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MARITIME PIRACY IN AFRICA: FINANCIAL
NETWORKS, MONEY LAUNDERING, AND
AGGRESSIVE COUNTERMEASURES

Maritime piracy in Africa has re-emerged as a critical threat to global trade, regional stability, and human
security. Centered on two distinct but interconnected theaters—the Horn of Africa (particularly Somalia)
and the Gulf of Guinea (West Africa)—this criminal enterprise has evolved from opportunistic coastal raids
into a sophisticated, globally networked illicit industry generating hundreds of millions of dollars annually.
Between April 2005 and December 2012 alone, Somali pirates extracted more than US$400 million** in
ransom payments from 179 hijacked vessels, with average individual ransoms reaching approximately
**$5 million at the peak of the crisis. In 2026, despite a global decline in piracy incidents, Somali pirates
remain responsible for 94% of all seafarers taken hostage worldwide, signaling a troubling resurgence that
demands an urgent and aggressive response.

The financial architecture that sustains’ African maritime piracy Is as complex as the maritime operations
themselves. Ransom proceeds are distributed through a hierarchical structure in which financiers—the
“Money Kingpins”—collect between 30% and 50% of every payment, while low-level foot soldiers receive
as little as 1% to 2.5% per operation. These illicit funds are laundered through an array of mechanisms that
exploit regulatory gaps, weak governance, and the informal financial systems deeply embedded in the
region’s economic fabric. The hawala system—an informal value transfer network operating on trust rather
than documentation—serves as the primary conduit for moving ransom proceeds across borders, with an
estimated 40% to 60% of all ransoms transferred out of Somalia into jurisdictions such as Kenya, the United
Arab Emirates, Djibouti, Ethiopia, and the Seychelles. Additional laundering methods include cross-border
cash smuggling, trade-based money laundering through import-export businesses and the khat trade, real
estate investments, and reinvestment into adjacent criminal enterprises including drug trafficking,
weapons smuggling, and human trafficking.

Previous counter-piracy efforts, which successfully suppressed attacks for nearly a decade through
coordinated international naval patrols and limited onshore capacity building, have proven insufficient to
achieve a permanent solution. The resurgence of Somali piracy in 2023—-2026—with at least 17 significant
incidents reported in the first five months of 2026 alone—demonstrates that containment is not
eradication. The central argument of this report is straightforward: piracy cannot be defeated through
naval patrols alone. Lasting solutions require the systematic destruction of pirate networks ashore, the
ruthless pursuit of their financial assets, the aggressive application of military force against pirate
infrastructure, and the coordinated application of legal and financial pressure across multiple jurisdictions.

This report presents a comprehensive, multi-domain strategy designed to achieve that objective. It begins
with a detailed analysis of the financial architecture of maritime piracy, examining how ransom proceeds
are distributed, laundered, and reinvested across the region. It then provides a thorough assessment of
the two primary theaters of operation, highlighting their distinct characteristics and the criminal

Obsidian Research Bureau
www.obsidianrb.org Page 3 of 24


http://www.obsidianrb.org/

Obsidian Research Bureau
Counter Insurgency Perspectives

convergence that increasingly characterizes both. The core of the report presents an aggressive, actionable
framework organized into three interconnected pillars: maritime operations (targeting pirates at sea), land
operations (destroying pirate infrastructure and leadership ashore), and financial warfare (dismantling the
economic engine that makes piracy profitable). Each pillar is supported by specific operational
recommendations, legal frameworks, and resource rejurisdiction

The report concludes with a call to action that emphasizes the urgency of the moment. The cost of inaction
is measured not only in the billions of dollars of disrupted global trade but in the lives of seafarers held
hostage, the destabilization of fragile states, and the erosion of the rule of law across vast maritime spaces.
The tools to defeat piracy exist. What has been lacking is the political will to use them aggressively,
comprehensively, and without reservation. This report provides the roadmap.

Key Statistics — Metric Value

e Total Ransom Payments (Somali piracy, 2005-2012) US$400 million
e Average Ransom Value (Peak Period) USS5 million

¢ Highest Recorded Ransom US$13.5 million (MV Samho Dream, 2010)
e Annual Economic Impact (2011 Peak) USS18 billion

¢ Annual Ransom Payments (2010) US$238 million

e Percentage of Ransoms Transferred Out of Somalia 40% to 60%

e Gulf of Guinea Ransom Payments (2021) USS4 million

e Financiers’ Share of Ransom 30% to 50%

e Foot Soldiers’ Share of Ransom 1% to 2.5%

e Somali Piracy Incidents (Jan-May 2026) 17

e Percentage of Global Hostages (Somali, 2026) 94%

e Gulf of Guinea Incidents (Africa, 2025) 72%

e Global Crew Abductions (Gulf of Guinea, 2025) 92%

The Strategic Importance of African Maritime Routes

Africa’s maritime domain encompasses some of the world’s most critical shipping lanes. The Gulf of Aden
and the Horn of Africa connect the Indian Ocean to the Red Sea and the Suez Canal, facilitating
approximately 12% of global maritime trade, including a substantial portion of Europe’s energy imports
and Asia’s manufactured exports. The Gulf of Guinea, stretching from Senegal to Angola, is a vital artery
for the transportation of oil, gas, and other commodities, with Nigeria alone exporting approximately 1.4
million barrels of crude oil per day through its coastal waters. The disruption of these routes through piracy
imposes direct costs on shipping companies—including increased insurance premiums, rerouting
expenses (the Cape of Good Hope detour adds approximately 3,000 nautical miles and $3-$5 million per
vessel), and enhanced security measures—as well as indirect costs to global supply chains and regional
economic development.

