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MARITIME PIRACY OFF TE HORN OF AFRICA

Main transnational organized  I.	
crime threat

Somalia is a single state comprised of three autono-
mous zones: Somaliland, Puntland, and the residual 
Somalia, which has been contested by rival armed 
groups for nearly two decades. In this context, it is 
difficult to speak of threats to the state, but any-
thing that serves to aggravate and spread instability 
must be addressed. The recent growth of maritime 
piracy, bringing millions of dollars in ransom money 
to armed criminals, poses this threat.

Piracy has been around as long as people have 
depended on seaways for transport and trade. Inci-
dents of piracy in Somalia, the country with the 
longest coastline on the African continent, have 
increased rapidly in recent years, as has the coun-
try’s share of global piracy incidents. In the early 
2000s, Somali pirates were responsible for around 
5% of global attacks. In 2009, out of 406 reported 
incidents, more than half (217) were attributed to 
Somali pirates.

The pirates claim to be defending the coastline of 
Somalia from illicit fishing and toxic waste dump-
ing, but their actions belie their words. As the 
number of pirate attacks in the region has increased, 
commercial fleets have been advised to steer farther 
and farther from the Somali coast. This has com-
pelled the pirates to travel farther in search of vic-
tims, and they now attack craft having absolutely 
no relation to their domestic waters. Playing the 
role of the national defender has won the pirates 
some public legitimacy; important because they are 
dependent on community support on shore. This 
line is becoming increasingly implausible, but the 

practice has become so widespread that it may not 
matter any more.

Pirates are now operating more than 1,000 nautical 
miles (1,852 kilometers) from the shore, which 
means they are capable of targeting ships off the 
coasts of Kenya, the United Republic of Tanzania, 
Seychelles and Madagascar, as well as in the Indian 
ocean.95 As the principal waterways become better 
policed, the location of piracy incidents has shifted 
away from the Gulf of Aden and towards the south-
eastern coast of Somalia. In 2008, less than 20% of 
the attacks took place outside the Gulf; in 2009, 
more than 40% did.

The main method for targeting vessels is for the 
pirates to wait in skiffs, usually some 50 nautical 
miles off the coast, on the lookout for a suitable 
vessel to attack. This method is used both in the 
Gulf of Aden and in the Indian Ocean. However, 
there are also reports of pirates being equipped with 
GPS and tracking ships through the use of on board 
navigation information systems. They are also 
believed to have built up a large network of coastal 
and port informants.96

Once a vessel has been targeted for attack, several 
small skiffs are released from pirate “mother ships”,97 
prepared to attack the vessel simultaneously from 
different directions. This method of attacking 
moving vessels is currently very common for Somali 
piracy; it is used much less frequently by other 
pirates.98 Assault rifles and/or rocket-propelled gre-
nades are now used in most attacks by Somali 
pirates.99 At least some of the pirates involved usu-
ally manage to board the vessel and capture the 
(generally unarmed) crew.100 Bulk carriers, con-
tainer ships and general cargo ships comprise the 
majority of piracy victims.101 This is likely due to 
their relatively large size and slow speed. 

The hijacked vessel is then brought to one of the 
main bases of operation, Eyl, Hobyo or Haradheere,102 
and negotiations for ransom can commence. The 
pirates have set up safe locations onshore from 
where they can conduct ransom negotiations.103 
Companies that pay ransoms are understandably 
reluctant to reveal the amount, and the pirates 
themselves are not a reliable source, but the figures 
mentioned are frequently in the millions of dollars. 
In January 2010, a record ransom of either US$5.5 
or 9 million was paid.104 With 47 successful hijack-
ings in 2009, the annual profit generated by piracy 
could amount to tens of millions of dollars, in a 
country with a GDP of some 2.5 billion dollars.105 
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The stability/governance situationII.	

