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MARITIME INSECURITY IN THE GULF OF GUINEA: ANALYZING THE CAUSES,
CONSEQUENCES, AND STRATEGIC RESPONSES

Abstract

Maritime insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea has transform to a disturbing international issue, since
the region documented the most occurrences of piracy and crew abductions worldwide from 2010
to 2020. This study investigates the root causes, consequences, and strategic responses to maritime
insecurity across affected states, particularly Nigeria and Cameroon. Drawing on Routine Activity
Theory, Failed State Theory, and Human Security Theory, the research employs a doctrinal
qualitative method using primary legal documents, scholarly literature, and international policy
reports. Research reveals that piracy in the region is propelled by a confluence of socioeconomic
distress, ineffective governance, inadequate navy patrol capabilities, and pervasive corruption.
Political instability and terrorist insurgencies, particularly in the Niger Delta, have exacerbated
marine criminal networks. Notwithstanding regional initiatives and domestic anti-piracy laws,
enforcement deficiencies and jurisdictional obstacles endure. The study highlights the need for
integrated land-sea approaches addressing economic marginalization, Sustainable maritime
security in the Gulf of Guinea relies not only on enhanced patrols but also on enduring structural
reforms to address the economic and institutional factors that facilitate piracy. strengthening
maritime legal frameworks, and enhancing regional naval coordination. Ultimately, sustainable
maritime security in the Gulf of Guinea depends not only on increased patrols but also on long-

term structural reforms to mitigate the economic and institutional conditions enabling piracy.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

1.1 Background to the Study

Maritime instability in the Gulf of Guinea has intensified over the past years, propelled by a
confluence of unlawful activities, including piracy.! Contraband and human trafficking. The area
extending from Senegal to Angola has emerged as a global piracy "hotspot," representing the
majority of documented crew abductions and ship seizures worldwide. International Maritime
Bureau (IMB). (2021). Underlying this insecurity are multiple causes. Chronic economic hardship
and high unemployment in coastal communities provide a pool of motivated offenders, while weak
governance and limited maritime enforcement create permissive conditions for crime?.
Transnational criminal networks exploit these conditions to conduct oil theft, drug smuggling®,
arms trafficking, and human trafficking operations alongside piracy (Onuoha, 2019). These
intertwined crimes feed off each other for example, pirate groups may also engage in fuel
smuggling or collaborate with traffickers further entrenching insecurity in the maritime domain.

(United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) 2022).

The economic and security impacts of this maritime lawlessness are profound. Piracy and related
crimes disrupt international shipping and commerce by endangering critical sea lanes for oil and
goods transport®. Attacks on vessels and kidnappings of crew not only imperil seafarers’ lives but
also raise shipping costs through higher insurance premiums and security expenses, discouraging
maritime trade in the region®. Estimates indicate that such insecurity has impeded global trade,
undermined regional economies, and threatened the safety of seafarers®. Piracy, in particular,

discourages foreign investment and strains the resources of Gulf of Guinea states, which must

1 Hansen, S. J. (2017). The evolution of piracy in West Africa: Maritime insecurity beyond Somalia. African Affairs,
116(462), 245-267.

2 Denton, C., & Abiodun, T. (2022). Regional responses to maritime piracy in the Gulf of Guinea: An assessment of
the Yaoundé Architecture. African Journal of International Affairs, 44(3), 75-94.

3 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC). (2022). Organized crime in West Africa: Maritime security
implications. UNODC Research Report

% Francis, D. J. (2018). Pirates and smugglers: Maritime insecurity and economic consequences in the Gulf of
Guinea. Marine Policy, 92, 72-85.

5 Enemo, D. 0., & Abang, I. (2019). Understanding the structural causes of piracy in the Gulf of Guinea.
International Journal of Maritime Law, 35(2), 120-134

6 Paul, S. & Tukura, T. N. (2024). Piracy, oil theft, and maritime terrorism: Security challenges in the Gulf of Guinea.
Journal of International Maritime Security, 14(1), 55-69



divert substantial funds to security efforts’. In 2019-2020, the Gulf of Guinea represented over
90% of worldwide maritime kidnappings, highlighting the magnitude of the issue and its
international ramifications. In summary, the interplay between piracy, illegal trafficking, and
maritime organized crime has engendered a detrimental cycle of instability, resulting in significant

economic and human repercussions in the Gulf of Guinea. UNODC (2022)

1.2 Problem Formulation

Despite the growing recognition of the issue, significant shortcomings persist in the existing
marine security frameworks in the Gulf of Guinea. A variety of national, regional, and
international measures have been initiated to address maritime crime. However, the
implementation of these frameworks has been uneven and hampered by institutional weaknesses.
Scholars observe that efforts remain fragmented, with inadequate coordination among West and
Central African states, insufficient naval capacity, and weak legal frameworks undermining an
effective response Yaoundé Code of Conduct Secretariat. (2023). For years, pirates in the Gulf of
Guinea operated with near-impunity due to legal and jurisdictional deficiencies; until recently, few
governments in the region had revised domestic laws to criminalized piracy, resulting in infrequent
prosecutions®. Between 2010 and 2020, only three piracy cases were successfully prosecuted in
the region (in Togo, Nigeria, and an extraterritorial case in Denmark), despite well over a hundred

attacks occurring annually in peak years®.

Onshore governance challenges are closely linked to the ongoing maritime instability offshore.
Numerous micropolitan cities in the Gulf of Guinea encounter internal difficulties, including
political instability, corruption among security services, and poverty in coastal areas, resulting in
ineffective marine governance.'’. Poor governance has allowed criminal networks to thrive. A

UNODC study noted that “structured criminal networks” in West Africa have diversified into

7 Yaoundé Code of Conduct Secretariat. (2023). Assessing the effectiveness of the regional maritime security
framework in the Gulf of Guinea. Gulf of Guinea Maritime Review, 41(2), 98-107.

8 Onuoha, F. (2019). State fragility and maritime insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea: Examining the failed state
hypothesis. African Security Review, 28(1), 65-81.

9 Paul, S. & Tukura, T. N. (2024). Piracy, oil theft, and maritime terrorism: Security challenges in the Gulf of Guinea.
Journal of International Maritime Security, 14(1), 55-69

10 Francis, D. J. (2018). Pirates and smugglers: Maritime insecurity and economic consequences in the Gulf of
Guinea. Marine Policy, 92, 72-85.



piracy, drug smuggling, human trafficking, and money laundering, taking advantage of corruption

and porous borders (UNODC, 2022). The key research questions guiding this study are:
e What are the causes driving piracy and illicit maritime activity in the Gulf of Guinea?

e What measures may be implemented to enhance governance, legal structures, and security

collaboration in the region?

This research seeks to diagnose the persistence of maritime insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea and

identify policy solutions that address its underlying causes.

1.3 Research method

The research employs a pure Qualitative research methodology, based on the analyses of non-
numerical data on regional integration in Africa. The qualitative research methodology is important
to this research because, it gives an inside in to the problem faced by the gulf there by generating
new ideas on how these problems can be resolve. The data collected are analyzed by means of
content analysis thereby stimulating a better understanding of the regional integration as it
interprets and evaluate existing data on regional integration. The source of data includes primary
source of data which includes, legislation, case law and some policy documents where applicable.

They include ECOWAS, UN, ECCAS, SOLAS, and IMO.

The review of primary data helps to give perspectives and better appreciation of the dynamic

governing the rules put in place to curb piracy.

Secondary sources include published and unpublished materials such as books, journals,
newspaper conferences, lectures notes. They are analyzed in the form of content analysis thereby

raising the understanding of the study.

The study employs a doctrinal research methodology by utilizing statutes and case law. This
entails the content analysis of primary and secondary data through direct observation of policy

papers, which will enhance the comprehension of the struggle against pirac..

1.4 Definition of Key Terms

Piracy

C. S. Kenny once characterized piracy as any use of armed force at sea that falls outside the scope

of lawful action, but his definition remains overly broad and legally imprecise. The first-time
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piracy was formally defined at the international level occurred in 1958 and was later enshrined in
Article 101 of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea. Under this provision, piracy
encompasses any violent or coercive act, seizure, or looting carried out for private gain by the crew
or passengers of one private vessel or aircraft against another vessel or aircraft, or the persons or
property aboard, when such acts occur on the high seas or beyond the jurisdiction of any state. It
also covers knowingly participating in the operation of a vessel or aircraft that is used for piracy,
as well as any conduct that intentionally aids or encourages the commission of these acts. Likewise,
Black’s Law Dictionary®! defines piracy as the unauthorized robbery or violent plundering on the

high seas, marked by a hostile intent toward all and devoid of lawful justification.
Gulf of Guinea

The Gulf of Guinea comprises a market with more than 300 million consumers. It includes many
nations from West and Central Africa. The Gulf of Guinea coastline delineates the western
boundary of the African tectonic plates and aligns notably with the continental margin of South
America, extending from Brazil to Guinea, exemplifying words such as 'incite' or 'facilitate.! In
the pertinent jurisdiction, the phrase 'facilitate' may not possess legal significance; therefore,
alternative forms of criminal culpability such as 'aid and abet', 'conspire', 'incite', or 'procure' must
be employed. The only active volcanic regions on the island are located atop Mount Cameroon,
which ascends to 13,353 feet (4,070 meters) along the coast of the republic. Over the last ten
years, the Gulf of Guinea has emerged as one of the world’s most perilous maritime regions.
Marine insecurity represents a substantial regional challenge that hinders the advancement of vital
economic areas and threatens maritime commerce in the short term, while endangering the stability

of coastal governments in the long term.?

1.5 Outline of chapters

This research consists of five chapters. Chapter one delineates the foundational basis of the study,
encompassing the study's setting, problem statement, research questions, and research
methodologies. Chapter two delineates the literature review and theoretical framework,
concurrently analyzing the concept and characteristics of piracy operations conducted in the Gulf

of Guinea. Chapter three will analyze the origins and ramifications of piracy in the Gulf of Guinea.

11 Bryan.Agarner. Black’s Law Dictionary 6" edition, west publishing c0.2009.
12 The Gulf of Guinea the new danger zone, African report n-°195, 2012, P. 4.



Chapter four discusses strategies to alleviate marine insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea. Chapter

five includes a summary of findings, conclusions, and recommendations.



CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

2.1 Conceptual Review

2.1.1 Maritime Security and Insecurity

Maritime security is defined by scholars as the safeguarding of sea lanes, resources, and coastal
regions from dangers including piracy, illicit fishing, smuggling, and armed robbery at sea (Bueger
& Edmunds, 2020). The Gulf of Guinea illustrates this complex dilemma, as piracy, oil theft, and
illegal trafficking are interconnected security challenges.'®. The UNCLOS characterizes piracy as
“any unlawful acts of violence, detention, or plunder perpetrated for private purposes by the crew
or passengers of a private vessel... on the high seas, against another vessel "**. Nonetheless, the
majority of assaults In the Gulf of Guinea, incidents transpire within territorial seas, establishing

a legal differentiation between piracy and violent robbery at sea. *°.

Empirical studies reveal that Petroleum theft and maritime piracy in the Gulf of Guinea are often
connected, with criminal networks hijacking vessels, siphoning oil, and reselling it on the black

market!®

. This phenomenon has been termed petro-piracy, as stolen oil funds further maritime
criminality!’. Maritime insecurity is thus conceptualized as a spectrum of blue crimes, where

piracy, smuggling, and illicit trafficking reinforce one another (UNODC, 2022).

13 Adesanya, O. P. (2023). Maritime crime and security governance in West Africa: Trends and challenges. African
Security Review, 32(2), 179-188.

14 Enemo, D. 0., & Abang, I. (2019). Understanding the structural causes of piracy in the Gulf of Guinea.
International Journal of Maritime Law, 35(2), 120-134

15 Francis, D. J. (2018). Pirates and smugglers: Maritime insecurity and economic consequences in the Gulf of
Guinea. Marine Policy, 92, 72-85.

16 |iss, C., & Raja, C. (2020). The economics of piracy: lllicit networks and oil theft in the Gulf of Guinea. Journal of
Illicit Economies and Development, 2(1), 43-59

17 Onuoha, F. (2019). State fragility and maritime insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea: Examining the failed state
hypothesis. African Security Review, 28(1), 65-81.



Source: ACCORD

All in all, the Gulf of Guinea, stretching across the coasts of Nigeria, Ghana, Cameroon, Benin,
and the Republic of Congo, has emerged as one of the world’s most insecure maritime zones®8. Its
strategic importance as a hub for international shipping and a reservoir of oil and gas resources
makes the rising insecurity in the region particularly alarming. Over the past decade, maritime
crime has intensified, transforming the Gulf into the second most piracy-prone area in the world

after the Horn of Africa.l®

Over the past decade, maritime insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea has escalated, with the region
becoming the world’s second-most piracy-prone area, after the Horn of Africa.?’ Nigeria's

territorial waters are particularly affected by frequent hijackings, kidnappings, armed robberies,

8 Tachie-Menson E, "An in-depth analysis of maritime security in the Gulf of Guinea" (5 September 2024),
ACCORD, https://www.accord.org.za/conBlict-trends/an-in-depth-analysis-of-maritime-security-in-the-gulf-
ofguinea/#:~:text=The%20Gulf%200f%20Guinea%20(GoG,%2C%20and%200il%2Drelated%20crimes. (accessed on
10 January 2025).

9 European External Action Service, EU Maritime Security in The Gulf of Guinea: Strategy and Action Plan, 2022,
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/ + les/note_eu_gog_strategy.pdf (accessed on 10 January 2025).

20 Amani Africa, "Maritime piracy in the Gulf of Guinea" (28 June 2022), https://amaniafrica-et.org/maritime-
piracy-in-the-gulf-of-guinea/. (accessed on 10 January 2025).
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and cargo theft, often linked to ransom demands.?! Piracy groups exploit the region's weak security
infrastructure to target oil tankers and merchant vessels. The involvement of organised criminal
groups and networks, including local fishermen, corrupt officials, and sometimes politicians, has

worsened the situation.

