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In the last decade, a key driving force fueling piracy off the Somali coast has been the prospect of
attaining huge amounts of ransom money. However, pirate organizations have thrived undisturbed
for so long due to several other reasons that include Somalia's economic difficulties, the inability of
the central government to exercise full control over Somali territory, including the vast length of the
coast. More generally, piracy is rooted in national sentiment over issues such as water pollution and
the competition of foreign fishery fleets. Still, while all relevant and important, these are not the
pivotal factors driving piracy: the core motivation is that piracy is a lucrative business and ransom
payments constitute its profit.

Since 2007, over US$ 250 million has been paid in ransom to Somali pirates in order to secure the
release of hijacked vessels and their crew. In the last three years, the situation has visibly improved:
the total amount of ransoms paid has dropped dramatically from $148 million in 2011 to zero so far
in 2013, and the number of successful pirate attacks followed the same downward course, from 47
to none. This is mainly due to the effective defensive measures adopted, which include wider
implementation of Best Management Practices (BMPs) with compliance reaching 75-80 percent,
the employment of navy escorts and the use of armed guards on commercial vessels, which have all
made it very difficult for pirates to attack vessels successfully.

Still, piracy is far from over. While remarkably successful in countering pirate attacks, the
defensive measures adopted do not impact the root causes that contributed to the surge in piracy
over the last decade. With the change in the cost-benefit ratio making it currently not worth their
while, pirate leaders might be at rest, and are probably involved in other businesses such as khat
trade, but they would go back to sea should circumstances become favorable again. At the same
time governments are facing a dilemma: with waning pirate activity, how can the high costs of
sustaining defense measures be justified? However, before any decisions are made to reduce the
protection measures at sea, which could possibly lead to a resurgence of piracy, the focus must
remain strongly focused on fighting piracy onshore so it is eradicated at source.
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For the international community, paying ransom (however that is presented) has become the
established short-term solution to secure release of captured vessels and their crew. Ransoms serve
both humanitarian concerns regarding crews held hostage, and business interests related to keeping
the trade channel through the Suez and the Mediterranean open. With very few exceptions, no
vessel has been released, or crew members liberated, until a ransom was paid. However, payment of
ransoms perpetuates the problem of piracy in several ways:
•

While permitting the release of the hijacked vessels, the payment of large sums of money
generates the incentives and justification for future vessel attacks, thus fuelling piracy
further;

•

Crew members are usually liberated immediately after the payment of the ransom but
during negotiations they are subjected to long periods of captivity and exposed to
unacceptable physical and psychological suffering;

•

The international community is committed to promoting the reconstruction Somalia; piracy
instead, distorts the perception of Somali youth about their future and the country’s business
priorities; and finally

•

Ransom money can generate illegal financial flows, for example, when invested in illegal
trade or used to finance terrorist groups.

The payment of a ransom is useful in resolving individual hijacking cases but it is not a sustainable
long-term solution. Measures are needed to fight and dismantle piracy onshore. The international
community has been discussing three possible lines of action that focus on the money trail:

Identify, Prosecute and Convict Pirate Leaders, Organizers, Financiers and Negotiators
Sharing and cross-checking the information collected so far has permitted the identification of most
pirate leaders, a small number of people with strong influence in the country. In targeting these
people, one available option is to include them within an official list of pirate leaders and subject
them to international sanctions, including asset freezing and travel bans. Such an approach would
carry a strong message that the international community will not tolerate such activity and is able to
react sharply, naming and isolating the pirates. In terms of effectiveness however such a list
approach could be questioned despite ‘its name and shame’ utility, and there are three important
considerations to be made here. Firstly, a travel ban could be counterproductive since the best
chance to capture these pirate leaders is precisely when they travel. Secondly, in Somalia the
practical possibilities to freeze assets and arrest chief pirates are very slim. Finally, a list approach
would leave unresolved the issue of convicting and imprisoning the pirate leaders. This last issue is
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of particular relevance because the reconstruction of the Somali nation – to which the international
community is committed - must be established on a sound legal basis: a list compiled by
governments without the back up of a formal legal process to address offenders would be contrary
to this approach.

A strategy aimed at prosecuting and convicting head pirates should be based on a methodical and
robust collection of evidence, both during ransom negotiations and in the post-release phase,
examining the vessels and interviewing the members of the crew. Furthermore, in order to
successfully leverage the collected evidence in courts, strategic dialogue with the shipping industry,
information-sharing among national authorities and with relevant international organizations must
be ensured.

Reduce the Amount of Ransoms Paid
In order to reduce ransom payments and ultimately, break the pirate business model, a more
coordinated approach to ransom negotiations is necessary. Key to this is a strategic partnership
between governments and industry through information-sharing and close private-public
cooperation. Possible approaches could range from setting a cap on the amount of ransom that can
be paid and regulating ransom negotiations to setting up dedicated ‘crisis management teams’
drawn from both the public and private sectors that provide consistent advice during negotiations.

A more direct and drastic approach would involve new rules under the UN sanctions regime
(UNSCR 1844) that would make it illegal under international law to pay ransoms to listed pirates.
The banking system – its role being essential in collecting the cash for ransoms – would not risk its
reputation and paying a ransom would become practically impossible. It therefore follows that once
ransom money – the primary motivation for piracy- is no longer flowing, piracy itself will decline.

Contradictory views exist regarding the ban on ransom payments. The shipping industry is opposed
to it due to concerns that ship-owners would be left exposed to huge risks without a clear way out.
Somali authorities, on the other hand are more positive, viewing the ban on ransom payments as a
feasible way to eliminate incentives to continued hijackings.

The more immediate problem is to solve the hostage crisis: although the number of hostages being
held by the pirates is much lower than in the past – their liberation remains a pressing concern for
the international community.
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Track and Recover Ransom Money More Aggressively
The Somali economy is based on the use of cash and “unorthodox” but flexible and efficient
payment systems like Hawala and transfers via cellular phones. A sizeable share of ransom money,
which ends up in the hands of a small number of organizers and financiers, is not used for
immediate consumption and is instead invested back into the piracy business, other interests, and in
savings. Part of this money leaves Somalia through off-shore financial centers. Admittedly, it is not
an easy task to follow the money trail. Efforts are however being made, for example by the World
Bank, to gain a better understanding of how the financial system works in the region and to
strengthen the investigative capacity to track and recover ransom money.

A stronger and more consistent engagement with Financial Intelligence Units (FIUs) is also
necessary in order to take advantage of their analytical capacity and robust network for sharing
financial information and data. The FIUs should be given early access to information on ransoms,
including serial numbers of the notes delivered to pirates. Besides, capacity-building for the
financial sector both in Somalia and in the region should focus on the creation and strengthening of
the local FIUs: this is a longer-term investment that will last beyond piracy. If pursued, the three
lines of action briefly discussed above would represent a strategic change in the attitude towards
piracy and go a long way towards eliminating it. However, moving in that direction requires
political will and enhanced international coordination across the public and private sectors and
across multiple industries.
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paper are the views of the author only, and do not reflect the opinions or positions of the
conference organizers. Content may have been edited for formatting purposes.
For more information, visit the conference website at www.counterpiracy.ae.

