed necessary. It also states that nations are highly encouraged to cooperate with each

other in regard to piracy in international waters.

Possible Solutions

The most ideal solution is to stamp out piracy at its core by eliminating the poverty that

usually encourages people to hijack ships, however, that is not a realistic goal. The current

methods put in place are relatively successful, with naval convoys patrolling areas known to be

a high risk region of piracy such as the gulf of Aden or the strait of Malacca. However, these

convoys are stretched too thin and cannot possibly cover the entire area of these bodies of

water. Furthermore, this solution could be considered expensive for it relies on the expenditure

of individual member nations on maintaining and upgrading their naval fleets.

Another solution could be to train and arm the crews of the cargo ships to fend off the

pirates themselves. This poses a legal issue in regards to the rights of an individual to carry

firearms in international waters, or can foreign nationals own and operate firearms in waters that

fall under a sovereign nation’s economic exclusive zone.

A solution worth considering is depriving the pirates of ransom, thus financially stripping

them and using military action to rescue the captured sailors. This can be done through setting

up a UN-designated task-force in known choke-points and piracy hotspots (Gulf of Aden, Straits

of Malacca). However, this is a risky tactic as it may result in the death of the captured sailors

and could result in in unwarranted deaths.

Useful Links

National Geographic (Pirate Problems)

https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/pirate-problems

https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/pirate-problems
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International Maritime Organization (United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea)

https://www.imo.org/en/OurWork/Legal/Pages/UnitedNationsConventionOnTheLawOfTh

eSea.aspx

The Interpreter (Stemming the tide of piracy in Southeast Asia)

https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/stemming-tide-piracy-southeast-asia
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