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INTRODUCTION  

 

The pirate has declared war against all mankind; 

all mankind must declare war against him
1
 

 

This thesis examines the phenomena of contemporary maritime piracy in Southeast Asia 

and Northeast Africa during the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. This was 

not an exceptional occurrence. Maritime piracy had experienced regular periods of 

substantial growth and decline since the earliest days of transoceanic trading motivated 

frequently by political, economic and socio-cultural fluctuations ashore. Indeed, piracy 

emerged as a significant impediment to the consolidation of European colonial and 

mercantile ambition during the nineteenth-century predominantly also in the waterways 

of Southeast Asia and the southern Mediterranean Sea. By the late nineteenth-century, 

attacks on European merchant trade had been suppressed in these regions and in some 

cases eliminated entirely. 

 

For the majority of the twentieth century maritime piracy was a ómicro-maritimeô 

concern for western governments, dwarfed by macro events such as the First and Second 

World Wars. It was not until the early 1980s that the International Maritime 

Organizationôs (I.M.O.) Maritime Safety Committee (M.S.C.) highlighted that piratical 

attacks had once again escalated to such an extent that the situation was óalarmingô.
2
 

Indeed, officials from the International Maritime Bureau (I.M.B.), a specialised division 

of the International Chamber of Commerce, noted that maritime piratical attacks were 

regularly reported during the late 1970s in West Africa and the Gulf of Thailand.
3
 

 

With this in mind, this thesis consists of three key areas of examination carried out 

under a broad theoretical framework that encompasses historical analysis combined with 

an examination of contemporary military practice and international maritime law. In the 

first instance, it investigates whether the escalation in maritime piratical activity in the 

late twentieth century constituted a ópalingenesisô
 
by considering the modern historical 

                                                 
1
 Sir William Blackstone, Commentaries on the laws of England (4 vols, Philadelphia, 1893), ii, p. 72. 

2
 International Maritime Organisation (I.M.O.), óPiracy and armed robbery at seaô in Focus on I.M.O. (Jan. 

2000), p. 2. 
3
 Christian Science Monitor, 30 Apr. 1985. 
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context of piracy, in particular the late nineteenth-century. This explores the maritime 

climate relative to piracy in the southern Mediterranean and Southeast Asia between 

1800 and 1900 focussing on escalation, manifestation and responses. Moreover, this 

analysis positions the latter case studies on contemporary piracy in chapters II-VI within 

a historical framework and illustrates how the escalation of piracy in the twentieth 

century was contextually diverse to piracy from previous eras. The term ópalingenesisô 

is used in this context to represent the regeneration or rebirth of a historical phenomenon 

in a contemporary form, which is contextually diverse from previous manifestations. 

 

In terms of historical context for the case studies on Northeast Africa in chapters IV-VI, 

the southern Mediterranean Sea/ North African coast is utilised as the nearest proximal 

waterway to experience manifestations of piracy during the nineteenth-century. Prior to 

the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, the waterways that bordered the Northeast coast 

of Africa were not established trading routes and therefore had not witnessed the 

profusion of piratical attacks as was the case in the southern Mediterranean. In addition, 

during the nineteenth-century the coastline of present day Somalia was securely under 

British control deterring potential maritime criminality and disorder in the region. From 

1869 to 1884, following the opening of the Suez Canal, coastal Somaliland was under 

the control of the Turkish viceroy of Egypt. Within three years, the region was under the 

direct administration of Italian, British and French colonial programmes that declared 

protectorates in 1887. This divided the country into British Somaliland to the east, 

Italian Somaliland to the south and Abyssinia and French Somaliland to the west. The 

resourceful colonial presence maintained tight control over maritime boundaries, which 

deterred illicit maritime activity such as piracy.  

 

The historical analysis establishes a foundation for an examination of the maritime 

climate between 1900 and 1914, the interwar period and post-Second World War when, 

it is argued, ómicro-maritimeô threats such as piracy faded in terms of strategic 

importance. Merchant vessels were frequently targeted by belligerent navies during the 

First and Second World War. This was, however, a óguerre de courseô intent on the 

destruction and disruption of sea trade rather than the acquisition of merchandise for 
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private gain.
4
 Due to a lack of reliable statistical information available to gauge levels of 

piratical óincidenceô between 1900 and 1979, a quantitative methodological approach is 

employed to gauge levels of óinterestô. This approach collates and charts occurrences of 

piracy in the selected works of noted maritime theorists such as Alfred Thayer Mahan 

and Julian Corbett alongside contemporary journals and newspaper articles. What is 

particularly relevant is the maritime climate that emerged following the Second World 

War and how it was conducive to a resurgence of piracy in the late 1970s and early 

1980s. This initial section therefore addresses two central questions arising from this 

research. Firstly, can the re-emergence of piracy in the later part of the twentieth century 

be declared a ópalingenesisô or was it simply a materialisation of a enduring problem, 

and secondly, was it diverse or comparable to manifestations of piracy from previous 

eras? These questions are crucial in addressing a key argument in this research, that 

maritime piracy experienced a palingenesis in the late twentieth century that was 

distinctive to occurrences of piracy during previous historical periods. 

 

Next, this thesis traces the development and evolution of counter-piracy initiatives since 

this resurgence through comprehensive case studies of Southeast Asia and Northeast 

Africa. This represents the core qualitative research methodology in this work. 

Statistically, Southeast Asia accounted for the largest percentage of maritime piracy 

attacks worldwide between 1979 and 2005. In 1993 alone, incidents of piracy and armed 

robbery against ships in Southeast Asia accounted for over 73 percent of the global 

total.
5
 By 2005, this trend was reversed as attacks in the Gulf of Aden and in the Somali 

basin escalated considerably. In 2009, Somali pirates were responsible for around 80 

percent of all incidents of maritime piracy worldwide.
6
 These major case studies present 

a detailed exploration of how regional and extra-regional governments responded to 

these upsurges of piracy and how responses evolved over the course of the last forty 

years. This analysis attempts to reveal the effectiveness or otherwise of these efforts and 

what affect, if any, did suppressing piracy at sea have on tensions and instability ashore. 

 

                                                 
4
 óGuerre de courseô translates to óWar of the chaseô. 

5
 I.C.C. I.M.B., Piracy and armed robbery against ships annual report: 1998 (London, 1999), p. 5. 

6
 I.C.C. I.M.B., Piracy report 2010, p. 5. 
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Each region is examined initially in isolation under a thematic framework that critically 

incorporates landward and seaward initiatives alongside the progression and utility of 

international maritime law. This analysis also addresses a broader question: how did the 

international legal framework evolve and how effective or otherwise was it in 

suppressing contemporary piracy?   

 

Chapter II traces the initial resurgence and responses to piracy in Southeast Asia 

beginning with attacks on Vietnamese boat refugees in the Gulf of Thailand and South 

China Sea in the late 1970s and 1980s. This is followed by an analysis of alternative 

regional incidents up to the beginning of the Asian financial crisis in 1997. A more 

pervasive and organised form of piracy evolved after 1997 that peaked in 2000 with 259 

attacks reported in Southeast Asian waters, chiefly Indonesia.
7
 Chapter III highlights 

how piracy and armed robbery against ships manifested in the region during this period 

and how external events, such as the attacks on the United States in September 2001, 

influenced regional approaches to maritime security. This culminated in the signing of 

the first strategic regional counter-piracy framework, the Regional Cooperation 

Agreement on Combating Piracy and Armed Robbery Against Ships in Asia (ReCAAP) 

in 2006. This agreement alongside increased multilateral engagement by littoral states 

resulted in a steady decline in attacks from 105 in 2005 to 59 by 2008.
8
 

 

In terms of Northeast Africa, chapter IV examines the period from the foundation of the 

Somali Republic in 1960 to its collapse in 1969 and the subsequent rise and fall of Siad 

Barreôs military regime that lasted from 1969 to 1991. This analysis establishes the root 

causes of contemporary Somali piracy and frames it within the wider and disordered 

political, economic and social context ashore. Furthermore, it illustrates the direct 

connection between the collapse of the state structure in Somalia and the escalation in 

maritime piracy after 1991. 

 

                                                 
7
 I.C.C. I.M.B., Piracy report 2010, p. 5. 

8
 I.C.C. I.M.B., Piracy report 2009, p. 5. 
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By 2005, the Somali pirate infrastructure had evolved into organised criminal enterprise 

and a calculable threat to shipping transiting the Gulf of Aden and the Somali Basin. 

Chapter V illuminates this threat and focuses on chiefly non-military initiatives 

launched to counteract these pervasive acts of piracy between 2008 and 2013. This 

includes the formation of industry Best Management Practice (B.M.P.), the proliferation 

of Private Maritime Security Companies (P.M.S.C.) alongside legal and jurisdictional 

potencies and limitations. Chapter VI expands on the period between 2008 and 2013 by 

analysing the unprecedented international military and diplomatic response to Somali 

piracy through expeditionary naval operations, judicial enhancement and reform, 

maritime security capacity building alongside rehabilitation and reintegration initiatives. 

These multifaceted efforts combined to diminish the freedom of movement and 

activities of Somali pirates by 2013. 

 

The final section of this thesis constructs a multi-level comparative analytic framework 

to gauge the effectiveness and shortcomings of these counter-piracy initiatives in both 

Southeast Asia and Northeast Africa. This consists of comparatively analysing 

responses at the strategic, operational and tactical level, thereby offering a more 

comprehensive contribution to the literature. This comparative analysis addresses 

several central questions in this research such as what commonality, if any, do incidents 

of piracy possess across the geographic divide and, perhaps more importantly, can an in-

depth understanding of the evolution of contemporary counter piracy efforts lead to 

more effective and sophisticated anti-piracy efforts in the future? Furthermore, this 

section explores experiences of piracy in alternative geographic settings to deepen the 

efficacy of this study and illustrate how manifestations of piracy are unique to particular 

regions political, socio-economic or cultural intricacies at a particular period. 

 

Contemporary definitions 

According to article 101 of the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

(UNCLOS), piracy consists of any of the following: 

 

(a) any illegal acts of violence or detention, or any act of depredation, 

committed for private ends by the crew or the passengers of a private ship or 
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a private aircraft, and directed: (i) on the high seas, against another ship or 

aircraft, or against persons or property on board such ship or aircraft; (ii) 

against a ship, aircraft, persons or property in a place outside the  

jurisdiction of any State; (b) any act of voluntary participation in the 

operation of a ship or of an aircraft with knowledge of facts making it a 

pirate ship or aircraft; (c) any act of inciting or of intentionally facilitating an 

act described in subparagraph (a) or (b).
9
 

 

The UNCLOS determination limited acts of piracy to those committed outside the 

jurisdiction of a stateôs maritime boundary. This was problematic as the majority of 

piratical attacks, particularly in Southeast Asian waters, occurred in anchorages, ports 

and littoral sea lanes. 

 

To compensate for this restriction, the I.M.B. created a second definition that grouped 

piracy and armed robbery together as:  

 

An act of boarding or attempting to board any ship with the apparent intent 

to commit theft or any other crime and with the apparent intent or capability 

to use force in the furtherance of that act.
10

 

 

After 2010, the I.M.B. adopted the I.M.O. definition of óarmed robbery against shipsô 

and combined it with the UNCLOS definition for statistical purposes. I.M.O. Resolution 

A.1025 óCode of practice for the investigation of crimes of piracy and armed robbery 

against shipsô defined óarmed robbery against shipsô as any of the following acts: 

 

(i) any illegal act of violence or detention or any act of depredation, or threat 

thereof, other than an act of piracy, committed for private ends and directed 

against a ship or against persons or property on board such a ship, within a 

Stateôs internal waters, archipelagic waters and territorial sea; (ii) any act of 

inciting or of intentionally facilitating an act described above.
11

 

 

The existence of two separate definitions of what was essentially an identical crime 

perpetrated in a different area of water complicated counter-piracy efforts during the 

period of this research. Moreover, such distinctions were seemingly irrelevant to the 

                                                 
9
 óU.N. Convention on the Law of the Seaô, 1982 (U.N., Treaty Series, mdcccxxxiii, no. 31363, pp 60-1). 

10
 I.C.C. I.M.B., Piracy report 2002. 

11
 óCode of practice for the investigation of crimes of piracy and armed robbery against shipsô, 2010 

(I.M.O., Maritime Knowledge Centre (M.K.C.), A/RES/1025/26/2010, p. 4). 
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perpetrators in terms of targeting vessels and to the victims of piracy. Therefore, 

ópiracyô in the context of this research, refers to both high seas piracy (UNCLOS article 

101) and armed robbery against ships in territorial waters (I.M.O. Resolution A.1025) 

unless explicitly stated otherwise. 

 

Literature Review 

Secondary source material 

The spectrum of publications pertaining to piracy is diverse. There are several noted 

academic publications such as Peter Lehrôs Violence at sea: piracy in the age of global 

terrorism alongside a multitude of additional secondary material such as journal articles, 

magazines and reports from civilian, military and academic think-tanks.
12

 Official 

Government documents or military funded publications on piracy have been inherently 

limited in the scope of their analysis. Both are typically compiled within a specific 

theoretical framework with a focus on internal policy making and related consequences 

for the national government in question. Peter Chalkôs The maritime dimension of 

international security: terrorism, piracy, and challenges for the United States, for 

example, provides a first-class analysis on international maritime security, but it is 

arguably limited in its scope and wider efficacy as it primarily focuses on challenges and 

policy relevance for the United States under RANDôs Project Air-Force Strategy and 

Doctrine Program.
13

 

 

Furthermore, researchers in the field of contemporary piracy have typically focussed on 

one geographic location in their analysis; referencing alternative regions principally for 

reasons of context. While this is a worthwhile academic undertaking mostly for regional 

specificities, it limits a more comprehensive analysis and understanding of piracy across 

the geographic divide. In this regard, Stefan Eklºfôs Pirates in paradise: a modern 

history of Southeast Asiaôs maritime marauders, Carolin Lissôs Oceans of crime: 

maritime piracy and transnational security in Southeast Asia and Bangladesh and Derek 

Johnson et al.ôs Piracy in Southeast Asia: status, issues, and responses provide helpful 

                                                 
12

 Peter Lehr (ed.), Violence at sea: piracy in the age of global terrorism (London, 2007). 
13

 Peter Chalk, The maritime dimension of international security: terrorism, piracy and challenges for the 

United States (California, 2008). 
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overviews of maritime crime specific to Southeast Asia.
14

 In terms of piracy off the 

coast of Somalia, there are fewer books published due to the contemporaneity of the 

issue. Jay Bahadurôs Deadly waters: inside the hidden world of Somaliaôs pirates, Stuart 

Yikona et al.ôs Pirate trails: tracking the illicit financial flows from pirate activities off 

the Horn of Africa, Christopher L. Danielôs Somali piracy and terrorism in the Horn of 

Africa and Martin N. Murphyôs Somalia: the new Barbary?: piracy and Islam in the 

Horn of Africa are some examples of complete works specific to contemporary Somali 

piracy and are utilised in this research as such.
15

 

 

This thesis expands on these regional specific works by critically incorporating a 

detailed examination of counter-piracy initiatives in the two regions most exposed to 

maritime crime during the period, taking into consideration previous investigative 

and/or academic works throughout. This offers a more comprehensive analysis of how 

counter-piracy operations have evolved since the late 1970s. Seminal contemporary 

publications in the fields of naval, strategic and maritime security studies, such as 

Geoffrey Tillôs Seapower: a guide for the twenty first century, Ian Spellerôs 

Understanding naval warfare and David Sloggetôs The anarchic sea: maritime security 

in the 21st century, offer more generalised examinations of maritime piracy within the 

framework of the broader international context of naval operations and strategy.
16

 While 

this is an important undertaking, it limits specific analysis of the piracy question itself, a 

gap that this thesis attempts to fill. 