After the 22-year dictatorship of Siad Barre and 18 
years of civil war, the Government collapsed in 
1991. Numerous attempts at establishing a central 
authority since then have failed. Somalia still does 
not have an effective national government which 
controls the entire country. Indeed, it has three 
administrations with differing objectives: 1) the 
Transitional Federal Government, which aims to be 
the national government; 2) Government of Soma-
liland, which aims to be the government of an inde-
pendent Somaliland; and 3) Government of 
Puntland, which aims to be the government of the 
semi-autonomous region of Puntland.

While the election of President Sheikh Sharif Sheik 
Ahmed in January 2009 brought some optimism, as 
his ascent to power was brought about by a union 
between the former enemies of the Transitional 
Federal Government and the Islamic Courts Union; 
unfortunately, this union was short-lived. Somalia 
once again descended into a state of anarchy, and 
the insurgent groups Al Shabaab and the Hizbul 
Islam coalition attempted to take Mogadishu.109 
Since early May, in addition to the intermittent 
attacks on Government forces, there have been tar-
geted killings by insurgent groups, such as the June 
assassination of Omar Hashi Aden, the serving 
Minister of National Security.110

The President and his government have sought 
engagement with armed opposition groups, includ-
ing the Hizbul Islam coalition. There have also been 
consultations with influential clan elders and Islamic 
clerics in efforts to broaden domestic support for 
the stabilization of the country. However, these 
engagements have proved to be challenging, in large 
part due to inflexibility among hard line insur-
gents.111 

Of the three entities that constitute Somalia, Soma-
liland has the best established central government, 
whereas the putative national Government in 
Mogadishu is the weakest. Even the Somaliland 
Government struggles to deliver basic public serv-
ices. Four fundamental shortcomings affect all three 
governments, namely inadequate governance sys-
tems, human resources, public service delivery and 
physical infrastructure.112

In Puntland, which is a base for pirates, the political 
situation was recently described as “generally 
calm,113 in spite of occasional violent incidents, 
abductions and assassinations.114 Two Members of 
Parliament were also assassinated in separate inci-
dents in January 2010.115 

It has been argued that the common strand linking 
all Somali insurgents is a perception that the inter-
national community has been indifferent to the 
country’s sovereignty and the interests of ordinary 
Somalis. For example, some see the Transitional 
Federal Government as a foreign imposition. The 
American missile strike that killed the leader of one 
of the main insurgency groups, Al-Shabaab, in 
2008, provoked intense anger across the country, 
even among those who do not support the 
group.116 

It is clear that Somalia has severe problems estab-
lishing even the most basic governmental structures, 
let alone tackling piracy. Moreover, resources to 
improve the situation are scarce and unpredictable: 
the Transitional Federal Government forecast a total 
expenditure of US$110 million on anti-piracy 
measures in 2010, 80% of which depends on for-
eign assistance.117 

Linkages between TOC and stability III.	
threats

Somali piracy is clearly linked to the general lawless-
ness in the country. The instability is enabling 
piracy to flourish, as pirates have little to fear from 
a state that lacks capacity to prevent, expose and 
prosecute the crime. Pirates can generally operate 
with impunity,118 and may even enjoy an air of 
respectability within their communities.

Other cases presented in this chapter illustrate how 
the development of organized crime activities in a 
context of instability and weak governance can 
impact the situation that created it. One commen-
tator argues that “the failure of governance has…
resulted in a climate of insecurity in Somalia, which 
led to the development of a criminal economy. The 
reign of terror which has plagued Somalia on land 
created the environment for the extension of vio-
lence to the sea, and the profit from piracy in turn 
again sustains the insurgency in the country as a 
whole.”119 

While Somalia may indeed become trapped in a 
“vicious circle”, it is currently not clear to what 
extent piracy is driving instability. The links between 
pirates and insurgents are not clear-cut. Neither of 
the two main insurgent groups, Al-Shabaab and the 
Hizbul Islam coalition,120 are known to be directly 
involved in piracy, but it has been reported that Al-
Shabaab (AS) does have some links to pirates. 
Pirates have apparently approached AS for combat 
training, and AS is learning about maritime opera-
tions from the pirates. It also appears that AS is 
capable of taxing piracy. For example, when the 
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group captured the southern port of Kismayo, it 
was reported that pirates operating out of the port 
had to pay “protection money” in order to be left 
alone.121 

