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IN LATE 2008, THE WORLD WAS AWAKENED 
to an emerging threat that was threatening to 
destabilise world trade.  This threat didn’t come 
from a global terror network, neither did it come 
from an unbalanced dictator.  This threat came 
from Somali pirates.  

Equipped with simple boats and armed with 
basic weaponry, these inhabitants of one of Africa’s 
most impoverished nations plagued one of the 
world’s most vital trade routes and threatened to 
hold the developed world to ransom.  Passing ships 
were highly vulnerable and hopelessly defenceless 
as they ran the terrifying gauntlet through the Gulf 
of Aden.   

With over 170 international seafarers being 
held hostage and ransom demands exceeding 
USD eight million, the situation got so bad that 
a multinational coalition task force deployed 
warships to the region in a bid to stem the 
relentless tide of pirate attacks.  However, due to 
the sheer size of the area with a limited number of 
warships to patrol it, naval commanders became 
too overstretched to provide an effective solution.  
In response, ships began hiring private armed 
security guards to provide effective on-board 
protection.  

Fast forward to the present day and due to 
the widespread use of armed security guards it’s 
been over two years since a ship has been hijacked 
by Somali pirates.  It would however be unwise to 
suggest that Somali piracy has been completely 
eradicated.  With the help of foreign aid, Somalia is 
still going through an intense phase of rebuilding 
and continues to be plagued by pockets of civil 
unrest.  A number of experts have suggested that 
a possible resurgence in Somali piracy may not be 
too far away. 

While Somali piracy may have been 
momentarily curbed, another region has witnessed 
a dramatic surge in piracy incidents.  The waters 
around Singapore, Indonesia and Malaysia have 
traditionally been home to some of the world’s 
most active pirates with a dramatic upsurge in the 
number of attacks so far this year.  

Anyone with a basic geographical knowledge 
and an understanding of the yachting industry 
should by now have realised that these piracy 
plagued regions are also transit routes to many 
yacht owners’ favourite destinations.  However, the 
application of a few tried and tested methods can 
help to manage the threat.  

Benjamin Franklin’s quote of ‘by failing to 
prepare, you are preparing to fail’ is certainly 

appropriate for yachts passing through areas 
of high risk.  As a minimum, maintaining a sound 
knowledge of the geographical location of high 
risk areas is strongly advised.  Captains and crew 
cannot afford to cut corners and must leave no 
stone unturned in preparing their yacht for a high 
risk transit. 

Developing an understanding of the patterns 
of attack and the modus operandi of the pirates in 
that particular region where you’ll be going is also 
encouraged.  In this instance, another pertinent 
quote of ‘know your enemy’ should be applied.  
Studying the details of the patterns attacks will 
significantly enhance your preparations and allow 
you to plan accordingly.  Questions that should be 
asked are;

accepted deployment of embedded armed security 
teams has undoubtedly been the overriding factor 
towards winning the war on Somali pirates.  

However, the rules and regulations related to 
firearms in the maritime domain can be a minefield 
at best. Yachts must abide by the rules of the 
yacht’s particular flag state along with the local 
sovereign laws of each territorial state where the 
yacht will be transiting.  As the overriding authority 
on board, when entering a port with firearms, the 
Captain must be aware of the rules and regulations 
of that specific sovereign state.  Local authorities 
will take a dim view on undeclared firearms being 
found on board and the Captain may find himself 
spending a few unplanned nights in the local cells, 
ignorance is no excuse.  

The increased responsibility of having firearms 
and ammunition on board has the potential to 
give any Captain sleepless nights.  However, 
this can be easily remedied with the hiring of a 
competent private security company.  The security 
company should amongst other things, be well 
versed in the international legislative procedures 
for having firearms on board, they will have 
robust procedures for their storage on board 
and will provide experienced personnel that are 
professionally competent in the safe handling and 
correct use of firearms.  The security company 
will therefore remove any potential headache for 
the Captain and allow him to continue running the 
yacht as normal. 

Taking a yacht through a known piracy high risk 
area is an obligation that many Captains and crews 
could do without.  Piracy continues to pose a threat 
that is very real and a luxury yacht undoubtedly 
presents a very attractive target.  Prior planning 
and preparation along with teamwork are vital, it 
is therefore crucial that every single crew member 
pulls together and plays their part in getting 
through the transit safely.   Nevertheless, it should 
be remembered that a large number of yachts sail 
through high risk areas regularly without incident.  
Piracy is an old age problem that continues to 
plague some of the world’s most beautiful regions.  
However, with a professional approach and with 
expert assistance, transiting a high risk area is not 
as daunting as it may appear. 

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.  
www.intrepid-risk.com 
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Superyacht security expert Ed Hill provides an overview and summary 
of the piracy threat facing yacht owners today.

PIRACY

PERU: While the number of 
attacks off the coast of Peru 
remains fairly low at seven in 
2008, it represents a significant 
increase, and the trend is being 
monitored.

BRAZIL: There is a regular but 
low rate of attacls around Santos, 
and ships’ crew are on alert in the 
region.

TANZANIA: The trend for pirate 
activity has remained constant 
at about a dozen a year in wa-
ters close to the capital Dar es 
Salaam.

MALACCA STRAITS: A few years 
ago, this was the chief hotspot 
worldwide. International patrols 
since 2005 have brought down 
piracy considerably. The region is 
nonetheless still at risk.

BANGLADESH: Number of  
attacks currently falling.  
Particular focus of pirates is  
on ships anchoring in  
Chittagong area.

SOMALIA/GULF OF ADEN: The 
Horn ofAfrica has seen major 
growth in piracy. Somali pirates 
are well armed and focus on  
ransom of the vessel and the 
crew. Attacks are taking place 
farthr and farther from the coast, 
indicating that pirate skiffs 
are now launching from larger 
“mother ships”.

NIGERIA: Over the last  
couple of years the number 
of attacks around Nigerian 
ports has increased,  
especially in the Lagos and 
the Bonny River regions.

l Are the attacks taking place at certain times 
of the day?  

l Are they only attacking certain types of ships?  
l What are their tactics?
l What type of boats and weapons are they 

using?
l What are their aims?  
l How can an attack be deterred?
l How can the yacht defend itself?
l What is the location of the nearest navy or 

coastguard? 

Of course, these are some of the basic questions 
but the answers will greatly assist in developing a 
plan to deter or defend against an attack.  Other 
considerations should be relevant to the design 
of the yacht.  Would the yacht be easy to board 
whilst underway?  Most yachts are designed with a 
swim platform that makes boarding from another 
craft relatively easy.  Factors should therefore be 
considered to counter this. 

The seriousness of the piracy threat coupled 
with the employment of additional security 
measures may seem too much for an already over-
burdened yacht crew.  Superyacht crews are not 
usually well-versed in counter piracy techniques, 
therefore the hiring of a private security company 
that is experienced in and understand the 
superyacht industry is a sensible course of action. 
Having former military personnel on board that are 
experienced in anti-piracy procedures can provide 
a huge sense of reassurance to the crew. 

The use of firearms on board yachts has always 
been an issue surrounded in controversy.  While 
some believe the use of firearms has the potential 
to dangerously escalate a situation, the now widely 

PIRACY HOTSPOTS

INDONESIA: Attack levels stable 
and fairly low lately. Due to vast 
expanse of water covered by the 
country and variety of ships, 
many attacks may go unreported, 
so ships are advised to stay alert.

PHILIPPINES: The Philippine  
archipelago has a very long  
history of piracy. Lately, rates 
have remained constant at six to 
seven reported attacks in a year.

Source: Allianz.com


