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Pl FACY of the Horn of Africa and
South East Asia, AComparison
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Although unlike the 17" Century Barbary pirates or
the pirates of the Caribbean, made famous by Hollywood
and Johnny Depp, this form of maritime crime continues today
in @ more contemporary fashion with the Horn of Africa (HoA)
and Southeast Asia (SEA)in Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Malacca

Strait as two of the world’s hotspots for piracy.
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Why these two areas? A look at the comparable characteristics
between piracy in SEA and HoA can perhaps provide us with some
answers and explanations why piracy flourish in these two areas
and not elsewhere. The key comparable areas of interest to be
discussed here are the pirates’ motivations, modes of operations,

and targets.

Failure of Government, Poor Socio-
Economic Conditions, or both?

HoA piracy is a crime of opportunity and economically
motivated, like piracy everywhere. This opportunity stems
from the fact that East African governments lack the capacity to
tackle piracy legally. This is especially true in the case of Somalia,
characterised as a failed state lacking a functioning centralised
government since the fall of the SiadBarre dictatorship in 1991.
With no effective government and the departure of the United
Nations forces in 1995, Somalia could not continue to monitor
the waters off its coast, thereby allowing pirates to operate

without fear of governmental policing and prosecution.

Interesting evidence supporting this explanation can be
found in the decline of HoA piracy during the brief period of
the Islamic Court Union (ICU) rule between June 2006 and early
2007. The ICU threatened tough punishments under the Sharia
law — execution or amputation — for anyone involved with piracy.
It had been reported that since July 2006, there was “not a single

act of piracy in the area has been reported.”



The drop in the attacks illustrates that the lack of

governance, inability to enforce the rule of law, and insecurity
ashore is the core reason to the proliferation of piracy in Somalia.
Failure of governance combined with the absence of a
functioning economy resulted in insecurity and poverty, making
piracy an even more attractive business, if not the only viable way

to make a living.

Piracy in SEA is also opportunistic with financial gain as
the goal. However, unlike the situations in HoA, the surge of
piracy in SEA was less a result of states’ lack of policing capacity
than a result of rapid social and economic changes due to
the expansion of global capitalism. Rapid, yet uneven, economic
development and the 1997 economic crisis have significantly
affected the poor. Not only were the maritime people of SEA

Piracy is the oldest form of international crime, existing since .
men began travelling the oceans for commmerce... *
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already socio-economically marginalised, but also were among
those most negatively affected, thereby creating the “labour pool

for piracy.”

However, it should be noted that weak sovernance is also
a relevant factor explaining SEA piracy if one takes into account
the level of corruption in the region. Corruption is a serious
problem in SEA. Most SEA coastal states find themselves low in
the 2012 Corruption Perceptions Index — with Malaysia and
Thailand at 54" and 88" respectively. The core archipelagic
states, the Philippines and Indonesia, in whose territory most
piracy has occurred in the 21 century, were especially low at
105™ and 118™.' Corrupt port officials have also allegedly

passed information on vessel movements and cargoes to pirates,

1 Corruption Perceptions Index 2012, Transparency International, http://
www.transparency.org/cpi2012/results



allowing them to pick targets and plan their attacks in advance.
Therefore, although economic challenges are the strongest
factors behind piracy in SEA, poor governance in terms of corruption

has also contributed to the rise of maritime crimes in the region.

The situations in HoA and SEA are therefore different in
nature. HoA piracy surged during the post-1991 power vacuum
which left Somalia with no functioning government and
the series of famine in the following years, while SEA piracy was
a result of uneven distribution of benefits from rapid economic
development exacerbated by the economic crisis. While poverty
and social insecurity affected most of Somalia’s population, in SEA
only the already poor and marginalised groups were those most
affected. However, although the roots of the problems and
the solutions are different, the symptoms— people being ushered

down the road to piracy — are similar.
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Pirates, Mode of Operations, and Targets

The early incidents of contemporary pirate attacks by
boarding foreign vessels between 1995 and 2000 were
carried out by Somali fishermen accusing foreign vessels of
fishing illegally. As the traditional grounds worked by local
fishermen were depleted by foreign fishing trawlers, the fishermen
took the matter in their own hands and board foreign vessels in
order to demand ransom to make up for lost income. Other key
characteristics of contemporary HoA pirates are that they operate
around a respected leader and are clan-based. For example, one
powerful leader of organised pirate gangs in Somalia is Mohamed
Abdi Hassan Hayir or more commonly known as ‘Afweyne’ (Big
mouth). Their organisations have elaborate hierarchical
structures, with the sharing of ransom money forming a significant

part of local economic activity, involving a number of clans.

HoA pirates also have international links concerning
acquisition of weapons for their operations, complementing
available weapons in Mogadishu with rocket-propelled grenades

(RPGs) and machine guns (AK47s) from Yemen, for example.

Suspicions have also been raised of the possibility of informants




in London providing shipping information on cargoes, routes,

and schedules.

Similar to HoA pirates, a large proportion of SEA
pirates are former fishermen or those with background
in maritime work. This is not surprising as piracy requires
nautical skills and knowledge of the seas. Given that a
significant number of SEA population lives near the coast
and depends on the seas for their livelihood, the region has a
vast skilled maritime population. For example, the Philippines had
approximately one million employed in fishing, and Indonesia
4.6 million, in 1998. It has also been suggested that the
modernisation of the fishing industries in SEA has exacerbated
piracy in the region. Large illegal fishing operations using
dynamiting techniques and unregistered foreign vessels severely
damaged the environment on which maritime peoples depend
for their livelihoods. Many fishermen owning only small boats

and incapable of making catches at more distant banks resorted

to piracy as a result of this over-exploitation.




