Can the shipping industry do something concrete about piracy?

Maybe it is time to take the Lloyds List Leader of a few months ago to heart. The Leader on Piracy commented on the Roman fl eet commander’s successes at the time after the first raids by the Angles and Saxons along the coast of Britain, as he was: “Unconstrained by the need to observe IMO regulations or other diplomatic niceties, his no nonsense approach certainly got results … If one compares the situation in Somalia today with that of Britain 1,600 years ago it is clear that the cowardly cheese eating surrender monkey approach that obtains to the present must be replaced by firmer measures.”

BIMCO’s manuals and pamphlets give detail on how to deter and prevent attacks against shipping. The BIMCO web advisories have repeated best practice over the last couple of months and given clear warnings of where precisely the highest risks can be found. The rise in attacks over the fi rst part of this year however has been exponential off the

Horn of Africa (HOA) and the Coast of Guinea. Historically piracy has always fl ourished when:

- There was a failure to apply force to deal with piracy. This has always lead to exponential growth of the crime where the circumstances and motivations have been prevalent.

- There has been a disastrous level of inaction - so much so that it became a major challenge to eradicate or even contain rather than a practical exercise.

- The effect of the two circumstances above forced a reliance on individual states to deal with piracy.

- There has then been international disagreement and rivalry which has then created a vacuum for Piracy to further develop.

Some mitigating factors

The above is exactly why the situation found off the East and West coasts of Africa exists today. There are some mitigating factors.

Firstly the cost of adequately policing and monitoring high volumes of maritime trade is generally well beyond the capabilities, resources, and finances of the shipping industry and most individual states. Secondly, the industry understands that the growth of piracy has much to do with the international reduction in naval surface fleets and their “at sea” presence post the end of the cold war. 

Finally, the industry also accepts that it is naïve to expect to defeat piracy absolutely.

The fact is, however, that “The efficacy of antipiracy efforts is shaped by the international institutional context” (Johnson and Pladdet in a Centre for Maritime Research study). Seemingly, however, the international institutional context - perhaps best seen in the continued deliberations of the UN Security Council efforts to arrive at a set of words on deterring and preventing piracy in Somalia - is not producing a solution. It must, however, continue to address it as now, more than ever in the history of shipping, the industry is part of the bedrock of the global economic system. Agreed - this system is currently affected by regional issues, but these regional interests are of global proportions when they occur at globally strategic commercial choke points as in the HOA.

Raising the profi le

Maybe it is also time, however, for the shipping industry to recognise that it will have to both lobby and raise the profi le of its opinion with both governments and navies. This will prove diffi cult for the industry, where in the main there is at governmental levels, a lack of maritime domain awareness. At the military level it is also clear that there is a lack of understanding about merchant shipping and particularly the collateral damage likely from the latter trying to protect itself and the concomitant economic effects - costlier shipping and freight charges. This is an exercise in education that the industry must undertake speedily and effectively.

To pay or not to pay?

At the same time, perhaps, the industry also needs to look to its own policy on paying ransom demands. The Lloyds Joint War Risk Committee has recently listed the Gulf of Aden as a Hull War Risk area because of the increase in attacks. This, however, is in no  small part because of the increased attractiveness of piracy in the HOA due to ransom payouts by the shipping lines. Now lines are ironically faced with higher hull insurance costs whilst at the same time running the probable risk of higher hostage and rescue insurance.

The recent Dutch Government initiative to promise assistance to those ships that abide by certain risk planning and deterrent activities that are within the capabilities of the industry is an excellent example of government, industry and military co-operation.

When a local government such as the Puntland administration, however, pleads for the ransom not to be paid - as in the case of - again an irony - the Dutch ship the Amiya Scan (chartered by a Danish company which is asking the Puntland authorities not to intervene), the shipping industry must consider carefully how it reacts to these situations.

Global solutions needed

The challenge to all stakeholders is that shipping is truly a global industry and in the case of piracy demands global solutions - and not just at sea. Piracy is in part only possible because of the relationship between the pirates and their abettors. Suppressing the latter will disrupt, replace or even destroy the logistical systems that support them. If this last is not addressed, however it is done, piracy and armed robbery will continue unabated – certainly in the current hot-spots and indeed elsewhere, when others see how it is possible. Once, for example, armed robbery off the West African coast was centred on Nigeria. It is now prevalent from Ghana to Angola. This issue is one that only the international community can address. There will be some pain in all this, but the gain will be safe and secure passage of the seas if all stakeholders share the responsibility for it. Furthermore,

once the shipping industry holds the moral high ground it will be able to lobby the other

stakeholders in strength and will be in a position

to demand fi rmer measures. l l


Another pirate attack
It was reported that an Emiratiowned and Jordanian-fl agged ship - the Victoria - was seized about 80 nautical miles off the capital of Somalia, Mogadishu, on Saturday 17 May (local time).
It was carrying 4,200 tons of sugar to Somalia that had been donated by Denmark and was off the coast of Somalia when contact was lost Saturday morning.

Little more is known other than at least 21 crew members were on the ship when it was hijacked but no demands have been made as yet. It is not known if this aid shipment fell under the protection of the UN mandated warships currently being provided to escort WFP supplies to Somalia.

What is known is that because it is believed that piracy is out of control in the region it has signifi cantly cut the number of ships willing to take food aid to Somalia.

The recent listing of the Gulf of Aden by the Lloyds JWC Hull Risk Committee will also

not have helped improve the provision of shipping for aid work. l l
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