PIRACY in ASIA
THE LEVEL AND NATURE OF PIRACY IN ASIA AND
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Piracy in Asia
Background Report
by Erik Hoffmann, 10 August 2009
In 2008 102 piracy incidents were
reported across Asia. These events
were largely concentrated in a number of hot spots across the region,
notably; around western Malaysia,
Southern Vietnam and Bangladesh.
2009 has in the first 6 months seen 52 piracy incidents, showing a year-on-year drop compared to
2008 (55 incidents). The drop in pirate activity is
entirely due to a reduction in the number of incidents occurring around the Indian Sub Continent.
In South East Asia piracy attacks have increased
in 2009 compared to 2008 (from 37 to 39 attacks).
On the 29th of June the IMB issued a piracy alert
for the area between the island of Tioman and
the Anambas peninsula in the South China Sea.
The waters stretching from the Anambas peninsula to the Singapore Straits are currently the
most important piracy hotspot in the region.
Piracy in South East Asia has a history stretching
back several centuries and until just recently the
waters around the Indonesian archipelago and
the Malacca Strait were the most significant
hotspot for modern day piracy in the world. In
2004, pirate attacks in South East Asia accounted
for 51% of all attacks around the world. 132 of these 170 attacks occurred in the waters surrounding
the Indonesian archipelago and in the Malacca
Strait.

So far, the balance between these two opposing forces
is favoring the efforts of national governments in
preventing piracy. The Indian Sub Continent has
seen a moderate reduction in piracy, while South
East Asia has seen a small increase in piracy,
during the first six months of 2009, despite the
credit crisis.
Success in combating Asian piracy depends on
the continuation of national efforts and regional
initiatives. The most likely scenario in the short
to medium term sees a moderate rise in piracy as
the current economic crisis continues to weigh
down the South East Asian economies.

An armed marine policeman is standing guard on the deck of his patrol boat while
patrolling past a tanker in the Malacca Strait.

Over the past 5 year, national governments have
stepped up anti piracy measures in Asia both individually and through international cooperation.
The vast majority of attacks in Asia are economically motivated. Therefore, the two most important determinants of piracy in Asia over the next
several years will most likely be:
• The depth and duration of the current
economic crisis.
• The ability of the nations in the region, particularly Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore,
to maintain international anti-piracy cooperation and internal political stability.
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Figure 1: Asia 2008 and 2009 (Legend: Red = kidnap/hijack; yellow = robbery/theft; blue = attempts; black = most
recent incidents)

South East Asia
In South East Asia, cooperation between Malaysia, Indonesia and Singapore has caused a significant drop in piracy in the Malacca Strait and in
the wider region over the past 5 years. While in
2004 there were 38 attacks in the Malacca Strait,
by 2008 this had dropped to 3 attacks. This drop
in the level of piracy has been made possible to
a large extent through information sharing and
operational cooperation, between primarily Malaysia and Indonesia, with regards to anti-piracy
patrols and enforcement.
The Regional Cooperation Agreement on Combating Piracy and Armed Robbery against Ships
in Asia (ReCAAP) is an important example of the
regional approach pursued by South East Asian
governments in order to reduce and eventually
eliminate piracy in the region.
However, while reduced, piracy does still occur in
the South East Asia. A year on year comparison

shows the number of piracy attacks has increased in 2009 versus 2008 (39 versus 37 attacks).
A significant number of incidents in South East
Asia happen on ships approaching or anchored at
various ports in the region. The ports of Ho Chi
Minh City (Vietnam), Sandakan port (Malaysia),
the ports of Jakarta and Belawan (Indonesia) and
the port of Manila (Philippines) are particular
hotspots. In 2008 these ports stood for a combined 26 out of 78 attacks in South East Asia.
The port and the surrounding waters at Ho Chi
Minh City show proportionately the largest increase in pirate activity in 2009 compared to the
year before (5 attacks in Q1+2 2009 compared to
1 attack Q1+2 2008). As in the rest of Asia these
attacks are primarily robberies. As of yet, it is not
entirely clear why attacks have increased in Ho
Chi Minh City nor whether this is a trend that will
continue for the rest of the year.
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Figure 2: South East Asia 2008-2009

Figure 3: Western Malaysia (Q 1&2, 2008 and Q 1&2, 2009).

The area highlighted in the above map is currently the most important hotspot for piracy in
the South East Asia region.
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Attacks have increased in the first half of 2009 (16
attacks) compared to the same period in 2008 (13
attacks). Over the past 6 years piracy has shown
a notable increase in this particular area at the
same time as piracy in South East Asia in general
has markedly declined.
Figure 4: Pirate attacks between Tioman and Anambas
and in the Singapore Straits, first six months 2003-2009.