It is important to underscore that piracy in the Gulf of Guinea has evolved from petty theft to well-
planned attacks on oil platforms and vessels, costing the region billions of dollars annually.?? The
shipping industry faces higher costs due to piracy threats, including increased insurance premiums
and the need for security interventions.”® Addressing maritime insecurity in the Gulf requires

stronger regional cooperation and enhanced security measures.

Maritime insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea is mostly driven by several key threats, including piracy,
kidnapping for ransom, armed robbery at sea, illegal fishing, oil theft, and terrorism.?* Piracy
remains the most prominent threat, with armed groups hijacking ships to kidnap crew members
for ransom or to steal valuable cargo, especially crude oil. While most attacks occur off Nigeria's
coast, other countries like Benin, Togo, and Cameroon also face incidents, particularly kidnappings

for ransom.

Illegal, Unreported, and Unregulated (IUU) fishing further destabilizes the region, as foreign
vessels exploit marine resources, often funding criminal activities.?® Qil theft, involving the illegal
siphoning of crude oil from pipelines and offshore platforms, deprives governments of revenue
and causes serious environmental damage to coastal communities. Additionally, terrorism and
armed conflicts, particularly in Nigeria's Niger Delta, exacerbate the situation by targeting oil

infrastructure and maritime vessels, disrupting shipping and increasing regional tensions.

This threat also affects regional economies and global trade. Disruptions from piracy and criminal

activities impact key trade routes, particularly for oil and other commodities, causing delays, price

21 Bell C, et al., Pirates of the Gulf of Guinea: A cost analysis for Coastal States, The United Nations Ofice on Drugs
and Crime's Global Maritime Crime Program.

22 Anyika V, et al., "The economic cost of Gulf of Guinea piracy", 10(5) An African Journal of Arts and Humanities,
2024.

3 Ibid

24 Tachie-Menson E, (as above).

5 See, Food and Agricultural Organisation, "lllegal, Unreported and Unregulated (IUU) fishing",
https://www.fao.org/iuu-fishing/en/ (accessed on 10 January 2025).
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hikes, and interruptions to global supply chains.?® For countries affected, the economic impact is
severe, with increased shipping costs, reduced foreign investment, and loss of oil revenues.
Security risks also deter international shipping companies, reducing trade volume and hindering

economic growth.?’

The humanitarian toll is equally significant, as piracy, kidnapping, and terrorism lead to loss of
life, psychological and financial burdens on crew members’ families, and displacement of local

communities, especially those reliant on fishing and oil extraction.?®

2.1.2 The concept of piracy

The concept of piracy has significantly evolved from its historical roots as simple maritime theft
into a complex phenomenon shaped by diverse legal, socio-economic, and political contexts.
Historically, piracy has been perceived primarily as violent robbery at sea, typically involving acts
of theft or unlawful violence committed by individuals or groups from one vessel against another.
However, contemporary understandings of piracy have expanded considerably, influenced by

evolving international law, geopolitical developments, and shifting economic conditions.

At its most fundamental level, piracy is legally defined under international law. The United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS, 1982) offers the most widely recognized
contemporary legal definition. According to Article 101 of UNCLOS, piracy encompasses "any
illegal acts of violence, detention, or depredation committed for private ends by the crew or
passengers of a private ship against another ship, or persons or property on board" on the high seas
(UNCLOS, 1982). This definition emphasizes three core components: the act must occur in
international waters (the high seas), involve privately motivated individuals, and entail specific
violent or coercive behaviors (Petrig, 2015). Despite widespread acceptance, the UNCLOS
definition has attracted criticism for its limited geographical scope and failure to encapsulate
certain emerging forms of piracy, especially within territorial waters and in regions where state

jurisdiction remains contested or ineffective (Daxecker & Prins, 2021).

26 Bel| C, et al. (as above).

27 CSVR, and WANEP: “situation report: A review of key developmental challenges in Africa: through the lens of
SDG 16: peace, justice & strong institutions” 2025

28 |pid
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Expanding on the limitations of existing legal frameworks, scholars highlight the contemporary
shifts in piracy practices, underscoring the need for more dynamic definitions. Daxecker and Prins
(2021) argue that current legal interpretations are too restrictive, failing to effectively address
incidents occurring within territorial waters—where significant piracy incidents now frequently
occur. This legal gap allows certain piracy incidents, especially those near coastlines or within
exclusive economic zones, to escape international scrutiny or effective legal response, thus

complicating international efforts to combat piracy comprehensively (Daxecker & Prins, 2021).

Piracy, particularly in contemporary contexts, has been increasingly understood as rooted deeply
in socio-economic and political instability on land. Hastings and Phillips (2015) highlight how
piracy emerges predominantly from weak governance, inadequate maritime security, and
entrenched poverty. These factors collectively foster environments conducive to maritime criminal
activities, thereby emphasizing that effective anti-piracy strategies must integrate comprehensive
socio-economic and governance reforms rather than purely naval or maritime-focused measures

(Hastings & Phillips, 2015).

For instance, in the Gulf of Guinea, piracy has been closely linked with political instability and
economic deprivation. Research by Ali and Tsamenyi (2019) demonstrates that persistent poverty,
unemployment, and ineffective governance in West African coastal states significantly contribute
to piracy. These socio-economic pressures drive local populations toward illicit maritime activities,
including kidnapping for ransom, hijacking vessels, and oil theft—forms of piracy increasingly
common in this region (Ali & Tsamenyi, 2019). Thus, piracy in such contexts cannot be effectively
tackled without addressing these underlying societal drivers through targeted developmental and

governance interventions.

Moreover, the nature of piracy has expanded into new forms and manifestations beyond traditional
maritime violence. An important contemporary variant is petro-piracy, which involves the illicit
hijacking of oil tankers and siphoning of petroleum products, especially prevalent in regions with
valuable maritime resources. Balogun (2021) provides empirical evidence indicating that petro-
piracy in the Gulf of Guinea is facilitated by organized criminal syndicates operating in collusion
with corrupt local officials and law enforcement entities. The structured nature of petro-piracy

suggests a broader systemic issue involving corruption and organized crime, necessitating not only

13



maritime security responses but also robust anti-corruption measures and international cooperation

(Balogun, 2021).

Additionally, piracy's conceptual scope extends to include cyber piracy or digital piracy, defined
by the unauthorized reproduction, distribution, or usage of copyrighted digital content (Hill, 2017).
Although distinct from maritime piracy, digital piracy shares fundamental characteristics,
including the unlawful appropriation of private property and significant economic impacts on
legitimate industries. Hill (2017) suggests that understanding digital piracy as a form of
contemporary piracy facilitates deeper insights into the broader legal and enforcement challenges

inherent in addressing globalized illicit activities in an increasingly interconnected world.

Considering these evolving dynamics, contemporary scholars advocate for a multi-dimensional
approach to piracy, integrating legal, socio-economic, and security perspectives. Bueger (2015),
for example, argues for a holistic maritime security framework that combines capacity-building,
international coordination, and local economic development initiatives to effectively tackle piracy.
This integrated approach aligns with broader maritime security agendas emphasizing prevention

over purely reactionary measures, thus promising sustainable long-term solutions (Bueger, 2015).

In summary, piracy has transitioned from a traditional conceptualization of maritime robbery to
encompass broader socio-economic and geopolitical dimensions. The legal frameworks, primarily
established through UNCLOS, while foundational, remain insufficient in addressing contemporary
piracy's evolving nature and forms, notably those occurring within territorial waters or involving
digital platforms. Thus, effective responses require not merely maritime security measures but
comprehensive strategies addressing underlying terrestrial causes, corruption, and governance
weaknesses. Scholars agree that addressing piracy in the modern age demands integrated, multi-

sectoral approaches that reflect its complex, multifaceted nature.

2.2 Theoretical Framework

Researchers have utilized various theoretical frameworks from international relations and
criminology to elucidate the problem of maritime insecurity. This section analyses two pertinent
theories along with their associations with piracy and maritime crime. This section clarifies the

components of each theory that are implemented in my thesis.
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2.2.1 Routine Activity Theory (RAT)

Originally developed by Cohen and Felson, Routine Activity Theory (RAT) explains criminal
events as the convergence of three essential elements?®: (1) a motivated offender (an individual
prepared to commit a crime)®’, (2) a suitable target (a victim or asset that is attractive and
vulnerable), and (3) the absence of capable guardianship (lack of effective protection or law
enforcement to deter the crime)®!. In other words, crime becomes likely when a likely offender
encounters an opportune target without anyone or anything to prevent the offense. Applied to
maritime piracy, RAT suggests that piracy will flourish where economic and situational conditions
align to create criminal opportunities. Research in the Gulf of Guinea, for instance, has noted that
a “preponderance of suitable targets” such as commercial vessels (especially oil tankers and other
valuable ships) traveling in insecure waters — combined with “weak maritime security apparatus”
and an “army of unemployed and underemployed youth” has “over the years fully activated and
sustained pirate attacks” in Nigerian and West African waters®2. In RAT terms, the abundance of
lucrative ships (suitable targets) in the region’s shipping lanes, the inadequate naval patrols and
maritime law enforcement (absence of capable guardians), and the presence of motivated offenders
driven by poverty or greed form the catalyst for piracy. This perspective is supported by evidence
that pirates tend to strike where vessels are poorly defended and enforcement is slack, taking
advantage of geography (remote coastlines, busy ports) and economic desperation. By focusing on
these proximate causes, RAT helps explain when and where piracy occurs, for example, near major
oil export routes or in coastal areas with little surveillance and emphasizes measures like improved

ship security and vigilant patrolling as ways to reduce opportunities for pirate attacks.

However, while RAT illuminates the situational triggers of piracy, it does not inherently explain
why so many motivated offenders and poor guardianship conditions exist in the first place. The
theory tends to bracket out the broader political and structural forces that create pools of
unemployed coastal youth or undermine naval capacity. In the West African context, for example,

RAT by itself cannot fully account for the systemic governance issues that leave coast guards

2% Nnadi, K. U., Nwokedi, T. C., Nwokoro, I. A., Ndikom, O. C., Emeghara, G. C., & Onyemechi, C. (2016). Analysis of
maritime piracy and armed robbery in the Gulf of Guinea maritime domain.

30 Essien, B. S., & Adongoi, T. (2015). Sea piracy and security challenges of maritime business operation in Bayelsa
state, Nigeria: An empirical study. International Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences, 5(2), 213-221.

31 1gbo, E. M. (2008). Aetiology of crime: Perspectives in theoretical criminology. Enugu: new generation Books.

32 Op.cite.(see Nnadi in Note 13 above)
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under-resourced or officials complicit in crime. This is where a macro-level perspective is needed.
Failed State Theory addresses those larger structural conditions by examining the role of state
weakness and governance failure in enabling piracy, a factor largely exogenous to RAT’s
immediate crime triangle. Combining RAT with a state-level analysis thus promises a deeper
understanding of piracy: not only the immediate opportunity structure, but also the background

conditions that produce motivated offenders and ineffective guardians.

2.2.2 Failed State Theory

Failed State Theory (also referred to as state failure or fragility theory) posits that piracy and other
organized crimes are more likely to emerge in regions where states cannot adequately govern or
enforce the rule of law. A “failed” or fragile state, (Rotberg, 2004). in this sense, is one that has
lost its effective monopoly on the use of force and is unable to deliver basic governance, including
policing and security, across its territory (Murphy, 2011). In such environments of lawlessness,
corruption and power vacuums, criminal enterprises like piracy can operate with relative impunity.
The classic example is Somalia in the late 1990s and 2000s: the collapse of central government
authority created a haven for pirate networks along the Horn of Africa. Without a functioning navy
or judicial system to deter them, Somali pirates were free to prey on international shipping until
foreign naval coalitions intervened®. This illustrates the core insight of state failure theory — when

a state’s institutions break down, maritime criminals face few barriers.

Even outside cases of total state collapse, degrees of state weakness correlate with piracy
prevalence. Empirical studies of West Africa have found that countries with weaker institutions
and less stable, less accountable governments tend to experience more frequent pirate attacks*.
Notably, governance indicators appear more decisive than sheer military spending or naval
capacity: one quantitative analysis (2000-2016) showed that a state’s institutional quality and
regime type had a significant impact on piracy rates, whereas increased military capacity alone did
not reduce piracy®. In practice, this means that simply deploying more ships or firepower is

insufficient if underlying state institutions remain fragile or corrupt. Poor governance can directly

33 Shane, J. M., Piza, E. L., & Mandala, M. (2015). Situational crime prevention and worldwide piracy: a cross-
continent analysis. Crime science, 4(1), 21.

34 Denton, G. L., & Harris, J. R. (2022). Maritime piracy, military capacity, and institutions in the Gulf of
Guinea. Terrorism and political violence, 34(1), 1-27.

35 |bid
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facilitate piracy in various ways. In Nigeria, for example, evidence suggests that corrupt officials
and security personnel have “collude[d] with the pirates”, with some navy and army insiders
tipping off pirate gangs about valuable cargo and even participating in oil theft and kidnappings®®.
These collusive networks and the impunity of corrupt actors fundamentally undermine law
enforcement at sea. As Nnadi et al (2016) observes, such insider corruption has “been the bane of
winning the war against maritime piracy in Nigeria and [the Gulf of Guinea] ”*'. In sum, Failed
State Theory highlights that where state authority and integrity are undermined by corruption, civil
conflict, lack of resources, or administrative collapse, pirates are emboldened by the low risk of

punishment.