 

There is an abundance of journal articles and papers published that deal directly with 

contemporary maritime piracy and the related issues, which are utilised throughout the 

                                                 
14

 Stefan Eklöf, Pirates in paradise: a modern history of Southeast Asiaôs maritime marauders 

(Copenhagen, 2009); Carolin Liss, Oceans of crime: maritime piracy and transnational security in 

Southeast Asia and Bangladesh (Singapore, 2011); Derek Johnson & Mark Valencia (eds.), Piracy in 

Southeast Asia: status, issues and responses (Singapore, 2005). 
15

 Jay Bahadur, Deadly waters: inside the hidden world of Somali pirates (London, 2011); Stuart Yikona, 

Clement Gorrissen, George Kisaka, Kevin Stephenson, David Lamair & Francisca Fernando, Pirate 

trails: tracking the illicit financial flows from pirate activities off the Horn of Africa (Washington D.C., 

2013); Christopher L. Daniels, Somali piracy and terrorism in the Horn of Africa (Plymouth, 2012); 

Martin N. Murphy Somalia: the new Barbary?: piracy and Islam in the Horn of Africa (New York, 2011). 
16

 Geoffrey Till, Seapower: a guide for the twenty-first century (3
rd
 ed., Oxford, 2013); Ian Speller, 

Understanding naval warfare (London, 2015); David Sloggett, The anarchic sea: maritime security in the 

21
st
 century (London, 2013). 



 

-9- 

course of this work. These range from generalised military and strategic studies journals 

such as Survival, Journal of Strategic Studies and the RUSI Journal to regional specific 

journals such as Contemporary Southeast Asia and Journal of the Indian Ocean Region 

alongside historical, economic, security and defence journals such as the Naval War 

College Review, Janeôs Navy International and Janeôs Defence Weekly. Resources such 

as the International Institute of Strategic Studies annual Military Balance was useful in 

gauging naval strength relative to counter-piracy operations since the 1970s. In addition, 

copious monographs, reports and papers from university centres, think tanks, military 

and strategic institutes and international organisations, such as the Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), the International Chamber of Shipping (I.C.S.), 

International Shipping Federation (I.S.F.), Lloyds List, the Nautical Institute and the 

Oceans Beyond Piracy project have been published, largely following the upsurge in 

piracy in the Gulf of Aden and western Indian Ocean after 2008. This research attempts 

to synthesise these various historical and contemporary interdisciplinary studies and fuse 

them with original retrospective analysis. Given the fluidity of maritime crimes like 

piracy, this is something many contemporary works have been unable to do. This 

approach allows for a more holistic and substantive analysis of contemporary counter-

piracy, given the suppression of attacks in the Gulf of Aden and Somali Basin in 2013. 

 

In addition, this thesis outlines how maritime law has developed and evolved in 

response to contemporary piracy and how it has contributed or hampered the effective 

suppression of incidents bolstering the depth of this research. The works of selected 

experts in the field are utilised in this regard. Professor Robert Beckman, Director of the 

Centre for International Law has published several articles and edited chapters on 

international maritime law and Southeast Asia such as óThe 1998 SUA Convention and 

2005 SUA Protocol: tools to combat piracy, armed robbery, and maritime terrorismô. 

Additional secondary legal materials utilised include Alfred P. Rubinôs The law of 

piracy, Douglas Guilfoyleôs Shipping interdiction and the law of the sea, Michael P. 

Scharf et al.ôs Prosecuting maritime piracy: domestic solutions to international crimes, 

James Kraskaôs Contemporary maritime piracy: international law, strategy, and 

diplomacy and Robin Geiɓôs and Anna Petrigôs Piracy and armed robbery at sea: the 
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legal framework for counter-piracy operations in Somalia and the Gulf of Aden.
17

 These 

books are complemented by various articles from several leading international law 

journals including The American Journal of International Law and The Ocean 

Development and International Law Journal alongside more geo-specific law reviews 

such as Boston College Third World Law Journal, Singapore Journal of International & 

Comparative Law and the British Journal of Criminology. This research amalgamates 

and expands on these findings within a broader, interdisciplinary analysis of counter-

piracy, thereby offering a more holistic contribution to the field. 

 

There are a multitude of authors that have published on piracy from antiquity to the 

twenty-first century. Many of these generalised histories lacked retrospective of the de-

escalation of piracy in Northeast Africa in 2013 and the various contemporary 

fluctuations in Southeast Asia and therefore lack completeness in this regard. Moreover, 

given the large swathes of historical periods covered in these narratives a detailed 

regional analysis was typically unfeasible. This research attempts to fill this particular 

gap in the literature between 1900 and 1979 and expand these general studies into the 

twenty-first century to illustrate how piracy, like other forms of criminality, was fluid 

and experienced periods of significant growth and decline proximal to socio-political, 

economic and cultural variances and events ashore. Key general histories utilised in this 

research include Ralph T. Wardôs 1974 publication, Pirates in history, Frank Sherryôs 

1986 publication, Raiders and rebels: the golden age of piracy, Peter Earleôs The pirate 

wars, Janice E. Thomsonôs Mercenaries, pirates & sovereigns: state-building and 

extraterritorial violence in Early Modern Europe, Philip Gosseôs The history of piracy, 

G.O.W. Mueller and Freda Adlerôs Outlaws of the ocean: the complete book of 

                                                 
17

 Alfred P. Rubin, The law of piracy (Rhode Island, 1988); Douglas Guilfoyle, Shipping interdiction and 

the law of the sea (Cambridge, 2009); Michael P. Scharf, Michael A. Newton & Milena Sterio (eds.) 

Prosecuting maritime piracy: domestic solutions to international crimes (Cambridge, 2015); James 

Kraska Contemporary maritime piracy: international law, strategy, and diplomacy (Oxford, 2011); Robin 

Geiɓ & Anna Petrig, Piracy and armed robbery at sea: the legal framework for counter-piracy operations 

in Somalia and the Gulf of Aden (Oxford, 2011). 
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contemporary crime on the high seas and Angus Konstamôs Piracy: the complete 

history.
18

 

 

While there has been an abundance of research relating to contemporary piracy 

published in recent years, mainly since the upsurge of Somali piracy in 2008, no work 

has yet to effectively analyse the conditions for the resurgence of maritime piracy in the 

twentieth century while simultaneously tracing the evolution of this upsurge in the 

parallel development of counter-piracy initiatives in both Southeast Asia and Northeast 

Africa. Roger Villarôs Piracy today: robbery and violence at sea since 1980, Martin N. 

Murphyôs Small boats, weak states, dirty money: piracy and maritime terrorism in the 

modern world, John Burnettôs Dangerous waters: modern piracy and terror on the high 

seas and Jack A. Gottschalk and Brian Flanaganôs book Jolly Roger with an Uzi: the 

rise and threat of modern piracy have all tackled modern manifestations of maritime 

piracy and as such have contributed to framing this research within the wider 

historiography.
19

 

 

Primary source materials 

During the period of this research, maritime piracy was a multi-causative phenomenon. 

This thesis will illustrate how a combination of static factors (such as geography and 

proximity to major shipping lanes) and fluid factors (such as socio-political stability and 

naval presence) collectively facilitated contemporary upsurges of piratical activity. 

These upsurges affected a wide variety of stakeholders and required a concerted 

multifaceted response to address it. Taking this into consideration, a key investigative 

method utilised in this research is structured, unstructured and non-directive interviews 
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 Ralph T. Ward, Pirates in history (Baltimore, 1974); Frank Sherry, Raiders and rebels: the golden age 

of piracy (New York, 1986); Peter Earle, The pirate wars (London, 2003); Janice E. Thomson, 

Mercenaries, pirates & sovereigns: state-building and extraterritorial violence in Early Modern Europe 

(Princeton, 1994); Philip Gosse, The history of piracy (London, 1932); Freda Adler & Gerhard O.W. 

Mueller, Outlaws of the ocean : the complete book of contemporary crime on the high seas (New York, 

1985); Angus Konstam, Piracy: the complete history (New York, 2008). 
19

 Roger Villar, Piracy today: robbery and violence at sea since 1980 (London, 1985); Martin N. Murphy, 

Small boats, weak states, dirty money: piracy and maritime terrorism in the modern world (London, 

2009); John Burnett, Dangerous waters: modern piracy and terror on the high seas (London, 2002); Jack 
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with a broad selection of these stakeholders at various locations in Dublin, London, 

Malaysia and Singapore. These included industry representatives from maritime 

professional bodies such as the Nautical Institute, shipping companies such as North-

South Maritime based in Singapore and leading ship-management agencies such as 

Thome and Intermanager. These consultations are positioned alongside meetings with 

various military personnel at the forefront of counter-piracy operations such as former 

Chiefs of Staff and naval intelligence officers at EUNAVFOR Operation Atalanta at 

Northwood Headquarters in London and representatives of the Singaporean and Irish 

navies. 

 

As this thesis examines policy level responses to maritime piracy, regional 

governmental representatives have been consulted including the head of the Maritime 

Institute of Malaysia (MIMA) alongside personnel from the Policy Operations Branch 

of the Singapore Ministry of Defence. In addition, leading academics and 

representatives from non-governmental organisations have been consulted to generate a 

more comprehensive, multi-stakeholder representation of contemporary maritime piracy 

and efforts to address it. This includes interviews and meetings with the Assistant 

Director of the ReCAAP I.S.C. in Singapore, the head of the I.M.B. P.R.C. in Kuala 

Lumpur, the Executive Director of the International Institute of Strategic Studies and a 

Senior Fellow at the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies. Legal experts and advisors, 

chiefly the Director of the Centre for International Law Professor Robert Beckman, have 

also been consulted for a perspective on the evolution of international law and its 

relationship to maritime crime. Knowledge acquired from these various interviews and 

consultations is assembled and assessed relative to an extensive range of statistical 

resources. 

 

Statistical analysis, 1900-79 

Central to exploring the evolution of contemporary counter-piracy efforts is analysing 

statistical data and flows to highlight successes and failures alongside various regional 

and global manifestations and trends. Reliable statistics on rates and occurrences for 

piracy before 1980 are inherently limited and as such present a degree of difficulty in 
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compiling an accurate picture of the scale of the problem for much of the twentieth 

century. The lack of statistics available prior to 1980 is in itself indicative of the 

strategic inconsequentiality of the issue during this period. According to Roger Villar in 

his 1985 publication Piracy today: robbery and violence at sea since 1980: óPrior to 

1980 records were either not kept or have not been retained on file in sufficient numbers 

to make it worth their inclusionô.
20

 Carolin Liss affirmed this in her work on maritime 

piracy in Southeast Asia and Bangladesh: ó[...] comparatively little is known about 

pirate attacks on small craft and merchant vessels between the end of World War II and 

the early 1980sô.
21

 The quantitative framework created in chapter I is useful in bridging 

this gap and when utilised alongside archival records such as British Foreign and 

Commonwealth Office files helps generate a workable picture of manifestations of 

maritime criminality during this period. 

 

Statistical analysis, 1979-2013  

While reports on piracy escalated during the late 1970s and early 1980s, there exist only 

a limited number of statistical resources to gauge the level of piratical activity during 

this period. This changed somewhat following the establishment of the I.M.B. Piracy 

Reporting Centre (P.R.C.) in Kuala Lumpur in 1992.  Prior to this, the primary statistical 

sources utilised in this research consist of (a) the óI.M.B. chronology of pirate attacks on 

merchant vessels 1981-87ô located in I.M.B. founder Eric Ellenôs 1989 editorial Piracy 

at Sea (b) the I.M.O. Maritime Safety Committee statistical resources from 1982-92 (c) 

Captain Roger Villarôs log of attacks from 1979-84 in his 1988 publication Piracy 

Today (d) the U.S. National Geo-Spatial Intelligence Agenciesô Anti-Shipping Activity 

Messages (ASAM), United Nations (U.N.) Security Council reports and finally British 

government Admiralty files. 

 

Compiling a practicable statistical framework of piratical occurrences from 1992 

onward is comparatively uncomplicated compared with accessing figures a decade 

previous. The primary statistical resource utilised from this period onward is the I.M.B. 

                                                 
20

 Roger Villar, Piracy today: robbery and violence at sea since 1980 (London, 1985), p. 92. 
21

 Carolin Liss, Oceans of crime: maritime piracy and transnational security in Southeast Asia and 

Bangladesh (Singapore, 2011), p. 5. 
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quarterly and annual reports on piracy based on information received by the P.R.C. in 

Kuala Lumpur. As previously mentioned, I.M.B. reports combine ópiracyô and óarmed 

robberyô at sea alongside óactualô and óattemptedô attacks, which allows for a broad 

overview of global fluctuations of maritime piracy. However, this method limits specific 

analysis of regional variations and modus operandi, particularly given the disparity 

between the formalised hostage for ransom situation that evolved in the Gulf of Aden 

and western Indian Ocean and the chiefly low-level opportunistic thefts in Southeast 

Asia during the period of this study. 

 

Despite this, the I.M.B. attempted to verify all reported acts of piracy or armed robbery 

against a vessel with the master of that vessel or the owners to enhance accuracy.
22

 To 

compensate for these deficiencies, I.M.B. reports are considered alongside several other 

statistical resources. The I.M.O. has released bi-annual reports on incidents of piracy 

worldwide since 1984. This information is combined with a synopsis of trends and 

regional observations, which combined with other sources, allows for a comprehensive 

assessment of global piratical activity since the 1980s to the present day. 

