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Abstract 

 
This summary of a webinar presentation on 27 January is aimed at fostering the debate about 

maritime security issues off East and West Africa. Both regions have been the focus of 

international attention in recent years, although this attention has mainly been due to piracy 

and armed robbery at sea. However, attacks against merchant ships in international trade are 

merely one symptom of a broader level of insecurity at sea. The impacts are not limited to 

crews on merchant vessels. They also affect artisanal fishermen, local traders, coastal 

communities, and many others. Moreover, African governments must do more to ensure that 

the 'blue economy' can contribute even more to economic growth and development across the 

continent. 
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Situation in West Africa 

 

There have been many alarming headlines about the situation in the Gulf of Guinea throughout 

2020 as well as during the first weeks of 2021. Even a quick search on the internet provides a 

broad selection of articles. This may not be completely representative but underlines the scale 

of the issue. The region has been dubbed a 'hotspot for piracy' or a 'piracy high risk area', and 

various reports with various articles suggesting that the situation is spiraling out of control. 

 

This perception was underlined when the Joint War Committee expanded its Listed Area for 

the Gulf of Guinea in September 2020. Despite changing patterns of piracy attacks, this area 

– including almost the entire Exclusive Economic Zones of Togo, Benin and Nigeria – had 

remained unchanged since 2013. After the recent expansion, the area now stretches south to 

Cape Lopez near Port-Gentil in Gabon, allowing underwriters to charge higher premiums from 

shipping companies operating in this region. Aside from the increased costs of doing business, 
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this decision also had an important symbolic value. In effect, maritime insurers now regard 

almost the entire Gulf of Guinea as a high-risk area for merchant vessels. 

 

This perception, however, is not based on reality. There is no doubt that every attack is one too 

many, considering that seafarers face many hardships already. At the same time, the frequency 

and types of attacks across the Gulf of Guinea have neither increased nor decreased 

significantly in recent years. There are even reasons for cautious optimism, at least in the 

medium term. Regional navies are now cooperating much better than just three or four years 

ago and a quick response after an incident is increasingly likely. 

 

At the same time, the shipping industry and – to a large extent – international partners continue 

to focus on piracy. This perspective, however, ignores the fact that attacks against merchant 

ships are inextricably linked to other security issues, both on land and at sea. For most African 

governments, these other issues – some of them outlined below – have a much higher priority 

than pirate attacks off the coastline. 

 

Situation in East Africa 

 

Looking at the situation off the eastern part of Africa, similar issues as in West Africa can be 

identified. Most notably, this includes an international focus on counter-piracy operations 

which dates back to the spike in Somalia-based piracy that started around 2008. In the more 

recent past, no pirate attacks against merchant vessels in international trade have been recorded, 

yet warnings about potential attacks are issued relatively frequently. Moreover, there is still a 

significant presence of international warships in the western Indian Ocean. 

 

On the surface, it seems that the scale of naval operations might be hard to justify, given that 

the capabilities of Somalia-based pirate groups have declined in recent years. Some of the 

behind many pirate attacks have even been arrested or killed, others have reportedly diversified 

into other – legal and illegal – operations. Overall, the actual threat level of Somali piracy is 

currently low. 

 

At the same time, other threats have emerged in the western part of the Indian Ocean. Maritime 

implications of the ongoing conflict in Yemen are the most pressing concern for crews on 

merchant ships, even those that are merely passing through the Gulf of Aden and particularly 

the Red Sea. Mitigation measures are further complicated by the unstable situation on land. 

 

Governments across East Africa are also facing other challenges related to maritime security, 

some of which are outlined in the next section. All in all, political priorities of regional 

governments and international actors are rarely aligned. This is further complicated by a lack 

of financial and human resources as well as a much more limited amount of regional 

cooperation within existing organisations, compared to West Africa. 

 

More than piracy 

 

As mentioned above, challenges related to maritime security are extremely broad. Moreover, 

they look very different on the regional or on the national level. Offshore oil and gas production 

is crucial for some countries but non-existent in others. Artisanal fishing is vital for coastal 

communities across Africa, yet the number of such communities in relation to the overall 

population is vastly different. 
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In short, national governments should try to define the value of the 'blue economy' and define 

maritime strategies on the national level. Cooperation with neighbouring countries is then 

needed to address transnational issues in the maritime environment. These are likely to include 

at least some non-traditional maritime security challenges. 

 

One of the most important examples for such challenges is illegal, unreported and unregulated 

(IUU) fishing. It is arguably the most important challenge related to maritime security for many 

countries in sub-Saharan Africa. While there are different aspects of IUU fishing that deserve 

attention, the main problem is linked to industrial fishing vessels which cannot be monitored 

due to a lack of law enforcement capabilities at sea. 

 

Owners of vessels involved in IUU fishing are able to make huge profits. At the same time, the 

risks are extremely low. Fishing vessels may be detained and the respective owners fined, yet 

such sanctions are rare. Impacts on coastal communities – where artisanal fishing is often the 

only viable source of income – are significant but these problems have only started to receive 

widespread attention in recent years, mainly due to the involvement of environmental non-

government organisations. 

 

Smuggling on maritime routes is another important problem, albeit the focus is often limited 

to illicit goods such as drugs or weapons. Legal cargoes, however, are smuggled much more 

regularly to avoid customs duties or restrictions on imports and exports. Agricultural goods or 

oil products are typical examples. Price differences in neighbouring countries often create the 

potential for lucrative deals on the black market. 

 

This type of smuggling is also useful to transport goods to and from Africa. Timber, for 

example, is a legitimate export for many countries in sub-Saharan Africa. However, illegal 

exports from the region are estimated to be worth around US$9 billion per year with virtually 

all timber being transported on merchant ships. 

 

Pharmaceutical products, including counterfeits, are moving in the other direction. In West 

Africa, the latter have even been described as the most important health concern for countries 

across the region. Imports usually come from Asia, transported on maritime routes to 

destinations in Africa. 

 

Various other examples for maritime security challenges could also be mentioned. Overall, this 

list is mainly aimed at highlighting that non-traditional security threats are often an immediate 

concern for national governments, even though that is rarely recognized by international actors. 

 

Summary 

 

The previous section shows that it is vital to analyze and assess links between different crimes 

at sea. Piracy, for example, is arguably the most headline-grabbing problem related to maritime 

security. Nevertheless, it cannot be addressed in isolation because it is directly connected to 

criminality on land, as well as other illicit activities at sea. No criminal group solely 

concentrates on attacks against merchant ships. High-profile attacks may yield significant 

profits, yet revenues from other illegal operations are likely to be more regular and even higher. 

 

In West and Central Africa, significant improvements have already been made, based on the 

Yaoundé Code of Conducted which was adopted in 2013 to improve maritime security in the 

region. The document has a very broad understanding of maritime security, meaning that it is 
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a viable foundation for sustainable solutions. At the same time, any progress takes time and is 

often hampered by a lack of financial and human resources. 

 

In East Africa, the situation is more fluid. While a similar code of conduct is in place, this 

document brings together coastal countries on the African continent, island nations in the 

Indian Ocean as well as countries on the Arabian Peninsula. The latter group is divided by 

regional rivalries which have spilled over into East Africa. Progress related to any type of 

security challenge, not only in the maritime environment, is therefore complicated at best. 
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