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Background 

The issue of piracy in international waters causing harm to merchant and civilian ships 
has a very long history, beginning shortly after vessels were invented that could handle long 
ocean voyages  far from shore.  Although acts of piracy have been relatively low in the recent 
past, a new upsurge of pirating activity has caused trouble for many countries, most evident by 
the situation in the Gulf of Aden off of the shore of Somalia. 
 Small bands of pirates travelling in small speed boats have been attacking primarily 
merchant ships, and have been highly successful.  Although piracy has proved a very lucrative 
business for the pirates, it has proved very costly in life, cargo goods, and trade commerce for 
countries doing business in one of the busiest trade ports in the world today.  
 These pirates use speed as their greatest weapon.  They come alongside merchant ships 
and use grappling hooks to climb aboard.  Immediately upon boarding, pirates hijack the vessel 
and hold the crew members and passengers hostage.  These groups of pirates are heavily armed 
with automatic weapons that are easily acquired on the mainland.   

These pirates have two general means of making money off of these situations.  The first 
is stealing cargo from the hijacked vessel and leaving quickly in their boats before any aid can 
make it to help the members trapped aboard the ship.  Secondly, it is common for the pirates to 
hold the ship and crew hostage in demand for an extremely high ransom.  Most, if not all of these 
ships that are being attacked and held hostage are ill-equipped to protect themselves in the event 
of an attack.  In the current situation in the Gulf of Aden, over 60 ships have been attacked by 
pirates, and around 30 of those have been hijacked and held for ransom.  Around a dozen of 
these ships are still held by pirates.  This has cost countries millions of dollars, and the peace and 
security of over 200 crewmen.  Most recently has been the hijacking of the Ukrainian cargo ship, 
the MV Faina.  This vessel was carrying Soviet made tanks, guns, and ammunition.  This poses a 
great security risk to the region.  The pirates are holding the ship for a 20 million dollar ransom. 

This is not only causing a cost to the individual ships that are affected in these attacks.  
The pirating in the Gulf of Aden is beginning to affect the overall trade in the region because 
many shipping companies fear an attack and now refuse to do business in the area.  These pirate 
attacks are also causing a large loss of life.  This is not limited to the hijacked ships.  Many of the 
vessels attacked are transporting humanitarian aid in the form of food and other supplies, people 
living in the region surrounding the Gulf of Aden will never receive these supplies, because the 
cargo is stolen by these pirates and sold for cash, or redistributed to different areas.  This aspect 
alone negatively effects close to 3 million people.  As you can see, piracy in international waters 
is a major problem than must be dealt with immediately, with the least loss of life and trade 
possible. 

 
What Has Been Done/Past U.N. Actions 

In the preamble of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, Part VII, 
Section 1., Articles 100-107 specifically define piracy, and give the grounds for which it can be 
combated.  This includes giving all nations the right and duty to cooperate in the repression of 



piracy.  This is one of the most basic actions the UN has taken to control, and ultimately 
eliminate piracy in international waters.   

In June of 2008, the UN passed Resolution 1838, which “calls upon all states interested 
in the security of maritime activities to take part actively in the fight against piracy on the high 
seas off the coast of Somalia, in particular by deploying naval vessels and military aircraft”.  
This resolution, which was originally presented by France, asked states “to use the necessary 
means, in conformity with international law…for the repression of acts of piracy”.  Since the 
passing of Resolution 1838, several European Union countries, as well as the United States have 
put naval vessels in place in the Gulf of Aden to help patrol the situation.  Russia is currently 
making plans to send assistance to the area. 

Currently, the European Union is collecting a unit of naval ships to send to the region.  
These ships will be used as a deterrent to pirating activities.  They will also serve as escorts to 
merchant vessels traveling in the region.  Canada has been providing escort to ships carrying 
food aid to Somalia, however, soon its tour of duty will end, and no countries are volunteering to 
take its place. 
 
Possible Solutions 
 Although the UN and UN-related forces are beginning to take action toward solving the 
problem of piracy in international waters, there is much work left to be done.  Many avenues 
may be useful in reaching the UN’s goal.  Many blame the piracy issue on a lack of stability and 
control in the mainland of Somalia itself.  Perhaps then, one possibility is to give support to the 
mainland countries through military, economic, and humanitarian aid.  With this help, the 
mainland country can begin to strengthen its own economy and start providing secure protection 
to its ports and the surrounding regional waters.  This can also be done through educational 
programs as well as programs to locate and eradicate certain persons or groups profiting from 
piracy. 
 Also, by strengthening the mainland country itself, the amount of humanitarian aid 
needed will decrease.  This will lead to a decrease in number of ships travelling through the area 
carrying food and other supplies.  With less vessels requiring escort, military vessels can 
concentrate their aim at protecting ships carrying armaments and other potential security risks.  
This may begin to cut down on pirating activities. 
 The UN can organize a more solidified schedule of military escorts for merchant ships 
from member nations with strong navies.  This may also help to deter piracy.  These escorts 
should be provided only for an amount of time deemed sufficient for the mainland country to 
take over the escort process. 
  
Questions to Consider 

1. How can the United Nations effectively eliminate piracy in international waters? 
a. What methods have worked in the past? 

i. Educational programs? 
ii. Sanctions against mainland countries supporting, (or not resisting) piracy? 

b.  Would giving aid to countries in order to strengthen a country’s mainland 
government with an aim to exert more national force against piracy lower the 
amount of piracy in troubled regions?  

2. What effect is international piracy having on weapons trade and transportation? 



3. What other issues might be related to piracy, and can any measures used to stop them be 
adapted to face the piracy problem? 

a. Can piracy be considered an act of terrorism? 
4. How are international human rights being affected by piracy in international waters? 
5. What effect is international piracy having on the economy of the nations under pirate 

harassment, and how is that affecting the world economy? 
6. How is piracy in international waters affecting efforts of the United Nations to better the 

international community? 
a. Example: Food/Humanitarian relief is often not getting to the countries it has been 

sent for because the ships carrying this aid are being stopped, raided, and held for 
ransom by pirates rather than getting to the intended country safely. 

7. What countries/regions are being affected by international piracy? 
a. Remember to consider not only countries directly affected by piracy in the 

surrounding waters, but also indirect effects on other countries (trade partners 
etc.). 

8. Where are the “hotspots” that are especially prone to piracy? 
a. Why is this so? 
b. What can be done to fix this problem? 

9. Are there any countries who are aiding in international piracy? 
10. Who stands to benefit from piracy in international waters? 
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