The first six months of 2008 and 2009 show a similar pattern. The vast majority of attacks happened in the months of April and June, 10 out of 13
attacks for 2008 and 11 out of 17 attacks in 2009.
In 2008 the first 6 months of the year accounted
for 13 out of a total of 30 attacks. The pattern in
2009 has already deviated from that in 2008. The
month of July 2009 has seen a significant increase in attacks compared to 2008. The graph below
includes incidents up to the 2nd of August 2009.
Figure 6: Attack per month between Tioman and Anambas and the Singapore Straits, 2008 and 2009.

India and Bangladesh

Bangladesh has been able to significantly reduce
piracy over the past few years. 2004 saw a total
of 54 pirate attacks in the Chittagong port area.
In 2008 this had been reduced to only 12 attacks.
The total number of attacks for 2009 will either
remain largely stable or show a slight reduction.
In the first six months of 2009, there were 6 incidents in the Chittagong port area (versus 8 in the
same period for 2008).
Attacks in Indian waters are concentrated around
the larger ports. Attacks in 2009 have been concentrated around Cochin port. Since the beginning of 2009 there has been ongoing conflict
between the workers and management at Cochin
port, including prolonged strikes and protests
over planned labor reductions. This may, in part,
be a reason for the slight increase in the number
of robberies at Cochin Port, while attacks at other
Indian ports are declining.

Figure 7: India and Bangladesh (2008-2009)
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There are indications
that there are still
a number of highly
organized groups of
pirates operating in
the area.

Pirate attacks across Asia follow a number of
distinct patterns. The vast majority of piracy incidents in Asia are cases of robbery of ship stores,
cash and personal property of the crew. Hijackings and lethal violence are rare occurrences in
the region, limited to a small number of cases.
The vast majority of attacks share a number of
characteristics:
• Incidents occur during the hours of darkness.
• Pirates board from smaller boats in groups of
2 to 15.
• Pirates are armed with long knives and/or
bars, and in some cases, a number of small
firearms.
• Main objective is robbery of ship’s stores and
crew personal belongings.
• Pirates in general are conflict averse.
• Most incidents end with no or minor injury
to ship’s crew.

2. The second type of attack begins much like
the first, the pirates attempt to board the
vessel undetected. The pirates then proceed
to seek out, threaten and restrain members
of the crew. While the crew members are
held hostage, pirates continue to steal stores
and personal items. The crew is subsequently
left behind as the pirates escape with stolen
goods. Serious injuries to the crew are rare.
Robberies of ship’s stores while at port or anchored tend to be of the first type, while robberies
out at sea tend to be of the second, particularly in
the Tioman/Anambas area.
The vast majority of attacks in Asia are cases of
robbery, which stands in sharp contrast to the
type of piracy currently being seen in the Gulf of
Aden. Attacks around the Indian Sub Continent
are exclusively robberies or cases were attacks
are aborted. The more serious attacks in the region, those of hijackings, kidnappings and cases
in which fatalities occur, take place in South East
Asia. In 2009 these more serious attacks were
concentrated around Western Malaysia, where
the majority of South East Asian piracy happens.

Attacks vary in the level of violence employed,
ranging from little to no violence to a more heavy
handed approach. Broadly speaking the majority
of attacks in Asia can be divided into 2 types.
1. Pirates approach the vessel in the dark of night
in one or a number of smaller boats. The pirates attempt to board the vessel undetected,
using ropes with hooks attached or sometimes
climbing up the anchor chain. Pirates attempt
to carry out their robbery entirely undetected. If
prematurely discovered and challenged pirates
will more often than not abort their attack and
flee from the boarded vessel. The majority of
attacks end with no injuries to the crew.
A marine policeman on patrol in the Malacca Strait.
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The following figures further clarify the nature
of pirate attacks in Asia. The first graph (Figure 8)
shows a breakdown of the types of attacks in the
region for 2008 and 2009.

Figure 8: Types of attacks (2008 and 2009).

The second graph (Figure 9) shows a clear pattern
across the time of day, pirate attacks in Asia occur
primarily during the hours of darkness. The vast
majority of attacks happen between 00.00 and
06.00. This is true for attacks around the Indian
Sub Continent as well as in South East Asia.

Figure 9: Attacks, time of day (2008 and 2009)

The third graph shows the number of pirates participating in the individual attacks. This information is not available for all attacks but the graph does
show a clear pattern. Most attacks are committed by
groups of 2 to 6 men. The more serious attacks in the
region are committed by larger groups of pirates.