The Evolution of African Maritime Piracy

Modern maritime piracy in Africa has evolved through distinct phases. Somali piracy emerged in the early
2000s as a response to illegal foreign fishing and toxic waste dumping in Somali waters, with local
fishermen initially organizing to defend their livelihoods. By 2005, these defensive actions had transformed
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into organized criminal enterprises, and by 2008, Somali pirates were operating hundreds of miles
offshore, hijacking large commercial vessels including tankers, bulk carriers, and container ships. The peak
years of 2010-2011 saw more than 200 attacks annually, with ransom payments reaching as high as $13.5
million for a single vessel (the MV Samho Dream in 2010).

The establishment of International naval patrols—including the EU’s Operation Atalanta, NATO’s Operation
Ocean Shield, and the Combined Maritime Task Force—drove Somali piracy into a period of relative
dormancy between 2012 and 2022. However, the diversion of naval assets to other theaters, the
withdrawal of many international partners, and the persistent instability within Somalia created conditions
for a resurgence beginning in late 2023. By mid-2026, Somali pirates had hijacked multiple vessels,
including the MT Eureka, the cargo ship Sward, and the MT Asana (also known as MT Astana),
demonstrating both operational capability and strategic intent.

In the Gulf of Guinea, piracy has followed a different trajectory. West African piracy has historically focused
on kidnapping crew members for ransom rather than hijacking entire vessels. While the total ransom
values are comparatively smaller—approximately $4 million in 2021—the region’s piracy is increasingly
intertwined with illegal oil bunkering, a multi-billion-dollar industry that dwarfs ransom proceeds and
provides a far larger financial base for criminal networks. The Gulf of Guinea accounted for 72% of all
piracy incidents in Africa in 2025 and 92% of all global crew abductions, underscoring the persistent nature
of the threat despite regional counter-piracy initiatives such as Nigeria’s Deep Blue Project.

The Criminal Convergence

One of the most significant developments in African maritime crime is the convergence of piracy with
other illicit activities. In the Horn of Africa, ransom proceeds flow into human trafficking networks,
weapons smuggling, drug trafficking, and, increasingly, the financing of extremist groups. In the Gulf of
Guinea, piracy operates in tandem with oil theft, illegal fishing, drug trafficking, and arms smuggling,
creating a complex criminal ecosystem that defies simplistic countermeasures. This convergence demands
a unified response that addresses the entire illicit financial ecosystem rather than targeting piracy in
isolation.

THE FINANCIAL ARCHITECTURE OF MARITIME PIRACY
The Scale of the Piracy Economy

Understanding how pirates launder their profits requires first understanding the scale and structure of the
piracy economy. The financial dimensions of African maritime piracy are substantial:

e Total Ransom Payments (Somali piracy, 2005—-2012): More than US$400 million.

e Average Ransom Value (Peak Period): Approximately S5 million per vessel.

¢ Highest Recorded Ransom: $13.5 million for the MV Samho Dream (2010).

e Annual Global Economic Impact (2011 Peak): Estimated $18 billion, largely through disrupted
trade and increased shipping costs.

e Annual Ransom Payments (2010): Approximately $238 million.

e Percentage of Ransoms Transferred Out of Somalia: Estimated 40% to 60% (approximately $95
million transferred out in 2010 alone).
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¢ Gulf of Guinea Ransom Payments (2021): Approximately $4 million (though oil theft and bunkering
generate exponentially larger revenues).

These figures underscore a critical reality: piracy is not a subsistence crime but a sophisticated financial
enterprise generating substantial returns for those who control its operations.

The Distribution of Ransom Proceeds: A Hierarchical Structure

Ransom payments are not distributed equally among participants. A clear hierarchy exists, and
understanding this distribution is essential for targeting the financial networks that sustainStructur

Pirate Financiers — “The Money Kingpins”

Standing at the apex of the piracy network are the financiers—investors and beneficiaries who collect 30%
to 50% of total ransom, working individually or as organized groups. These are not the young men who
board ships with AK-47s; they are sophisticated criminal entrepreneurs who underwrite piracy operations,
arrange logistics, and manage the complex financial transfers required to move millions of dollars across
borders. They are the primary target for any serious anti-money laundering effort. Financiers provide:

e Start-up capital for weapons, fuel, skiffs, and mother ships.

e Logistical support, including food, accommodation, and communication equipment.

¢ Financial intermediation, arranging the transfer of ransom payments through hawala networks,
banks, and shell companies.

e Legal and political protection, often through bribery of officials and connections to powerful local
actors.

Low-Level Pirates — The Foot Soldiers

The pirates who actually conduct the hijackings receive a standard fee of US$30,000 to USS$75,000 per
ship, which amounts to only 1% to 2.5% of an average ransom payment. These are often young men and
teenagers who act as maritime militia, recruited from coastal communities with few economic
opportunities. While their individual shares are modest, the cumulative effect across multiple operations
has created what the United Nations has termed a “pirate economy” in parts of Somalia, with entire
communities dependent on piracy-related income.

The Support Economy
A vast support infrastructure sustains piracy operations:

e Local Communities: Provide goods and services to pirates, including food, repair services, and khat
(a legal stimulant in Somalia).

e Ground Militia: Control the territory where hostages are held, receiving a share of each ransom.

e Negotiators and Intermediaries: Often former pirates or community elders who facilitate ransom
negotiations and receive a percentage of the proceeds.

e Security Companies: In some cases, private security firms have been alleged to provide support to
pirate operations or to profit from ransom negotiations.

e Money Transfers: Hawala agents who facilitate the movement of ransom payments, earning fees
for their services.
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A UN report based on information from pirates in the village of Eyl revealed that maritime militia receive
approximately 30% of ransom, while ground militia and other supporters receive the remainder. Hundreds
of people in north-eastern and central Somalia are employed by this piracy economy, all requiring their
share of each ransom.

The Broader Ecosystem

Beyond the pirates themselves, a vast industry of facilitators has emerged: security companies, lawyers,
negotiators, and intermediaries all reap substantial profits from their involvement in ransom negotiations
and payments. This ecosystem creates perverse incentives for the continuation of piracy, as many actors
have a financial interest in its persistence. The same lawyers who represent shipping companies in ransom
negotiations may, in some cases, advise clients on how to avoid financial reporting requirements, creating
ethical and legal conflicts that undermine anti-money laundering efforts.