 

Regional-specific piracy reporting mechanisms such as the ReCAAP Information 

Sharing Centre (I.S.C.) in Singapore, dealt exclusively with reported incidents of piracy 

and armed robbery against ships in Asia. The ReCAAP I.S.C. evaluated the significance 

of incidents in terms of two factors. Firstly, the level of violence and secondly, the 

economic loss incurred.
23

 Incidents are then categorised under three headings according 

to severity: very significant, moderately significant and less significant. This 

methodology provides a useful perspective on regional specificities relating to maritime 

crime and when combined with international reports such as the I.M.B. and I.M.O. 

facilitates a more accurate portrayal of fluctuations of piracy. This approach is useful as 

according to one analyst: óvery often you see a disparity between the I.M.B. and the 

                                                 
22

 Interview with Mr. Cyrus Moody, Deputy Director of the I.C.C. I.M.B. at the I.C.C. I.M.B headquarters, 

Cinnabar Wharf, London (22 Oct. 2013). 
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 ReCAAP Information Sharing Centre, Annual research report 2008 (Singapore, 2009), p. 5. 
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ReCAAP reports because after investigation they might deem a false report which 

would not make it into the final reportô.
24

 

 

In addition, the U.S. National Geo-Spatial Intelligence Agency has published annual 

reports of anti-shipping activity since 1981 that included reports of actual and attempted 

incidents of piracy and armed robbery against ships. These ASAM reports provided 

details of date of occurrence, geographical sub-region, aggressor, victim and a brief 

description of the incident and are a particularly useful tool in analysing attacks against 

shipping during the 1980s and early 1990s. The Nautical Institute created a confidential 

Mariners Alerting and Reporting Scheme (MARS) in 1992 primarily for the purpose of 

reporting accidents and near misses ówithout fear of identification or litigationô, but also 

received reports on incidents of piracy and armed robbery against ships and as such is a 

useful supplementary resource.
25

 

 

The civil maritime analysis department of the U.S. Office of Naval Intelligence, has 

released a óWorldwide threat to shipping: mariner warning informationô report several 

times a month since May 1999 that contained a summary of piracy acts and hostile 

actions against commercial shipping worldwide alongside developments with regards to 

maritime law and counter-piracy operations.
26

 Supplementary to these resources are 

numerous eyewitness statements, victim correspondence, academic works, press 

releases and official governmental and law-enforcement publications. Despite this wide 

array of resources and reporting mechanisms, it is widely acknowledged that the actual 

rate of incidents of piracy and armed robbery against ships was significantly higher than 

what was reported or recorded.   
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Problems with statistics 

According to one analyst: óThe actual problem of piracy in global waters is undoubtedly 

far greater than [...] figures suggest, since a number of attacks - possibly as many as 50 

percent - are not reportedô.
27

 There were a number of reasons for this under-reporting. In 

terms of initial attacks on Vietnamese boat refugees in the Gulf of Thailand and the 

South China Sea during the late 1970s and 1980s, establishing exact figures was 

inherently problematic given the transient nature of the victims. From the shipping 

industry side the reasons for underreporting were more apparent and included the 

potential loss of international reputation, fear of reprisal, costly investigations and 

impediments, cultural acceptability and governmental complicity. Roger Villar 

recognised this deficiency in his 1985 record of piratical attacks: óIt is the authors 

opinion that this is the most complete and comprehensive record in existenceô.
28

 He 

acknowledged, however, that ó[...] it probably represents no more than about half the 

actual numbers of attacks which have taken placeô.
29

 

 

This notion is reflected elsewhere. In 1998 the U.K. Defence Intelligence Service 

estimated that the annual number of actual piracy cases could be 2,000 percent higher 

than what was being reported whereas the Australian Intelligence Organisation 

estimated the rate of under-reporting by 1996 was somewhere in the region of 20 to 70 

percent.
30

 The inconsistencies with these figures reflect the difficulties in establishing 

accuracy when utilising modern piracy reports and data. Gauging the genuine 

effectiveness of counter-piracy initiatives before 1992 is therefore problematic. The 

available resources do, however, allow for a reasonable assessment of the fluctuation of 

incidents and therefore also a measure of how contemporary counter-piracy initiatives 

have evolved. 
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Legal materials 

Additional primary source material is derived from legal tracts, official governmental 

reports, archival and academic publications. The U.N. Dag Hammarskjöld Library is the 

primary repository for United Nations Assembly and Security Council resolutions 

alongside a number of general reports on tackling and defining piracy and the acceded 

legal parameters the international community operated in to combat it. The UNCLOS of 

10 December 1982, in particular articles 100, 101 and 105, sets out the legal framework 

applicable to combating piracy and armed robbery at sea alongside other ocean activities 

and stands as a key primary source document. Additional key legal agreements and 

conventions include the Geneva Convention on the High Seas of April 1958, the 

International Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea (1974) (SOLAS), the International 

Convention against the Taking of Hostages (1979), and the Convention for the 

Suppression of Unlawful Acts against the Safety of Maritime Navigation (1988) (SUA). 

The U.N. produced over twenty resolutions directly pertaining to Somali piracy between 

2005 and 2013. These resolutions are central to examining the legal parameters of the 

international communitiesô response to contemporary piracy. Supplementary 

repositories include the I.M.O. Maritime Knowledge Centre (M.K.C.) which archives 

official documents and publications, the U.S. Library of Congress for historical 

legislation and LexisNexis for contemporary case law.  

 

In addition, a key analytic method employed throughout this work is to investigate the 

prevailing opinions and actions of various regional and international governments in 

their response to piracy. The United States has been at the forefront of anti-piracy 

operations in the Gulf of Aden/ Somali Basin since the events of September 2001. The 

White House has released several official reports, department fact sheets, press 

statements and congressional hearings on the matter that are utilised. The European 

Union established its first naval force in response to the escalation of piracy off the Horn 

of Africa in 2008, which consisted of eight E.U. member states making a permanent 

operational contribution and several more participating in a support capacity. European 

governments, including the U.K. have released multiple reports and anti-piracy 

publications, which are also utilised. Littoral Southeast Asian states such as Indonesia, 
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Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam have all contributed, to 

regional counter-piracy efforts to different extents. This resulted in numerous bilateral 

and multilateral agreements throughout the 1990ôs culminating in the signing of the 

ReCAAP agreement in 2006, which are utilised as examples of policy level engagement. 

 

While official governmental publications and reports provide a key investigative tool in 

this work, attempting to understand the motivations of maritime criminals themselves 

through the limited correspondence they have had with journalists and investigators is 

also utilised. Understanding these motivational factors is vital, not only for reasons of 

objectivity, but also for a more coherent and effective analysis to be presented. 

 

With the benefit of retrospection and a multitude of regional and international piracy 

studies and statistics, a more encompassing analysis is now presented, which is 

particularly pertinent in an increasingly constrained and interdependent globo-economic 

setting. While the intricacies of modern maritime crime are continually shifting and 

changing, the decrease in successful maritime hijackings in the Gulf of Aden and Somali 

Basin in 2013 was a significant milestone and, therefore, strengthens the timeliness and 

substance of this research. 

 

This thesis approaches the subject of contemporary maritime piracy objectively. Criteria 

for establishing objectivity includes engaging with a diverse range of stakeholders, from 

policy makers to counter-piracy practitioners, alongside a exhaustive range of sources 

including newspaper articles, national archival records, academic texts, industry 

guidelines, statistical data and legal tracts. Conclusions are based on an empirical 

methodology incorporating both a quantitative and qualitative analysis of collated 

material with no specific interest group or political agenda in mind, thereby offering a 

more authoritative and holistic contribution to the existing literature.  

 

It is envisioned, therefore, that this work will serve as an authoritative analysis of 

modern piracy, its manifestations and efforts to combat it that will appeal to academics 

undertaking naval or maritime security related research, policy makers, industry 



 

-19- 

professionals, legislators, military personnel and general interest readers. Moreover, it is 

hoped that elements of this research invoke further examination into the historical 

intricacies of maritime piracy during the twentieth century, its various manifestations 

and contemporary strategic, operational and tactical responses. 
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CHAPTER I 
 

Maritime piracy: a twentieth-century palingenesis? 
 

[é] piracy, with its harrowing gruesomeness, its boldness and daring, its romance and 

adventure, its plunder and murder, its conflicts and reprisals, is a spectre of the past [é] It 

has lost the glamor and enchanting, romantic atmosphere which pervaded the career of 

Captain Kidd and made him the worshipped hero of every school-boy, or which inspired the 

pen of a Scott, of an Edgar Allan Poe or Frank R. Stockton, or put the charm to the tales of 

W. Clark Russell, for pirates and piracy are now dead, and live ingloriously only in the 

pages of chronicling history (1902).
1
 

 

Introduction 

Maritime piracy has existed as long as the oceans have been harnessed as a source of 

sustenance and as a conduit for the transportation of people and goods. In the ancient 

world, pirates were not simply common criminals. They often achieved high status and 

power positions through the acquisition of wealth at and from the sea. Indeed, the act of 

pirating vessels was closely associated with ancient forms of warfare in both aims and 

methods.
2
 In the twelfth century BC, for example, collections of maritime nomads 

known as ósea peoplesô were thought to be responsible for the fall of the Mycenaean 

Greek empire and the destruction of the Hittite empire in Asia Minor.
3
 

 

In more modern times, the endorsement of privateering under reign of Queen Elizabeth I 

of England resulted in widespread corsairing by English privateers and pirates during 

the sixteenth century which precipitated the so called ógolden ageô of piracy. By the late 

seventeenth century, however, Britain had distanced itself from the sanctioning of 

maritime raiding and initiated an aggressive policy of pursuing pirates in domestic and 

foreign waters. Eventually, advances in naval technology and a resolute anti-piracy 

intervention by the nascent Royal Navy, following the wars of the Spanish succession, 

heralded an end to this óageô of piracy, resulting in a sizeable reduction in incidents by 

1730. However, given the cyclical nature of the problem and the political and economic 

dependence of several nations on the proceeds, piracy was not suppressed entirely. 

Following a period of relative inactivity throughout the latter part of the eighteenth 

                                                 
1
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2
 Philip De Souza, Piracy in the Graeco-Roman world (Cambridge, 1999), pp 17-18. 

3
 Angus Konstam, Piracy: the complete history (New York, 2008), p. 11. 
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century, maritime piracy once again resurfaced as a significant problem in the 1800s, 

predominantly in the southern Mediterranean and in the waterways of Southeast Asia. 

 

This chapter will briefly explore early legal interpretations and the historical evolution 

of the term piracy alongside the maritime climate relative to piracy in both these regions 

during the nineteenth-century followed by an overview of the widespread suppression of 

incidents by 1900. This analysis focuses on escalation, manifestation and responses and 

does not attempt to engage in an exhaustive study of the cultural and political 

characteristics of nineteenth-century piracy. Understanding the fluctuation of piracy 

during the nineteenth-century establishes an important contextual framework for the 

analysis of the maritime climate in the pre-war, interwar and post-war period and in the 

contemporary case studies in subsequent chapters. 

 

During the First and Second World War traditional forms of maritime piracy essentially 

ceased, aside from cases of state sanctioned attacks on merchant vessels that were not 

acts of piracy under international law. While there are limited resources available to 

gauge the extent of non-traditional threats in the worldôs oceans in the decades after the 

Second World War, the maritime climate that emerged was conducive for a resurgence 

of piratical activity by 1980. 

 

Analysing the statistical and empirical evidence available during the years 1900 to 1979 

addresses a fundamental question in this work: can the escalation of piracy in the late 

1970s and early 1980s be declared a ópalingenesisô or was it merely a continuation of an 

entrenched problem that never really went away? Maritime piracy, this thesis argues, 

resurged in the late twentieth century in a distinct manner to piratical predations of 

previous historical eras. This distinction related to the unique political, social and 

economic context of that particular period and as such was a ópalingenesisô of an ancient 

phenomenon. 

 

The imperial expansionism of the nineteenth-century established new maritime trading 

routes that were frequently beset by diverse and unchecked forms of piratical activity. 



 

-22- 

This was most prolific in the West Indies, along the North African coast, Southeast Asia 

and the northeastern Mediterranean. In 1826 during the War of Greek Independence, for 

example, it was estimated that up to one-quarter of the population of Greece was 

involved in some form of maritime predation due to a weakened naval fleet.
4
 Indeed, for 

almost three centuries the distinctions between piracy, privateering and legitimate 

trading were essentially indiscernible.
5
 Reflecting the contemporary situation in many 

ways, the problem had grown to such an extent that governments dependent on strategic 

Sea-Lines of Communication (SLOC) to support their colonial and economic aspirations 

were forced to respond. Prior to expanding on these responses, early legal 

characterisations and the historical evolution of the term ópiracyô and óprivateeringô is 

explored and the distinction between the two noted. 

 

Early legal interpretations and historical evolution 

Localised interpretations and definitions of what constituted piracy at sea have existed 

for centuries. In ancient Rome, for example, according to Alfred P. Rubin, óThe legal 

rationalisation found by the Roman Senate for suppressing the communities of "pirates" 

was not an asserted Roman right to police the seas [...] but the quite different assertion 

of a Roman right to territorial as well as maritime jurisdiction in the Eastern 

Mediterraneanô.
6
 In England, the óOffences at sea actô of 1536 transferred jurisdiction 

for the crime of piracy from the civil courts to the Court of Common Law for the first 

time and paved the way for modern admiralty law.
7
 Further notable pre-nineteenth-

century acts initiated by Britain included a series of óActs for the more effectual 

suppressions of piracyô in 1698, 1721 and 1744 respectively. The United States 

introduced its first piracy act in 1790. The óAct for the punishment of certain crimes 

against the United Statesô stated: ó[é] if any person or persons shall commit treason, 

murder, felony or robbery upon the high seas [...] or [...] out of the jurisdiction of any 

                                                 
4
 W. Alison Phillips, The war of Greek independence 1821-1833 (New York, 1897), p. 253. 

5
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particular state [...] every such offender shall be deemed, taken and adjudged to be a 

pirateô.
8
 

 

Prior to, and indeed after the introduction of customary maritime law, piracy fell under 

the concept of óuniversal jurisdictionô. This categorised piracy as a crime outside the 

jurisdiction of any one nation and therefore óhostis humani generisô, or literally 

translated - óthe enemy of mankindô. This meant that pirates could be prosecuted by any 

nation that encountered them on the high seas. The expression óhostis humani generisô 

was derived from the early seventeenth-century English jurist Edward Cokeôs 

reinterpretation of a segment of Marcus Tullius Ciceroôs influential essay óDe Officiisô 

written in 44BC. Cicero stated: ó[...] nam pirata non est ex perduellium numero definitus, 

sed communis hostis omnium; cum hoc nec fides debet nec ius iurandum esse 

communeô, which translated to ó[...] for a pirate is not included in the number of lawful 

enemies, but is the common foe of all the world, and with him there ought not to be any 

pledged word nor any oath mutually bindingô.
9
 This illustrated a connection between 

antiquated Roman anti-piracy legal tracts and more modern legislative attempts. 

 

The idea of universal crime became commonplace in eighteenth and nineteenth-century 

legal discourse and criminal proceedings. The prominent 1820 case of the United States 

v. Smith utilised this notion: óand pirates being hostis humani generis are punishable in 

the tribunals of all nationsô.
10

 There is an important distinction between municipal law 

(law governing individual states) and international law (law governing all states). Henry 

Wheatonôs seminal 1836 publication, Elements in international law, best tackled the 

division: 

 

Piracy under the law of nations may be tried and punished in the courts of 

justice of any nation, by whomsoever and wheresoever committed; but 

piracy created by 'municipal statuteô can only be tried by that State within 

                                                 
8
 óAn act for the punishment of certain crimes against the United States 1790ô, available at The Library of 

Congress, (http://memory.loc.gov/rbc/rbpe/rbpe21/rbpe213/2130140a/001dr.jpg) (13 June 2012).  
9
 Marcus Tullius Cicero, De Officiis, ed. T. E. Page (3 vols, London, 1928), iii, p. 384. 

10
 U.S. Supreme Court, óUnited States v. Smithô, xviii, no. 153, 1820, available at (https://supreme.justia. 

com/cases/federal/us/18/153/case.html) (16 June 2012). 
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whose territorial jurisdiction, and on board of whose vessels, the offence 

thus created was committed.
11

 

 

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the ideas of the enlightenment thinkers 

and evolving international legal frameworks further solidified crimes such as piracy as 

jus cogens or a peremptory norm. This described certain crimes that óaffect the interests 

of the world community as a whole because they threaten the peace and security of 

humankind and because they shock the conscience of humanityô.
12

 Such notions were 

influenced by the concept of universal jurisdiction and the ólaw of nationsô or ónatural 

lawô. This was reflected in the trial of the óUnited States v Smithô in 1820: 

 

All nations are engaged in a league against them [pirates] for the mutual 

defence and safety of all. This renders it the more fit and proper that there 

should be a uniform rule as to the definition of the crime, which can only be 

drawn from the law of nations, as the only code universally known and 

recognized by the people of all countries.
13

 

 

Additional legal understandings of piracy grew from municipal acts such as óAn act to 

amend certain acts relating to the crime of piracyô of 1837, óAn act to repeal an act of 

the sixth year of King George the fourth, for encouraging the capture or destruction of 

piratical ships and vesselsô of 1850 and the óSlave trade actô of 1873.  

