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Overview: 

 Wider look at the problem of piracy identifying some of the most affected parts of the world for 

seafarers and some of the areas of concern for shipping companies and maritime authorities 

alike.  

 

 Focus over the Horn of Africa region showing how piracy has evolved in the past 12 months.   

 

 Which vessels in particular are the most at risk from pirate attack, giving examples of the kind of 

precautions can be taken when transiting high risk areas.  

Global Piracy 

Piracy is an act which is difficult to define and an act which varies from region to region:  

 Piracy of the Horn of Africa involves vessels, crew and cargo hijacked and held for ransom for 

months at a time.  

 In South America pirate attacks are almost exclusively the robbery of ships at anchor  

 South East Asia was considered the most dangerous area for shipping in the world. The 

situation today is:  

o Naval co-operation has reduced acts dramatically 

o Still attacks on slow moving tugs and barges while underway BUT it is rare that vessels 

are hijacked.   

o Due to economic situation, laid up vessels are being increasingly targeted in Singapore 

anchorage.  

o Recent terrorist threat on the Malacca Straits and politically motivated attacks in other 

areas such as the Philippines mean piracy is not the only threat to seafarers.  

 While violence has been associated with a number of the nations along this part of the world no 

country in this region remains more of a risk than Nigeria.  Vessels are attacked and robbed in 

anchorages as with other parts of the world however the unstable situation in the Niger Delta 

mean militant groups and criminal gangs often target vessels and crews for robbery and kidnap.  

It is important to remember that many of these parts of the world are plagued with under-reporting. For 

a variety of different reasons, many attacks are not reported to the relevant authorities leading to see 

are reported incidents where we will have obtained the accurate latitude and longitude. These, of 

course, will reflect only a percentage of the true number of incidents.  
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HORN OF AFRICA 

Movement from 2008 

 12 months ago, when this problem was examined, it was the Gulf of Aden that was identified as 

the high risk region where the main risk of hijacking existed to vessels.  

 

 In response to the problem of piracy the Maritime Security Patrol Area (MSPA) was set up in 

order to move vessels away from the coast. Naval forces had been in the area since 2007 to 

escort WFP deliveries to Somalia however it could be seen that more needed to be done.  

 

 As shipping moves, so does piracy and so the attacks were shown to follow the routes of the 

corridor.  

 

 As the reported incidents in 2008 show the concentration in 2008 is in the Gulf of Aden but with 

a number of reported incidents Indian Ocean generally staying within 300-400 Nautical miles 

from the coast, taking advantage of those vessels which insisted of transiting within this area. 

  

 The focus of attacks was heavily focused on the Gulf of Aden but also with some focus on the 

East Coast.  

Development in 2009 

 In 2009 it can be seen that the capability vastly increased and that groups were capable of 

operating further and further into the Indian Ocean. 

 

 With the introduction of the Internationally Recommended Transit Corridor (IRTC) in January 

2009 this allowed more effective monitoring through the Gulf.  Attacks, as we can see, have 

followed the corridor within the Gulf as with MSPA. Between the end of July and December 

2009, no vessel was hijacked in the IRTC.   

 

 It is off the East Coast, the capability has increased dramatically with pirate attacks increasing 

further than ever before and, in many cases, exceeding 900 nautical miles from the Somali 

Coast.  Towards the end of 2009 and initial months of 2010 reports were starting to come in of 

vessels being attacked only around 300 nautical miles off the Indian Coast, hitting vessels on the 

routes from India to the North Arabian Gulf.  

 

 With this in mind the recommendations for vessels moving offshore increased further and 

further off the East African coast for vessels to avoid pirate gangs with the move from 300 

nautical miles to 600 nautical miles to 60 E to 65 E. It is now advised that all vessels in the Indian 

Ocean are at risk from pirate attack.  
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 Towards the end of 2009 and now into 2010 it was predicted that there would be an increased 

move into the Arabian basin. From our experience with vessels in this area, crews were 

dropping their guard and not continuing with the security procedures that they had been 

following transiting the Gulf of Aden or Indian Ocean or suffering from crew fatigue.   

 

 Therefore what we can see in the Arabian basin is a number of attacks on vessels here taking 

advantage of the popular routes leaving the IRTC.  

 

 Therefore, in 2009, you can see the emergency of three distinct areas of operation: 

o Gulf of Aden  

o Indian Ocean 

o Arabian Basin 

While vessels transiting the Gulf were now at risk what we see is a number of shipping routes are now 

becoming increasingly affected by Somali piracy.   

When looking the activity in 2010 the threat remains in the Gulf of Aden (as the monsoon season 

prevented most of the activity off the coast) however, while in 2009 this meant activity was restricted to 

the Gulf in 2010 this has been attempted hijackings and successful hijackings in the Arabian Basin being 

dispersed by naval forces.  

WHO IS MOST AT RISK? 

Those who feel the problem is being overstated will often suggest the risk of being attacked is less 

than 1%. By this they take an estimate of 20  30,000 vessels that pass through the Gulf of Aden and 

then will divide that by the number of attacks and in some cases hijackings. This, overall will give a 

statistic that indicates a low level of attacks and thus one which is already at a manageable level. 

Realistically this statistic is flawed as it makes three assumptions.  

 Pirates attack the first vessel they come across  

 All vessels are equally likely to be able to evade a pirate attack  

 All attacks are reported 

This is not the case as some vessels are clearly more at risk than others.  

TYPES AT RISK  

 While a variety of vessels were targeted in 2008 and 2009 Bulk Carrier, Chemical Carriers and 

Tankers were the most commonly attacked. 

 These are typically targeted as they common features of low speed and low freeboard.  

Vulnerabilities that make vessels more likely to be attacked.  