The Hawala System: Piracy’s Financial Backbone

The single most important mechanism for moving and laundering pirate proceeds is the hawala system—
an informal value transfer system that operates on trust, honor, and verbal transactions rather than
documentation. Because Somalia has no functioning formal banking sector, hawala has become one of the
only methods of financial transaction in the country, with an estimated $1.5 billion to $2 billion flowing
through the system annually, predominantly from the Somali diaspora.

Why Hawala is Ideal for Pirates
The hawala system presents near-insurmountable challenges for law enforcement:

e No Paper Trail: Most transactions are done verbally, making it “almost impossible to find out what
happens to money made from ransom payments or any other transaction in Somalia.” The
absence of documentation means that financial intelligence units cannot trace the flow of funds
through traditional banking records.

e Cash-Based: Most ransoms are paid in cash, which “simply disappear into the Somali community,
rather than ending up in banks or other financial bodies.” The large volumes of cash involved in
ransom payments—often millions of dollars—make detection by customs and border authorities
difficult, particularly in countries with limited inspection capacity.

e Global Reach: The Somali diaspora is present across the globe—in Kenya, the UAE, Saudi Arabia,
Britain, the Netherlands, Canada, the United States, and Australia—and the hawala system uses
this network to transfer funds. Agents use this expatriate network to move money from one
country to another with minimal oversight, relying on reciprocal trust agreements between agents
in different jurisdictions.

e Community-Based: Because hawala is community-based and typically used for legitimate
commercial purposes and remittances, separating legitimate transactions from illicit ones is
extraordinarily difficult. The vast majority of hawala transactions are legitimate remittances from
the Somali diaspora supporting family members back home. This legitimacy provides cover for
illicit transactions, making “black hawala” nearly impossible to distinguish from the legitimate
system.
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e Speed and Efficiency: Hawala transactions can be completed within hours, whereas formal
banking channels may take days or weeks. This speed is essential for ransom payments, where
timing is often critical to ensuring the safe release of hostages.

Black Hawala

The legitimate hawala system has been “perverted by persons involved in piracy activities, who take
advantage of the ‘underground’ nature of this system to launder the funds obtained from ransoms.” This
“black hawala” involves using the informal transfer system specifically for illegitimate purposes such as
money laundering. Financiers backing pirates arrange complex multibank transfers, disbursing ransom
money through dozens of institutions around the globe within hours. The intermingling of legitimate and
illegitimate funds through the same hawala networks makes detection and prosecution exceptionally
difficult.

Regulatory Challenges

Despite the clear role of hawala in financing piracy, regulation remains minimal. While some countries—
notably the United States and the United Kingdom—have introduced registration and reporting
requirements for money services businesses, these regulations are often circumvented by unregistered
hawala operators operating below the regulatory radar. In Somalia itself, the absence of a functioning
central bank or financial intelligence unit means that hawala operations are essentially unregulated.
International efforts to regulate the hawala system have been hampered by concerns that excessive
regulation would harm the legitimate remittance flows on which millions of Somalis depend.

Methods of Moving and Laundering Pirate Proceeds

The World Bank, in collaboration with INTERPOL and UNODC, identified several primary methods by which
pirate proceeds are moved, invested, and laundered. Each method exploits specific regulatory gaps and
vulnerabilities.

Cross-Border Cash Smuggling

Cash is physically smuggled across the porous borders of the Horn of Africa region. One documented case
involved a pirate taking $12,000 in $50 and $100 bills to a money transfer office and wiring it abroad. The
lack of effective border controls in the region—particularly along the Kenya-Somalia border, which
stretches for over 400 miles through sparsely populated desert—makes this method particularly difficult
to interdict.

Key Challenges:

e Limited customs and border inspection capacity.

e Corruption among border officials.

e Lack of cross-border intelligence sharing.

e Absence of cash declaration requirements in many jurisdictions.

Trade-Based Money Laundering (TBML)

Pirate financiers invest in import-export businesses, using legitimate commercial activities to commingle
illicit funds with legitimate revenue. TBML operates through:
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e Over- and Under-Invoicing: Manipulating the prices of imported or exported goods to transfer
value across borders.

e Multiple Invoicing: Issuing multiple invoices for the same shipment to justify multiple payments.

e Falsified Documentation: Creating false shipping documents, bills of lading, and customs
declarations.

The khat trade—which involves the importation of a legal stimulant from East Africa to markets in Europe
and North America—is especially vulnerable to this risk because it is not effectively monitored. Khat
imports generate substantial cash revenues, providing a convenient channel for laundering piracy
proceeds.

Real Estate and Business Investments

The primary investment sector for laundered pirate proceeds is real estate. Pirates and their financiers buy
houses, buildings, hotels, shopping arcades, and commercial properties in regional countries, particularly
in:

e Kenya: Extensive property acquisition in Nairobi and coastal cities such as Mombasa has been
documented. Family members, real-estate brokers, and investigators have confirmed that pirates
launder “huge sums through property, hotels, shopping arcades and trucking companies in Kenya.”
In some regional countries, extensive property acquisition has significantly increased market
prices and made access to property extremely expensive for local populations.

e Djibouti: A major transit point for Somali trade and finance.

e Ethiopia: A growing commercial center with significant Somali diaspora presence.

e United Arab Emirates: Particularly Dubai, which has been identified as a key hub for laundering
operations, though these allegations have been strenuously denied by officials in the region.

Beyond real estate, pirates invest in legal businesses including import-export operations, telephone shops,
telecommunications companies, and transportation firms. These investments provide both a means of
laundering funds and a legitimate cover for ongoing criminal activities.