 

There were further legal strides taken to address the problem of piracy during the same 

period such as the 1854 report to the President of the British Board of Trade, Lord 

Clarendon. The report compiled by the British foreign secretary legal advisors to the 

crown defined ópiratesô and universally outlawed them. Such reports enhanced efforts to 

standardise maritime law and strengthen counter-piracy operations: 

 

[A]ll persons whatsoever Flag or Papers they may Sail, or to whomever their 

ship may legally belong will be pirates by the Law of Nations who are guilty 

of forcible robberies, or captures of Ships or Goods upon the High Seas 

without any lawful Commission or authority [...] They and their Vessels and 
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Cargoes may be captured by Officers and Men in the public Service of any 

Nation, and my be tried in the Courts of any Nation.
14

 

 

International accords such as the Paris Declaration of 1856 and the Hague Convention 

of 1899 also contributed to the legal discourse on maritime crime, chiefly in relation to 

privateering. There was, however, some trepidation on the part of Britain in particular 

that these international agreements were too restrictive: óthis country should retain a free 

hand, and not subscribe to any further regulations, which might be prejudicial to its 

interests in any future warsô.
15

 The Paris Declaration, for example, stated that óNeutral 

goods, with the exception of contraband of war, are not liable to capture under the 

enemyôs flagô.
16

 Sir William Blackstoneôs Commentaries on the laws of England 

summed up the legal stance of maritime piracy as understood during the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries well: óThe offence of piracy, by common law, consists in 

committing those acts of robbery and depredation upon the high seas which, if 

committed upon land, would have amounted to felony thereô.
17

  

 

Twentieth-century legal evolution 

It was not until after the First World War that any genuine attempt was made to codify 

and address the legal and definitional aspects of maritime piracy. In April 1926, the 

League of Nations committee of experts compiled a list of eighteen topics for 

consideration at the óFirst conference for the codification of international lawô held at 

The Hague in March and April 1930. Among the preliminary topics included on the 

agenda was legislating for territorial water limits. The conference ultimately failed to 

reach agreement but expedited further deliberations. Researchers in international law at 

Harvard Law School compiled several drafts on key issues discussed at the Hague 

conference. This resulted in publications on four key matters, which included a 

Collection of piracy laws of various countries, edited by Stanley Morrison. A more 

extensive volume of work was published in 1932 by the law school at Harvard. This was 
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the first tangible twentieth-century effort to define the legal parameters of maritime 

piracy. The Harvard ódraft conventionô defined piracy as: 

 

Any act of violence or of depredation committed with intent to rob, rape, 

wound, enslave, imprison or kill a person or with intent to steal or destroy 

property, for private ends without bona fide purpose of asserting a claim of 

right, provided that the act is connected with an attack on or from the sea.
18

 

 

The inclusion of the óprivate endsô clause was significant and would become 

commonplace in proceeding definitions, despite the ambiguity of the phrase. Douglas 

Guilfoyle identified that the term was first used by American lawyer Joel Prentiss 

Bishop in his New commentaries on the criminal law published in 1892.
19

 Guilfoyle 

concluded that ó[...] all violence lacking state sanction (public violence) is violence for 

private ends [...] the óprivate endsô requirement [therefore] only emphasises the point 

that states cannot commit piracyô.
20

 These deliberations coincided with several high 

profile criminal proceedings such as the case of the óSS Lotusô in 1927, the óUnited 

States v Floresô in 1933 and óIn re Piracy Jure Gentiumô in 1934. The 1933 decision, for 

example, was significant as the judge ruled that the jurisdiction over maritime crime 

extended to attacks on U.S. vessels while in navigable waters within the territorial 

jurisdiction of foreign sovereigns.
21

  

 

After the Second World War, consolidation of natural maritime resources became an 

important issue, primarily in relation to seabed mining and fisheries jurisdiction. Then 

U.S. President Harry S. Truman issued a series of proclamations in 1945 that addressed 

U.S. claims to natural resources on the high seas. óProclamation 2667ô of September 

1945 stated that óthe Government of the United States regards the natural resources of 

the subsoil and sea bed of the continental shelf beneath the high seas but contiguous to 

the coasts of the United States as appertaining to the United States, subject to its 
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jurisdiction and controlô.
22

 These proclamations encouraged other nations to follow suit 

and lay claim to contiguous seas along their coasts, which highlighted the need for 

further international codification on the law of the sea. 

 

Between 1949 and 1956, the U.N. International Law Commission was tasked with the 

problematic duty of planning for the codification of international law, surveying 

international law and selecting topics for codification. Among the matters selected were 

the regime of the high seas and the regime of territorial waters. This process resulted in 

a series of óArticles concerning the law of the seaô in 1956. These articles underpinned 

the first United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS I) which 

ultimately created four conventions, most notably, the óGeneva Convention on the High 

Seasô of 1958. The Geneva Convention addressed the weaknesses in previous 

international definitions of piracy and attempted to ócodify the rules of international law 

relating to the high seasô.
23

 Section 1 of article 15 of the convention defined piracy as: 

 

Any illegal acts of violence, detention or any act of depredation, committed 

for private ends by the crew or the passengers of a private ship or a private 

aircraft, and directed: (a) On the high seas, against another ship or aircraft, 

or against persons or property on board such ship or aircraft; (b) Against a 

ship, aircraft, persons or property in a place outside the jurisdiction of any 

State [...].
24

 

 

The Geneva Convention was followed by a second, less dynamic U.N. Law of the Sea 

convention in 1960 (UNCLOS II) that highlighted the need to codify territorial sea and 

fishery limitations. The seminal United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

(UNCLOS III), which ran from 1973 to 1982, eventually superseded both conventions.
25

 

The definition of piracy in the 1958 Geneva Convention remained unchanged in the text 

of 1982 convention. The enduring high-seas requirement paradoxically created a third 

ócategoryô of maritime óarmed robberyô attacks within territorial waters, which added an 

additional layer of complexity to the law. According to an article in 1976: óThe effect of 
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the 1958 Geneva Convention has been to confuse the law of piracy [é] the danger is 

that the obsolescence of piracy will be marked by an increase in the commission of 

illegal acts of violence on the high seasô.
26

 Despite obvious shortcomings, the result of 

these legal discourses meant that óthe ñcriminalisationò of piracy became complete [...] 

within an international system that encompassed the entire globe, including the non-

western world in the post-Second World War eraô.
27

 The evolution and applicability of 

these international conventions and the legal framework for counter-piracy operations is 

addressed in subsequent chapters. 

 

Maritime piracy operated outside established legal frameworks and was therefore a 

crime óagainst all mankindô. Privateering on the other hand, although indistinguishable 

in practice, held a different legal position for much of the nineteenth-century. 

Privateering or ócorsairingô as it was commonly known in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries, was the conferring of limited legal authority via a óletter of marqueô to 

privately owned and operated vessels to seize combative merchant vessels and/or cargo 

for recompense. More simply as one commentator noted: óprivateers preyed on the 

seaborne communications of enemy nationsô.
28

 This method of antagonism closely 

reflected the sea-denial stratagem of a óguerre de courseô or an attack on enemy sea-

borne trade, however, the fundamental legal difference was that a óguerre de courseô was 

not initiated for private gain. It intended to destroy enemy commerce rather than 

appropriate it.  

 

From an early nineteenth-century legal standpoint, privateering did not constitute an act 

of piracy in its most elementary form. However, privateering was essentially state 

sponsored ólegitimate piracyô and therefore fashioned a maritime environment that 

blurred the legal distinction between the two. Nicholas Andrew Martin Rodger 

illustrated this close historic interrelationship between privateering and piracy: óEnglish 
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piracy flourished in the northern colonies under the cover of privateering against France, 

and with the discreet encouragement of Whig political interests in Londonô.
29

 The act of 

privateering was eventually abolished under the óParis Declaration respecting maritime 

lawô in April 1856, which is discussed later in this chapter. This reduced the ambiguity 

surrounding maritime law and solidified all forms of piracy as a criminal offence. 

Geoffrey Till described how privateering at times amounted to the condoning of piracy 

and that prior to the Congress, was a ópractice open to abuseô.
30

 

 

The Declaration of Paris, therefore, clarified the uncertainties of previous centuries in 

relation to criminality at sea and strengthened counter-piracy resolve among 

industrialised maritime nations.
31

 It is evident that two fundamental differences existed 

between privateering and pirating within Western discourse - legality and legitimacy. 

Pirates operated outside the law, whereas privateers operated within a quasi-legal 

framework. Simply stated, pirates committed robbery at sea under no authority while 

privateers committed robbery at sea under the authority of a sovereign nation. This is an 

important distinction to note.  

 

This type of state-sponsored maritime raiding was particularly prevalent in the 

Mediterranean Sea throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Indeed, piracy 

had been an instrument of political and economic statecraft along the Barbary Coast of 

North Africa since the late fifteenth century with western merchant trade regularly 

pillaged. The Barbary States were, according to Herbert Richmond: ósea powers for 

reasons of plunder, not from necessities enforced upon them by the conditions of 

national life to use the sea for tradeô.
32

 Similarly, in Southeast Asia a long history of 

raiding at and from the sea existed that extended beyond simple criminality to the 

consolidation of regional economic and political power bases. Indeed, the European 

understanding of what constituted ópiracyô was at variance from the indigenous 

maritime communities of Southeast Asia. Segments of these populations practiced 
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maritime raiding as a ólegitimate political or commercial endeavourô.
33

 Therefore, 

ópiracyô from a western understanding only materialised in Southeast Asia in direct 

correlation with the expansion of European colonial enterprise. James Warren asserted 

that the term ópiracyô criminalised political or commercial activities that indigenous 

maritime populations had for centuries considered part of their óstatecraft, cultural-

ecological adaption and social organisationô.
34

  

 

With this in mind, the maritime climate in the early decades of the nineteenth-century 

could be characterised by western perceptions and ambitions clashing with eastern 

economic and cultural traditions. This produced a situation conducive for maritime 

instability. Regardless of local interpretations and definitions of piracy, western powers 

recognised a significant rise in predations against their seaborne merchant assets. 

Evidence of this intensification is illustrated by the amount of media attention given to it. 

The Times newspaper, for example, included just three articles on maritime piracy in 

1818. This had risen to twelve in 1820 and twenty-eight in 1822.
35

 Indeed, highlighting 

a small selection of major nineteenth-century British newspapers from 1800 to 1860, it 

is apparent that piracy emerged as an issue of some significance (see fig. 1.1). 

 

Fig. 1.1 

Number of newspaper articles where ópiracyô was addressed explicitly, 1800-60 

 1800-20 1820-40 1840-60 

Freemans Journal 5 82 259 

Morning Chronicle 158 617 793 

Caledonian Mercury 76 199 238 

Belfast News-Letter 0 42 186 

TOTAL 239 940 1476 

 

Source(s): Freemans Journal, assorted issues 1800-1860; Morning Chronicle, assorted issues 1800-1860; 

Caledonian Mercury, assorted issues 1800-1860; Belfast News-Letter, assorted issues 1800-1860. 
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The French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars witnessed almost a quarter of a century 

of naval warfare and privateering. The anticipated respite in 1815 did not materialise 

and in one authorôs opinion, óthere was probably more piracy and maritime mayhem in 

the first fifteen years of what has been labelled Pax Britannica than there had ever been 

in the so called ñgolden age of piracyòô.
36

 The disorder that followed the end of the war 

undoubtedly fuelled the subsequent rise of piracy. Despite the emerging dominance of 

the Royal Navy, Britain struggled both economically and militarily after the conflict. 

The result was twofold. Firstly, the colonial and mercantile ambition of Britain and 

indeed other European powers had to be promoted and safeguarded as a matter of 

priority and secondly, many ships and crew were no longer needed for warfare and 

therefore sought employment elsewhere.  

 

Resurgence of maritime piracy in the nineteenth-century 

North Africa 

The Barbary corsairs emanated from the coastal regions of Algiers, Tripoli, Tunis and 

Morocco, (see figs 1.2) and shared several similarities with Southeast Asia with regard 

to manifestations of maritime piracy during the nineteenth-century. Both regions had a 

long history of state-supported maritime raiding that had been a distinctive feature of 

their respective political and economic climates. Both regions also benefitted 

economically from the slave trade, which featured as a principal form of maritime 

predation along the Barbary Coast in particular. One significant contrast was that piracy 

was suppressed along the north coast of Africa much sooner when compared with 

Southeast Asia owing chiefly to its proximity to continental Europe. 

 

During the eighteenth-century, relations between European states and the Barbary 

powers were relatively stable, maintained through a combination of treaties, agreements 

and tribute payments for the safe passage of merchant vessels. However, the expansion 

of maritime trade transiting the Mediterranean during the nineteenth-century directly 

contributed to the escalation of piratical attacks and seizures. Indeed, global maritime 
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trade increased by an estimated 400 percent from 1870 to 1913.
37

 Much like Southeast 

Asia, indigenous rulers viewed piratical attacks against foreign mercantile trade as 

legitimate economic and political action against belligerent nations or nations unwilling 

or unable to pay a tribute to transit or operate in their littoral waters. Potential new 

targets emerged in the form of the United States whose fledging naval force no longer 

enjoyed the relative protection of the British flag following the ratification of the Treaty 

of Paris in 1783. By 1790 an estimated 100 American ships sailed to the Mediterranean 

annually.
38

 

 

Religion also played a significant role in promoting piratical activity as the Muslim 

corsairs targeted óinfidelsô thereby fuelling religious fervour while profiting from their 

actions. Indeed, reminiscent of Southeast Asia, this east-west historical and cultural 

dichotomy reinforced maritime piracy in both regions. J. E. G. de Montmorency stated 

in his 1918 publication on the legal aspects and implications of Barbary piracy that óthe 

history of the international relationship of the European Christian powers with these 

Muhammedan powers of North Africa has never been worked outô.
39

 Much like the 

initial European response to piracy in Southeast Asia, there was no concerted effort to 

address attacks on merchant trade in the southern Mediterranean. This lack of continuity 

resulted in minimal external threats to corsairing operations along the Barbary Coast, 

which enabled the states to solidify regional maritime power bases and more importantly 

prestige. By the mid-nineteenth-century, the Barbary States had reached the pinnacle of 

their power in the Mediterranean facilitated by rivalry between England, France, and 

Turkey and the maritime weakness of Spain and Italy.
40
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Fig. 1.2 

Map of Mediterranean Sea/ North Africa (1885) 

 
Source: Historical Map of Africa 1885 [cropped], available at (www.nationsonline.org) (25 Nov. 2012). 

 

Southeast Asia  

The piratical situation along the North African coast mirrored that of Southeast Asia in 

several ways (see fig. 1.3). Like North Africa, maritime piracy expanded extensively in 

the region during the 1800s and directly threatened western naval and mercantile 

ambitions fuelled by an exponential growth in the volume of trade between Europe and 

Southeast Asia. It is estimated that from 1750 to 1800 spice imports from the Far East 

into Europe tripled.
41

 The fledging nation of the United States sent on average 39 

vessels per year to the Orient from 1815 to 1820.
42

 In 1832, the total figure for both 

                                                 
41

 Anthony Reid, óAn ñage of commerceò in Southeast Asian historyô in Modern Asian Studies, xxiv, no. 1 

(Feb. 1990), p. 7. 
42

 James A. Wombwell, óThe long war against piracy: historical trendsô in Combat Studies Institute 

Occasional Paper, no. 32 (May 2010), p. 105. 



 

-34- 

imported and exported trade between the United States and China, for example, 

amounted to almost US$7 million, which exceeded that of all nations except the United 

Kingdom.
43

 This influx of commercial maritime activity in Southeast Asia and the wider 

region resulted in an increase in piratical activity from indigenous coastal communities 

for whom maritime raiding was deeply interwoven into the economic and political fabric 

of society. 