That said, the state failure perspective has its limitations if taken alone. Critics note that it may
over-emphasize structural factors while downplaying the economic motives and opportunistic
decision-making of individuals. A state could theoretically rebuild its navy, pass anti-piracy laws,
and prosecute criminals (addressing the governance gap), yet piracy might persist if the coastal
population remains impoverished and saturated with would-be offenders. In West Africa, for
instance, even if governments improve maritime patrols and coordination, the lure of piracy as an
income source will continue unless viable economic alternatives are provided to at-risk
communities. Thus, a purely state-centric approach might fix the symptom (law enforcement)
without curing the underlying disease (local livelihoods and criminal opportunity). This critique
mirrors the earlier point that Routine Activity Theory alone is incomplete — conversely, Failed
State Theory alone cannot fully explain why piracy hotspots often have concentrated poverty and

disgruntled youths ready to take to the seas.

2.3 Integration of Theories

Considering the insights and blind spots of each theory, a more robust theoretical framework
emerges by integrating Routine Activity Theory with Failed State Theory. Each addresses a
different layer of the piracy problem. Routine Activity Theory zeroes in on the immediate
opportunity structure of piracy- it explains how, at the micro-level, piracy events occur when
tempting targets meet minimal security and motivated offenders. Failed State Theory, on the other

hand, illuminates the enabling environment at the macro-level — it shows how weak governance,

36 Jones', S. (2013). Maritime piracy—the challenge of providing long-term solutions.
37 Op.cite.(see Nnadi above)
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political instability, and corruption set the stage for those opportunistic encounters by reducing
deterrence and accountability. When combined, these perspectives imply that piracy is most
effectively understood as the outcome of both opportunity and impunity: pirates strike when and
where they can get away with it, and both the can and the get away with parts must be addressed

to curb the problem.

In practical terms, this integrative view suggests that anti-piracy strategies must work on two
fronts. On one front, informed by RAT, is the reduction of criminal opportunities — through
enhanced patrols, better onboard security measures, surveillance technology, and hardening of
targets (e.g. ship security protocols). On the other front, informed by state-failure analysis, is the
strengthening of state capacity and the rule of law-through reforms that tackle corruption, improve
legal prosecution of pirates, build credible naval and coast guard capabilities, and provide
economic development to coastal regions to diminish the pool of motivated offenders. Neither
approach alone is sufficient. Simply increasing naval patrols (capable guardians) without
addressing onshore unemployment and corruption could lead to displacement of piracy or its re-
emergence whenever patrols lapse. Conversely, development aid or poverty reduction without law
enforcement will not stop determined criminal networks from exploiting unguarded waters. A
comprehensive solution therefore requires a synergy of both perspectives. Indeed, analysts argue
that enduring reductions in piracy “will require a sustained long-term international effort”
encompassing economic, social, and governance interventions alongside traditional security
measures®®. In line with this understanding, the present thesis will use both Routine Activity
Theory and Failed State Theory in tandem, examining how the lack of economic opportunity and
the failures of state governance interact to drive piracy. By understanding economic desperation
creating motivated pirates, and weak states allowing them to operate, we gain a fuller picture of
the piracy phenomenon and can derive more grounded policy recommendations that address both

the immediate and structural causes of maritime insecurity>°

Summary

38 Otto, L. (2011). Benefits of buccaneering. African Security Review, 20(4), 45-52; van Ginkel, B., & Landman, L.

(2012). In search of a sustainable and coherent strategy. Journal of International Criminal Justice, 10(4), 727-748.

39 Denton, G. L., & Harris, J. R. (2022). Maritime piracy, military capacity, and institutions in the Gulf of
Guinea. Terrorism and political violence, 34(1), 1-27.
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This literature analysis illustrates that maritime insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea is a complex issue
necessitating a coordinated approach. Fortifying governance, augmenting marine security
frameworks, and advancing regional collaboration within the Yaound¢ architecture are essential

for alleviating piracy and associated offences.
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CHAPTER THREE

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

3.1 Introduction

This chapter outlines the planning and execution of the study on maritime insecurity and piracy in
the Gulf of Guinea. Because the subject is largely legal, the work follows a doctrinal, library-based
approach. In practice this means that all evidence was gathered at a desk from books, journal
articles, official reports, and court decisions rather than through interviews, surveys, or field visits.
The aim is to explain what information was used, where it was found, how it was organized, how

it was examined, and the ethical steps taken to ensure honesty and respect for sources.

3.2 Research Design

This study adopts a qualitative, doctrinal research design, also known as “black-letter” research,
because its primary purpose is to examine legal texts and their broader interpretative contexts
rather than to generate numerical data’®. Doctrinal research fundamentally comprises three
interconnected stages: initially, the gathering of key legal materials, including binding treaties,
legislation, regulations, and court judgements that delineate, prohibit, and penalise illicit activity
in the Gulf of Guinea; second, the review of secondary literature, encompassing scholarly books,
journal articles, policy reports, and expert commentaries that explain, critique, or contextualize
those legal instruments; and third, the close reading and comparative analysis of all gathered
materials to identify recurring patterns, gaps in coverage, and opportunities for legal or policy
improvement. Because each stage was completed through library and online resources alone, this
approach is appropriately described as desktop research*’. To address this, our research design

specifies three evaluative criteria that guide the analysis of each text and its claims:
Severity and Impact

We assess whether a cause is linked to the most serious or high-profile piracy incidents. For
instance, if areas characterized by weak governance also report large-scale hijackings or

kidnappings, that association strengthens the case for state-failure explanations.

40 McConville, M., & Chui, W. H. (2017). Research Methods for Law. Edinburgh University Press.
41 Hutchinson, T. (2006). Researching and writing in law. Thomas Lawbook Co..
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Triangulated Confirmation

We require independent corroboration from at least two different source types such as incident
logs, and policy briefs before concluding that a particular cause is pivotal. This cross-referencing

guards against overreliance on any single perspective or dataset.

Before reading the various documents, we establish what observable indicators would validate
each theoretical framework. For Routine Activity Theory, we look for descriptions of poor or
absent maritime guardianship, tactics that exploit predictable shipping lanes, and evidence of
lightly defended targets. With Failed State Theory, we code references to corruption in enforcement
agencies, the absence of consistent legal frameworks, and impunity in prosecutions. Under Human
Security Theory, we flag mentions of coastal poverty, youth unemployment, and disrupted
livelihoods that drive recruitment into piracy. By spelling out these empirical implications at the

outset, the analysis remains transparently linked to theory and avoids post hoc rationalizations.

The design also proactively addresses potential biases in the data. Recognizing, for instance, that
official piracy reports often under-report incidents, this study systematically cross-checks incident
figures against regional news coverage and NGO briefings. Similarly, legal texts while
authoritative may not reflect on-ground enforcement; hence, their prescriptive provisions are

compared against documented case outcomes and expert commentaries.
Rationale for Desktop Research (Doctrinal Research)

The subject matter, piracy and maritime security has a strong legal and institutional dimension,
which naturally lends itself to analysis of written laws, policies, and reports. The beginning of this
chapter indicates that the study is predominantly legal, making a doctrinal, library-based approach
a reasonable choice. Additionally, piracy in the Gulf of Guinea is transnational, spanning multiple
countries’ waters and involving international actors. Conducting fieldwork that covers Nigeria,
Cameroon, Ghana, and others would be an enormous undertaking in terms of time, access, and
resources. The security situation in some piracy-afflicted areas (e.g., the Niger Delta creeks) poses
personal risk, and gaining access to pirates or victims for interviews would be ethically and
logistically challenging. The decision was made that the research questions (focused on causes and
governance responses) could be sufficiently answered by analyzing existing documentation and

secondary data, which are plentiful. Many organizations (IMB, UNODC, academic researchers)
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have already collected first-hand data or testimonies, which this study could use. Essentially, this
thesis leverages existing knowledge bases instead of attempting primary data collection in hostile
environments, a pragmatic choice for a student project with limited means considering the fact that

the thesis is not being Funded

3.3 Sources of Data

3.3.1 Primary Sources
Primary sources are the original, authoritative documents. They were gathered from official
websites, treaty collections, and government gazettes to make sure they are accurate and up to

date. The main groups are:

International instruments for example, The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea
(UNCLOS), the Convention for the Suppression of Unlawful Acts Against the Safety of Maritime
Navigation (SUA 1988 and its subsequent protocols), and pertinent International Maritime
Organization (IMO) decisions and circulars. the United Nations Convention on the Law of the
Sea (UNCLOS), the Convention for the Suppression of Unlawful Acts Against the Safety of
Maritime Navigation (SUA 1988 and its later protocols), and relevant International Maritime

Organization (IMO) resolutions and circulars.

Regional agreements encompass the charters of the Economic Community of West African States
(ECOWAYS) and the Economic Community of Central African States (ECCAS), together with the
Yaoundé¢ Code of Conduct (2013), which delineates cooperation protocols for West and Central

African coastal nations.

Case law: published judgments from national and regional courts where piracy or related sea
crimes were tried. Judgments were located through law reports and through online services like

HeinOnline and AfricanLII.

3.3.2 Secondary Sources

Secondary sources help to interpret the primary texts and to show how the rules work or fail to
work in practice. They include: Books and edited volumes on maritime law and security in Africa;
Peer-reviewed journal articles published between 2010 and April 2025, found through Google
Scholar, JSTOR, Scopus, and the Social Science Research Network; Policy papers and briefing
notes from bodies such as the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), the
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International Mariti include the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) and the
International me Bureau (IMB), ENACT Africa, and reputable think tanks; News reports and
investigative features from recognised outlets (e.g., The Guardian Nigeria, Cameroon Tribune)
that detail specific piracy incidents and governmental responses. To keep the literature current,
preference was given to work published in the last fifteen years unless an older text was clearly

foundational.

3.4 Method of Data Analysis
After collection, documents were examined through legal reasoning carried out in three

complementary ways: deductive reasoning, inductive reasoning, and reasoning by analogy.

Deductive reasoning started with broad legal principles such as the definition of piracy under
UNCLOS and traced how these principles appear in regional codes and national statutes. By

moving from the general to the specific, the study could identify clear matches or mismatches.

Inductive reasoning worked in the opposite direction. Individual cases, incident reports, and
national enforcement practices were read first. From these concrete examples, broader patterns

were built such as recurring enforcement gaps or successful cooperation models.

Reasoning by analogy bridged the two methods*?. If Country A had solved a problem in one way,
the study asked whether that solution might also work in Country B, given similarities in coastline
length, legal structure, or resource constraints. Analogical reasoning also compared piracy control
in The Persian Gulf of Guinea with efforts in alternative regions like the Horn of Africa to see what

lessons might transfer.

Because the dataset was manageable, manual note-taking and highlighting in Word documents or
printed pages were enough. Thematic headings such as jurisdiction, penalties, regional patrols,
institutional capacity were used to group ideas and quotes. Each claim was cross-checked against

at least one other source to improve reliability.

3.4.1 Content Analysis
With the data collected, the core analytical method used is qualitative content analysis.

Specifically, the research conducts a directed content analysis, using the theoretical frameworks as

42 Chatterjee, P., & Darnall, N. (2022). Analogical Reasoning in Management Research. Academy of Management
Review, 47(2), 223-245.
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a guide to identify and code themes in the documents. This means that the reading of texts was
structured by the expectations of Routine Activity Theory, Failed State Theory, and Human
Security Theory*®, while remaining open to unexpected patterns. This section details how the
content analysis was carried out, including the coding process and examples of thematic categories.
Document Preparation: All collected texts — whether reports, or articles — were converted into a
readable format (PDFs or Word documents) and organized into thematic folders. Each document
was given a unique identifier. The researcher created a coding spreadsheet to log each source and
relevant excerpts. Before deep analysis began, an initial skim of a subset of documents was done
to refine the coding framework (ensuring it captured cost the range of content present). Coding
Scheme Development: Based on the theoretical discussion and empirical implications, a set of
preliminary categories was established. These categories correspond to hypothesized causes or

relevant factors:

Economic Motive (Human Security): Any reference to poverty, unemployment, lack of livelihoods,
or economic incentives for piracy. For instance, if a report noted “youth unemployment in coastal
villages has pushed some into criminality”, that sentence would be coded under Economic Motive.
An example from the data is the statement that high youth unemployment and poverty are root

causes of piracy, which clearly falls in this category.

Institutional Failure (State Weakness): Mentions of corruption, weak governance, lack of law
enforcement, or political instability facilitating piracy. This includes explicit discussions of
government inability to control territory, navy or police corruption, legal vacuums, or collusion
with criminals. For example, a court case summary noting that naval officers were bribed to ignore
oil theft would be marked as Institutional Failure. A concrete example is a report highlighting
“officials of the government conspire with pirates...Security forces partake in illegal oil trading”

a vivid instance of state institutions abetting crime, which was duly coded in this category.

Absence of Patrol/Guardianship (Opportunity): Text that points to lack of security presence,
delayed response, inadequate patrols, or pirates exploiting geographic opportunities. This aligns
with Routine Activity Theory’s “capable guardian” element. Any mention that waters are not

adequately patrolled, or that pirates can act with impunity due to naval gaps, is captured here. For

43 Hsieh, H. F., & Shannon, S. E. (2005). Three approaches to qualitative content analysis. Qualitative Health
Research, 15(9), 1277-1288.
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instance, one article noted that the Gulf of Guinea “is not patrolled by major foreign fleets” and
that local governments have weak national navies, a clear indication of low guardianship, which
was coded under this theme. Similarly, descriptions of pirates taking advantage of jurisdictional
boundaries (escaping into territorial waters where international navies can’t follow) were

categorized as absence of effective patrol.

Suitable Targets (Opportunity): Although closely related to guardianship, this separate code was
used for references to the characteristics of targets that make piracy attractive or easy — for
example, ships carrying valuable cargo (oil, gas), vessels that are low and slow (easy to board), or
patterns like ships anchoring offshore for days. Whenever a document mentioned something like
“pirates attacked an anchored tanker at night” or “poorly guarded oil barges are frequent

targets”, it was tagged as a target/vulnerability theme.