Bank Wire Transfers

Despite the challenges of Somalia’s failed state, wire transfers remain a key method for moving funds out
of the country. Ransom proceeds are often moved through:

e Regional Banks: Particularly in Kenya, Djibouti, and the UAE.

e International Banks: Using shell companies and nominee accounts to obscure beneficial
ownership.

e Cryptocurrencies: Increasingly used to move funds across borders without detection.

While hawala companies in the West and Arab world have become more regulated, tracking money once
it enters Somalia remains extremely difficult. The Financial Action Task Force (FATF) has documented how
international financial institutions’ implementation of anti-money laundering standards forces criminals
to seek alternative methods for laundering illicit proceeds, creating a “cat-and-mouse” dynamic that
requires continuous regulatory adaptation.
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Criminal Reinvestment
A significant portion of piracy proceeds is reinvested in other criminal activities:

e Further Piracy Acts: Proceeds are recycled into financing additional piracy operations, including
purchasing weapons, fuel, and mother ships.

* Human Trafficking and Migrant Smuggling: Somalia’s position as a transit point for migrants
crossing to Yemen and the Gulf states provides a ready market for trafficking networks.

e Weapons Smuggling: Ransom money is invested in armed groups on land in Somalia and across
the region.

e Drugs and Alcohol Smuggling: The smuggling of drugs and alcohol through Somali ports provides
additional revenue streams.

e Extremist Financing: While evidence remains contested, there are credible concerns that piracy
proceeds flow to extremist groups including Al-Shabaab.

The Gulf of Guinea: A Different Financial Landscape

The Gulf of Guinea presents a different financial picture than the Horn of Africa. Unlike Somali piracy,
which focuses on ship hijacking for ransom, Gulf of Guinea piracy encompasses multiple criminal activities:

e Kidnapping for Ransom: Crew members are kidnapped and held for ransom, with average
payments ranging from $50,000 to $200,000 per crew member.

e Cargo Theft: Particularly theft of oil cargo, which is then sold on black markets.

¢ lllegal Oil Bunkering: A multi-billion-dollar industry that dwarfs ransom proceeds, involving the
tapping of oil pipelines and the theft of crude oil from tankers.

The Inter-Governmental Action Group against Money Laundering in West Africa (GIABA) has documented
how “illicit financial flows function not only as enablers and facilitators, but also as an end to criminal
activities in the region.” Criminal acts will continue “as long as there are illicit financial flows so that the
gains for the criminals are well worth the risk of arrest and prosecution.”

In the Gulf of Guinea, money laundering is linked to a broader array of crimes: drug trafficking, human
trafficking, arms smuggling, illegal fishing, and crude oil theft. This criminal convergence means that
targeting piracy requires addressing the entire illicit financial ecosystem. Terrorism financing, piracy, illicit
financial flows, and cyber-enabled fraud have become “increasingly interconnected, requiring a unified
regional response backed by robust intelligence-sharing and stronger financial oversight mechanisms.”

REGIONAL DYNAMICS — TWO THEATERS, ONE THREAT
The Horn of Africa: A Resurgent Threat

After a lull following the peak years of 2010-2011, Somali piracy has been resurging since late 2023, fueled
by regional instability, the diversion of international naval assets, and a perceived reduction in the risk of
prosecution. Between January and May 2026, at least 17 piracy-related incidents were recorded in Somali
waters or the Gulf of Aden. Somali pirates were responsible for 94% of all seafarers taken hostage globally
in the first half of 2026.
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Key Incidents (2025-2026)

Tactics

MT Eureka Hijacking: One of several vessels hijacked in 2026, demonstrating the operational
capability of pirate networks.

MV Sward Hijacking: A cargo ship seized by pirates, further illustrating the resurgence.

MT Asana (MT Astana) Hijacking: The hijacking of this vessel underscored the persistence of the
threat despite international counter-piracy efforts.

Somali pirates operate with increasing sophistication:

Mother Ships: Pirates use hijacked dhows as mother ships to extend their operational range
hundreds of miles offshore.

Skiffs: Fast fiberglass skiffs, often equipped with powerful outboard engines, are used to approach
and board merchant vessels.

Weapons: Pirates are well-armed with automatic weapons and RPGs (rocket-propelled grenades).
Intelligence: Pirates gather intelligence on shipping routes, vessel movements, and naval patrols
through local informants and maritime monitoring.

Drivers of Resurgence

Naval Drawdown: The withdrawal of many international naval assets from the region has reduced
the perceived risk of interception.

Regional Instability: Political instability in Somalia, including tensions between the federal
government and regional states, has created governance gaps that pirates exploit.

Illegal Fishing: The continued presence of illegal foreign fishing vessels in Somali waters provides
both justification and cover for pirate activities.

Economic Incentives: The substantial ransom payments available make piracy an attractive
alternative to legitimate economic activities in a country with 70% youth unemployment.

The Gulf of Guinea: The Kidnapping Hub

While the Gulf of Guinea accounted for 72% of all piracy incidents in Africa in 2025, incident numbers have
recently been contained thanks to regional efforts. However, the region remains the primary global hub
for crew kidnapping, accounting for 92% of all global crew abductions in 2025.

Key Characteristics

Kidnapping for Ransom Model: Pirates target crew members for ransom rather than hijacking
entire vessels. Crew members are taken ashore and held in jungle camps or swamps while
negotiations proceed.

Night Attacks: Fifty-seven percent of incidents in 2025 occurred while ships were anchored or
docked, often at night.

High-Risk Areas: Nigeria, Angola, Ghana, and Sdo Tomé and Principe are key risk areas.

Criminal Convergence: Piracy operates in conjunction with oil theft, drug trafficking, and arms
smuggling.
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Regional Counter-Piracy Efforts

Nigeria’s Deep Blue Project, established in 2021 to combat piracy, sea robbery, illegal fishing, oil theft, and
other maritime crimes, has transformed Nigeria’s maritime security landscape. The project credits its
monitoring and protection efforts for a “steep drop in piracy incidents and a delisting in 2022 from a public
roster of the world’s piracy problem areas.” However, recurring kidnappings demonstrate that maritime
insecurity remains a persistent threat.