 

Indeed, there were several ethnic pirate tribes operating in the area known as the Sulu 

Sultanate during the nineteenth-century. Most notable among these were the Iranun (or 

Illanun), the Balangingi Samal and the aristocratic Taosug hailing from the Sulu 

archipelago in the southern Philippines. The second significant group were from the 

Malay states situated in the Riau Archipelago at the southern end of the Strait of 

Malacca. The substantial growth in east-west trade meant that these regions ódepended 

on systems of trading, raiding and slaving for the development and evolution of 

statecraft and societal structureô with an estimated 68,000 men labouring each year 

alone in the Sulu Zoneôs tripang fisheries, for example.
44

 In the South China Sea, 

between 1802 and 1810, the organised and thriving pirate group the Guangdong 

Confederation reportedly exhibited more control in maritime regions than that of the 

government or the local elites.
45

 The federation reached the height of its power in 1809 

with 40-60,000 followers and hundreds of vessels at its disposal.
46

 Initially these 

maritime raiders of the Sulu Sultanate and the South China Sea avoided plundering the 

well-armed European merchant vessels, but with the evolving network of trade and 

abundance of potential high value targets, attacks on European vessels steadily increased 

in the early decades of the nineteenth-century. 
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Events such as the Opium War (1839-42), the Arrow War (1856-60) and the Taiping 

Rebellion (1850-64) contributed to a maritime climate conducive to an expansion of 

piratical activity, which reached its height in the decades following these conflicts. In 

1853 alone, there were 70 reported incidences of piracy in the waters near Hong Kong.
47

 

The Opium War ended with the signing of the Treaty of Nanking in 1842, which 

surrendered Hong Kong to Britain on a 99-year lease and opened four more regional 

ports to British trade. Similarly, the Arrow War and the Taiping Rebellion opened five 

more ports to trade. Grace Fox accurately articulated the maritime climate following the 

turmoil of the wars. She stated: óBy 1854 the civil disturbances in China added rebels 

who were alternatively pirates to the usual supply of marauders in the waterway 

between Hong Kong and Canton [...] foreign ships were attacked and ñtrade was at a 

standstillòô.
48

 The problem was exacerbated by weak Chinese coastal governance and 

restrictive rules of engagement for Royal Navy anti-piracy operations at the insistence of 

Vice Admiral William Parker.
49
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Fig. 1.3 

Map of European settlements in Southeast Asia (1890) 

 
 

Source: Florence Caddy, To Siam and Malaya in the Duke of Sutherland's yacht 'Sans peurô (London, 

1889), p. 12b. 
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Suppression of maritime piracy in the nineteenth-century 

Technological innovations 

Several factors contributed to the suppression of piracy in both the southern 

Mediterranean and Southeast Asia by the late nineteenth-century. At sea, the advent of 

steam power greatly enhanced western anti-piracy operations. The first steam engine 

was successfully tested in the eighteenth-century and steam was harnessed for ocean-

going vessels on an extensive basis by the mid-nineteenth-century. These vessels could 

sail without the restrictive reliance on wind and therefore at a greatly increased speed. 

Such innovations also resulted in a kind of ótechnological naval raceô between European 

sea powers to maintain superior naval capability, which contributed albeit indirectly to 

containing criminal disorder at sea. The first screw-driven ship successfully crossed the 

Atlantic Ocean in 1830 and quickly became the preferred method of propulsion. By 

1855, for example, 174 ships of the Royal Navy had been fitted with the new screw 

propulsion system.
50

 Aside from advancements in naval structural technology, 

innovation in naval armaments and armoury from wood hulls to iron clad hulls in the 

1850s and later steel also enhanced the ability of navies to engage pirate bases and 

vessels in North Africa and Southeast Asia.  

 

The evolution from ósolid shotô to exploding shells initiated by French gunner Colonel 

Henri-Joseph Paixhans became standard on almost all European Vessels by the 1850s 

(see fig. 1.4). This evolution significantly aided in both landward and seaward counter-

piracy operations. At sea, devastating damage could be inflicted on the traditional 

wooden vessels still utilised by most indigenous pirate groupings while ashore higher 

levels of damage could be inflicted against pirate bases and strongholds from the sea. 

The 1860s also saw the creation of revolving turret gun and the modern self-propelled 

torpedo. The combination of these technological advancements and innovations gave 

counter-piracy forces a significant advantage over the more traditionally equipped pirate, 
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many of whom still employed traditional muzzle-loading cannon into the early 

twentieth-century.
51

 

 

The nineteenth-century witnessed not only a revolution in naval and military technology 

but also in communications. A more interconnected and globalised system began to 

emerge that facilitated enhanced and timely communication on maritime threats and 

activities among western nations. Samuel Morseôs system of telegraph transmission, 

known as óMorse codeô, was developed in 1835, which along with the invention of the 

first electromagnetic telegraph in 1837 greatly assisted in the exchange of information. 

These technological advances were augmented by the emergence of a worldwide 

information collection service headed by the marine insurer Lloyds of London that 

produced the shipping paper Lloyds List three times per week.
52

 The creation of a more 

fluid information-exchange system promoted a degree of reciprocity in terms of keeping 

trading routes free from pirate attacks and developing continuity in suppressing the 

threat. 

 

 

 

Fig. 1.4 

Paixhans naval shell gun 

 
Source: Musée de la Marine, France.  
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Imperialist expansion and solidification 

The expansion and consolidation of European colonial interests was arguably the prime 

reason for the suppression of piracy in North Africa and Southeast Asia by 1900. Peter 

Earle described how óThe expanding tentacles of European empires gradually eliminated 

more and more of the bases and havens on which pirates depended until, by the late 

nineteenth-century, there was hardly anywhere left on the globe which was safe from 

imperialist attentionô.
53

 Indigenous pirate groups no longer benefited from the safe 

havens that littoral waterways and land bases once offered. Events such as the Crimean 

War, for example, encouraged Britain to strengthen its maritime presence in Southeast 

Asia to maintain freedom of passage between the Indian Ocean and the South China Sea. 

This increased naval presence had a direct impact on the fluctuation of piracy in the 

region and illustrated how external imperialist concerns contributed to establishing 

constabulary order at sea. 

 

Britainôs need to suppress piratical attacks on its seaborne trade was expedited by the 

economic slump that followed the end of the Napoleonic Wars. According to one 

commentator: ó[...] after Waterloo economic realities asserted themselves [...] the war-

ravaged continent of Europe was in no condition to make large purchases of foreign 

goods and the inflated British economy collapsedô.
54

 Despite the reduction in naval 

assets following the war, the Royal Navy possessed a substantial fleet unrivalled by any 

other at that time, which led to the conception of óPax Britannicaô. By January 1821, 

Britain held 143 serviceable naval vessels manned by over 20,000 personnel, which 

could be augmented at relatively short notice.
55

 Lessons learned during the Napoleonic 

Wars, such as the ability to deploy and sustain numerically inferior naval assets on a 

global scale, expanded the intellectual and strategic capabilities of the Royal Navy and 

enhanced its ability to counter piracy.
56
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The suppression of piracy was also used as justification for imperialist expansion. 

According to Stefan Eklöf: óit was easier to convince public opinion at home [...] of the 

need to suppress piracy and safeguard the oceans for British trade rather than of the 

justice in conquering and subjugating indigenous rulers and tribesô.
57

 This 

rationalisation may have been particularly effectual given the prevailing economic 

circumstances. Captain Henry Keppelôs 1846 publication, for example, expanded on this 

and offered some insight into Britainôs colonial perspective during the nineteenth-

century. He stated: 

 

Piracy must be put down, slavery must be effaced, industry must be 

cherished and protected; and these objects [...] may be accomplished; and 

we may further learn [...] that from the experience even of ña little warò, an 

enlightened observer may deduce the most sound data on which to 

commence a mighty change, leading, probably, to the happiness of millions, 

and the foundation of colonial empire.
58

 

 

Abolition of the slave trade 

The Treaty of Paris in 1814 agreed to óinduce all the powers of Christendom to decree 

the abolition of the Slave Trade, so that the said trade shall cease universally, It shall 

cease definitively, under any circumstances [...] in the course of five years; and that 

during the said period, no slave merchant shall import or sell slaves [...]ô.
59

 A 

supplementary act in 1824 explicitly described acts of slavery as piracy. It declared that 

any British subject was guilty of piracy ówho upon the high seas [...] carries away any 

person as a slaveô.
60

 Such initiatives harnessed continuity among European powers in 

suppressing the closely interwoven acts of slaving and piracy that existed in North 

Africa and Southeast Asia. As previously mentioned, the proliferation of slaves was 

intrinsic aspect of economic and political control in both Southeast Asia and along the 

Barbary Coast. The intensification of British, Dutch and Spanish anti-slavery operations 
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in Southeast Asia, for example, massively reduced the number of slaves transiting the 

region by the 1880s and consequently incidents of piracy.
61

 

 

Abolition of privateering  

Much like the abolition of slavery four decades previous, the outlawing of privateering 

did much to suppress the level of piratical activity worldwide. Following the end of the 

Crimean War and the subsequent Congress of Paris, seven nations (the United States a 

notable exception) signed the Paris Declaration in 1856. This included a declaration 

respecting maritime law that effectively outlawed privateering from the worldôs oceans. 

The text of the declaration explicitly stated that the óPlenipotentiaries, being duly 

authorized, resolved to concert among themselves as to the means of attaining this 

object; and, having come to an agreement, have adopted the following solemn 

declaration (that) Privateering is, and remains, abolishedô.
62

 By removing the suggestion 

of legality or legitimacy from piratical acts, the potential ambiguity in counteracting it 

was also removed. This led to more comprehensive anti-piracy legislation influenced by 

the law of nations and the idea of universal jurisdiction. 

 

North Africa 

By 1830, much of the Barbary Coast was under the direct administration of European 

colonial powers. This resulted in the near eradication of pirate bases and networks in 

that region. Unilateral counter-piracy operations began in 1801 with the First Barbary 

War or the Tripolitan War, which saw the fledging American navy launch a largely 

ineffectual campaign to suppress attacks on their merchant vessels off the North African 

coast. A U.S. Mediterranean naval squadron commanded by Commodore Richard Dale 

arrived off the Tripolitan coast in July 1801. The U.S. Fleet consisted of the 44-gun 

frigate President, the 36-gun Philadelphia and the 32-gun Essex alongside the 12-gun 

schooner Enterprise.
63

 The war ended in 1805 with the surrender by the Pasha of Tripoli 
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Yusuf Karamanli and an agreement to stop attacking American vessels. Despite initial 

successes and a protracted naval blockade of Tripoli, piratical attacks continued. 

 

Further predations against American and British vessels led to the Second Barbary War 

in 1815 alongside an acknowledgment by western nations of the need to suppress the 

Barbary corsairs entirely. The most significant engagement of the war and a turning 

point in the suppression of Barbary piracy was the assault upon Algiers in August 1816. 

The óbombardment of Algiersô led by an Anglo-Dutch squadron, under the command of 

Lord Exmouth, destroyed all but two of the Algerian warships and reduced much of the 

city fortifications to rubble. The offensive severely hampered the Barbary Statesô ability 

to launch maritime raids in the region; it did not, however, entirely suppress incidents of 

piracy. According to Peter Earle: óThe Algerian and Tunisian Corsair fleets were both 

still active in the 1820s but by now the writing really was on the wallô.
64

 

 

The ówritingô came in the form of the French invasion of North Africa and conquest of 

Algiers in 1830 that ended over three centuries of autonomous Algerian rule. Following 

the failure of a French blockade, France dispatched a fleet from Toulon carrying 37,000 

infantry that landed in Algiers on 13 June 1830. An article in the contemporary British 

newspaper, Northern Star, commented: óOur own piracy committed on the Chinese has 

furnished a ñprecedentò for the destruction of Tangiers, and for the occupation of any 

portions of the coast of Africa that the French may desireô.
65

 Within weeks of the French 

invasion, the Dey of Algiers capitulated. According to Earle: óA month after the French 

conquest of Algiers, the Bey of Tunis renounced corsair activity ñentirely and for-everò 

and abolished the institution of Christian slavery [...] a few days later the pasha of 

Tripoli followed suitô.
66

 A further aggressive counter-piracy operation by the Spanish 

navy off the Moroccan coast in 1854-56 resulted in the capture of 44 Moroccan boats 

that paralysed coastal trade and forced local leaders to renounce piracy.
67

 This 
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effectively ended three centuries of maritime raiding in the proximal waters of European 

nations. Earle observed that óthe holy war in the Mediterranean was over and so was 

piracy throughout the Western worldô.
68

 

 

Southeast Asia 

As was the case in the southern Mediterranean Sea, initial disparity in anti-piracy efforts 

between Dutch, British and Spanish governments in Southeast Asia dissipated during 

the 1860s and a concerted multilateral approach was initiated. The consolidation of 

conflicting geographic boundary claims was the key enabler for the suppression of 

piracy in the region where, for example, the British colonial authorities recognised the 

Dutch claim over the Riau Archipelago and similarly the Dutch recognised the Spanish 

claim over the Sulu zone.
69

 The economic depression between 1830 and 1840 also 

motivated counter-piracy activity in the region as maintaining the regular, uninterrupted 

flow of merchant trade was crucial. Aside from European powers, the United States 

Navy was also actively involved in anti-piracy operations in the South China Sea 

between 1820 and 1840. 

 

Prior to consolidating any form of direct rule in the region, the principal colonial powers 

of Britain and Holland were firmly engaged in vigorous commercial competition and 

consequently offered little continuity in addressing the growing threat from pirates. 

Much like the situation along the North African coast, the piratical threat would need to 

be effaced in order to regularise, rationalise and stabilise regional merchant trade. By 

1846, the problem had grown to such an extent that a new and more aggressive 

multilateral response was initiated. 

 

The newfound continuity among western powers resulted in a number of mutually 

beneficial aggressive multilateral counter-piracy operations in Southeast Asia. Much 

like operations along the Barbary Coast, technological advances in naval weaponry and 

armaments amplified these efforts. The Battle of Bantung Maru of 31 July 1859 
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illustrated the effectiveness of the British and American strategy of targeting susceptible 

land bases and safe havens used by the pirates. This strategy was particularly effective 

given the archipelagic nature of the region and the difficulties this presented in engaging 

pirates at sea. The battle witnessed British forces decimate Dayak pirate strongholds 

from the sea, which resulted in an estimated 800 pirates killed and 60 pirate vessels 

destroyed.
70

 The decisive engagement meant that pirates operating in the Borneo region 

never recovered.
71

  

 

Both the British and U.S. Navy also launched joint operations a number of times against 

Chinese pirates. In 1849, for example, the U.S. sloop Preble supported British naval 

forces in the destruction of two pirate havens and the capture of 57 junks.
72

 Aggressive 

anti-piracy action continued unabated following the Opium War in 1853 and by 

November 1854 an anti-piracy coalition force was established which consisted of 

American, British, Chinese and Portuguese naval vessels with the addition of Dutch and 

Prussian vessels in the mid-1860s. This was bolstered by the signing of the Treaty of 

Tienstin in June 1858, which granted British and American warships access to Chinese 

waters in óhot pursuitô of pirates.
73

 

 

In 1866, the British government introduced new laws, which enforced tighter 

restrictions on all junks entering and leaving Hong Kong harbour. This was according to 

one commentator: ó[...] the final step in Britainôs fight against East Asian piracyô.
74

 

Britain also sought to provide Chinese authorities with the necessary tools to combat 

piracy themselves and presented them two gunboats to use in anti-piracy patrols in 1869. 

By 1870, Britain had scaled back anti-piracy operations in the South China Sea. This 

was a clear indication of the success and suppression of incidents in the region. By the 
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time Spain ceded the Philippines to the United States in 1898, piracy was essentially 

non-existent in Southeast Asian waters, particularly when compared to a century 

previous. Gosse described how the Malay archipelago of Southeast Asia was óthe last 

stronghold of piracyô and that óthe breakup of its gangs finished, probably for ever, 

piracy as it had existed for many thousands of yearsô.
75

  

 

Pre-war period, 1900-14 

The suppression of piracy in North Africa and Southeast Asia by the end of the 

nineteenth-century was not exceptional. It was a materialisation of the spread of colonial 

influence and solidification spread across the globe. By 1900 therefore, piratical activity 

had significantly declined in these regions. This was to remain the status quo for almost 

the next eighty years. Limited statistical information on piracy exists between 1900 and 

1980, a reflection in itself of the dwindling relevance of the issue. Quantitative data is 

typically collated as a reactionary process, for example, to highlight an evolving threat 

to influence policy and the allocation of financial or military resources to address that 

threat. In the early 1980s, for example, the I.M.O. noted ówith great concernô the 

upsurge in incidents involving acts of piracy and armed robbery against ships and 

consequently began collating statistics to quantify the level of the threat. 
76

 Prior to this, 

the reports simply did not exist in sufficient number to merit a statistical record. 