Grievances and Protest: This category overlaps partly with economic motives but focuses on
explicitly stated grievances — for instance, narratives of injustice, marginalization of communities,
or militant ideology. If a source described piracy as a form of retaliation against foreign oil
companies or corrupt officials, it was coded here. This captures the possibility (raised in some
literature) that some piracy in the region has roots in political or social protest (e.g. ex-militant
groups in the Niger Delta engaging in piracy to fund their cause). An example would be a militant
communiqué or an interview where pirates claim they are “fighting for our share of the oil wealth,”

which would be noted as a grievance-based motive.

Counter-Measures and Capacity: While not a direct “cause,” the content analysis also tracked
references to anti-piracy measures (naval operations, international cooperation, community
programs). These were coded to inform the later part of the thesis (on strategic responses), but they
also serve here to contextualize causes. For example, if many documents stress improved patrols
as reducing piracy, it reinforces the inference that lack of patrols was a contributing cause to begin
with. Thus, phrases about joint naval task forces, capacity-building, or new laws were marked

under this category for later analysis.

Using the above scheme, the researcher performed a close reading of each document. This was an
iterative process: each time a relevant segment of text was encountered, it was highlighted and
assigned one (or more) of the codes. Where a segment touched on multiple themes (e.g.,

“Widespread corruption and poverty in coastal regions have left the youth vulnerable to
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recruitment by pirate gangs”), the text would be dual-coded under both Institutional Failure and
Economic Motive. Care was taken to maintain consistency, a coding manual was kept, where each
category had a definition and inclusion/exclusion criteria, to ensure that, for example, “lack of
patrols” wasn’t sometimes misclassified under Institutional Failure when it truly belonged in
Guardianship/Absence of Patrol. Periodically, the researcher revisited earlier coded documents to
harmonize the coding as understanding of the data evolved (a common practice to enhance

reliability in qualitative analysis).

3.4.2 Advantages and Disadvantages of the Data Collection Method

The desktop, doctrinal approach offers several advantages. First, it enables comprehensive
coverage of formal legal frameworks and published analyses across multiple jurisdictions without
the logistical, ethical, and safety concerns associated with fieldwork in piracy-affected zones.
Second, focusing on publicly available documents ensures transparency and accessibility: any
reader can, in principle, retrieve the same materials to verify findings. Third, the method is cost-
effective® and time-efficient, allowing rapid comparison of laws and policies across states and

regions.

However, this approach also carries notable disadvantages. By excluding field interviews, port-
level observations, and local archival research, it may miss informal practices such as community-
based early warning systems or unwritten enforcement arrangements that fall outside published
texts. Reliance on published incident databases risks under-representing attacks against artisanal
fishers or small coastal vessels, which may be under-reported in international fora. Finally,
variations in digital availability of legal materials introduce accessibility bias: countries with
robust online legal publishing receive greater analytical attention than those requiring in-person
archive access. These trade-offs mean that, while the methodological choice is justified by
practicality and safety, the study’s conclusions about enforcement efficacy and causation must be

understood as grounded in documented, formal sources rather than lived maritime realities.

44 salter, M., & Mason, J. (2020). Writing Law Dissertations: An Introduction and Guide to the Conduct of Legal
Research. Pearson.

26



3.5 Handling Bias and Ensuring Rigor

One key source of bias arises from differential reporting and visibility of piracy incidents. High-
profile attacks on commercial vessels especially those involving large cargo ships or occurring
near major shipping lanes tend to be documented extensively by international bodies (e.g., IMO,
IMB) and the press, whereas smaller-scale robberies or near-misses against local fishing boats may
go unrecorded. This “reporting bias” can skew our understanding of where and how often piracy
occurs, leading to an overemphasis on certain geographic hotspots and modes of attack. To mitigate
this, the study triangulates across multiple source types: official incident databases, NGO field
reports, regional news outlets, and legal case records. By cross-referencing each reported event in
at least two independent repositories and noting discrepancies, we reduce reliance on any single

source and flag areas where under-reporting may distort patterns.

A second potential bias stems from selective availability of legal texts and scholarly commentaries.
Some jurisdictions maintain comprehensive, up-to-date online repositories of maritime legislation
and case law, while others require in-person archive visits or do not publish judgments at all like
Cameroon. This “accessibility bias” risks over-representing well-documented legal frameworks
and under-representing others, thus affecting comparative assessments of statutory robustness and
enforcement capacity. To address this, the research deliberately seeks alternative avenues such as
consulting translated summaries in international reports to capture statutes and judgments that are
not readily digitized®. All gaps in source availability are transparently recorded in the audit trail,
ensuring that readers can see where limitations exist and how they may influence the study’s

conclusions.

3.6 Internal and External Validity
Internal Validity

Ensuring internal validity in a doctrinal, desktop study of maritime insecurity centers on the logical
coherence and consistency of our analytical procedures. To bolster confidence that the conclusions
follow directly from the evidence, each finding is traced back to clearly defined source materials—
treaties, statutes, judgments, and incident reports using a detailed audit trail. Cross-verification

(triangulation) across at least two independent sources guards against drawing causal inferences

45 Baskarada, S. (2021). Qualitative Case Study Guidelines. The Qualitative Report, 26(6), 1787-180
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from anomalies or isolated data points. For example, when attributing a rise in piracy incidents to
gaps in regional jurisdiction, we require corroboration both from the text of the Yaoundé Code and
from documented case outcomes in national courts or credible NGO reports. Any discrepancies
between sources are openly recorded and discussed, preventing unexamined assumptions from
undermining the internal logic of the study. Finally, by pre-specifying the observable indicators
linked to each theoretical framework (e.g., measures of coastal economic deprivation for the
economic-opportunity theory), we avoid post hoc redefinition of variables and maintain a

consistent mapping from theory to evidence.
External validity

The extent to which our findings can be generalized beyond the Gulf of Guinea—depends on both
the theoretical foundations chosen and the degree to which underlying conditions are comparable
elsewhere. Many of the causal mechanisms explored here (such as weak maritime governance,
limited economic alternatives for coastal communities, or enforcement corruption) also
characterize piracy-affected regions inside Southeast Asia, the Caribbean, the Horn of Africa.
Where formal legal instruments (like UNCLOS definitions or suppression statutes) and
enforcement dynamics resemble those in The Gulf of Guinea. our examination of statutory gaps
as well as implementation shortfalls is likely transferable. However, differences in political
stability, naval capacity, and regional cooperation structures may limit direct applicability. To
account for this, the study highlights which conclusions derive from universally recognized legal
principles and which hinge on regional institutional arrangements. By doing so, we delineate the
boundary conditions for generalization indicating that, while our framework can inform piracy
analysis in emerging hotspots, users must adjust for local governance capacity*® and socio-

economic context before applying specific recommendations.

3.7 Transparency and Replicability

Finally, the design incorporates transparency and replicability measures. Every document and data
point is logged with a unique identifier; a detailed coding manual records definitions and inclusion
criteria; and an audit trail of analytical memos chronicles how interpretative decisions were made.

This level of methodological openness means that another researcher, given access to the same

46 Trochim, W. M., Donnelly, J. P., & Arora, K. (2022). Research Methods: The Essential Knowledge Base. Cengage
Learning.
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texts, could follow the identical reasoning path discern between causes using the stated criteria,
apply the same coding scheme, and reach comparable conclusions. While the research primarily
involved manual coding and analysis (the dataset was of a manageable size, so sophisticated
software like NVivo was not strictly necessary, all digital materials (documents, transcripts of
reports, coding spreadsheets) are preserved. In a replicability context, this means the exact
materials analyzed can be re-analyzed by someone else*’. For the thesis examination process,
committee members have full access to the cited sources (most of which are public) and can verify
quotations and interpretations on their own. Additionally, any quantitative figures (e.g., number of
incidents per year from IMB) are derived from sources that are cited, enabling verification or

updating if needed.

All the list of references used is provided, and an appendix lists the primary documents (treaties,
laws, case files) collected, along with their origins (e.g., URL or archive). By maintaining this
audit trail, the thesis enables replication of the data gathering phase — another researcher could

retrieve the same documents and data points using the references given

3.8 Reliability

Throughout the content analysis, reliability checks were performed. Although this project was a
solo researcher endeavor (no multiple coders), the researcher increased reliability by taking short
breaks and then re-coding a few documents “blindly” to see if the same passages get the same
codes. The consistency was high, indicating that the coding scheme was applied stably. Moreover,
each coded excerpt is linked (via citation) to its source, ensuring that in the thesis write-up, any

claim can be traced back to the original text*®,

3.8 Limitations

Despite its rigor, this desktop, doctrinal approach inevitably faces geographic and temporal
coverage gaps. Many national statutes and regional agreements are readily available online, but
detailed enforcement data such as vessel patrol logs, localized incident reports, or informal
community accounts remain inaccessible without fieldwork in coastal states. Similarly, while

piracy incidents are often tracked by international bodies (e.g., IMO, IMB) and major NGOs,

47 Moravcsik, A. (2019). Transparency in Qualitative Research. Sage.
48 Nowell, L. S., Norris, J. M., White, D. E., & Moules, N. J. (2017). Thematic Analysis: Striving to Meet the
Trustworthiness Criteria. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 16(1), 1-13.
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smaller-scale attacks or near-misses can go unreported, especially in areas with limited maritime

surveillance or media presence.

One acknowledged limitation is the lack of first-hand accounts from pirates, local communities,
or enforcement officers. Interviews could potentially provide insights into motivations and causal
mechanisms that are not recorded in written sources. For example, talking directly to convicted
pirates or coastal youth might reveal personal stories of unemployment leading to piracy, adding
rich qualitative detail to the human security argument. Similarly, interviews with naval officers
might expose nuances of how corruption occurs or how patrol decisions are made. By not
conducting interviews, the research may miss these granular, experiential perspectives. There is
also a risk of over-relying on official narratives; field interviews can sometimes challenge or verify
the “official story.” To mitigate this, wherever possible the study incorporates qualitative
anecdotes reported by others (e.g., journalists’ interviews with community members, quotes from

pirates during trials). These are second-hand, but they inject some human voice.

3.9 Ethical Consideration

The research relied entirely on material that is publicly available, so risks to people were minimal.
Still, basic ethical standards were followed: All direct quotes and close paraphrases are cited using
the required referencing style. Only official versions of laws and court cases were used; where
unofficial translations were necessary; the original language text was consulted to prevent errors.
Any potential bias in a secondary source (for example, a report funded by the shipping industry)
is acknowledged in the discussion. No personal data were collected, so issues of confidentiality

and informed consent did not arise.
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CHAPTER FOUR

RESULTS

4.0 Causes of Maritime Piracy and Illicit Activity within the Guinea's Gulf

4.1 Introduction

The Guinean Gulf has been a global epicenter of nautical piracy in recent decades, particularly
around Nigeria’s Niger Delta and extending to neighboring states like Cameroon, Ghana, Benin,
Togo, and Equatorial Guinea®®. In 2020, The region constituted 95% of the total. abductions
worldwide, accompanied by West African pirates abducting 130 seafarers in 22 incidents that
year*’. This crime wave made the Gulf of Guinea infamous as “pirate alley,” disrupting shipping
routes and threatening regional economies. A concerted security response since 2021, including
new laws, increased naval patrols, and international support — has led to a sharp decline in reported
attacks (from 81 incidents in 2020 down to 19 in 2022 and 18 in 2024)°*. However, experts caution
that these gains are fragile: the underlying drivers of piracy remain entrenched®?. This chapter
presents the key Factors contributing to piracy and maritime crime in the Gulf of Guinea, as
revealed by recent data (2020-2025) and case evidence, focusing on Nigeria and Cameroon with

comparisons across the region.

4.2 Economic Motives

4.2.1 Poverty and Unemployment

A leading driver of piracy in the Gulf of Guinea is pervasive economic deprivation. Coastal
communities in Nigeria, Cameroon, and neighboring states suffer high poverty and rampant
joblessness, leaving a large pool of young men with few legitimate livelihoods. This aligns with

economic opportunity theory, which posits that crime becomes attractive when lawful

49 Niranjan, J. (2022, November 23). Understanding the dynamics of piracy in the Gulf of Guinea. Young Diplomats
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opportunities are absent. In Nigeria and Cameroon, severe economic deprivation in coastal areas
has made piracy and related illicit maritime activities (like oil theft) appear as viable alternatives
for some. In Nigeria’s oil-rich Niger Delta — historically the epicenter of regional piracy — local
populations paradoxically remain among the nation’s poorest. The four Nigerian states with the
highest unemployment rates (Imo 48.7%, Akwa Ibom 45.2%, Rivers 43.7%, and Delta 40.3%) are
all in the Niger Delta®®. Overall unemployment in Nigeria surged from 32% in 2018 to 37% by
2020°, leaving over 5 million people in the Delta region jobless®®. Such extreme
underdevelopment amid oil wealth breeds resentment and desperation. Lacking alternative
incomes, many youths view piracy as a “viable economic alternative *®. Indeed, experts note that
most pirates in the Gulf of Guinea originate from Nigeria’s poverty-stricken Delta region®’, turning
to the sea for survival and profit. The potential illicit earnings far exceed local wages. For example,
in one 2020 attack pirates hijacked a tanker (MV Elobey VI) and obtained a $200,000 ransom for

its crew®®

— a staggering sum compared to average incomes. Studies estimate that Gulf of Guinea
pirates have extorted around $5 million per year in recent times, mostly from ransom
kidnappings®®. Ransom payouts for foreign crew have escalated, doubling from about $15,000 per
hostage in 2014 to as high as $40,000 per hostage by 2019%°. These figures illustrate the grim
economic calculus at play: when a single successful raid can pay more than years of honest work,

piracy becomes a rational, if risky, livelihood. As a result, widespread youth unemployment and

poverty are consistently identified as root causes of piracy in the region. Analysts emphasize that
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without improving onshore economic conditions, anti-piracy efforts at sea are unsustainable®®. In
sum, acute financial hardship and lack of opportunity have created a motive for piracy, pushing
“disaffected coastal youth” to seek income and even a sense of purpose through maritime crime®?.
The economic lure does not excuse criminality, but data and testimonies make clear that tackling

piracy will require addressing this underlying poverty-unemployment trap.