AGGRESSIVE SOLUTIONS — A COMPREHENSIVE STRATEGY

The resurgence of Somali piracy and the persistent threat in the Gulf of Guinea demonstrate that previous
counter-piracy efforts, while successful in suppressing attacks, failed to achieve a permanent solution. The
piracy epidemic was previously “solved only through sustained collaboration by the international
community, with entities like NATO, the EU, and the Combined Maritime Task Force launching aggressive
counterpiracy operations.” But that collaboration has waned, and piracy has returned.

The following sections outline an aggressive, multi-domain strategy that addresses piracy at sea, on land,
and in the financial systems that enable it. This strategy is organized around three interconnected pillars:
Maritime Operations, Land Operations, and Financial Warfare. Each pillar is essential, and none can
succeed in isolation.

PILLAR ONE: MARITIME OPERATIONS — TARGETING PIRATES AT SEA
Enhanced Naval Presence and Coordination

The first line of defense remains robust naval presence. Previous success was built on coordinated
operations involving NATO, the EU, the Combined Maritime Task Force, and even geopolitical rivals such
as Russia and China. A renewed effort must:

e Re-establish the Coalition: As one former NATO supreme allied commander noted, “if Somali
pirate assaults rise to the level of 15 years ago, not only should NATO, the EU and African and Arab
nations be involved, but we should approach Iran (which has excellent maritime intelligence) and
China, which desperately needs the oil transiting the region.” Russia, however, is no longer
considered a viable partner due to geopolitical tensions. The coalition must be rebuilt with the
same urgency that characterized the response to the 2008-2012 piracy wave.

e Expand Operation Atalanta’s Mandate: The EU’s naval mission should be expanded to include not
only counter-piracy but also response to “illicit maritime flows, including illicit trade financing
terrorism.” This expanded mandate would address the criminal convergence that characterizes
modern maritime crime.

e Establish a Permanent Gulf of Guinea Task Force: The proposed Combined Maritime Task Force
for the Gulf of Guinea should be established and resourced, modeled on the successful Combined
Task Force 151 in the Horn of Africa.

e Improve Maritime Domain Awareness: Satellite surveillance, automatic identification systems
(AIS), and intelligence sharing must be enhanced. The use of unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) and
maritime patrol aircraft for continuous monitoring should be expanded.

Obsidian Research Bureau
www.obsidianrb.org Page 12 of 24


http://www.obsidianrb.org/

Obsidian Research Bureau
Counter Insurgency Perspectives

Aggressive Rules of Engagement

Naval forces must adopt more aggressive Rules of Engagement. While “limited use of force” previously
helped suppress piracy, the resurgence requires a more robust posture:

e Target Mother Ships: The larger vessels that enable pirates to operate hundreds of miles offshore
must be systematically targeted. Destroying these vessels cuts off pirates’ operational reach. Naval
forces should be authorized to disable or destroy mother ships when identified, subject to
operational commanders’ discretion.

e Pursue Pirates onto Land: As one analysis notes, “the only lasting solutions lie ashore. The first
step would be tactical military enforcement—sending armed special forces and Marines ashore to
destroy the pirates’ maintenance facilities; break up logistic chains for their fuel and ammunition;
and capture pirate leadership.” While such operations carry significant risks, they are essential to
disrupting the supply chain that sustains piracy.

e Disrupt Pirate Logistics: Target fuel supplies, ammunition caches, and communication equipment
on land. This requires intelligence gathering and coordination with regional forces.

e Disable Pirate Skiffs and Equipment: When skiffs are identified in proximity to vulnerable vessels,
they should be disabled or destroyed before they can board. This may involve warning shots,
disabling fire, or direct engagement.

e Hostage Rescue Operations: When hostages are held, the option of military rescue operations
should be considered, recognizing the inherent risks. The development of dedicated hostage
rescue capabilities within naval forces should be prioritized.

Armed Security on Merchant Vessels

The shipping industry must be required—not merely encouraged—to embark armed security details from
private firms. While the International Maritime Organization can help organize convoys and push for
armed security, this should be mandated through flag state regulations. The cost of armed security—
typically $20,000 to $50,000 per transit—is minimal compared to the cost of ransom payments (averaging
S5 million) and the disruption to global trade.

Implementation Recommendations:

e Flag State Mandates: Countries whose flags are widely used by merchant vessels (Panama, Liberia,
Marshall Islands) should mandate armed security for vessels transiting high-risk areas.

e Port State Cooperation: Ports in high-risk regions should refuse entry to vessels that have not
implemented adequate security measures.

e Best Management Practices: The shipping industry should adopt and enforce Best Management
Practices for countering piracy, including the use of citadels (secure rooms), razor wire, and water
cannons.

e Government-Approved Firms: Private maritime security companies should be certified and
audited by national governments to ensure quality and accountability.

The Puntland Model

Puntland’s Maritime Police Force (PMPF) has demonstrated effectiveness through “aggressive, multi-front
campaigns to contain this externally fueled threat.” International support for regional maritime security
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forces like the PMPF should be significantly expanded. These local forces understand the terrain, the
networks, and the cultural dynamics in ways that external forces cannot match.

Recommendations:

e Funding and Equipment: Provide modern patrol boats, communication equipment, and training
to regional maritime forces.

Intelligence Sharing: Integrate regional forces into international intelligence sharing netwforce

e Legal Framework: Support the development of legal frameworks that authorize regional forces to
intercept and detain pirates.

PILLAR TWO: LAND OPERATIONS — ATTACKING THE ROOT CAUSE

Piracy cannot be defeated at sea alone. The pirate bases, maintenance facilities, fuel depots, and
command centers are located on land in Somalia. Aggressive solutions must include direct action against
these facilities and the leadership that controls them.