The “operational synergies” that may exist between 
some of the pirates and AS seem to be limited to the 
pirates of Haradheere (north of Mogadishu), who 
are from the same clans as many of AS. Due to clan 
rivalry, the pirates north of Haradheere are likely to 
have limited connections with AS.122 In addition to 
indirectly funding insurgency, there is concern 
about the growing influence of the pirates on what 
government exists. 123 Politicians who wish to remain 
in power may be loathe to challenge the pirates, 
given their wealth and, often, popular support. In 
Puntland, piracy is said to be penetrating all levels 
of society. The pirates’ annual income dwarfs the 
Government’s budget,124 and a number of Puntland 
ministers are suspected of involvement in piracy.125

In short, in addition to addressing the security con-
cerns around a very important maritime trade route, 
efforts to address piracy should also contribute to 
the efforts to restore order to Somalia. Wealthy 
organized criminals are yet one more powerful 
group with an interest in instability. And any wealth 
entering the country at this stage is likely to find its 
way into the hands of the militant groups who con-
trol so much of the territory of the country.
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CONCLUSION

This paper has illustrated the ways that transna-
tional organized crime is both a symptom and a 
cause of instability in a diverse range of regions 
around the world. Both organized crime and insur-
gency undermine the rule of law. Together, they 
pose an even greater challenge to stability. Left 
unaddressed, criminal riches can buy the arms and 
the influence to affect the course of political events, 
particularly in the poorer areas of the world. And 
the direction of this influence is almost always 
toward further conflict, as the downward cycle feeds 
upon itself.

This insidious link can provide a point of insertion 
for intervention, however. Contraband flows can 
have devastating local effects, but their dynamics 
are almost always international. Interventions can 
be targeted in areas less problematic than war zones. 
Strategies aimed addressing these flows could play a 
pivotal role in addressing civil conflict, by removing 
the profit motive that keeps many antagonists 
armed and in the field. Put simply, reducing crime 
can help foster peace.

For example, the two most problematic illicit drugs 
– cocaine and heroin – leave a swathe of destruction 
in many regions affected by the trade, not to men-
tion the damage they do in North America and 
Europe. If the flow of these drugs were significantly 
reduced, this could pay dividends in reducing con-
flicts around the world.

The problem is that most efforts against drugs are 
national, or, at best, bilateral, when the scale of the 
trafficking is global. Without a strategy scaled to fit 
the size of the problem, successful national efforts 
run the risk of simply displacing contraband flows. 
When opposed, the drug markets in cocaine and 
heroin have consistently adapted, finding new cul-
tivation areas, new transit zones, and new consumer 
markets. In many cases, they have settled in the 
areas of least resistance, which are precisely the areas 
least equipped to deal with the challenge. And it is 
here that organized crime can escalate to the level of 
being a threat to stability.

The world does have a framework for dealing with 
these drugs internationally, in the form of the three 
drug Conventions (of 1961, 1971, and 1988), the 
United Nations Convention against Transnational 
Organized Crime, and the Convention against Cor-
ruption, which provide a platform upon which  
cooperation can occur. A great deal of successful 
collaboration has occurred under this aegis, but  

 
 
more could be done. Too often, work under the 
Conventions has been limited to law enforcement, 
while transnational organized crime cannot be 
reduced to a criminal justice issue. The Conven-
tions provide a bedrock, but they do not constitute 
a global strategy, and they do not frame drug traf-
ficking as a matter of international security. 

To deal comprehensively with these intractable and 
interlinked issues, there can be no substitute for 
coordinated international action. One area where 
immediate progress can be made is to fully integrate 
crime prevention into United Nations peace opera-
tions. The United Nations is best suited to provide 
the leadership needed to address these global issues 
at the level required. But doing so will necessitate 
moving beyond the disciplinary silos that distin-
guish organized crime from other security threats. It 
will mean acting as one United Nations, making use 
of the full range of military, development and crime 
prevention tools available.
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