The economics of piracy can be highly attractive. Ransoms for kidnapped crews in the Gulf of
Guinea have risen in recent years, sometimes reaching tens of thousands of dollars per hostage —
money that, even when split among gang members, far exceeds average annual incomes in Nigeria
or Cameroon®. Oil theft (“petropiracy”) is another lucrative venture: stealing a few thousand
barrels of crude or fuel from a tanker can net hundreds of thousands of dollars in black market
sales. For perspective, Nigeria reportedly lost about 7% of its oil output to theft and piracy in 2011,
a massive economic drain but conversely a rich opportunity for the thieves involved®. These
black-market profits fuel a whole illegal economy that draws in not just boat raiders, but also
financiers, brokers, and buyers onshore. The cost of piracy to coastal states is enormous — the UN
estimates Gulf of Guinea piracy has cost the region nearly $2 billion per year in recent years when
you tally up security costs, ransom payments, lost cargo, higher insurance, and economic
disruption®. Yet ironically, those costs to the formal economy translate into incomes for those in
the informal criminal economy. This is why simply increasing naval patrols addresses only one
side of the equation; the demand side, the economic hunger that makes piracy attractive must also
be tackled. As long as stark poverty and inequality persist in the Niger Delta and coastal Cameroon,
new recruits can be tempted into piracy by the promise of a payday that they likely could never
achieve in lawful work. In the words of a recent UN Security Council briefing, “any response will

only be effective if it tackles the crime’s root causes, which include poverty, social inequality,
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youth unemployment and the lack of alternative livelihoods”®. This has become a mantra in

discourse on West African maritime security.

Quantitative evidence reinforces the central role of economic factors. We have already noted the
significant correlation between Nigeria’s youth unemployment and pirate attacks®’. Another study
found that when Nigeria’s GDP grows and maritime sector revenues rise, piracy tends to decline,
suggesting that broader economic growth and job creation can reduce incentives for piracy”.
Unfortunately, the converse is also true: economic downturns (as during the 2016 Nigerian
recession or the 2020 pandemic) saw upticks in piracy incidents, presumably because more
individuals were driven to desperate measures. It is also telling that piracy off Nigeria often
involves disenfranchised groups, for example, many pirate suspects are former militants or
fishermen who lost their livelihoods. Cameroon’s experience, though less documented, likely
follows a similar pattern: youths from impoverished coastal communities (e.g. in the Bakassi area)
being recruited by Nigerian gangs or local criminal outfits for cross-border raids. The opportunity
cost of piracy for them is low, since legitimate fishing or farming yields meager returns, whereas

a single successful hijacking or kidnapping can be life-changing financially.

Moreover, the economic approach highlights the role of illicit markets and networks in sustaining
piracy. Pirate enterprises in the Gulf of Guinea are often well-organized and require upfront
investment — for speedboats, engines, weapons, and bribes. This capital typically comes from
shadowy financiers (corrupt businessmen, politicians, or international networks). These backers
treat piracy as an investment: they pay for the operation and expect a large cut of the loot in return.
An Atlantic Council brief citing UNODC research describes how such “high-level facilitators”™
provide the necessary funds and connections (to sell stolen oil, or negotiate ransom) and in turn
“earn the lion’s share of the loot,” far more than the low-level pirates who carry out the attacks.®
This implies that piracy persists not just because poor young men are willing to risk it, but because

wealthy actors find it profitable and bankroll it. As long as there are illicit buyers for stolen cargo,
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and financiers willing to sponsor piracy, the business model can thrive. This economic
infrastructure is part of the piracy problem. It also explains why purely killing or arresting the foot-
soldiers (the pirates in the skiffs) has limited impact if the organizers and money-men remain
untouched. Indeed, a significant trend in recent years has been pirates diversifying into other
maritime crimes that yield profits, such as narcotics trafficking, illegal oil bunkering, and
smuggling, especially when direct piracy (hijacking ships) becomes riskier®. This diversification
is economically driven — criminal networks will shift to whatever illicit activity promises the
highest return for the least risk. Thus, a holistic strategy against piracy must also address these
black markets and the broader criminal economy. Cutting off the financial incentives — through
anti-money-laundering, prosecuting kingpins, and eliminating markets for stolen goods — is key to

making piracy less attractive.

In summary, the economic lens complements our earlier analyses by underlining that maritime
piracy is fundamentally an issue of development and opportunity. Nigeria and Cameroon’s
struggles with piracy cannot be separated from issues of poverty, youth unemployment, and
economic exclusion. Routine Activity Theory’s “motivated offenders” in this context are motivated
largely by material need and greed. Failed State Theory’s “weak governance” is often a result of
and contributor to economic failure. All three perspectives converge on the understanding that
improving economic conditions and providing alternative livelihoods in coastal areas would
remove a major driver of piracy. Coastal community programs from job creation and skills training
to fisheries support are therefore increasingly seen as integral to maritime security efforts. Without
such measures, any gains from naval patrols or legal reforms might prove short-lived, as each new

generation of jobless youth could be drawn into the cycle of crime at sea.

4.3 Political Grievances

4.3.1 Insurgency, and the Legacy of MEND

A second major factor is the political unrest and militancy that originated in Nigeria’s Niger Delta
and spilled over to the maritime domain. The Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta
(MEND) insurgency in the 2000s exemplified how political grievance can incubate piracy. MEND

and affiliated militias waged an armed campaign to protest the stark economic injustice in the
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Delta, a region awash in oil wealth yet plagued by underdevelopment, pollution, and
marginalization’®. Militants claimed to fight for “economic justice” for local communities, which
remained impoverished and polluted despite the billions in oil revenue extracted from their lands"*.
Initially, groups like MEND targeted onshore oil infrastructure and personnel. By 2006—2008,
however, they expanded to offshore attacks: notably, in June 2008 MEND commandos attacked
Shell’s Bonga oil platform 120 km offshore Nigeria, showing their ability to strike at sea’.
MEND’s factions also began hijacking vessels and kidnapping oil workers in coastal waters as part
of their rebellion’®. At the height of the insurgency (circa 2006-2009), militant attacks were so
disruptive that Nigeria’s oil output was cut by an estimated 20-30%, a loss of hundreds of
thousands of barrels per day’®. This period firmly intertwined Niger Delta militancy with maritime
crime; militancy created both the means and the cover for piracy. Militant leaders realized that
beyond political ends, piracy could be profitable. In practice, some MEND units engaged in
“politically framed” piracy — hijacking tankers or kidnapping crews ostensibly to make a
statement, but also securing hefty ransoms and stolen oil revenue. For example, MEND claimed
responsibility for kidnapping two American sailors from an oil industry vessel in October 2013,

t75

an incident resolved only after ransom payment’>. Such cases blurred the line between ideological

insurgency and organized criminal piracy.

Crucially, the Niger Delta insurgency created maritime criminal networks and a pool of
experienced fighters adept at guerrilla tactics on water. After the amnesty, certain splinter groups
and “retired” militants shifted to piracy for profit, bringing with them weapons and local
knowledge (Okoronen, 2015). In January 2014, for example, a faction claiming to be part of
MEND attacked a tugboat off Bayelsa and abducted two oil workers’®. That same group
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purportedly abducted two Americans. merchant mariners from an oil source vessel in October
2013. Such incidents illustrate the blurry line between politically motivated militancy and profit-
driven piracy. Although MEND’s rhetoric was political, many attacks served both to pressure the
government and to enrich the militants. Over time, a criminal entrepreneurialism took hold:
militant leaders or their patrons realized they could make money through oil theft, “petro-piracy,”
and ransom kidnapping under the guise of rebellion (Saul & Ogundipe, 2013). The presence of an
ongoing low-level insurgency thus directly enabled piracy’s rise. The instability distracted and
strained Nigeria’s security forces, and militants provided manpower and logistical support for
piracy. The Niger Delta’s creek networks functioned as operational bases where pirates could equip

and launch attacks with little fear of detection.

The Nigerian government’s Amnesty Programme of 2009 bought a temporary lull in open
militancy, many fighters surrendered arms in exchange for stipends and promises of jobs.
However, this peace was fragile and arguably failed to address root grievances (poverty, pollution,
lack of local control)”’. In the ensuing years, some ex-militants and criminal opportunists pivoted
to pure piracy as an alternative income. They retained their weapons, militant experience, and
networks, but now pursued crime for private gain. The creek sanctuaries of the Delta remained
lawless havens from which to launch attacks. By the early 2010s, new pirate gangs emerged with
leaders often drawn from former militant ranks or sponsored by ex-warlords. They applied skills
honed during the insurgency — guerrilla tactics, speedboat navigation, arms handling — to intercept
ships at sea. A 2014 security assessment noted that “the most notorious group responsible for
kidnap-for-ransom in Nigeria is MEND, ” underscoring how the insurgency directly fed the piracy
phenomenon’®. Even a decade later, the legacy of MEND continues: in early 2021, Nigerian pirates
from the Delta launched one of the farthest-ranging attacks on record (hijacking the MV Mozart

over 180 km offshore), showing capabilities that trace back to militancy.

In sum, the political conflict in the Niger Delta has been a key catalyst for piracy. It fostered deep
resentment toward the state and oil companies, normalized violence as a means of making
livelihoods or expressing grievances, and left behind a pool of trained fighters. These conditions

allowed piracy to take root and persist. Any long-term solution to piracy, therefore, must reckon
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with these political and social cleavages on land — calming the Delta’s unrest and ensuring local
communities benefit from resources — so that militancy and its criminal offshoots no longer find

fertile ground.

4.3.2 Corruption and Weak Law Enforcement

A fundamental enabling cause of piracy in the Gulf of Guinea has been the weakness of state
institutions manifest in corruption, inadequate law enforcement, and impunity. State failure theory
holds that when government authority and rule of law are feeble, criminal enterprises flourish. The
evidence from West Africa strongly supports this. For years, coastal states like Nigeria and
Cameroon struggled to project effective governance in the maritime domain, resulting in
“ungoverned” spaces where pirates operate with little interference. In Nigeria’s Niger Delta creeks,
for example, corrupt local officials and security personnel routinely colluded with criminals.
Investigations have uncovered that some “politicians hire [pirates] for business purposes,”
essentially acting as sponsors or protectors of pirate networks’®. This high-level corruption cripples
enforcement instead of being deterred, pirates could bribe their way out of trouble or even receive
tip-offs from insiders. A 2012 pirate gang confession in Nigeria revealed an extensive collusive
network: government informants provided pirates with intel on valuable ship movements and
helped arrange the sale of stolen cargo, in exchange for a share of profits®. One apprehended gang
leader admitted his group had “about 3,000 weapons” stashed and described how a corrupt “cabal”
of officials facilitated offloading hijacked oil to the black market®!. He personally made ¥10
million (=$62,000) in one operation. Such collusion shows that piracy is not strictly a crime of the
fringes — it has been intertwined with elites and security services, reflecting broader state

governance failures.

Beyond corruption, a historic lack of legal capacity and will to prosecute pirates allowed impunity
to reign. Until recently, several Gulf of Guinea countries had outdated laws that did not even define

piracy as a crime under national jurisdiction®. In Nigeria, piracy was not illegal domestically until
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the Suppression of Piracy and Other Maritime Offences (SPOMO) Act was enacted in mid-2019.
Consequently, for most of the 2010s, arrested pirates could not be properly charged and often
walked free. Across the region, only three piracy cases were successfully prosecuted in the entire
decade up to 2020 (one each in Togo, Nigeria, and an extraterritorial Danish trial)®® This near-total
impunity sent a clear message that piracy was a low-risk enterprise. Weak judicial systems —
plagued by procedural delays, limited expertise, and political interference — further undermined
accountability. Even after new anti-piracy laws came into force (Nigeria’s SPOMO 2019,
Cameroon’s 2011 piracy law, Ghana’s 2020 Act, etc.), implementation has lagged. By late 2021,
Nigeria had managed to convict about 20 pirates under SPOMO, including jailing 10 men involved
in the 2020 FV Hailufeng II hijacking. These were landmark cases, yet they are still the rare
exception. A 2024 EU assessment found that trials of suspected pirates remain “particularly
problematic,” as many states are “unwilling to pursue prosecutions or lack the necessary legal
framework to do so”®. In several incidents, foreign navies that detained pirate suspects struggled

to find any regional government willing to prosecute, leading to suspects’ release by default.