Direct Action Against Pirate Infrastructure

e Airstrikes: Known pirate facilities—including barracks, fuel depots, and command centers—should
be targeted by precision airstrikes. While controversial, such actions send an unmistakable
message that there is no safe harbor for pirates. Airstrikes should be carefully targeted to minimize
civilian casualties and should be coordinated with international partners.

e Special Forces Raids: Elite military units should conduct direct-action raids to capture or eliminate
pirate leaders and financiers. These operations require detailed intelligence, meticulous planning,
and support from regional forces. The capture of pirate leadership is more effective than arresting
low-level foot soldiers, as it disrupts the command structure and demonstrates that no one is
beyond reach.

e Destruction of Logistics Chains: Target the fuel supplies, ammunition stores, and communication
equipment that enable piracy operations. This includes the destruction of fuel tankers, weapons
caches, and communication towers used by pirate networks.

e Capture of Pirate Leadership: Removing the financiers and commanders—the “Money Kingpins” —
is the highest priority. These individuals are the engine of the piracy economy, and their removal
disrupts the entire network.

Governance and Rule of Law

International naval cooperation has “helped suppress rather than eradicate piracy—a task that requires
Somalia’s federal government and its partners to reverse governance gaps and strengthen capacity for
maritime security.” Specific actions include:

e Support for Somalia’s Anti-Piracy Law: Somalia’s House of the People approved a revised Anti-
Piracy and Anti-Kidnapping Bill in late 2025, “a milestone in the country’s effort to modernize its
maritime security framework and align with international law.” International partners must
provide the technical and financial resources to implement this law effectively, including the
establishment of specialized courts and detention facilities.
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e Strengthening Coastal Policing: Establish permanent coast guard stations along Somalia’s lengthy
coastline to prevent pirates from establishing shore bases. This requires significant investment in
infrastructure, equipment, and training.

e Alternative Livelihoods: The piracy economy employs hundreds of people. Developing alternative
livelihoods—particularly in fishing, aquaculture, and port-related industries—is essential to drain
the pool of potential recruits. However, as the UN Secretary-General noted, the “pirate economy”
in parts of Somalia has become so entrenched that it is “resistant to efforts to develop alternative
livelihoods.” This resistance demands more aggressive economic interventions, including large-
scale infrastructure projects and employment programs tied to maritime security cooperation.

e Anti-Corruption Measures: Corruption is a persistent challenge in the region. Strengthening anti-
corruption mechanisms, including oversight bodies and whistleblower protections, is essential to
ensure that government resources reach their intended recipients.

Countering Criminal Convergence

In the Gulf of Guinea, piracy is increasingly linked to illegal oil bunkering, drug trafficking, and other crimes.
Addressing maritime piracy requires addressing this criminal convergence:

e Nigeria’s Deep Blue Project: This model should be replicated across the Gulf of Guinea. The project
integrates naval assets, maritime surveillance, and law enforcement capabilities to combat
multiple maritime crimes simultaneously. The project credits its monitoring and protection efforts
for a “steep drop in piracy incidents and a delisting in 2022 from a public roster of the world’s
piracy problem areas.”

e Regional Maritime Task Forces: The proposed Combined Maritime Task Force for the Gulf of
Guinea would strengthen regional cooperation. Sustained regional efforts have already curbed
piracy in the Gulf, but recurring kidnappings demonstrate that maritime insecurity remains a
threat.

e lllicit Financial Flow Task Forces: Establish regional task forces specifically dedicated to
investigating and disrupting the illicit financial flows that sustain maritime crime. These task forces
should include financial intelligence units, law enforcement, and customs authorities.

PILLAR THREE: FINANCIAL WARFARE — DISMANTLING THE PIRACY ECONOMY

As the United Nations has recognized, “the fight against the trafficking of finances obtained from piracy
acts is an essential component in the international anti-piracy strategy.” The international community has
acknowledged that “the fight against illicit financing is as important as the fight at high seas.” Without the
financial income, piracy cannot survive. This section outlines an aggressive program of financial warfare
designed to systematically dismantle the economic engine of pECONOM

Targeting the Financiers

The pirate financiers who collect 30% to 50% of ransom must be the primary targets of financial warfare.
These individuals are the central nodes of the piracy network, and their targeting offers the highest return
on investment:
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Freeze Assets: Identify and freeze the assets of known pirate financiers, including real estate, bank
accounts, and business interests. This requires intelligence gathering, mutual legal assistance, and
coordination across jurisdictions.

Asset Forfeiture: Asset forfeiture mechanisms can “facilitate the seizure of Somali piracy
proceeds” and are “applicable to those who directly or indirectly benefited from piracy: the foot
soldiers, financiers and other beneficiaries.” By focusing on the funds generated through ransom
payments, “a theoretical link between piracy and money laundering is established. This further
justifies the utilisation of anti-money laundering laws to confiscate piracy benefits. This removes
incentives for piracy, thus indirectly dissuading pirates from engaging in the crime.”

Unexplained Wealth Orders: Implement laws requiring individuals to explain the source of their
wealth when it appears disproportionate to their legitimate income. Such orders shift the burden
of proof to the suspect and have proven effective in other jurisdictions.

Financial Sanctions: Designate pirate financiers and their entities for targeted financial sanctions,
including freezing assets and prohibiting transactions. The UN Security Council should expand its
sanctions list for Somalia to include pirate financiers.

Rewards for Information: Offer substantial rewards for information leading to the identification
and seizure of pirate assets. The United States has offered $10 million for information on ISIS-
Somalia’s financial network; similar rewards should be offered for information on pirate financiers.

Regulating the Hawala System

The hawala system is the Achilles’ heel of Somali piracy. While complete elimination is unrealistic,
significant regulation is possible:

Licensing and Registration: Require all hawala operators to register with financial intelligence
units, providing information on their agents, transaction volumes, and customer due diligence
procedures. Registration should be mandatory, and unregistered operations should be subject to
penalties, including imprisonment.

Transaction Reporting: Mandate reporting of large or suspicious transactions, similar to
requirements for formal financial institutions. Thresholds should be set at levels appropriate to
the region, and suspicious activity reports should be filed and analyzed by financial intelligence
units.

