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ON 7TH APRIL 2010, THE TURKISH BULK  
carrier Yasin C was attacked and overrun by Somali 
pirates. Aware that the pirates were seeking to take 
charge of the ship and hold them for ransom, the 
crew locked themselves in a pre-designated safe 
room. Whilst in the safe room, the crew had control 
of the ship’s movement.  Frustrated by their inability 
to capture the crew, the pirates started fires on the 
ship in an attempt to smoke them out.  However, 
after being on board for around eighteen hours, 
the pirates eventually left the ship and the crew 
emerged unharmed. 

With the increased threats to security in 
the maritime domain, the superyacht sector is 
consistently looking at ways to improve security 
and mitigate threat.  The lonely isolation of a yacht 
operating many miles from shore can increase a 
yacht’s vulnerability, particularly in waters that are 
plagued by pirates.  Attacks on ships have raised 
questions regarding the security of vessels and the 
safety of the crew.   

Within the past decade, the upsurge of violent 
attacks on ships led to an increased use of on board 
safe rooms that in the event of a pirate attack, 
allowed the crew to retreat to a predetermined 
area where they could safely barricade themselves 
in until the attack subsided or external assistance 
arrived.  These safe rooms became known as 
Citadels and as more ships came under pirate 
attack, their use became more widespread.  

The fourth edition of Best Management 
Practices for Protection against Somali Based 
Piracy (BMP4) defines a Citadel as: 

A Citadel is a designated pre-planned area 
specifically built into the ship where, in the 
event of imminent boarding by pirates, all crew 
will seek protection. A Citadel is designed and 
constructed to resist a determined pirate trying 
to gain entry, for a fixed period of time.

Although it is highly recommended that 
a Citadel is employed as a last line of defence 
to compliment rather than replace other ship 
protection methods, there have been a number 
of well publicised cases where pirates have 
boarded a vessel but failed to hijack the crew as a 
consequence of them being safe and secure inside 
the Citadel.  

In recognition of the increased threat coupled 
with their effectiveness, a number of shipbuilders 
are now incorporating purpose built Citadels into 
their vessels. This highlights the fact that security is 
being taken more seriously by designers, builders 
and owners.  Nevertheless, the majority of existing 
yachts do not have that facility and any Citadel has 
to be improvised and incorporated into the yacht’s 
existing structure.  

The most effective counter piracy tactic is to 
ensure that pirates do not board the yacht in the 
first place.  Nevertheless, a Citadel must always 
be implemented as the final measure as part of a 
structured layered defensive system. 

Other Considerations 
The materials used to construct yachts offer very 
little protection against a determined attacker.  
In most cases, locks can be overcome and door 
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SAFE ROOM

Denial of access to the Engine Control 
Room (it is vital to deny the pirates any 
access to the yacht’s propulsion system). 

Toilet and Sanitation facilities  
(sufficient for the entire crew).

Food and water  
(sufficient for 72 hours)

Satellite communications (2 way 
communications with concealed 
antennae).

Power supply for satellite 
communications (minimum of 96 hours).

Emergency contact numbers.  

Crew list (kept up to date to ensure that 
all crew are accounted for). 

The ability to control the yacht’s lighting 
system so that all lights can be turned off 
once the pirates have boarded and the 
crew are safely inside the Citadel. 

Lighting equipment such as torches with 
spare batteries.

Fire-fighting equipment – breathing 
apparatus, suits, hoses, axes, 
extinguishers.

Medical equipment – for treatment 
of physical trauma injuries and for 
individuals that require medication for 
specific health conditions.

 When constructing a Citadel, as a 
minimum, consideration should be  
given to the following:  

Damage caused by Somali pirates to  
a vessel’s superstructure from a Rocket  
Propelled Grenade (RPG)
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hinges can easily be removed.  The fibre glass 
construction and the interior bulkheads of most 
yachts offer hardly any protection against small 
arms fire.  When designing a Citadel, the installation 
of ballistic panels along with reinforced doors 
should be considered. However, owners should be 
aware that substantial modifications to the yacht’s 
construction may require prior consultation with 
the classification society.

The use of on board CCTV equipment serves 
several purposes. When used in a Citadel, CCTV 
can assist the crew in determining the whereabouts 
and activity of pirates on board.  Any images 
can then be used as evidence for future criminal 
proceedings. 

Moreover, it must be stressed that once 
a Citadel has been constructed, without the 
implementation of strict procedures by the crew, 
the Citadel becomes totally useless and ineffective.  
Therefore, it is paramount that pirate attack drills 
are regularly conducted and every single crew 
member is fully aware of what is expected of them 
and compliant with procedures during a voyage 
through an area of increased risk. 

Military Response 
The whole concept of the Citadel is that it provides 
a safe and secure retreat for the crew until either 
the pirates withdraw or military assistance arrives.  
However, having a Citadel does not guarantee a 
military response.  

Despite their successes in managing to thwart 
numerous hijackings, there have been some cases 

where Citadels have been breached.  This may be 
due to a poor location, poor construction or failure 
of the crew to follow the correct procedures.  
Therefore, the establishment of a Citadel may be 
beyond the capability of the yacht’s crew alone 
and will often require external technical advice and 
assistance from a maritime security expert.

A Citadel alone won’t stop pirates from 
boarding.  It must be the final component of a well-
structured, layered defensive system that affords 
the crew enough time to retreat to and a chance 
to remain safe preventing the pirates from gaining 
control of the yacht. 

In an increasingly dangerous and volatile world, 
a Citadel is becoming an important component of 
any ship.  The isolation of operating alone on the 
high seas can increase a yachts’ vulnerability.  In 
recent times, yachts have been targeted by violent 
criminal gangs in some unlikely places like the 
Mediterranean and the Caribbean.  

The implementation of a well designated 
Citadel coupled with the adherence to strict 
security procedures will undoubtedly  provide a 
great deal of comfort and reassurance to owner’s, 
guests and crew and may even prevent any 
would-be attacker from completely seizing the 
yacht. A well-constructed Citadel should be a vital 
component of every yacht. 

Ed Hill is Managing Director of superyacht 
security company Intrepid Risk Management. A 
former sniper in the Royal Marines Commandos, 
Ed has a Masters’ Degree in Maritime Security.  
intrepid-risk.com 

A Citadel should be fully equipped with 
essential items such as food, water, torches 
and fire fighting equipment.

The yacht ‘Le Ponant’ was 
boarded and hijacked by 
Somali pirates in
2008. 

The yacht ‘Armageddon’ was 
targeted in 2014 near Corsi-
ca.  The owners were locked 
up below deck before being

cast adrift in a life raft.

All personnel on board must be secured 
inside the Citadel. 

The crew must have self-contained, 
independent, two way external 
communications. Sole reliance on VHF 
communications is not enough. 

The pirates must be denied access to 
propulsion.  

For the military to respond, they must 
be assured that;

A Citadel alone 
won’t stop pirates 
from boarding.  It 
must be the final 
component of a  
well-structured, 

layered defensive 
system