In short, corruption and weak law enforcement created an environment of high opportunity and
low risk for piracy. Bribery and political patronage shielded pirate kingpins, while legal/judicial
failures meant that even captured pirates had little to fear. This aligns squarely with state failure
theory: where state oversight and justice are deficient, crime proliferates. Encouragingly, some
reforms are underway — Nigeria’s legal reforms and initial convictions, regional cooperation
through the Yaoundé Code of Conduct, and specialized maritime courts — but they are nascent. The
Yaoundé Code of Conduct (YCoC), a regional anti-piracy agreement in 2013, has spurred
improvements in coordination (e.g. information-sharing centers and joint patrols®. However,
evaluations of YCoC’s implementation highlight persistent gaps: heavy dependence on foreign
funding, slow communication systems, and the lack of harmonized laws among signatory states

hamper effective enforcement®®. The United Nations Security Council has noted these
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shortcomings, urging a comprehensive review of the Yaoundé Architecture to identify challenges
and improve its efficacy®’. Ultimately, strengthening governance, by rooting out corruption,
building legal capacity, and demonstrating political will to punish pirates is critical. Without these
institutional fixes, pirates will continue to find “near impunity” and freedom of action to carry out

attacks®,

4.3.3 Absence of Effective Maritime Security

Another critical factor contributing to issue of piracy in the Gulf of Guinea has been the insufficient
patrol presence and maritime surveillance — essentially a lack of “capable guardians” to Mitigate
and obstruct piracy operations. The Gulf of Guinea’s waters span a vast area (over 2,000 nautical
miles of coast from Senegal to Angola), which has historically been under-policed. Unlike the
Horn of Africa during the Somali piracy crisis (which saw constant patrolling by international
naval task forces), the Gulf of Guinea until recently had no sustained foreign naval mission and
relied primarily on the limited capacities of national navies. A study bluntly noted that /n contrast
to the waters adjacent to the Horn of Africa, the Gulf of Guinea lacks the presence of significant
foreign naval forces. [Meanwhile], Gulf of Guinea governments have weak national fleets.
Governments in the Gulf of Guinea possess inadequate national navies.” This patrol gap meant
that for much of the past decade, pirates operated almost at will, especially in the expansive

offshore areas beyond coastal surveillance range.

Piracy incident locations in the Gulf of Guinea (blue dots), 2021. Pirate action groups extended
their reach far off the coast — the red star marks the MV Mozart attack ~180 km from land on 23
January 2020%°. Such offshore incidents illustrate how pirates exploited gaps in maritime patrol

coverage.

Local navies, particularly Nigeria’s and Cameroon’s, have faced severe resource and capacity
constraints. Nigeria — despite having one of Africa’s larger navies — struggled with aging assets,

maintenance issues, and the sheer size of its maritime zone. Cameroon’s navy is even smaller, with
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only a handful of patrol craft responsible for its Atlantic coastline and the tricky Bakassi

area. Budget limitations force tough choices: countries often prioritize internal security (armies,

land forces) over expensive naval deployments

Location of MV
Mozart when attacked SAO TOME AND PRINCIPE

on 23 January 2021

The result is that coastal waters and especially the Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ) were thinly
patrolled. Pirates became adept at exploiting these gaps. They would strike beyond 30—50 nautical
miles offshore — the edge of effective national patrols — knowing that pursuit was unlikely. In early
2021, for instance, Nigerian pirates carried out a record-distance attack on the MV Mozart nearly
200 km out to sea. Such long-range raids demonstrated ““a significant enhancement in the maritime
capabilities of pirate organizations”, who adapted to whatever ad-hoc to the presence of security
existed via simply operating additional out n Dryad Global’s analysis, “there is little evidence that
[naval] forces are consistently denying pirates The liberty of movement and the capacity to execute
assaults. This remained true through 2020, when pirates roamed widely — from the Niger Delta to

as far west as Ghana’s waters — often without interception.

Even within territorial waters, coverage was sporadic. Pirates frequently struck ships at anchor or
near ports at night, knowing local security patrols were infrequent after dark. In Nigeria’s busy
Lagos anchorage, for example, armed robberies on anchored vessels were a persistent problem, as

naval boats could not be everywhere at once. The same was true off Douala, Cameroon’s main
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port, and in the waterways of the Niger Delta where Nigerian law enforcement had difficulty
navigating. Moreover, jurisdictional boundaries hampered responses: if pirates fled across a border
(e.g. from Nigerian waters into Cameroonian or Equatorial Guinean waters), pursuing them could
trigger diplomatic issues. Pirates took advantage of these seams between jurisdictions. A report
noted that international naval vessels (when present for exercises or visits) often “Unable to follow
alleged pirates into West African territorial waters due to sovereignty concerns..” Once attackers
reached the safety of their home waters (or the Niger Delta’s labyrinth of creeks), they were
unlikely to be caught. This limitation allowed pirates to “easily kidnap ships and siphon off 0il” in
one country’s waters and then retreat to sanctuaries in another, knowing the lack of cross-border

hot pursuit

The absence of effective patrols is closely linked with the earlier causes of weak institutions and
limited resources. However, it deserves distinct attention because it speaks to the core opportunity
structure for piracy. Under routine activity theory, a motivated offender will act if a suitable target
is present without a capable guardian. Within the Gulf of Guinea, the “capable guardians” — robust
shoreline guards, navies, as well as surveillance systems — were largely missing or only recently
emerging. This gave pirates a huge window of opportunity. It is telling that once patrol
presence did increase, piracy incidents fell dramatically. In 2021, Nigeria launched its Deep Blue
Project (with new patrol vessels, aircraft, and surveillance assets) and simultaneously foreign
navies ramped up deployments in the region. By mid-2022, officials reported that piracy
had “persisted in a gradual decline...attributable to the concerted of national authorities' efforts
and assistance from global collaborators.” Improved information-sharing and joint operations
under the Yaoundé¢ regional framework helped optimize the “utilization of limited naval assets.” In
short, when guardianship rose, piracy fell — a clear validation of the prior lack of guardianship as

a causc.

Nonetheless, challenges remain. The states of the Gulf of Guinea still confront ongoing challenges
in marine affairs capabilities for patrolling [their] extensive coastline”. Many naval assets are
donor-funded or only intermittently available, and sustainability is an issue (fuel, maintenance,
training). ECCAS officials in 2023 noted that the recent downturn in piracy was thanks to some
states acquiring better vessels and the “greater international presence in the area”, but warned

that these gains require constant effort. If patrols slacken, pirates may return. Indeed, 2023 saw a
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slight resurgence in attacks (22 incidents, up from 19 in 2022), possibly as some pirates tested the
waters again. In January 2024, a Nigerian gang attacked a tanker (Hana 1) off Equatorial Guinea,

kidnapping crew — indicating that threats persist wherever patrol coverage lapses.

4.3.4 Weapons, lllicit Markets, and Organized Networks

Finally, several enabling conditions have amplified piracy in the Gulf of Guinea, turning it into a
sophisticated criminal enterprise rather than just opportunistic acts. Chief among these enablers
are the widespread availability of arms, the existence of lucrative black markets (especially for
stolen oil), and the role of organized crime networks and sponsors. These factors provide pirates

with the tools, funding, and infrastructure to carry out attacks and monetize their loot.

Availability of Weapons: Decades of regional conflicts and arms trafficking have flooded West
Africa with small arms and light weapons. Assault rifles (AK-47s), machine guns, and even RPGs
can be acquired cheaply on the black market. An AK-47 in Nigeria can cost only a few hundred
dollars. This ubiquitous firepower has heavily militarized piracy in the region. Unlike Somali
pirates a decade ago — who were often minimally armed Nigerian pirate gangs today routinely
brandish automatic weapons and are unafraid to engage in firefights. Numerous incident reports
detail pirates firing on ships and naval patrols. The easy access to guns significantly lowers the
barrier to entry for piracy: any militant group or criminal syndicate with modest funds can arm a
pirate crew. It also escalates the violence of attacks, making piracy more dangerous for crews and
navies. Merchant vessels in the Gulf of Guinea often comply with pirate orders precisely because
pirates are known to be well-armed and aggressive. This “guns on the streets” problem is
fundamentally a governance and arms-control issue on land, but it directly fuels maritime crime

by empowering offenders with the firepower to hijack ships.

Black Markets and Stolen Goods: The presence of established illicit markets — especially for stolen
petroleum — provides pirates with a ready avenue to profit. Oil theft (illegal bunkering) has been
endemic in the Niger Delta for years, facilitated by corrupt networks that steal crude from pipelines
and export or refine it clandestinely. Pirates piggyback on this underground economy. When they
hijack a product tanker or fuel barge, they can rendezvous with willing buyers or storage operators

to offload the stolen cargo. For example, in the 2014 hijacking of the MT Kerala, pirates siphoned
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off ~13,000 tons of diesel, repainted the ship, and sold the oil via a criminal syndicate®. Nigeria
has reportedly lost $1-2 billion per quarter in recent years to oil theft, indicating the massive scale
of black-market demand. This means a pirate who seizes a tanker laden with oil can potentially
sell the cargo for hundreds of thousands of dollars — a tremendous incentive. Similarly, the kidnap-
for-ransom industry functions because clandestine networks of negotiators and money couriers
exist to broker and deliver ransom payments (often in cash) for both local and foreign hostages.
Without these illicit financial channels, kidnapping would not pay. West African pirate gangs have
effectively plugged into transnational criminal finance, laundering ransom money through

networks that sometimes overlap with drug trafficking and other crimes.

Organized Criminal Networks: Underpinning the above is the role of organized networks and
sponsors. Investigations by UNODC and others describe West African piracy as “a form of serious
organized crime” rather than random acts®’. Pirate operations often involve hierarchies of
financiers, middlemen, and foot soldiers. Wealthy “bosses” provide seed capital purchasing
speedboats, engines, weapons, and fuel, and even paying small salaries to recruits. In return, they
take the lion’s share of the proceeds. These bosses may be ex-militant commanders, corrupt
businessmen, or even rogue officials. Their patronage greatly professionalizes piracy. Well-funded
groups can bribe port officials for ship movement intel, employ informants inside oil companies
or ports, and maintain camps where hostages are held securely. For instance, prior cases revealed
that some Nigerian pirates had insiders at port authorities tipping them off about high-value cargo
departures®®. The pirates’ tactical success in hitting ships hundreds of miles out or evading capture
— often owes to such organized support onshore. This convergence of piracy with broader criminal
networks also means piracy is intertwined with other illicit trades (arms, narcotics, etc.), creating
a resilient illicit economy. When under pressure at sea, pirates can fall back on land-based crimes

and vice-versa, sustained by the same corruption networks.

Additionally, geography and technology have been enabling. The Niger Delta’s maze of creeks

offers ideal hideouts where stolen goods and hostages can be hidden from authorities. Pirates use

90 Center for Terrorism and Counterterrorism (CTC), West Point. (2012). Confessions of a Nigerian Pirate: Weapons,
Collusion, and lllicit Trade Networks

91 See Atlantic Council. (2021).

92 Center for Terrorism and Counterterrorism (CTC), West Point. (2012). Confessions of a Nigerian Pirate: Weapons,
Collusion, and lllicit Trade Networks

44



modern technology (satellite phones, GPS, radar, and even maritime Automatic Identification
System trackers) to hunt targets more effectively than ever. There is evidence of “pirate venture
capital,” whereby investors bankroll pirate missions in exchange for future cuts analogous to
businesses, this spreads risk and lures more recruits by covering upfront costs. All these factors
amplify the core causes. Poverty might provide the foot soldiers, and weak governance the
opportunity, but these enabling factors supercharge piracy into a lucrative, organized enterprise

rather than isolated opportunism.
4.4 Strategies to curb maritime insecurity

Piracy in the Gulf of Guinea remains a pressing security challenge, particularly affecting coastal
states like Nigeria and Cameroon. Over the past decade, these countries in collaboration with
regional and international partners have developed a multi-layered strategy to curb maritime
insecurity. Key factors such as the United Nations, International Maritime Organization (IMO),
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), INTERPOL, and foreign navies have

played supportive roles to curb ineffective national initiatives.
4.4.1 2050 AIM Strategy and the Lomé Charter (2014-2016)

In 2014, the African Union adopted the 2050 Africa s Integrated Maritime Strategy (AIM Strategy)
as a roadmap for securing Africa’s maritime domain and harnessing its “blue economy.” A major
outcome of this strategy was the African Charter on Maritime Security, Safety and Development
in Africa, commonly called the Lomé Charter, signed in Lomé, Togo on 15 October 2016. The
Lomé Charter is a binding treaty that commits AU member states to take robust measures against
piracy and a range of other maritime crimes®®. Notably, the Charter explicitly covers “the
prevention and control of all transnational crime at sea, including terrorism, piracy, armed
robbery against ships, drug trafficking, smuggling of migrants,” among others. It calls on states to
address root causes of piracy (such as poverty and youth unemployment) and to improve maritime
governance. For example, Chapter 2, Article 5 of the Charter urges states to create jobs and
improve living conditions in coastal communities as a long-term strategy to reduce piracy

incentives.

9 African Union Lomé Charter (2016) — Avrticles 7, 8 and 32, establishing obligations for states to prevent and
combat maritime crimes and to address root causes.
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The Lomé Charter emphasizes implementation and coordination. Article 7 requires each state
party to establish a national maritime security coordination structure (and an information-sharing
centre) to unify efforts of all national agencies — navy, coast guard, port authorities, etc. — in
combating maritime crime. Article 7(1) specifically obligates states to “take measures to curb
maritime crime and other unlawful acts as part of ongoing dialogue and effective cooperation
between their relevant national institutions.” Article 8 mandates states to harmonize national laws
with applicable international instruments, including UNCLOS and the SUA Convention, and to
train legal and judicial personnel for their enforcement. This clause has spurred countries like
Nigeria and Cameroon to update their legislation in line with UNCLOS definitions of piracy and
SUA oftenses. The Charter also calls for mobilizing resources for maritime security (Article 9) and
for regional cooperation. Article 32 is devoted to regional and continental cooperation in law
enforcement: it obliges state parties to “cooperate and coordinate their actions in combating
transnational organized crimes of all kinds including ... piracy and armed robbery against
ships...hostage-taking at sea... [and] to take adequate measures, individually and collectively, to
effectively fight organized crime...and ensure that the perpetrators...are effectively prosecuted and
denied the benefit of their crimes.” Article 32(2) further underscores denying pirates any benefits
from ransom or theft, aligning with efforts to confiscate pirate assets. Additionally, the Charter
reinforces the principle that states must execute these treaty obligations in good faith (pacta sunt
servanda) and cannot use conflicting domestic law as an excuse to shirk their commitments —

echoing the Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties.