International Cooperation: Because hawala relies on the Somali diaspora network, international
cooperation is essential. Countries with significant Somali populations—Kenya, the UAE, the UK,
the US, Canada, and Australia—must coordinate their regulatory efforts. Bilateral and multilateral
agreements should facilitate the sharing of intelligence and mutual legal assistance.

Monitoring the Monitors: Establishing Financial Intelligence Units and implementing laws to
monitor the hawala system “will hopefully lead to the identification of pirate financiers and the
intermediary actors in piracy.” These units must be adequately resourced, independent of political
pressure, and staffed with trained financial analysts.

Due Diligence Requirements: Hawala operators should be required to conduct customer due
diligence, including verifying the identity of their clients and the source of funds. While this is
challenging in the Somali context, it is not impossible, particularly for larger transactions.
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Strengthening Border Controls

Improved cross-border controls, especially at border entry and exit points, are essential. Specific measures
include:

e Cash Declaration Requirements: Mandatory declaration of cash above certain thresholds at
borders. The Financial Action Task Force recommends a threshold of $15,000 or its equivalent, but
this should be adjusted for regional conditions.

e Enhanced Training: Training border officials to detect cash smuggling and trade-based money
laundering. This requires specialized training programs and ongoing professional development.

e Regional Intelligence Sharing: Sharing financial intelligence across the region to track the
movement of illicit funds. This requires the establishment of regional financial intelligence sharing
mechanisms.

e Specialized Border Units: Establish specialized units at key border points dedicated to detecting
and interdicting illicit financial flows. These units should have the authority to seize suspicious
funds and initiate investigations.

Combating Trade-Based Money Laundering

Trade-based money laundering—through import-export businesses, the khat trade, and other commercial
activities—requires specialized investigation:

e Monitor High-Risk Sectors: The khat trade, real estate, and telecommunications are particularly
vulnerable. Enhanced monitoring of these sectors can identify suspicious transactions.

e Price Verification: Verify that import and export prices reflect market values to detect over- and
under-invoicing. This requires coordination with customs authorities and the use of price
databases.

e Beneficial Ownership Transparency: Require disclosure of the true owners of businesses to
prevent pirates from hiding behind shell companies. This requires legislative changes and the
establishment of beneficial ownership registries.

e Sectoral Examinations: Conduct examinations of high-risk sectors to identify patterns of money
laundering. These examinations should be conducted by specialized financial intelligence units.

International Legal Frameworks

e Criminalize Financing of Piracy: As the UN Secretary-General urged, more nations must criminalize
piracy—“including by deterring and suppressing the financing of piracy and the laundering of
ransom money.” National legislation should explicitly criminalize the financing of piracy and the
laundering of its proceeds.

e Money Laundering as a Predicate Offense: U.S. authorities have demonstrated that “piracy
activities could form the basis of money laundering charges relying on other predicate offenses
such as theft from interstate shipment.” This approach should be adopted globally, enabling
prosecutors to charge pirates and financiers with money laundering offenses that carry longer
sentences than piracy itself.
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e Prosecutions: Between 2008 and 2012, 1,116 young Somali men faced criminal proceedings for
piracy in 20 countries around the world, while 688 were dealt with in the region. These
prosecutions must continue and expand, with a particular focus on financiers and leaders.

e Mutual Legal Assistance: Strengthen mutual legal assistance mechanisms to facilitate the sharing
of evidence and the enforcement of asset freezing and forfeiture orders across jurisdictions.

The Role of the Financial Action Task Force

The Financial Action Task Force (FATF) has recognized “organized maritime piracy and related kidnapping
for ransom” as a money laundering and terrorist financing threat. FATF standards should be applied
rigorously to jurisdictions that facilitate piracy-related money laundering. Countries that fail to implement
adequate anti-money laundering measures should face financial sanctions.

Recommendations:

e Grey Listing: Countries that fail to adequately regulate their financial sectors should be grey-listed
by the FATF, subjecting them to enhanced due diligence requirements and potential economic
consequences.

e Technical Assistance: The FATF should provide technical assistance to countries in the region to
implement its standards.

e Regular Assessments: Regular assessments of compliance should be conducted, with public
reporting on progress.

LEGAL AND JUDICIAL MEASURES
International Prosecution and Deterrence

The transnational nature of piracy demands international judicial cooperation. Effective prosecution
demonstrates that piracy carries severe consequences, deterring potential recruits and undermining the
recruitment base.

e Establish Specialized Piracy Courts: Dedicated courts in the region—similar to the piracy courts
established in Kenya and Seychelles—with jurisdiction over piracy and piracy-related financial
crimes. These courts should have international judges and prosecutors to ensure credibility and
avoid political interference.

e Extradite and Prosecute: Pirate financiers and leaders should be extradited to countries willing to
prosecute them. The U.S. sentencing of Somali pirate Abduwali Muse to over 33 years in prison
for his role in hijacking the Maersk Alabama demonstrates that significant sentences are possible.
However, extradition requires robust legal frameworks and political will.

e Prosecute Money Laundering: Focus prosecution efforts on the financiers and money launderers,
not just the foot soldiers. The money laundering charges carry longer sentences and target the
individuals who make piracy profitable.

* International Criminal Court: Consider whether the International Criminal Court could exercise
jurisdiction over piracy as a crime against humanity, given the systematic nature of the attacks and
the impact on civilian seafarers.
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Asset Recovery

e International Asset Recovery: Coordinate asset recovery efforts across jurisdictions to seize pirate
assets wherever they are located. This requires international cooperation, mutual legal assistance,
and effective legal frameworks.

e Victim Compensation: Use seized assets to compensate victims of piracy and their families. This
provides justice for victims and demonstrates that crime does not pay.