 

While it might be reasonable to assume that the disorder generated by the First & 

Second World War encouraged crime like piracy to flourish, the opposite held true. 

Valuable maritime commerce was routinely either escorted by heavily armed naval 

vessels or travelled in convoy, which negated the prospect for piracy in any traditional 

sense. The existential threat to maritime commerce came in the form of a óguerre de 

courseô by belligerent navies bent on the destruction of this commerce rather than the 

acquisition of it.  
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During the early years of the twentieth-century, localised or ómicroô threats such as 

piracy dwindled in relevance to western governments and naval leaders. The emergence 

of large technologically advanced navies alongside rising political tensions shifted the 

focus to ómacroô concerns and the threat of a globalised conflict. Contemporary naval 

discourse during these years was heavily influenced by the work of maritime strategists 

such as Alfred Thayer Mahan and Julian Corbett who were concerned with wartime 

issues of grand strategy such as decisive battle and the command of the sea though naval 

superiority.  

 

The late nineteenth and early twentieth-century witnessed several naval engagements 

prior to the official outbreak of the First World War primarily in the Pacific arena. These 

included the Sino-Japanese War (1894-5), the Spanish-American War (1898) and the 

Russo-Japanese War (1904-5). Such engagements diverted attention from micro-

maritime or constabulary issues like piracy as they were superseded by more nefarious 

threats to economic security. That is not to say that piracy did not still exist in small 

isolated pockets or that it was entirely overlooked in contemporary pre-war deliberations. 

Indeed, Herman A. Heydt wrote in his introduction to Oscar Herrmannôs 1902 work 

Pirates and piracy that óAlthough it has passed the zenith of its perverse glory, and 

modern naval development has made it impracticable and impossible, vestiges of piracy 

remain in the Malay Archipelago and the China Seaô.
77

 

 

Fig. 1.5 

Relative strength of the British, French and Russian navies built and building 1893/4 

 Britain France Russia 

Battleships 45 34 15 

Coast defence vessels 17 9 14 

Cruisers 130 65 28 

Torpedo-boats/ destroyers 45 13 9 

Total 237 121 66 
 

Source: P.H. Colomb, óEngland in the Mediterraneanô in The North American Review, clviii, no. 450 

(May 1894), p. 589. 
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Newspapers, parliamentary debates & admiralty records 

Contemporary newspaper and parliamentary reports from the period suggested a small-

scale piracy problem on the West River route between Canton and Hong Kong between 

1900 and 1914. In 1905, it was reported that óChina is probably the last of the nations 

with any claim to the rank of an important power which has not long since cleared its 

coasts and waters of these sea robbersô.
78

 Robert J. Anthony described how a localised 

resurgence of piracy occurred along the Southern coast of China following the 

revolution of 1911; however, he affirmed that ódespite the disorder, there was still a 

flourishing sea trade out of Hong Kong, Shanghai and other Chinese portsô.
79

 This 

appeared indicative of piracy during the pre-war period as a largely localised and 

reactive problem rather than a material threat to shipping. 

 

The issue of maritime piracy arose several times in House of Commons proceedings 

between 1900 and 1914. Concern was expressed that British vessels were coming under 

attack from the Chinese pirates on the Canton and West River and in the Persian Gulf. 

This resulted in the establishment of a counter-piracy patrol by the Commander-in-Chief 

on the China Station in November 1907. The British vessels were withdrawn shortly 

afterwards, however, following the initiation of an óeffective preventive serviceô by 

Chinese authorities.
80

 The Admiralty also set aside funds for the construction of two 

river gunboats for counter-piracy patrols along the Yangtze River in 1911 that were 

never commissioned. This reflected the relatively trivial scale of the problem during the 

pre-war period. 

 

The most significant act of piracy reported during this period appeared to be that on the 

British steamer Tai-On by Chinese pirates in 1913. This attack called into question 

Britainôs ability to protect its merchant assets in the region. Winston Churchill, then 

First Lord of the Admiralty, was questioned on the matter in May 1914. Sir Arthur Fell 

enquired: óif the absence of river gunboats in Chinese waters was the indirect cause of 
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the destruction of the British steamer ñTai Onò by pirates?ô Churchill responded that 

óthe British patrol of the Canton Delta is believed to be sufficient for its purposeô.
81

  

 

Despite brief enquires in the Commons over relatively isolated incidents, it is apparent 

piracy was not an issue of material consequence for either the British government or 

Admiralty during this period. In 1914, according to the statement by the First Lord of 

the Admiralty: óThe disturbed state of China made it necessary for a short time last 

summer to resume some of the naval precautions which were in force during the 

revolution [é] with the exception, however, of a limited patrol of the West River by 

torpedo boats as a precaution against piracy, the dispositions of the station are now 

normalô.
82

 

 

Maritime writers 

To construct a more comprehensive representation of how maritime piracy manifested 

in the years prior to the First World War and in light of an absence of reliable statistical 

information; a selection of works from late-nineteenth and early twentieth-century 

maritime writers and theorists is analysed. The first writer selected is arguably the most 

influential naval theorist of the time - Alfred Thayer Mahan. Taking three of Mahanôs 

works: The influence of sea-power upon history 1660-1783 (1892); Naval 

administration and warfare (1908) and Naval strategy: compared and contrasted with 

the principles and practices of military operations on land (1911), it is apparent 

maritime piracy was an antecedent historical matter.
83

 At no time did Mahan highlight 

or suggest any contemporary analogous issue within these combined works. In his 

discussion on the óelements of sea powerô, for example, Mahan described how óIn the 

most active days of colonising there prevailed on the sea a lawlessness the very memory 

of which is now almost lost [é]ô.
84
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Similarly, maritime historian and geo-strategist Sir Julian Corbett addressed piracy in 

his major theoretical work, Some principles of maritime strategy (1911), in terms of its 

historical role as a tool of the state or as a substitute to state naval power describing it as 

óa primitive and unscientific conception of warô.
85

 Corbettôs research into Sir Francis 

Drake, the renowned English privateer, provides an interesting source for attempting to 

gauge the level of piracy during this period. Corbett published three works on Drake, 

namely, Sir Francis Drake (1890), Drake and the Tudor Navy, with a history of the rise 

of England as a naval power (1899) and The successors of Drake (1900). Collectively, 

these works reveal little about pre-war contemporary piracy. Corbett did refer to the lack 

of an accepted definition of piracy in Drakeôs time and stated: ó[...] still at that time 

International Law had not so nicely ascertained the limits of piracy and irregular 

reprisalô.
86

 For Corbett, like Mahan, maritime piracy did not appear a topic worthy of 

consideration or a threat worthy of analysis, which indicated it was an issue of nominal 

relevance at that time. 

 

An analysis of John Colombôs 1902 publication British dangers reaffirmed that piracy 

was a negligible threat to British óover sea businessô at the time of writing.
87

 Colomb, 

much like Mahan and Corbett, highlighted that the primary ómacroô threat to maritime 

commerce during the pre-war period was destruction by belligerent navies and not 

predation by maritime criminals. Sir Charles Edward Callwell 1902 publication Military 

operations and maritime preponderance: their relations and interdependence further 

supports this thesis. Callwell wrote in relation to the unchecked privateering and 

piratical activity prior to the Declaration of Paris: óIt seems extremely doubtful if the 

experiences in those seas a century ago are altogether applicable to the present dayô.
88

 

However, Callwell (accurately) prophesised that: ó[...] occasions may yet arise in [the] 

future when the seizure of the base or bases will prove to be the best means of checking 

an undoubted evilô.
89
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Collectively these publications indicate, at least from the perspective of the authors, that 

maritime piracy was an issue of nominal relevance for western navies and governments 

in the early years of the twentieth-century. This is consistent with the widespread 

suppression of piracy on a global scale in the late nineteenth-century. It is clear that 

macro-naval concerns were at the forefront of western deliberation in the years prior to 

the First World War illustrated by, for example, the launch of the first Dreadnought 

battle ship in 1906. By the outbreak of hostilities in 1914 Britain had an estimated 609 

warships (built and building), which outnumbered that of the closest naval rivals of the 

United States, France, Japan and Germany (see fig. 1.6). With such large, expansive 

global naval presence, traditional forms of piracy were to remain inconsequential during 

the years of the First World War. 
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Fig. 1.6 

Naval strength, 1914 

 Britain Germany France 
Austria-
Hungary 

Italy Russia Japan 
United 
States 

Dreadnoughts 
(available & 
building) 

35 20 12 6 3 7 4 14 

Battlecruisers 
(available & 
building) 

10 7 0 0 0 4 4 0 

Semi and Pre-
dreadnoughts 

40 22 20 9 6-8 10 10 23 

Coastal 
defence ships 

0 8 1 3 0 1 4 0 

Armoured 
cruisers 

34 8 19 2 7 6 12 12 

Protected 
cruisers 

52 17 19 3 11 8 15 22 

Scout & Light 
cruisers 

35 16 0 3 3 0 6 0 

Destroyers 221 90 81 18 33 42 50 50 

Torpedo 
boats 

109 115 187 65 71-85 75 0 23 

Submarines 73 31 67-75 5 20-22 26 12 18 

Total 609 334 410 113 163 179 117 162 

 

Source: P. G. Halpern, A naval history of World War I, (London, 1994), pp 7-20. 
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Interwar period 1919-39 

Newspapers, Admiralty records, parliamentary debates 

In the years following the end of the First World War, there was a renewal of interest, 

particularly in academic and legal circles, in micro-maritime and peacetime issues such 

as piracy. However, from a strategic and naval perspective piracy remained a negligible 

issue, which is reflected in interwar naval and academic deliberations. By 1919 

according to a report in The Times: óPirates used to be possible because of the 

immensity of the sea, but now men can talk over its distances as if over a dinner table, 

and the pirate has no more chance than a highway man in Londonô.
90

 For Britain, 

securing economic and infrastructural recovery following the First World War meant 

maintaining and securing SLOC and suppressing threats to these interests such as piracy. 

In 1920, the British cabinet in its conclusions stated it was ódetermined to maintain the 

navy at a standard of strength which shall adequately secure the safety of the Empire 

and its maritime communicationsô.
91

 

 

In the South China Sea, for example, the British naval presence ókept piracy to a 

minimumô reflecting the reach of British naval authority during these years.
92

 Indeed, 

the British government abolished the deployment of naval and military armed guards on 

their Far-East merchant ships in April 1930 as according to the then First Lord of the 

Admiralty: 

 

These pirates travel in a ship disguised as passengers [é] responsibility for 

dealing with this form of piracy rests primarily with the shipping companies 

and with the civil authorities on shore. His Majesty's Navy assists in the 

suppression of piracy by patrolling the vicinity of such known bases as Bias 

Bay, in order to intercept pirated ships before they are brought in and 

abandoned.
93
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This also illustrated the relative sea-control exerted by the Royal Navy given that pirates 

typically disguised themselves as passengers before commandeering a ship, which 

indicted a likely reticence to approach from the sea.
94

 Given the proximity of passengers 

and crew to this type of piracy, fatalities were occasionally reported. A description in the 

Royal United Services Institution Journal dated 1930, for example, reported a pirate 

attack on the S.S. Hai Ching in December 1929 during which an estimated thirty 

passengers and crew were killed.
95

 Similarly, in Somalia and the Horn of Africa British 

colonial control maintained a significant air presence and naval control throughout the 

1920s.
96

  

 

An extract from The Times entitled óModern Chinese piratesô recounted the tale of a of a 

small opportunistic act of piracy ó15 minutes out of the little West River port of Pekhaiô 

in December 1929. It stated that óthe pirates were an amateur lot, several being members 

of a semi-Bolshevised crew sacked some weeks before for insubordination [...] a simple 

ruse finished their ebbing spiritsô.
97

 This affirmed that piracy had not disappeared during 

the interwar years but instead, according to Phillip Gosse, threatened only óin an 

occasional and bastard formô apparently as a derivative of the Chinese civil war of 1927 

to 1936.
98

 Gosse went so far as to (incorrectly) predict that maritime piracy was never 

likely to return: 

 

It is hard to conceive that even if our civilisation is overturned and 

lawlessness again becomes law, the pirate will ever emerge again [...] it 

seems fantastic to think of [...] peaceful steamer lanes haunted by 

buccaneers from little island republics of their own creation whiter the fleets 

of the nations dare not penetrate.
99

 

 

Such statements illustrated how maritime piracy had evolved into an issue of historical 

curiosity during the interwar years rather than an extant threat to shipping. 
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Beginnings of legislative reform 

However, not all interwar commentators agreed with this hypothesis. Reflecting the 

contention that piracy had been suppressed to the point of near elimination by the end of 

the nineteenth-century, Edwin D. Dickinson composed an article for the Harvard Law 

Review in 1925 that asked óIs the crime of piracy obsolete?ô. For Dickinson the threat of 

maritime piracy was insignificant but prophetically, a tangible future concern: óWhile 

the occasions for invoking [ñthe law of piracyò] is less frequent now than formerly, it 

may still be made a potent factor in preventing lawlessness upon the seas [é] It belongs 

emphatically to the law in reserve rather than to the law in historyô.
100

 Indeed, it was at 

Harvard Law School that significant debates and elucidations took place on piracy 

during the interwar period, which culminated in the óHarvard draft convention on 

piracyô in 1932. As previously mentioned, the Harvard draft was a prelude to the more 

comprehensive 1958 Geneva Convention on the high seas. Both treatises attempted to 

codify the rules of international law relating to the high seas and address the deficiencies 

and disorder of previous international piracy legislation.
101

 

 

The Harvard draft was inspired by previous interwar attempts at codifying international 

law in relation to piracy such as the óRoumanian draft for the Suppression of Piracyô in 

1926 and óMatsuda's draft Provisions for the Suppression of Piracyô that same year. 

Indeed, the complexities of codifying and legislating maritime piracy emerged as a 

central issue within legal circles during these years (see fig. 1.7). This was likely 

motivated by the legal ambiguity surrounding several high profile U.S. trials for piracy 

during the nineteenth-century and more immediately by the hijacking and pillaging of 

ships carrying illegal alcohol during prohibition and the potential applicability of piracy 

law.
102

 This illustrated that during periods of relative peace, persistent micro-issues such 

as maritime piracy, tended to receive a disproportionate amount of consideration. 
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Fig. 1.7 

Articles where ópiracyô was addressed explicitly in the American Journal of 

International Law 1907-90 

 

Source: The cumulative analytical index of the American Journal of International Law and supplements 

incorporating the proceedings of the American Society of International Law (84 vols, Washington, 1907-

90), i-lxxxiv.  