Pirates in SEA are not only former fishermen, but another

group of pirates in this region are formed in organised gangs. These
pirate syndicates are believed to have links with officials, especially
those of Southern China and Indonesia. Their operations are
closely linked to other illegal maritime activities such as smuggling.
Little is known about the structure of syndicates involved in SEA
piracy as no high ranking members or leaders have been
captured or charged by authority. However, what is known is
that many pirates falling under this category are members of
transnational organised pirate gangs operating across Asia both
on land and at sea, with the most prominent criminal syndicates

being the Japanese Yakuza and the triads from China.

It is evident that there are a number of similarities between
pirates of the two regions. However, these similarities are not
unexpected. Pirates from both SEA and HoA are former fishermen

or maritime peoples with nautical and navigational skills whose



lives are closely connected to the seas. These former fishermen
were pushed into maritime criminality due to the depletion of their
traditional fishing grounds by foreign vessels or the development
of fishing technology. It can be argued that this background

is common to pirates around the globe.

The fact that there are organised pirate gangs in both areas is
also not surprising. Piracy is a crime where there are perpetrators,
victims, and those that perform the acts of countering piracy such
as the navies or private security companies. It is the logic of cat
and mouse whereby pirates need to develop their tactics a few
steps ahead to avoid capture. By organising into more sophisticate
groups, pirates can attack larger vessels, make more profit, and
have more people to work to find information on routes and

schedules of the navies and shipping companies.

With regards to modes of operations and targets, East
African piracy is known to be less violent than the SEA piracy
where crews are known to be killed or thrown overboard. HoA
pirates typically hijack ships and kidnap the crews for ransom;

harming the lives of victims is not in their interest. Contemporary

pirates in HoA target ships sailing the high seas and have become
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organised with the use of ‘mother ships’ that both carry out
the attacks and also assist smaller ‘skiffs’ (smaller boats) in
attacking further out into the Indian Ocean reaching as far as
the Seychelles. The pattern of these attacks involves 2-4 skiffs
with a crew of 3-6 on each skiff approaching the targeted ship.
The pirates then attempt boarding and, if successful, the hijacked
ship is taken to a safe harbour along the Somali coastline. Vessels
targeted by pirates in this region include cargo ships, bulk
carriers, tankers, fishing vessels, sailing yachts, tugboats, and even
cargos coming to the region as part of the World Food Programme
(WFP) aid. Oil tankers have become popular as targets because
they can demand for higher ransoms. For example, in

2010, $9.5 million was paid for the South Korean Samho Dream.

The most common form of attack in SEA is on-board
thefts conducted against ships at anchor within territorial
waters. Attacks often occur at night in small ad hoc groups in
territorial waters from small boats. This form of attack has
noticeable threat and the use of violence. Weapons typically used
are traditional Malay-Indonesian long knives ‘parangs’, which are
prevalent. Incidents that involve long-term or permanent seizures
are rarer in this region in comparison to HoA pirates, but the
increasing frequency of hijacking incidents in the past few years has
raised concerns of the possibility that the pirates could be adopting
the business model of hijacking ships for ransom from HoA
pirates. At present, however, the trend is the hijacking of tugboats

for re-sale to pre-arranged buyers, not for ransom.



The significance of the comparison of modes of operations

between the two regions is that it highlights different factors
determining counter-piracy strategy in HoA and SEA. HoA pirates
operate mostly outside territorial waters in the high seas, then bring
hijacked vessels back to coastal pirate towns and proceed in
negotiating ransom with ship owners. This suggests a much higher
scale of sea-patrolling for the navies in countering-piracy operations
than the case of SEA, where pirate attacks mostly occur within
territorial waters targeting vessels at port or anchor. It has been
estimated that due to the vast area needed to be monitored in
prevention of pirate attacks in HoA, more than 30 ships are needed
to patrol the Gulf of Aden. Countering-piracy in SEA, on the other
hand, may not require resources to the same extent. Small and
fast boats for coastguards are perhaps more useful than big fricates
in securing territorial waters, especially at port.

Piracy is the oldest form of international crime, existing since

men began travelling the oceans for commerce... * &
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From these comparisons, one can see that there are
common factors encouraging piracy in both HoA and SEA. Nautically
skilled fishermen faced with poverty and devastation of their
livelihoods have turned to piracy in both regions. Similarly, both
regions saw pirates organising themselves into groups at varying
degrees. However, their modes of operations and their targets are
where the two regions diverge. This may be explained by further
looking at the geographical nature of the seas in which the pirates
operate and the differing level of commercial traffic traversing
the waters of East Africa and SEA. HoA is one of the world’s most
important maritime trade route with ships of many flag states
and crews of many nationalities, the effects of piracy in HoA are,
therefore, more international. Stakeholders
in SEA, especially in terms of victims and
targeted vessels, are mainly regional SEA
fishermen. This is an interesting subject,
deserving of more attention, especially in
SEA. In 2013, there has been no record of
ships being hijacked by East African

pirates, whereas piracy continues to
operate in our region without much
obstruction. Further questions to be
answered will, therefore, include “What
have been done in East Africa that worked,

and could it be applied to SEA?” &
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