Although the Lomé Charter entered into force with a limited number of ratifications, it has been a
moral and policy guide for African coastal states. Nigeria, Cameroon, and others have cited it when
formulating national maritime strategies. It has reinforced political will at the AU level — for
instance, AU summits have urged all member states to ratify the Charter and implement its
provisions to stem piracy. In practical terms, the Charter’s call for national inter-agency
coordination has paralleled the establishment of multi-agency maritime operations centres (such
as Nigeria’s Inter-Agency Maritime Operation Centre under the Deep Blue project, and
Cameroon’s national maritime security strategy). It also laid the groundwork for regional
information-sharing systems like the Yaoundé Architecture’s communication network (discussed
below) and the new YARIS information system, which integrates maritime domain awareness data

across West and Central Africa. In summary, the Lomé Charter provides an Africa-wide framework
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that complements sub-regional actions, ensuring that the fight against piracy is holistic from local

socio-economic initiatives to synchronized regional enforcement.
4.4.2 Yaoundé Code of Conduct (2013)

Before the Lomé Charter, the most impactful regional agreement on piracy in the Gulf of Guinea
was the Yaoundé Code of Conduct, signed in June 2013 in Yaoundé, Cameroon, by 25 countries
from West and Central Africa. This instrument (formally titled “Code of Conduct Concerning the
Repression of Piracy, Armed Robbery against Ships, and Illicit Maritime Activity in West and
Central Africa’) was developed with IMO support and is modelled partly on the successful
Djibouti Code in East Africa. While not a legally binding treaty, it represents a strong political
commitment by regional states to cooperate in real time against piracy and maritime organized
crime. Signatories, including Nigeria and Cameroon, agreed to share information, coordinate
patrols, and prosecute offenders under their national laws. The Code broadened the focus beyond
piracy to also include other illicit maritime activities (trafficking, illegal fishing, etc.), recognizing
the interconnections between these threats. Crucially, the Yaoundé summit also established a new
regional security architecture: the Inter-regional Coordination Centre (ICC) in Yaoundé and a
network of regional and zonal maritime coordination centres. Under this Yaoundé Architecture,
the Gulf of Guinea is divided into zones for joint patrols — for example, the Economic Community
of Central African States (ECCAS) set up Zone D (covering Cameroon, Equatorial Guinea, Gabon,
Sao Tomé & Principe), Zone A for Angola and Congo, etc., while the Economic Community of
West African States (ECOWAS) set up Zones E, F, G covering the West African coastal states. This
mechanism permits, for example, joint patrols and hot pursuit across maritime boundaries, subject
to consent, thereby preventing pirates from escaping by fleeing into a neighboring state’s waters.
The Code encourages member states to enter into further bilateral or multilateral agreements to
facilitate such cross-border operations and extradition of suspects. It also urges harmonization of
national laws (many Gulfs of Guinea states previously had no specific piracy laws, a gap Nigeria
notably closed in 2019) and improvement of regional communication infrastructure for maritime

surveillance.

Since 2013, the Yaoundé Architecture has gradually taken shape. Nigeria and Cameroon have been
at the forefront of operationalizing these commitments. For instance, by 2017, joint patrols in

Zone D (Cameroon, Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, Sdo Tomé & Principe) were credited with a sharp
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decline in piracy incidents in that zone. In the years immediately after Yaound¢, Cameroon led
multinational exercises in the Gulf and set up its regional coordination centre in Douala for Central
Africa. Information sharing has improved through the Regional Maritime Security Coordination
Centres and national maritime operations centres. An illustrative success was in 2014, when a
coordinated effort under Zone D led to the interception of a pirate gang that had hijacked an oil
tanker; naval forces from Cameroon and Equatorial Guinea worked together to apprehend the
perpetrators. More routinely, the exchange of “alerts” and piracy reports is now streamlined via
the Yaoundé-based Maritime Multi-National Coordination Centers and the MDAT-GoG (Maritime
Domain Awareness for Trade — Gulf of Guinea) reporting mechanism supported by France and the
UK. In 2021, an online platform called YARIS (Yaoundé Architecture Regional Information
System) was introduced to further enhance real-time sharing of maritime threat data among all
Gulf of Guinea states and international partners. Annual evaluations: The Gulf of Guinea nations,
with international support, hold regular meetings to review progress — for example, the G7++
Friends of the Gulf of Guinea (FoGG) and the SHADE-GoG (Shared Awareness and
Deconfliction) forum bring together regional navies, external navies, industry, and agencies like
IMO to assess trends and coordinate patrols. These meetings have noted improvements: by
late 2021, piracy attacks in the region had dropped significantly (by nearly 50 % compared to
2020), a trend that continued into 2022, yielding the lowest number of incidents in years. This
decline has been attributed to the cumulative effect of better multi-national coordination (via
Yaoundé¢ processes) and enhanced national efforts like Nigeria’s Deep Blue (discussed later). The
Yaoundé Code’s success is evidenced by increased cross-border cooperation — for instance, Nigeria
and Benin have conducted joint patrols in Zone E, and Nigeria has allowed neighbours like Togo
and Benin access to its Falcon Eye surveillance data to track pirate skiffs. There remain challenges
(funding the regional centres, fully manning the information network, and political will), but the
Yaoundé framework has undeniably created a more united front among West and Central African
states against piracy. A United Nations assessment in 2022 noted that these regional efforts have
“charted a course for what transnational security collaboration can accomplish,” leading to a

notable drop in attacks®*.

% UNOWA/UNOWAS — Maritime Security in the Gulf of Guinea briefing (2016) —emphasizing regional
cooperation and international support frameworks.
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In summary, at the regional level, African states have moved from treaties to action. The Lomé
Charter sets out broad obligations to strengthen laws and address the conditions that allow piracy,
while the Yaoundé Code of Conduct and its architecture provide the practical cooperative tools
(joint patrols, shared information, regional prosecution arrangements) to suppress pirates.
Cameroon and Nigeria, as key actors in Central and West Africa respectively, have embraced these
instruments — Cameroon by hosting the inter-regional centre and participating actively in joint
patrols, and Nigeria by investing heavily in enforcement assets and legal reforms. The stage is thus
set for national laws and institutions to take full advantage of this international and regional

framework.
4.4.4 United Nations Security Council Initiatives

The U.N. Security Council has actively recognized the piracy problem in the Gulf of Guinea and
has encouraged regional and international cooperation to address it. In 2011, the Security Council
adopted Resolution 2018 its first resolution focusing on Gulf of Guinea piracy which condemned
all acts of piracy and armed robbery at sea in the region and called on states of ECOWAS, ECCAS,
and the Gulf of Guinea Commission to develop a joint strategy. It urged regional states to establish
laws criminalizing piracy and to prosecute perpetrators. The resolution also appealed to the
international community to assist Gulf of Guinea countries with capacity-building, patrols, and
securing their maritime domains. Following up, the Council adopted Resolution 2039 (2012),
which reinforced these calls stressing the need for bilateral or regional patrols, improved inter-
state coordination, and rapid implementation of the planned regional maritime security architecture
(which became the Yaoundé process). These resolutions essentially laid the political foundation
for the Yaoundé Summit in 2013; indeed, the U.N. noted that Res 2018 and 2039 “laid the

foundation for the adoption of the regional mechanism in 2013.”

Concretely, the Security Council’s engagement translated into U.N. missions (UNOWA and
UNOCA, the U.N. offices for West and Central Africa) helping to convene meetings of regional
bodies. The U.N. Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) was tasked with providing technical
assistance, particularly legal expertise, to countries drafting piracy laws. The U.N. also conducted
an assessment mission in 2012 to evaluate piracy in the Gulf of Guinea and recommend actions,

which fed into the design of the Yaoundé Architecture.
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In May 2022, recognizing evolving threats, the Security Council passed a new resolution devoted
to Gulf of Guinea piracy. This resolution welcomed the decline in successful attacks since 2021
but flagged concerns about rising levels of violence in certain incidents and the need to address
root causes. It specifically urged all UN Member States to share information with INTERPOL for
use in the global piracy database through regional information sharing arrangements, highlighting
the importance of INTERPOL’s role in investigating piracy networks. It also encouraged states to
continue prosecuting pirates and invited international partners to strengthen the capacity of Gulf
of Guinea states in law enforcement, coast guard functions, and judicial processes. Importantly,
the resolution recognized the contributions of regional initiatives like Nigeria’s Deep Blue project

and called for sustained support to such efforts.

Overall, the U.N. Security Council has played a catalytic role by keeping political attention on the
issue, legitimizing international involvement, and providing a mandate for U.N. agencies to deliver
aid. For instance, after Res 2039, France, the UK, US, and others ramped up training programs for
West African navies. The Security Council also underscored respect for international law —
reminding that any foreign naval assistance must respect local sovereignty (implicitly contrasting
with Somalia where foreign navies had freer rein). By 2023, the U.N. was able to declare that
piracy in the region had decreased and commend the “joint regional maritime strategy” being
implemented by ECOWAS and ECCAS, but also warned that any lapse in vigilance could reverse

the gains.
4.4.5 International Maritime Organization (IMO) Measures

The IMO, as the U.N. specialized agency for maritime safety and security, has been deeply
involved in counter-piracy initiatives worldwide, including the Gulf of Guinea. The IMO
facilitated the development of the Yaoundé¢ Code of Conduct (2013) and continues to support the
region via technical cooperation programs. Some key contributions of IMO and related

international maritime bodies include:
ISPS Code Implementation

Following the adoption of the International Ship and Port Facility Security (ISPS) Code in 2004
(under the SOLAS Convention), West and Central African nations received IMO assistance to

comply with these security standards at ports and on ships. This has improved access control at
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ports and helped detect and deter criminal elements that might collude with pirates (such as insiders

smuggling weapons aboard ships).
Capacity-Building Programs

The IMO has organized numerous workshops, training exercises, and needs-assessment missions
in the Gulf of Guinea. Through its Integrated Technical Cooperation Programme, the IMO has
funded training for coast guard officers and the establishment of national maritime security
committees. In partnership with the Inter-regional Coordination Centre (ICC) in Yaoundé, the IMO
helped design exercises to test communication links between countries. The IMO also supports the
creation of guidelines for ships operating in the Gulf of Guinea — notably the “Best Management
Practices (BMP) West Africa” (an industry-produced pamphlet endorsed by the IMO) which

advises merchant ships on evasive measures, citadel use, and coordinating with naval patrols.
Legal Reform Advocacy

Through its Legal Committee, the IMO urged Gulf of Guinea states to harmonize their laws with
UNCLOS and SUA. It encouraged states to levy penalties commensurate with the grave risks of
piracy, to avoid pirates being treated leniently. The IMO also helped pair countries in “twinning”
programs — for example, Ghana’s judges and prosecutors received training in Kenya (which had

experience from Somalia piracy trials) through IMO-facilitated exchanges.
Information Sharing and Reporting

The IMO supports the MDAT-GoG (Maritime Domain Awareness for Trade — Gulf of Guinea)
reporting centre operated by the French and British navies. While not an IMO entity per se,
MDAT-GoG works closely with the IMO and ICC Yaoundé¢ to serve as a de facto piracy reporting
centre for the region. IMO encourages shipowners to report incidents to MDAT-GoG or the
ICC-IMB Piracy Reporting Centre and works to streamline these channels with the Yaoundé

Architecture.
International Partnerships

The IMO has championed initiatives like the G7++ Friends of Gulf of Guinea and the
SHADE-GoG meetings. These platforms bring together international navies (from Europe, North

America, etc.), regional navies, and the shipping industry to coordinate patrols and avoid
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duplication of efforts. In 2021, the Gulf of Guinea Maritime Collaboration Forum — SHADE was
launched, co-chaired by Nigeria and the Inter-regional Coordination Centre, with the IMO’s
blessing. This mechanism has enhanced transparency — for example, when Denmark deployed a
frigate in late 2021, SHADE-GoG ensured Nigeria and others were aware and that operations were
complementary. The result has been more foreign naval presence in a supportive role. In the past
five years, countries like France, Spain, Italy, Denmark, Portugal, and the U.S. have periodically
sent naval vessels or organized joint drills (such as the annual Exercise Obangame Express led by
U.S. Africa Command) to train regional forces and respond to pirate incidents. The IMO facilitates
these by providing the cooperative framework and by lobbying for contributions to its Trust Fund

that can support joint operations exercises.

In summary, the IMO’s efforts have improved the preparedness of both states and ship operators.
The organization observed that it sees a stronger willingness among Gulf of Guinea states to take
ownership of the piracy problem, which it attributes to the widespread adoption of IMO best
practices and training programs in the region. There is now far better coordination between civilian
maritime agencies and navies coast-wide, partially thanks to the IMO’s emphasis on multi-agency
collaboration (mirroring the whole-of-government approach advocated in the ISPS Code and
Lomé¢ Charter). The payoff is visible: attacks are more often detected and disrupted before they
can be completed. For instance, when a tanker sent a distress call in 2021 under pirate attack, the
regional network (with IMO-trained personnel in information-sharing centres) enabled a quick
response by a Nigerian warship, forcing the pirates to flee and saving the ship a scenario less likely
to have succeeded a decade ago. The IMO continues to monitor the situation and, in late 2022, the
IMO Council praised the 70 % drop in Gulf of Guinea piracy incidents compared to the prior year,

while cautioning against complacency.
4.4.6 International Criminal Police Organization (INTERPOL) and UNODC

Given the transnational nature of piracy networks (which may span multiple countries and involve
money laundering, arms smuggling, etc.), both INTERPOL and UNODC have become key players

in West Africa’s maritime security strategy, focusing on the criminal justice side of the equation.