 

These efforts to address some of the more confounding legal aspects of piracy were not 

confined to the United States. óThe report of the lords of the judicial committee of the 

privy councilô delivered on 26 July 1934 was asked whether actual robbery was an 

essential element of the crime of piracy. This followed the decision of the full court of 

Hong Kong to acquit two men on charges of piracy after it had concluded that robbery 

was necessary to support a conviction of piracy. The judicial committee concluded that 

actual robbery was not an essential element in the crime of piracy jure gentium and that 

a frustrated attempt to commit piratical robbery is equally piracy jure gentium.
103

 Such 

expositions on the international codification of maritime piracy during these ópre-

resurgenceô decades had significant implications for counter-piracy operations in the late 

twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. The judicial committee in 1934 correctly 
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theorised that: óA careful examination of the subject shows a gradual widening of the 

earlier definition of piracy to bring it from time to time more in consonance with 

situations either not thought of or not in existence when the older jurisconsults were 

expressing their opinionsô.
104

 

 

Maritime writers 

Following the First World War several naval leaders, most notably Admiral Herbert 

Richmond, campaigned that the protection of merchant trade against belligerent navies 

must be prioritised at policy level. This demonstrated how at the macro level, perceived 

potential threats to seaborne commerce came in the form of rival navies and not pirate 

groups. However, Richmond acknowledged that while piracy may have been 

strategically irrelevant, it had not disappeared entirely: óDuties of a navy in peace are of 

a police or a philanthropic character [...] Those, for example, which are performed by 

the naval forces of various nations in the China Seas and rivers, are for the common 

purpose of suppressing piracy and banditryô.
105

 

 

Richmond referred to piracy at various times in his work, primarily in relation to its 

historic associations and intricacies. However, he also highlighted the need for 

continuity in counter-piracy operations: óGerman trade developed in the Baltic and as 

elsewhere, pirates preyed upon it [...] the fighting forces, adequate though they were to 

deal with the individual pirate, lacked unity, even more than those of the Mediterranean 

city statesô.
106

 Richmond recognised the influence that piracy had on naval thinking and 

the ideas of sea power. He associated the evolution of warships as a response to piratical 

aggression: óBoth the trade and the colonies offered prizes to the pirates, and hence, as 

the cargo carrier could not be a match for the pirate, so ships specially adapted and 

furnished for fighting were found necessary for her protectionô.
107

 Indeed, Richmond 

offered perhaps the most accurate insight in the piratical situation during the interwar 

years in his 1932 publication, Imperial defence and capture at sea in war. He stated: 
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At sea there are ñfrontierò or ñexternalò defence services to be performed in 

peace. Where piracy still exists as in China, or where internal disturbances, 

uncontrollable by government, injure peaceful trade, defence to that trade 

must be afforded; precisely as in the early part of the last century protection 

had to be given in the Mediterranean, at all times, against attack by the 

piratical states of Tunis, Tripoli and Algiers. Today the waters and great 

rivers of China are the only remaining spots where this disease exists, and 

small craft, largely river gunboats, preserve order in the rivers, and vessels at 

sea, cruisers, destroyers and sloops, are available to give security in the 

coastal waters.
108

 

 

Admiral Raoul Castex of the French Navy published his distinguished work, Theories 

strategiques, in 1929 shortly before the publication of Herbert Richmondôs two works. 

Castexôs work as the title suggested, dealt almost exclusively with the strategic level of 

naval thought and operations. It did, however, offer a brief insight into continental 

interwar contemplation on piracy. Castex mentioned piracy in relation to its historical 

effect on maritime communications and the notion of freedom of the seas: óAs practiced 

in earlier naval conflicts, commerce war was often simulated by greed and, degenerating 

into piracy, was accompanied by inhuman acts parallel to the ravaging, pillaging, and 

endless destruction characteristic of contemporary land warfareô.
109

 This suggested that 

naval encounters during the interwar period did not ódegenerate into piracyô which gave 

some indication that it was not an issue of concern. Castex implied there was a shift in 

the maritime climate from these óearlier naval conflicts [...] often degenerating into 

piracyô to a ómodifiedô situation when Theories strategiques was written: ó[...] the 

notions of seizure of private property, contraband and blockade must remain intact, 

though modified to meet contemporary sensibilitiesô.
110

 Castex primarily addressed 

macro, wartime naval concerns in his work and therefore omitted constabulary concerns 

such as piracy.  

 

The respite of the interwar years afforded the opportunity to address chiefly peacetime 

maritime concerns such as piracy, which was reflected in the writings of interwar naval 

theorists, wider maritime literature and the deliberations of legal academia. The 
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outbreak of the Second World War, however, downgraded the prominence of micro-

maritime issues such as piracy once more. As previously mentioned the Second World 

War witnessed consistent raids and attacks on maritime commerce in the form of a 

óguerre de courseô. This was, however, state sanctioned wartime naval actions intended 

to cripple enemy SLOCs and not, as with piracy, the pillage of goods for private ends. 

What is relevant, therefore, to this research is the maritime climate that emerged in the 

decades after the Second World War and how this contributed to the eventual 

resurgence of piracy in the late 1970s and early 1980s in Southeast Asia and later, 

Northeast Africa. 

 

Post-war period 1945-79 

Geo-strategic ideas on the role of the military and national security shifted in the post-

war years resulting in a reduction in dependence on navies and sea power and an 

increase in the level of importance assigned to land power. N.A.M. Rodger wrote in 

relation to this óshiftô that ó[...] the twentieth-century brought in the age of great land 

empires bound together by railways rather than shipping [...] their competition 

transformed a seaborne empire, and the navy which protected it, into a burden rather 

than a strengthô.
111

 New political and territorial boundaries were drawn on land and at 

sea, which created new tensions over control of maritime natural resources and 

sovereignty alongside a dangerous ideological struggle between Soviet Russia and the 

United States. This international tension between the east and west culminated in a 

number of military engagements between 1945 and 1980. An article written in 1960 

about the ecology of future international politics correctly forecasted that ófor several 

generations we have been living in an era of transition between great system changes [...] 

that era is now coming to a close, and a period of instability is aheadô.
112

 This instability 

directly facilitated the palingenesis of maritime piracy. Former colonies gained greater 

autonomy and eventually, in some cases, full independence and thus the óinternational 

machinery for suppressing piracy became largely impotentô.
113
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Southeast Asia & Northeast Africa (1945-79) 

Southeast Asia experienced an era of massive political, social and economic change in 

the decades following the end of the Second World War. This ultimately created the 

conditions for a resurgence of piratical activity at different stages during the late 

twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. The waterways of Southeast Asia were the 

initial platform for this ópalingenesisô of piracy in the late 1970s and early 1980s and 

experienced the highest rates of piracy and armed robbery against ships on a global scale 

until piracy evolved into a material threat to shipping in the Gulf of Aden and western 

Indian Ocean after 2005. The upsurge in Somali piracy between 2005 and 2013 was 

contextually distinct from the palingenesis experienced in Southeast Asia after 1979 and 

for this reason is addressed independently in chapters IV-VII.  

 

Piracy is not a mono-causal issue. Several diverse factors can be attributed to its 

resurgence in Southeast Asia during the late twentieth-century. These included, but were 

not limited to, colonial regression, post-conflict inheritance, the growth of global 

seaborne trade, economic hardship and inefficient coastal security all facilitated by 

favourable geography. Indeed, comparable factors ultimately contributed to the 

escalation of maritime piracy off the coast of Somalia after 2005 indicating some 

universality in terms of causality as opposed to manifestation. This seems to indicate 

that certain general static conditions (such as geographic proximity to both shipping 

lanes and sanctuary ashore) combined with fluid conditions (such as post-conflict 

instability), exist in areas where maritime crime periodically emerges as problematic. 

However, unique contextual and regional specificities result in different manifestations 

of the crime. 

 

In Southeast Asia, the cultural and political history of the region also undoubtedly 

contributed to the rise of piracy given the entrenched acceptance of several indigenous 

communities on maritime raiding as a legitimate vocation. Pirates could not function 

successfully without the support of these local networks for resources, shelter and the 

concealment and movement of illicit goods. Indeed, as previously mentioned, piracy had 

never been totally eradicated from the region, only suppressed to manageable levels. In 
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the Southern Philippines and Northern Borneo, for example, piratical attacks continued 

throughout the 1950s and 1960s on a ósmaller ï but still frequent ï scaleô.
114

 Despite the 

inherent proclivity toward piracy that many of these regions displayed, there was a 

distinct difference between the politically motivated acts of piracy of the nineteenth-

century and the ósystematic interdependent and interconnected [...] grey area activitiesô 

of pirates operating in the late twentieth-century.
 115

 Therefore, contemporary 

manifestations of piracy must be analysed within a modern contextual framework as 

distinct from acts of piracy of previous historical eras.   

 

One of the underlying reasons as to why elements of these maritime communities began 

pirating in an extensive manner in the late 1970s was a substantial increase in poverty 

and economic hardship due to the commercial exploitation of fish stocks in the region.
 

116
 The availability of new technology developed in the 1950s enabled larger fisheries to 

procure catches at accelerated rates. Combined marine catches from Indonesia, Malaysia, 

the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam increased fourfold between 1960 and 

1980 from 1.5 million tonnes per year to 5.5 million tonnes per year.
117

 This growth was 

stimulated by destructive mass-fishing techniques such as trawling, fish-bombing and 

cyanide poisoning.
118

 This large-scale illegal fishing led to a significant depletion in fish 

stocks, which directly affected the smaller coastal communities for whom fishing was 

the single biggest source of income. The experience was more acute in parts of 

Indonesia, which was described as óthe poorest of the poorô.
119

 A number of these 

fishermen turned to pirating vessels to supplement their loss of income. Indeed, it was 

primarily aggrieved ófishermen turned piratesô who were responsible for the initial 

resurgence of piracy in the late 1970s and early 1980s. 
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Over-fishing and increased pollution were by-products of the spread of the global 

market-driven system and globo-economic interdependency. This led to an exponential 

growth in maritime trade transiting Southeast Asia between 1970 and 1980 (see fig. 1.8). 

Indeed, the last four decades have witnessed a quadrupling of seaborne trade, from just 

over 8 thousand billion tonne-miles in 1968 to over 32 thousand billion tonne-miles in 

2008.
120

 Mismanagement of this rapid economic development widened the gap between 

rich and poor, isolated already disparate coastal communities and reinforced the 

conditions that ócompel marginalised maritime-orientated communities to turn to 

piracyô.
121

 

 

The Indonesian island of Batam served as an example of the destructive and dissociative 

effect of this economic activity at a local level. Batam witnessed a huge growth in 

manufacturing industries during the 1980s, which transformed it from a small fishing 

community to a major industrial hub. Eklöf described how an influx of migrants came to 

the island in search of employment but ówere unable to find work in line with their 

expectations and education (or) find any work at allô.
122

 The result was a rise in criminal 

activity such as piracy. The growth in maritime freight transiting the area also presented 

potential pirates with an abundance of high value targets transiting narrow and 

congested sea-lanes proximal to safe havens ashore. This new wave of piratical activity, 

facilitated by the rise of the consumerist system, was enhanced by the decline of the 

colonial system. Historically in the óclash between the policies of free trade and the 

policies of territorial assertion, that is where the roots of piracy can be foundô.
123
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Fig. 1.8 

Total imports & exports: Southeast Asia 1970-80 

 

Source: Compiled from U.N. Department of economic and social development statistical office, 1992 

International trade statistics yearbook, i (New York, 1993), p. 1051. 

 

Southeast Asia experienced an era of rapid decolonisation and colonial regression in the 

decades following the Second World War. The progressive process of decolonisation 

essentially concluded when Britain announced its withdrawal from Singapore and 

Malaysia in January 1968, which was extended to 1971 as a concession to the 

Singaporean government. This was part of Britainôs wider strategic withdrawal óEast of 

the Suezô owing to the heavy economic and financial burden of maintaining foreign 

naval bases.
124

 Parliamentary papers at the time estimated that the naval base in 

Singapore consumed 15 percent of the British defence budget and 40 percent of defence 

costs overseas.
125
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During the colonial period, piratical incidents and disorder at sea were kept to a 

minimum owing chiefly to a large western naval presence. The decline of óPax 

Britannicaô and colonial control meant that this stabilising naval presence receded. The 

resultant governments that emerged were fragile, under-resourced and struggled to 

establish effective national and regional security. This instability was predominantly 

evident in some of the more isolated coastal communities. The former British colony of 

Singapore was to some extent the exception to this. In the years after independence from 

Britain and later Malaysia, the newly formed government began actively seeking foreign 

direct investment, which eventually transformed the small state from a colonial trading 

outpost to a robust export economy. 

 

For most regional states, investment went into developing land forces in the years after 

decolonisation at the neglect of naval and maritime security capabilities. This 

compounded the inability of ex-colonies to supplant the naval presence that their former 

imperial rulers offered. Former deputy director of the International Maritime Bureau 

(I.M.B.), Jayant Abhyankar commented: 

 

The international community had hoped that those countries, geographically 

part of the region, would fill the gap left by the major powers [...] 

unfortunately these countries [had] insufficient finances to mount anything 

like a reasonable physical sea going presence that could act as a deterrent 

against the pirates.
126

  

 

This lax coastal security was exacerbated by little or no multilateral cooperation in 

attempting to counter regional piracy in the early years of the palingenesis. In Somalia, 

this instability was embedded throughout the fledging state. According to one 

commentator: óThe colonial legacy of illegitimate boundaries took on enormous 

significance in a pastoral economy where family members were separated from each 

other and from critical grazing areasô.
127
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The haste in which Britain abandoned its naval presence, for example, left the 

waterways of the region unpatrolled and therefore vulnerable, compounded by the 

weakness of the Republic of China Navy in the South China Sea. This fragile new 

maritime security environment was acutely felt in the ex-colony and further afield. The 

former Prime Minister of Singapore Lee Kuan Yew commented: óI was completely 

incredulous that there could be such a rapid chop and change [...] All I am asking you is 

to show the flag so that no rapacious attack will take placeô.
128

 The earlier American 

withdrawal from the Philippines in 1949 had provoked similar concerns and illustrated 

the vulnerability of the maritime environment without a commanding naval presence. 

The British legation in Manila wrote to the minister of state for foreign affairs 

describing the challenges facing the authorities following the withdrawal:  

 

[...] now the American officers are gone and the Philippine authorities have 

not hitherto shown themselves capable of maintaining the constabulary at its 

old standards [...] The result among the Moros is, I fear, that they are 

reverting to type and are again finding in piracy and smuggling an easy way 

of making a living.
129

 

 

Combined with endemic poverty, weak governance and the increase in regional 

commercial activity, the maritime climate was heavily conducive toward piracy. Much 

like Southeast Asia, Somalia experienced a similar post-colonial naval abandonment 

that left behind a vulnerable maritime environment that no longer benefited from the 

relative security and stability of colonial rule.  

 

The conditions outlined above were augmented by the availability of weaponry inherited 

from several regional conflicts during the post-war years. The accessibility of this 

weaponry did much to bolster the lethality and efficacy of pirate gangs. Indeed, since the 

end of the Second World War the proliferation of weapons, in particular automatic 

weaponry, has been widespread in the region. Shortly after the end of the Second World 

War, Southeast Asia witnessed a series of conflicts collectively known as the Indochina 

Wars. This resulted in large-scale conflict and devastation in Cambodia, Thailand and 
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Vietnam alongside proximal internal conflict in Malaya, Indonesia and the Philippines 

between 1946 and 1980. 

 

In the Southern Philippines, for example, Muslim separatists engaged in an armed 

insurgency against the government led by Ferdinand Marcos, a supporter of U.S. policy 

in Vietnam in 1969. The insurgency ended in 1972 but almost certainly increased the 

proliferation of arms in the region. The saturation of the region with military grade 

weaponry enhanced the capabilities of pirates and undoubtedly encouraged the spread of 

criminality on land and at sea. More worryingly for authorities the availability of this 

weaponry increased the levels of violence witnessed during piratical attacks in Southeast 

Asian waters mostly in the Gulf of Thailand and the Philippines throughout the 1980s. 

In 1981 alone, there were an estimated 454 deaths related to pirates targeting 

Vietnamese boat refugees in the Gulf of Thailand.
130

 The Conservative peer Lord Beloff 

commented in 1981: óCan one really say that that part of the world has too much in the 

way of force at its disposal, or that the decline in the power of the navies of the 

commercial states of the world has not brought with it severe human penalties?ô.
131

 

 

Palingenesis? 