TYPICAL VULNERABILITIES  
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 It is generally advised that vessels TRANSITING at a speed under 15 Knots are the most at risk. 

This is important to realize that while a vessel may be capable of transiting at a much higher 

speed there are a number of factors which may reduce the speed of the vessel such as the 

weather, currents or tides and whether the vessel is laden.  

 

 Similarly vessels with a freeboard under around 6M should be considered at risk and it is also 

important to recognize that this is the LOWEST ACCESSIBLE DECK. One deck which is accessible 

can be exploited by pirates to gain access to the vessel. Other factors such as whether the vessel 

is laden or has just bunkered will also affect the freeboard and so will need to be taken into 

consideration.  

 

 Finally and, often most crucial, the preparations. This refers to how prepared the vessel is to 

transit.  

 

o Has the master been briefed or experienced in transiting the Gulf of Aden? 

o  Does the CSO know the situation and the necessary reporting authorities in the region?  

o Has the vessel undergone any hardening?  

o Are the crew trained and drilled on adequate watchkeeping duties, how to counter a 

pirate attack or what the security procedures are for transiting in a high risk area?  

 

 These kind of preparations have been shown to be in the past extremely important when 

assessing what the risk is to a vessel transiting through the area. A more prepared crew will be 

more effective at mitigating the risk to the vessel and reducing the likelihood of successful 

hijack.  

Location is also an important factor.  

As the glance over the global view of piracy has shown, the risk extends far from the coast and far from 

the original focus of the Gulf of Aden. There are different considerations to be taken in different regions.  

 Gulf of Aden:  

o The Gulf of Aden is the most patrolled and the most monitored with most of 30 naval 

vessels based in the Gulf.  

 

o Naval vessels aim to be on station around 30 minutes after attack is reported. This 

means that pirates are looking to take control of the ship as quickly and as efficiently as 

possible. 

 

o They are therefore exploiting the most vulnerable vessels with a more stealth based 

attack trying to avoid early detection.  
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o This means that those with lower speed and freeboard are most at risk however the 

earlier an attack is identified and reported then the more effective naval forces can be 

so the preparations are a crucial factor.  

 

 

 Indian Ocean: In the Indian Ocean the situation is very different.  

o The huge operating areas involved combined with the limited naval forces mean that it 

is the preparations and the abilities of the vessels attacked are most crucial. 

 

o In the case of the MV LUBECK attacked on the 11
th

 March 2010 the vessel was transiting 

around 998 Nautical miles from the coast when it came under attack.  The vessel sent 

our distress signals however there was no response until hours after. 

 

o  In many cases it could be days before a warship can respond. In this environment pirate 

gangs have hours in which they can attempt different methods in order to board the 

vessel. In the case of the MV LUBECK, the vessels speed was the factor which prevented 

its hijacking however the ability of the crew to remain calm and conduct the necessary 

piracy measures must also be considered.  

 

o With the length of time available (and the distances which the groups need to travel to 

get to these routes) piracy in this region is much more opportunistic and so any types of 

vessel must be considered at risk.  

PRE-DEPLOYMENT PREPARATIONS 

Liaison with local naval forces  

 Companies should be aware of the registration process with Maritime Security Centre Horn of 

Africa (MSCHOA) and the Daily Reporting Schedule to the United Kingdom Maritime Trade 

Organisation (UKMTO).  

 

  This will allow the naval forces, even if you are not transiting in convoys or group transits to 

monitor your progress and for them to see where high risk vessels may be operating.  

 

 It is EXTREMELY important to maintain position reports to these forces while in high risk areas.  

Group Transits and Convoys:  

 MSCHOA operate a daily system of Group Transits which operate in both directions, grouping 

vessels together for more efficient monitoring by naval forces.  

 

 Although not escorted, the timings of the groups allow vessels of all speeds to come together in 

the same, high risk area and time to allow for easier monitoring of naval vessels.  
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Convoys: In addition to the group transits, a number of vessels will operate escorted convoys through 

the IRTC.  

 These nations include India, China, Japan, Korea and Russia. 

 Convoys will typically stipulate vessels taking part can make a MINIMUM of 12 knots. Unless this 

requirement is met, convoy commanders can refuse to escort vessels through the area.  

ONBOARD PRECAUTIONS  

 Vulnerable vessels may want to prepare the vessel using hardening procedures e.g. razor wire, 

barricading passageways or preparing a safe room or CITADEL 

 

 In order to achieve the most effective hardening techniques, a professional ship specific security 

audit should be used to identify what is required.  

 

 Crew briefings and training, methods to repel, actions to avoid attack and also methods of 

identification and watchkeeping.  

 

 Best management practices: Much information can be found in Best Management Practice: As 

of 01 OCT 2009, in 30 out of the previous 31 hijackings, the ships involved were not fully 

complying with best practices. 

REDUCING THE RISK  

 Early Identification of vessels 

 Routing: mitigate the risk by avoiding it.  

THESE ARE VERY GENERAL PRECAUTIONS THAT SHOULD BE TAKEN, MORE VULNERABLE VESSELS WILL NEED 

MORE SPECIFIC PRECAUTIONS. AUDIT, ASSESSMENT, HARDENING, SECURITY, SUPPORT TEAM ON BOARD, 

ESCORTED VESSELS CAN ALSO BE CONSIDERED BUT THESE ON BOARD RECOMMENDATONS SHOULD BE BARE 

MINIMUM.  

CONCLUSIONS 

 Piracy is a global problem 

 2009 has seen the high risk area increasing in size and constantly shifting  

 Pirate tactics have evolved and their capability has increased 

 Certain vessels are more vulnerable  

 Measures are available to mitigate the risk 

 Vessels should be adhering to Best Management Practice (which provides a good basis for 

information and necessary preparations as a bare minimum for vessels).  