INTERPOL launched Project AGWE in 2015, a multi-phase initiative funded by the U.S. to
strengthen maritime law enforcement in five Gulf of Guinea countries (Benin, Cote d’Ivoire,

Ghana, Nigeria, Togo). Project AGWE has trained over 900 police, gendarmerie, naval and judicial
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officers on how to investigate piracy and maritime organized crime. Its training includes crime
scene management on ships, evidence collection (so that pirates can be successfully prosecuted —
a challenge in the past), and mock trials to practice prosecuting piracy cases under national laws.
By providing first responders and prosecutors with these skills, INTERPOL addressed a critical
gap: previously, lack of admissible evidence often meant pirate suspects walked free. Thanks to
such training, Nigerian authorities in 2020 were able to gather solid evidence (including
cellphones, GPS coordinates, ransom negotiation recordings) against the pirates of Hailufeng 11,

which contributed to the successful conviction of those 10 pirates®®.

INTERPOL also improved information sharing and coordination among countries. It extended its
secure communication system (I-24/7) to maritime centres and ports in West Africa, allowing
real-time exchange of intelligence on suspect vessels or persons. Under Project AGWE,
multinational case coordination meetings have been held — for example, investigators from
Nigeria, Togo, and Ghana have sat together (often with INTERPOL facilitators) to connect the
dots between related attacks or to plan joint operations. This led to some notable outcomes:
INTERPOL reports that it supported two successful piracy prosecutions in Togo and Nigeria by
helping link evidence across borders. In one case, pirates who attacked a ship off Togo in 2019
were tracked into Nigeria; through INTERPOL, Nigerian police arrested some suspects in Lagos
who were tied to that Togolese case, and evidence was shared back to Togo for their trial. Such

collaboration was unheard of years prior.

INTERPOL also assisted in financial investigations. Pirates do not act alone — there are financiers
and onshore collaborators. Project AGWE helped countries trace ransom flows and identify
kingpins. In 2021, for instance, Nigerian authorities, with foreign intelligence support, nabbed a
notorious piracy sponsor who had been using proceeds to invest in real estate. UNODC’s Maritime
Crime Programme works closely with INTERPOL here, especially on prosecuting those who
launder pirate ransoms through the banking system. Both agencies emphasize going after these

“big fish” to truly dismantle piracy networks, not just arresting foot soldiers at sea.

UNODC, in addition to legal reform assistance, has set up a Piracy Prisoner Transfer Programme

similar to what it did in Somalia — this allows convicted pirates to serve sentences in their home

% INTERPOL Project AGWE description and outcomes (2023) — training law enforcement officials and enhancing
investigations in West Africa.
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countries if convicted elsewhere, ensuring humane and secure imprisonment while sharing the
burden among states. In the Gulf of Guinea context, UNODC offered to facilitate transfer of

prisoners or assist in improving prison conditions for piracy convicts.

UNODC has also deployed a maritime law enforcement mentor in West Africa and created a GoG
Maritime Law Enforcement Partnership exercise, where, for example, Cape Verde or Senegalese
law enforcement ride along on U.S. or French vessels to board and inspect ships (building skills
and confidence). These joint at-sea operations have resulted in seizures (like a 4.7-ton cocaine bust
in 2021 in Togolese waters aided by intelligence sharing that INTERPOL and UNODC helped
coordinate). Another significant UNODC initiative is the West Africa Coast Initiative, which
though broader than piracy, includes building capacity to combat organized crime that often
overlaps with piracy (arms and oil smuggling by sea). UNODC launched a program with the
Nigerian Navy in 2020 to improve forensic capabilities — providing kits to collect DNA,
fingerprints, and ballistic evidence from pirate skiffs and motherships, so that even if pirates scuttle

their boat, evidence isn’t lost.

The collective impact of INTERPOL and UNODC support is a much-strengthened legal finish in
the region: meaning pirates, once caught, are more likely to be prosecuted and convicted. This is
a powerful deterrent as noted by a security expert, “the era when pirates operated with impunity in
the Gulf of Guinea is ending, they know now there’s a good chance they’ll end up in jail.” The
presence of INTERPOL in the region (via its Global Maritime Crime Working Group and West
African bureau in Abidjan) and active UNODC projects has given countries access to international
expertise and databases (e.g. checking if a fingerprint from a pirate match prints from other crime
scenes globally, via INTERPOL’s database). It also fosters trust: West African countries
historically = were  hesitant to  share  sensitive  information, but  through

UNODC/INTERPOL-facilitated meetings, a sense of common purpose has emerged.
5.5.4 Role of the International Maritime Bureau (IMB) and Industry

The International Maritime Bureau (IMB) Piracy Reporting Centre has long been the international
watchdog for piracy, and it has been very active in the Gulf of Guinea. Although not a government
or multilateral agency, the IMB provides an essential service by issuing timely piracy alerts to
vessels and by liaising with local law enforcement when attacks occur. The IMB’s reports have

helped quantify the problem and mobilize action. For instance, IMB data showing 130 seafarers
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kidnapped in the Gulf of Guinea in 2020 (a record high) was cited in numerous forums to press for
increased naval patrols. IMB’s quarterly reports in 2018—2019 repeatedly named Nigeria’s waters
as the world’s most dangerous, which Nigerian authorities initially bristled at, but later used as
justification to push funding for the Deep Blue project and the SPOMO law through political
hurdles.

The IMB also assists investigators by sharing information on piracy tactics and any suspicious
vessel movements (they maintain a database of reported attacks, which sometimes yields patterns
e.g., the same “mothership” reported lurking in multiple incidents). This information is often

passed to regional navies or the MTISC-GoG/MDAT-GoG to action.

The shipping and oil industry, which is directly victimized by piracy, has also implemented
self-protection measures. Oil companies in the Niger Delta began hiring Nigerian Navy or private
armed escorts for their vessels — the protected mobility convoys have made it harder for pirates to
hit high-value targets. Industry groups like BIMCO and the International Chamber of Shipping
(ICS) have been part of the Joint Industry Working Group that meets with Nigerian and regional
officials, contributing to policies like “secure anchorage areas” in the Gulf of Guinea where navies
concentrate protection so ships can wait for escorts. These efforts, while not state-driven, align

with state security initiatives.

Furthermore, foreign navies have increased their presence: the U.S. Navy regularly conducts
Obangame Express exercise (24 nations participated in 2021) to practice intercepting pirate boats,
while the European Union launched a Coordinated Maritime Presences (CMP) concept in the Gulf
of Guinea in 2020 — deploying at least 3—5 warships year-round on rotation (from France, Spain,
Italy, Denmark, Portugal, etc.) specifically to deter piracy and build local capacity. In one notable
incident in November 2021, a Danish frigate intercepted a suspected pirate boat off Nigeria; a
firefight ensued in which four pirates were killed and one captured — an unprecedented case of a
non-regional navy directly engaging Gulf of Guinea pirates. The survivor was handed over to
Nigeria. This incident stirred debate about rules of engagement, but it highlighted that foreign
forces are now more assertively supporting the anti-piracy fight, in coordination with regional

states (Denmark had prior agreement with Nigeria for such action).

All these international and industry contributions reinforce the efforts of Nigeria, Cameroon, and

their neighbours. Maritime security is a shared responsibility, and over the last 5-10 years, the
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Gulf of Guinea has benefitted from a much more coordinated international approach — borrowing
lessons from the successful suppression of Somali piracy (which involved a mix of naval patrols,
legal action, and industry self-protection). The result, as of 2022, has been a dramatic reduction in
pirate attacks. However, UN and IMO officials caution that pirates could resurge if attention
wanes, especially since the root causes (like organized criminal networks and economic
desperation) still exist. The next section will delve into some of the on-the-ground operational
strategies and successes in Nigeria and Cameroon, illustrating how the frameworks described

above have been implemented to curb piracy.

CHAPTER FIVE

SUMMARY OF RESULTS, CONCLUSIONS, AND SUGGESTIONS

This chapter provides a synopsis of key results derived from this research, derives inferences from

these outcomes, and offers concrete suggestions particularly regarding the governments of
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Cameroon and Nigeria on how to effectively combat and eventually eradicate Maritime piracy in
the Gulf of Guinea. Special emphasis was also placed in legal reforms, institutional responses, and
socio-economic strategies that, if properly implemented, could significantly reduce piracy inside

the area.

5.1 Summary of Findings

Piracy within the Gulf of Guinea, particularly in Cameroon and Nigeria, has evolved significantly
over time. Initially characterized by rudimentary, opportunistic attacks using traditional tools,
piracy has now become more sophisticated and organized, with modern technologies and strategies
employed within the execution pertaining to maritime offences. Pirates within the area are widely
regarded as enemies of humanity, given the threat they pose a threat to navigational safety and the

worldwide shipping sector.

Piracy is not permissible. a recent It is a phenomenon; one of the oldest. international criminal
offences classified as malum inside se and possesses existed since humans began navigating the
seas. The first international legal framework to criminalize piracy emerged through customary
international law in 1958, later formalized pursuant to the 1982 United Nations Convention on the
Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). According to international law, piracy is a crime committed on
international waterways, encompassing the high seas and exclusive economic zones, along with

other maritime areas outside the territorial authority of any single nation.

The Global Maritime Bureau’s 2021 report revealed that the Gulf of Guinea was responsible for
approximately 43% of documented piracy occurrences during the initial trimester of that year.

These incidents include hijackings, ransom demands, and the kidnapping of crew members.

Findings from this research indicate piracy in the Gulf of Guinea constitutes fueled through a
combination of interrelated factors, including but not limited to: endemic corruption, widespread
poverty, inadequate security infrastructure, weak maritime policies, high operational costs,
community support, state capacity limitations, and broader geopolitical instability. These issues
negatively affect shipping operations, trade relationships, insurance, contract execution, and

international maritime commerce.

Various legal, institutional, and policy responses have been adopted to mitigate the peril of piracy.

Nonetheless,these efforts have been hindered by significant challenges, such as weak inter-state
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collaboration, the proliferation of uncoordinated regional bodies, under-equipped naval forces, the
absence of universal jurisdiction, insufficient domestic legislation on piracy, and inconsistency

among international legal instruments.

5.2 Conclusion

The Gulf of Guinea faces multifaceted security challenges that are deeply rooted in land-based
issues. As the saying goes, " Pirates do not originate at water; they originate on land.." Addressing
piracy must therefore begin with improving human security and socio-economic conditions

onshore.

Securing The Gulf of Guinea is comprised of paramount significance, not only to safeguarding
maritime trade but also for upholding the essential human rights of seafarers or coastal c States
and communities have a legal and moral obligation—rooted in the 1948 Universal Declaration of
Human Rights and the tripartite human rights requirement to respect, protect, and fulfill—to tackle

the root factors contributing to piracy instead of merely treating its indications.

Non-state actors, particularly NGOs, also have a crucial role to play in raising awareness about the
socio-economic and psychological effects of piracy. Piracy has resulted in substantial trade losses,
higher insurance premiums, disrupted shipping activities, and a general sense of insecurity across
Cameroon and Nigeria. It has contributed to a decline in national revenue as vessels re-flag to other

countries to avoid risks.

Although domestic and international endeavors have been undertaken to tackle pirate activity, they
are not without limitations. The Organization for International Maritime Affairs (IMO) and The
UN have both called to enhanced cooperation as well as stricter enforcement of international legal
frameworks. Yet institutional and legal gaps persist, particularly in Cameroon and Nigeria.
Effective implementation of anti-piracy laws and coordinated enforcement mechanisms remain

pressing needs.

Ultimately, a sustainable solution lies in addressing root causes such as poverty, corruption,
unemployment, and political instability, alongside the implementation of well-coordinated legal

and security reforms.

5.3 Recommendations
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The analysis highlights that weak enforcement and fragmented patrols in Nigerian and
Cameroonian waters have enabled piracy to thrive. Even where legal frameworks and treaties exist,
states have failed to enforce them consistently. Building on this, ECOWAS, ECCAS, and the Gulf
of Guinea Commission should expand joint naval patrols with mechanisms for real-time
intelligence sharing between Nigeria, Cameroon, and international partners (such as Denmark and
the U.S.). Such coordination addresses the routine activity theory element by reducing

opportunities for piracy through visible state presence and deterrence at sea

The failed state analysis shows that even where states attempt to secure waters, economic
deprivation in coastal communities sustains piracy. In Nigeria’s Niger Delta and Cameroon’s
Bakassi Peninsula, youth unemployment and marginalization have historically driven piracy and
oil theft. Governments, with NGO and donor support, should prioritize livelithood programs such
as sustainable fishing cooperatives, vocational training, and small-scale enterprise development
for coastal populations. By addressing the economic push factors, this reduces the incentive for

young people to participate in piracy, thereby complementing enforcement strategies.

Our analysis shows that corruption and weak judicial follow-up undermine enforcement, pirates
are arrested but rarely prosecuted, creating impunity. Nigeria and Cameroon should establish
independent monitoring bodies, possibly with civil society participation, to track anti-piracy
prosecutions, monitor resource allocation, and publish annual transparency reports. International
partners like the UNODC and IMO could support capacity-building for maritime courts and legal
training. This recommendation ties directly to the failed state theory by tackling systemic

governance failures that prevent effective law enforcement

Finally, Regional Economic Communities (RECs) and the African Union at their various levels
are responsible for setting norms and coordinating responses towards achieving the broader goals
of SDG 16 and the AU Agenda 2063. They are encouraged to:

o Strengthen regional maritime security cooperation to counter transnational threats such as
piracy, armed robbery at sea, kidnapping for ransom, illegal fishing, oil theft, and related
organized crime. This is particularly relevant to the Gulf of Guinea, where insecurity
undermines trade, stability, and sustainable development.

e ECOWAS and ECCAS should prioritise closer coordination and dialogue with littoral
states (Nigeria, Benin, Togo, Cameroon, Ghana, Congo, etc.) to harmonise strategies, share
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intelligence, and strengthen joint naval operations against piracy and other maritime
crimes.

The African Union can develop a continental maritime security framework (building on
the Lomé Charter and Yaoundé Code of Conduct) to ensure coherent coordination, resource
mobilisation, and a common strategy to address maritime insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea.
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