* Incentivize Cooperation: Offer rewards for information leading to the identification and seizure of
pirate assets. The U.S. has offered $10 million for information on ISIS-Somalia’s financial network;
similar rewards should be offered for information on pirate financiers.

e Asset Management: Establish mechanisms for managing seized assets, including their sale and
distribution to victims and to fund counter-piracy efforts.

Legal Frameworks

e UNCLOS: The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea provides the primary legal
framework for counter-piracy operations, including the right of warships to board and search
vessels suspected of piracy and to arrest and prosecute pirates.

e SUA Convention: The Convention for the Suppression of Unlawful Acts against the Safety of
Maritime Navigation (SUA Convention) provides additional legal authorities for prosecuting
pirates.

e UN Security Council Resolutions: Resolutions authorizing the use of force and providing legal
frameworks for counter-piracy operations should be renewed and strengthened.

e Regional Agreements: The Yaoundé Code of Conduct and other regional agreements provide
frameworks for Gulf of Guinea maritime security and should be fully implemented.

REGIONAL AND INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION
The Critical Role of Regional Institutions

The African Integrated Maritime Strategy provides a framework for cooperation. Specific regional actions
include:

e The Yaoundé Code of Conduct: This framework for Gulf of Guinea maritime security must be fully
implemented and resourced. Signatory states should establish national maritime security
committees and implement action plans.

e GIABA: The Inter-Governmental Action Group against Money Laundering in West Africa must
expand its focus on maritime crime. GIABA should develop specialized expertise in maritime
financial crime and provide technical assistance to member states.

e Friends of the Gulf of Guinea: This coordinating mechanism should be strengthened and given a
permanent secretariat.

e African Union: The African Union should play a leadership role in coordinating counter-piracy
efforts across the continent.

International Support
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e UN Support: The UN Security Council has recognized that piracy “exacerbates instability in Somalia
by introducing large amounts of illicit cash that fuels additional crime, corruption, and terrorism.”
This recognition must translate into sustained action, including the funding of counter-piracy
operations and capacity building.

e World Bank and UNODC: These institutions have provided essential research on illicit financial
flows. Their work must continue and expand, including the development of financial tracking and
analysis tools.

e Private Sector Engagement: The shipping industry, insurance companies, and financial institutions
all have a stake in eliminating piracy. Their cooperation is essential, including the sharing of
information on suspicious transactions and the implementation of best practices.

e Diaspora Engagement: The Somali diaspora is a critical node in the financial networks that sustain
piracy. Engaging the diaspora in counter-piracy efforts—including through education and
awareness programs—can help disrupt the financial flows that sustain piracy.

CONCLUSION AND CALL TO ACTION
Summary of Findings

Maritime piracy in Africa is not primarily a maritime problem—it is a financial crime enabled by failed
governance, poverty, and the absence of effective financial regulation. The hawala system, cross-border
cash smuggling, and trade-based money laundering provide the financial infrastructure that makes piracy
profitable. The financiers who collect 30% to 50% of every ransom are the true engines of the piracy
economy.

The resurgence of Somali piracy In 2023-2026 demonstrates the fragility of previous counter-piracy efforts.
Naval patrols alone are insufficient. The “three-pronged approach” that previously defeated Somali
piracy—international naval cooperation, shipping industry engagement, and onshore capacity building—
must be resurrected and expanded to include aggressive financial warfare and direct military action
against pirate infrastructure.

A Call to Action
The path forward requires:

e Military Aggressiveness: Send armed forces ashore to destroy pirate facilities, break up logistics
chains, and capture pirate leadership. This is not an option—it is a necessity. Pirates who believe
they have safe havens on land will continue to operate at sea.

e Financial Ruthlessness: Systematically target the financiers who make piracy profitable, using asset
forfeiture, money laundering prosecutions, and international cooperation to seize their assets.
Financial warfare is the most cost-effective means of disrupting piracy.

e Regulatory Determination: Regulate the hawala system, strengthen border controls, and
implement anti-money laundering measures across the region. Half-measures will not suffice.

e Judicial Persistence: Prosecute pirates—and especially their financiers—in national and
international courts, imposing sentences that deter others. Impunity is the mother of piracy.
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Regional Cooperation: Strengthen regional institutions and maritime security forces, providing
them with the resources and training they need to succeed. Local forces are essential to
sustainable solutions.

International Commitment: Rebuild the international coalition that previously defeated Somali
piracy, recognizing that this is a global problem requiring a global response. The international
community cannot afford to be complacent.

The Cost of Inaction

The cost of inaction is staggering:

Economic Costs: At its peak, Somali piracy cost the global economy $18 billion annually. Even a
fraction of this amount represents a substantial drain on global prosperity.

Human Costs: Seafarers held hostage endure months of captivity under appalling conditions, often
suffering physical and psychological trauma that lasts a lifetime.

Regional Stability: The illicit cash from piracy “fuels crime, corruption and terrorism,” undermining
the stability of fragile states and threatening regional security.

Global Security: Piracy in the Gulf of Aden and the Gulf of Guinea threatens the free flow of
maritime commerce on which the global economy depends.

Final Words

The tools to defeat piracy exist. What has been lacking is the political will to use them aggressively and
comprehensively. The resurgence of Somali piracy in 2023-2026 should serve as a warning: without a
sustained, aggressive, multi-domain strategy, the pirates will return—and the cost to global trade, regional
stability, and human security will be immense.

The fight against piracy must be fought at sea, on land, and in the financial systems that make it profitable.
Anything less is merely containment. And containment, as recent events have demonstrated, is not
enough.

The time for half-measures is over. The time for aggressive, comprehensive, and sustained action is now.
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Obsidian Research Bureau is an independent think tank dedicated to the rigorous analysis of
global security challenges in an increasingly volatile world. We specialize in geopolitical,
intelligence, HUMINT, and military affairs, with a particular emphasis on espionage,
counterintelligence, terrorism, and irregular warfare. Our work is designed to provide decision-
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makers, professionals, and informed readers with clear, unvarnished assessments grounded in
evidence rather than ideology.
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