Figure 10: Number of pirates involved in attack (2008 and 2009).
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Less serious cases in which robbers are prematurely discovered by crew members are common.
A typical case is that of the chemical tanker Elka
Athina, off the coast of Indonesia. Crew members
discovered four robbers had boarded the vessel.
The Master proceeded to sound the alarm and contacted authorities. On hearing the alarm the robbers ceased their attack and fled from the vessel.
More significant attacks than robbery do still
occur and there are indications that there are
still a number of highly organized groups of pirates operating in the area. These pirates have a
stronger organizational capability and take larger
risks, e.g. hijacking vessels underway and/or the
kidnapping of crewmembers.
In 2009 there has until now been one hijacking
(the Prospaq T1, in the South China Sea). In this
case the goal was to steal the vessel rather than
hold the crew hostage. The crew of the vessel was
released after a week of captivity, while pirates
escaped with the hijacked vessel. The pirates proceeded to an unknown location. The tug has so
far not been recovered.
The same period saw two attacks that ended with
fatalities. The first was a robbery on a fishing vessel (Light Boat Columbia 5) near the Philippines.
Pirates killed three of the crew and kidnapped 2
others. The pirates stripped the vessel of all valuable parts and fled. The two crew members are still
missing. The second was the hijacking of a yacht
(Mr. Bean) off the coast of Thailand. Pirates killed
the skipper and assaulted his wife.

The most likely scenario in
the short to medium term
sees a moderate rise in
piracy as the current
economic crisis continues
to weigh down the South
East Asian economies.

Future Prospects

The authorities were notified and when they arrived in the yacht area they found 3 Burmese men
on a life raft and detained them. It was reported
the men had earlier escaped from a fishing vessel.
During 2009 there was one case of kidnapping
of ship’s crew members. In February the Master
and First Officer of the MLC Nancy 5 were kidnapped in the Malacca strait. The two crew members
were taken off the vessel, to an unknown location. Second officer steered the vessel to port.
Both were later released, it is believed a ransom
was paid for their release.
Not only has the number of attacks around Western Malaysia slightly increased, ReCAAP also
reports that the severity of attacks is increasing.
During the robbery of the Salviceroy, on the 22nd
of June 2009, robbers were armed with automatic rifles, a rare occurrence in the region.
Over the past 5 years, piracy has been successfully
reduced in a number of areas, notably the Malacca Strait, Indonesian territorial waters and Chittagong Port in Bangladesh. On the other hand,
piracy in the South China Sea has not been met
with the same resolve and has been increasing.
Continued success in suppressing piracy in the
Malacca Strait and the wider South East Asia region depends to a large extent on the continued
cooperation between the governments of Malaysia, Indonesia and Singapore. To date all three
countries have achieved relative political stability,
which allows continued and effective maritime
security cooperation.
There are a number of potentially destabilizing
factors in the region. Malaysia is dealing with increasing ethnic tensions between ethnic Malays
and the Chinese and Indian minorities. Malaysian
ethnic divisions also correspond with economic
inequalities, increasing the potential for a flareup. Even so, Malaysia has a long history of managing and accommodating the ethnic divisions
that exist within the country. Recent government
compromises on preferential economic policy show continued efforts to maintain harmony
between Malaysia’s three ethnic groups.
Indonesia has for a long time dealt with a number of separatist movements. Recently, conflict
between Jakarta and the provinces of Aceh and
Papua has decreased. Tensions, however, still

Piracy in Asia

9

remain. Indonesia also has a history of dealing
with radical Islamic movements (e.g. Jemaah Islamiyah). Since the democratic transition the Indonesian government has been fighting, what is
widely considered to be, a winning battle against
the various extremist groups operating within
its borders. However, the potential rise of Islamic
extremism and the more general rise of political
Islam are still a concern.
In the worst case scenario, a significant deepening
of the current economic crisis and increasing social tensions cause political destabilization in Malaysia, Indonesia or other countries in the region
with potential for significant internal conflict,
such as Thailand or the Philippines. International
anti-piracy cooperation ceases as political priorities shift and resources are redirected. As a result,
the number and the severity of attacks inevitably
see a significant rise in the area. If opportunity
arises, the prime target for increasing attacks will
be the Malacca Strait, as 40% of world trade passes through each year. This, while a possible course of events, must be considered unlikely.
The best and most likely scenario is that, given the
economic motives of most pirate attacks in Asia,
the current economic crisis will lead to a small to
moderate increase in attacks in the South East
Asia region. So far, increasing piracy has only been
observed locally and not for the region in general.
Given the relative political stability of the regimes
in the area and the effective anti piracy measures
in place, it is highly unlikely that piracy will reach
the same levels currently seen around the Horn of
Africa or in South East Asia around the late 90’s
early 2000’s.

Maritime Risk Analysis and Forecast
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