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United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime

Piracy at Sea

Definition of Piracy

There are two main types of piracy: online (copyright crime) and armed robbery at sea.
While the illegal distribution of entertainment is known as piracy, this committee will focus on

the second type of piracy: armed robbery at sea.

According to the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), the
definition of piracy is any illegal violent act committed by a crew of a private ship on the high
seas, against another ship or a place outside of the jurisdiction of any state.! Piracy is common in
many places, yet it mostly occurs in the Gulf of Guinea, which had 43% of all reported incidents
of piracy within the first few months of 2021.> These incidents consist of the invasion of boats
and sometimes the kidnappings of entire crews. The Gulf of Aden in Somalia is also known for
piracy, though numbers of incidents have been declining there in recent years. The Singapore
Straits is another common place for armed piracy. These pirates are usually armed and ready to

capture produced goods.’

The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime

The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime’s principal responsibility is to provide
assistance and encourage an international call to action concerning drugs, organized crime,
corruption, and terrorism.* The UNODC’s goal is that by promoting peace and offering

assistance, people facing these issues can find peace, security, and justice.
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Piracy, made up of organized criminal and violent acts committed on the high seas, can
have drastic economic and social repercussions as well as being a threat to the security and
health of populations living in coastal regions of the affected countries. For this reason we urge
delegates to find viable solutions to reduce incidents of piracy and its effects on coastal

populations.

Reasons Behind Piracy

A significant reason for piracy, specifically in West Africa, is the oil industry. Pirates tend
to target boats carrying petroleum due to the significant need for oil as fuel.’ There is currently a
shortage of petroleum products on the black market, so pirates are turning to infiltrate boats in
the hopes of obtaining such material. In Nigeria, 95% of all foreign exchange earnings are
dependent on this market which is currently being threatened by transnational organized crime.
To put things in context, Nigeria makes over 52 billion USD yearly, yet is still one of the poorest
countries because of organized crime threatening the oil industry. Examples of these crimes are
kidnapping oil company employees for ransom, bunkering (which entails stealing oil directly

from the pipelines and reselling it) and, the subject of this guide, piracy.®

Another reason behind piracy is poverty. West Africa has significant energy sources.
Nevertheless, this resource is not easily accessible to the population due to its steep price. In fact,
the only people benefitting are the governments, the oil industry, and the wealthy population.’
Only 50% of the population of the region have access to electricity. Moreover, due to expensive
and unreliable power supplies, electricity is not reliable as the region faces as many as 44
outages a month.® Poverty is an important factor pushing people to turn to piracy to amass
wealth. Furthermore, the population turns to criminal organizations such as the Niger Delta

Avengers or Niger Delta Greenland Justice Mandate which are pirate groups to support
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themselves and rebel against the corrupt policies of the government.” Moreover, a contributing
factor which increases poverty is unemployment. In Somalia, there is a high unemployment rate
and many available jobs are highly exploitative.'’ The lack of financial opportunities leads the
majority of the population to fall into poverty which leaves them vulnerable to violence and to
being affected by organized crime such as piracy. It is one of the more common organized crimes
as it thrives near impoverished coastal territories.!' Pirate organizations can actively seek out
members but the majority of the members who join do it out of desperation due to their

impoverishment.

The degradation of the environment also has an impact on the rise of piracy.'* Coastal
small-scale fisheries are extremely important to the economy of the coastal communities as they
provide financial and food security. However, this economy is fragile as marine life is constantly
threatened by overfishing, climate change, and ocean pollution. In areas where the fish
population is rapidly depleted and fisheries cannot generate enough income for the community,
the residents are more easily swayed to join groups rebelling against the government and
criminal organizations, specifically pirates who are active in their area, to provide an alternative

source of income."

Another significant reason behind piracy is corruption. In the Niger Delta region of
Nigeria, the Niger Delta Avengers, a militant group fighting against corruption within the oil

industry, often attack oil-producing facilities."* This group demands environmental restoration
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from the oil companies due to the damage they have caused."” Along the Gulf of Guinea, there is
significant socio-economic underdevelopment as there are elite members of society who profit
off of the oil industry and those who never see the benefits and are facing the consequences from
the lack of financial opportunity in the region.'® Regardless, some militant groups are working
with the government such as the Bakassi Strike Force, another militant group in the Niger Delta
region.'” This group surrendered weapons to the Nigerian government, suggesting that their goal
is not to vandalize the government’s property but to have revenge after they have felt that their
people were being mistreated by the authorities. In fact, the International Centre for Investigative
Reporting reports that the leader of the group released a video to highlight that, “his group was
not out to vandalize National assets but were only agitating for the wellbeing of his people in
Bakassi, an area of Nigeria that was ceded to Cameroon.”"® These militant groups are turning to
piracy to fight back against the corruption they feel is plaguing their territory. Their desire is to

right the wrongs that have been committed by either their government or by oil companies.

The effects of piracy are centered around the economy. The International Maritime
Bureau has estimated that due to several factors such as ransoming, theft, and insurance cost,
piracy can cost up to 16 billion USD per year.'” In Somalia, between 2005 and 2015, pirates
amassed 340 million USD. Piracy also affects global transport networks.” These networks are
weakened by the consistent kidnapping and ransoming of crew members. This not only delays

shipping but affects the price of shipping as insurance prices become higher.
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Proposed Solutions

The UN resolution passed in 2008 pertaining to the waters of Somalia effectively solved
the issue of delineating where a country’s territory ends at sea, which is important for punishing
the crime of piracy.?' The Security Council’s resolution broadens the scope of piracy which was
previously established in past international laws. The resolution urges other states “to cooperate
in determining jurisdiction, and in the investigation and prosecution of persons responsible for
acts of piracy and armed robbery off the coast of Somalia.”* With this resolution, other states are
able to come into the territorial waters of Somalia and exercise international law relating to

piracy and armed robbery.

The Security Council has adopted 18 resolutions concerning the topic of piracy
happening in various countries.”> The most recent one concerned armed robbery and piracy in the
Gulf of Guinea which condemned piracy in the area and urged member states to criminalize the
act and help in the prosecution of these crimes. Additionally, in 1982, The United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea was adopted.?* The UNCLOS provides a set of rules which
introduces a structure for future legal work about the laws of the sea.” This international
agreement determines maritime boundaries, the limits of the continental shelf, marine scientific
research and the framework for other legal maritime situations.?® More specifically, Article 100
of UNCLOS states that “[a]ll States shall cooperate to the fullest possible extent in the repression

of piracy on the high seas or in any other place outside the jurisdiction of any State.”” An
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example of this is the US anti-piracy task force which aims in helping deal with piracy in
Somalia.”® Moreover, the UNODC has created a Global Maritime Crime Programme to offer
assistance in stopping piracy from occurring.”’ This organization covers six oceans and helps

with criminal prosecutions of pirates in those seas.

In conclusion, piracy is a growing problem for many coastal countries. The oil industry,
poverty, the degradation of the environment, corruption, and unemployment are the significant
reasons behind this growing violence. However, there are always solutions that may be put in
place to minimize the effects of these issues, such as broadening the scope of piracy’s definition
to facilitate prosecutions. As delegates to the UNODC, it is your responsibility to enact tangible
solutions that will ensure peace and security for individuals living in coastal regions and

minimize the threat of piracy.

Questions to consider

1) What is your country’s rate of piracy?

2) Are there particular reasons why certain areas in your country are targeted by piracy more
than others?

3) Does your country often offer aid to countries affected by piracy?

4) What methods of prevention have your country taken concerning piracy?

5) Are these methods realistic given your country’s socio-political climate?
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