The conditions described above collectively created the conditions for a resurgence of 

maritime piracy in Southeast Asia in the late 1970s and early 1980s that evolved into a 

macro-maritime concern for international and regional navies. This revival reflected 

what Peter Earl described as óthe maritime dangers of a post-imperial world in which the 

navies of the great powers can no longer patrol where and how they wish and former 

colonies have neither the naval power nor the resources and will to eradicate the 

problemô.
132

 This palingenesis was particularly evident in the extensive attacks on boat 

refugees fleeing Vietnam following the accession of the communist government after 

the Vietnam War in the late 1970s and early 1980s. These attacks constituted the initial 

upsurge of incidents in the early 1980s and are analysed in detail in Chapter II. It is 
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estimated that the number of attacks on Vietnamese boat refugees reached a high of 

1,122 in 1981.
133

 It is important to note that these attacks were not isolated incidents. 

They were a symptom of a regional wide re-emergence of maritime criminality. Roger 

Villar described how armed attacks on merchant ships and yachts reached epidemic 

proportions in early 1981 with up to twelve merchant vessels attacked each day.
134

 Liss 

described how violent attacks similar to those on the óboat peopleô also occurred during 

the 1980s in the waters off the west coast of Thailand, in Malaysian waters, in the 

northern part of the Malacca Strait and in the waters off Bangladesh.
135

 

 

Just as Villarôs 1985 publication highlighted a resurgence of piracy, other contemporary 

literature also supported this notion such as Geoffrey Tillôs 1982 Maritime strategy and 

the nuclear age. In a section entitled ónew tasks for new naviesô, Till stated: óAction will 

also continue against the ancient and dishonourable practice of piracy [...] a significant 

hazard in many of the worldôs seasô.
136

 Indeed, according to a 1989 article in Janeôs 

Defence Weekly: ówith few exceptions, merchant shipping sailed virtually without 

incident on the high seas from the end of the Second World War to the start of the 

'Tanker War' between Iran and Iraqô.
137

  

 

Analysis of a number of selected contemporary journals and periodicals offers further 

credibility to the thesis of a palingenesis of piracy during the late twentieth-century (see 

fig. 1.9). The majority of the literature selected focused on the macro naval, military and 

security issues of the day within a specific area of interest. The inclusion of 91 piracy 

related articles from 1980 to 1992 as opposed to just 19 from 1970 to 1979 is a 

significant indicator that it was, at least in these fields, considered a noteworthy issue. 

Isolating the U.K. Naval Review between 1913 and 1999, as one example, it is evident 

that piracy developed as a topic of relevance in British naval circles during the 1980s 

and 1990s compared to the period between 1913 and 1979 (see fig. 1.10). 
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Fig. 1.9 

Articles in selected journals/periodicals that addressed explicitly and/or related to 

maritime piracy, 1970-92 

Journals/Periodicals 1970-79 1980-92 

American Journal of International Law 9 30 

U.K. Naval Review 9 41 

International Journal Of Maritime History 0 5 

Survival Journal 0 7 

The Washington Quarterly 0 3 

Studies In Conflict & Terrorism 0 3 

The Strategic Survey Journal 1 1 

RUSI Journal  0 1 

Total 19 91 

Sources: American Journal of International Law, lxiv-lxxxvi (1970-92); U.K. Naval Review, lviii -lxxx 

(1970-92); International Journal Of Maritime History, i-iv (1989-92); Survival Journal, xii-xxxiv (1970-

92); The Washington Quarterly, i-xiv (1978-92); Studies In Conflict & Terrorism, i-xv (1977-92); The 

Strategic Survey Journal, lxxi-xciii (1970-92); RUSI Journal, cxv-cxxxvii (1970-92). 

 

 

Fig. 1.10 

Articles where piracy was mentioned explicitly in the U.K. Naval Review, 1913-99 

 

Source: Basil H. Tripp (ed.), The naval review index, i ï lxiv (London, 1913-99). 
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Aside from the supporting literature presented, key events that occurred in the early 

1980s also stand as testament to a palingenesis of maritime piracy and the beginning of 

modern international attempts at countering the problem. These proceedings are 

addressed in detail in the subsequent chapters as examples of counter-piracy initiatives. 

The I.M.B. was established in 1981 under the auspices of the International Chamber of 

Commerce (I.C.C.) initially to address issues relating to maritime fraud. However, 

I.M.B. officials noted that maritime piratical attacks were reported as far back as 

1970.
138

 Despite this, the seminal Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS) of 

1974 made no explicit reference to piracy or maritime crime.
139

 In 1983, the Swedish 

government submitted a paper to the I.M.O.s most senior technical body, the Maritime 

Safety Committee (M.S.C.), which stated that piratical attacks had grown to such an 

extent that the situation had become óalarmingô.
140

 That same year I.M.O. Resolution 

543 noted ówith great concern the increasing number of incidents involving piracy and 

armed robbery against ships including small craft at anchor and underway.
141

 

 

By April 1984, a report entitled ópiracy and armed robbery against shipsô appeared as a 

separate issue on the agenda of the I.M.O. M.S.C. This marked the beginning of modern 

attempts at an international level to collate statistics on maritime piracy and ascertain the 

extent of the problem. The committee received a ósummary of all reports on piracy and 

armed robbery against ships submitted by member governments and international 

organisations in óconsultative statusô.
142

 The international community was starting to 

take notice. By 1992, the increase in reported acts of piracy to the I.M.B. led to the 

establishment of the Regional Piracy Centre (P.R.C.) in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. 
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Conclusion 

During the late 1970s, maritime piracy experienced a palingenesis in the waters of 

Southeast Asia distinct from manifestations of piracy during the nineteenth-century. 

While enduring factors such as poverty and opportunity facilitated both upsurges, the 

unique political and socio-economic context of the late twentieth-century, such as the 

legacy of the Indochina Wars, for example, ultimately produced a contextually diverse 

wave of piracy. Indeed, it is evident that piracy has fluctuated several times in Southeast 

Asia since 1800. This suggests, as this thesis argues, that episodes of piracy are not only 

contextually unique across the geographic divide, but also regionally during different 

historical periods. 

 

Exploring the rise of piracy during the early nineteenth-century in the southern 

Mediterranean and Southeast Asia revealed several comparable factors to contemporary 

manifestations. However, the maritime security environment of the twentieth-century 

differed significantly from that of the nineteenth, which meant that any initiatives 

intended to counteract crimes like piracy would also need to evolve. The evolution of 

these initiatives is explored systematically in the next section of this work beginning 

with responses to the initial palingenesis and alternative manifestations of piracy in 

Southeast Asia between 1979 and 2006 and ending with the upsurge of piracy off the 

Horn of Africa after 2005. 
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CHAPTER II  

 

A regional response to a regional problem? 1979-97 
 

Ships that pass in the night, and speak each other in passing, 

Only a signal shown and a distant voice in the darkness[...]
1
 

 

Introduction 

Piracy as it had been traditionally experienced declined drastically by 1900. This 

condition endured for much of the twentieth-century aside from sporadic occurrences of 

opportunistic attacks chiefly in the South China Sea. This relative tranquillity did not 

last, as a new and more violent wave of piratical aggression beset the waters of 

Southeast Asia in the late 1970s and early 1980s.
2
 The series of conflicts that gripped 

the region in the decades after the Second World War significantly altered the geo-

political landscape and combined with the issues addressed in chapter I ultimately 

facilitated this palingenesis of piracy. The initial victims of this new wave of piracy 

were the hapless óboat peopleô fleeing Vietnam in a maritime exodus across the Gulf of 

Thailand and the South China Sea.
3
 Indeed, it was this large migration of people and 

valuables that presented disparate elements of impoverished coastal communities an 

opportunity to recoup some of their material and financial losses. 

 

What began as opportunistic robberies on vulnerable targets by indigent local fishermen 

soon escalated into unprecedented violence and brutality evolving into organised 

criminality. Piracy was not confined to the Gulf of Thailand or the South China Sea. The 

waterways of Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines and Singapore also witnessed a 

notable rise in maritime predations during this period. By 1991, according to one analyst: 
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Horace E. Scudder (ed.), The complete poetical works of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow: Cambridge 

edition (Cambridge, 1893), p. 274. 
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óthese assaults have been of sufficient quantity to consistently designate Southeast Asia 

as by far, the most piracy-prone region of the worldô.
4
 

 

As illustrated in chapter I, several diverse factors combined to create the conditions for 

this palingenesis of piracy in Southeast Asia during the late 1970s and early 1980s. 

These included the regression of colonial authority in the decades following the Second 

World War and the subsequent instability this caused, alongside the rapid growth in 

regional seaborne trade, which widened the gap between rich and poor. There is a 

common misperception, primarily from a western perspective, that the modern rise of 

piracy in Southeast Asia occurred in reaction to the Asian financial crisis that gripped 

the region in 1997. It did, however, materialise much sooner. This chapter examines 

regional and international efforts initiated to counteract this piratical activity, exploring 

some of the inherent difficulties that counter-piracy operations presented and how they 

were addressed. In addition, this chapter analyses the important consequences for 

counter-piracy operations following the ratification of the seminal United Nations 

convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) in 1988.  

 

General obstacles to regional counter-piracy operations  

Prior to analysing any specific counter-piracy measures initiated by regional and 

international actors in response to the palingenesis of piracy in the late 1970s, it is 

important to examine some of the enduring difficulties that maritime security operations 

faced in the waters of Southeast Asia. Just as it facilitated piracy in previous centuries, 

the distinctive geographic features of the region hampered counter-piracy operations 

throughout the 1980s and 1990s. The Malay Archipelago, which incorporates Indonesia, 

Malaysia and the Philippines, is the largest in terms of surface area on earth, consisting 

of over 25,000 islands, many of which are uninhabited (see fig. 2.1). Indonesia alone is 

comprised of 13,667 of these islands resulting in approximately 93,000 square 

kilometres of inland seas.
5
 The Philippines possess one of the longest coastlines of any 
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 Peter Chalk, óContemporary maritime piracy in Southeast Asiaô in Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, xxi, 

no. 1 (Sept. 1998), p. 89. 
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 U.S. Library of Congress, Federal research division, óCountry studies (1988-98)ô 

(http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/cshome.html) (09 Oct. 2012). 
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nation on earth due to its archipelagic configuration. Thailand also possesses a 

significant coastline of 2,420 kilometres on the Gulf of Thailand and the Andaman Sea 

whereas Singapore, despite a coastline of just 138 kilometres, was in terms of shipping 

tonnage the worldôs busiest port in 1988.
6
 What this meant in terms of sea-based 

counter-piracy action was that it made engaging pirates in any extensive way extremely 

difficult. As one commentator noted: ó[...] you [would] need ten thousand patrol boats 

[...] there are thousands of islands for pirates and hijackers to hideô.
7
 They could evade 

capture by crossing into other maritime jurisdictions or sheltering among the many bays, 

estuaries, rivers, reefs and tree-lined inlets beyond the reach of their pursuers. 

 

Merchant vessels that approached the region from the west were funnelled into the 

narrow geographical chokepoint of the Malacca Strait; just 1.7 nautical miles at its 

narrowest point, as the most direct route to ports in Northeast Asia (see fig. 2.2). 

Similarly, the Singapore Strait and the Strait of Malacca constituted the main sea-lane 

between the Pacific Ocean and the Indian Ocean. In 1982, an estimated 43,633 vessels 

transited the Malacca Strait. By 1993, this figure had risen to 91,826 vessels, an increase 

of 128.9 percent in a little over a decade.
8
 Less congested straits included the Lombok 

Strait, the Sunda Strait and the Makassar Strait (see fig. 2.3). These minor straits 

accounted for just 28 percent of commercial maritime traffic in 1997 compared to 72 

percent transiting the Malacca and Singapore Strait.
9
 

 

These shipping lanes presented pirates with an abundance of slow moving, vulnerable 

targets proximal to safe havens and sanctuaries ashore. The sheer scale of the maritime 

environment and coastline meant that any patrols initiated by the small regional navies 

were largely ineffective. Simply put, the geographic character of the region bolstered 

and encouraged illicit maritime activity while simultaneously hampering the ability to 

counteract it. This was also the case during the nineteenth-century. As Warren 

accurately observed: óthey simply had to wait, sheltered behind a convenient island, 
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 U.S. Library of Congress, óCountry studies (1988-98)ô. 
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headland or bay overlooking strategic sea-routes, and sooner or later ñcoastwiseò targets, 

never straying out of sight of land, would cross their pathô.
10

 

 

 

 

Fig. 2.1 

The Malay Archipelago 

 

Source: óSoutheast Asiaô (U.N. Department of Field Support, Cartographic Section, no. 4365, rev. 1, Mar. 

2012). 
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Fig. 2.2 

Strait of Malacca 

 

Source: óSoutheast Asiaô (U.N. map no. 4365, rev. 1). 
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Fig. 2.3 

Sunda, Lombok and Makassar Straits 

 

Source: óSoutheast Asiaô (U.N. map no. 4365, rev. 1). 

 

Given this complex geographic setting, it is unsurprising that maritime territorial 

disputes arose. These disputes evolved primarily in response to the United Nations 

Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) in 1982, which solidified the legal limits 

of a nationôs territorial sea (12 nautical miles from shore baseline), contiguous zone (24 

nautical miles from baseline) and Exclusive Economic Zone (E.E.Z.) (200 nautical miles 

from baseline). In the congested and archipelagic waters of Southeast Asia these 

boundaries often overlapped resulting in a lack of clear jurisdiction, bitter legal disputes 

and as a result, a breakdown in regional maritime relations. The territorial dispute that 

emerged over ownership of the resource rich Spratly Islands in the South China Sea, for 

example, illustrated the problem in this regard. Following the introduction of the E.E.Z. 

under articles 55, 56 and 57 of UNCLOS, Brunei, China, Malaysia, the Philippines and 

Makassar Strait 

Sunda Strait 

Lombok Strait 



 

-76- 

Vietnam claimed exclusive territorial rights to all or part of the islands. These opposing 

claims led to a number of political and military engagements during the 1980s and 

1990s that weakened regional relations and created instability in the maritime 

environment. Pirates operating in the region manipulated this instability to their 

advantage. The impact of UNCLOS on regional and international counter-piracy policy 

and approaches is explored in detail later in this chapter. 

 

Peter Chalk highlighted an incident from May 1992, which illustrated how this 

negatively affected unilateral counter-piracy operations. He described how a stolen 

trawler operated by pirates was stalking vessels near the disputed region of Sabah off the 

northeast coast of Borneo. The trawler was spotted by a Royal Malaysian Police Marine 

patrol that commenced pursuit. The Malaysian vessel was forced to call off its pursuit 

when the trawler entered into Philippine territorial water as óno agreement of posse 

comitatus had been reached between Manila and Kuala Lumpurô.
11

 The implications and 

relevance of UNCLOS in relation to counter-piracy operations are discussed in detail 

later in this chapter. The existence of this complex maritime environment meant that 

multilateralism and continuity, vital for effective counter-piracy operations, was not 

forthcoming.  
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Fig. 2.4 

Singapore Strait and the Phillip Channel 

 

Source: óSoutheast Asiaô (U.N. map no. 4365, rev. 1). 

 

These issues were compounded by allegations of corruption and governmental 

complicity. Empirical data, chiefly eyewitness testimony reported by ships masters, 

suggested this was an issue in China, Indonesia and the Philippines at various times 

throughout this period. Some argued that this manifested itself in óofficial sanctioning 

and collaborationô while others suggested, in the case of Indonesia, for example, that 

pirates were óeither actual members of the [...] armed forces or at least benefit[ted] from 

close links with Indonesian military and customs units [...]ô.
12

 Jon Vagg suggested ó[...] 

it is possible that [armed forces] condoned, assisted and 'taxed' non-military pirates just 

as they would many other illegal enterprisesô.
13
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