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The Role of the Merchant Vessel in  
Combating Piracy

by CDRE Patrick Tyrrell

Abstract: 

combating global piracy is usually seen in terms of international maritime forces and resolutions at 
the united nations coupled with global efforts to remove the social, political and environmental issues 
that generate the world within which piracy flourishes. one key factor that has been ignored by most 
commentators is that of how merchant vessels, their masters and crews, can play a more effective role 
in their own protection.
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InTRoDuCTIon

piracy is rapidly becoming endemic in the 
modern world. the area constantly in the headlines 
is that of the indian ocean, particularly off the 
coast of somalia, but pirate attacks also occur 
in other parts of the world, including around the 
malacca straits, south china sea and the gulf of 
guinea. in the first quarter of 2011, there were 
142 pirate attacks worldwide with 70% of attacks 
(97) occurring off the somali coast (up from 35 
in 2010). of the 142 attacks, 18 were successful 
(from the pirate perspective) and 344 crew were 
taken hostage.1

it is estimated that “piracy in the indian and 
pacific oceans costs shipping companies some 
$13-$15 billion in losses. insurance premiums for 
a single transit through the gulf of aden have 
risen from $500 to as much as $20,000.”2

the roots of piracy are as old as history itself—
Julius caesar, as a young man, was captured by 
pirates before being sold into slavery, escaping 
and then searching out his pirate captors and 
destroying them. the victims of modern pirate 

attacks are not so lucky and a large number of 
crews languish aboard their ships or ashore in 
uncomfortable conditions awaiting the payment 
of a ransom or the pirate’s bullet. in looking to 
the reason for the dramatic increase in piracy, 
particularly off the somali coast, it is often 
suggested to have originated in the frustration 
of somali fishermen who saw what they regarded 
as their fishing grounds being despoiled by 
foreign fishing fleets, compounded by the illegal  
dumping of noxious materials. this is, however, 
only a small part of the story, as piracy is an 
integral part of the lives of the local inhabitants. 
in reality, after many years of low level pirate 
attacks, the perpetrators found the business so 
lucrative that it grew in scale and reach.3

today, the pirates roam over the entire indian 
ocean and no ship is too large to be targeted, 
as shown when the Sirius Star was captured on 
15 november 2008. they took the south Korean-
flagged Very large crude carrier (Vlcc) MV Samho 
Dream of 319,300 dwt on 4 april 2010, 565 
nautical miles northwest of the maldives and the 
greek-flagged Vlcc the MV Maran Centaurus of 
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299,900 dwt on 29 november 2009, 570 nautical 
miles northeast of the seychelles. a $13.5 million 
ransom was paid in april 2011 for the Vlcc MV 
Irene. so many ships are held off the somali coast 
that a recent BBC investigative program reported 
that the pirates had resorted to a “ransom sale” 
in february 2011 to shift vessels and make way 
for new arrivals.

the financing of the pirates remains a very 
murky business with evidence that major crime 
syndicates are involved in the organization of 
operations and laundering of ransoms. Reuters 
reported in december 2009 that in haradheere, 
somalia, the pirates set up a 
cooperative in august 2009 
to fund their hijackings 
offshore, and this operates 
like a type of stock exchange.

how do we tackle this 
problem? if it is allowed to 
continue, all shipping movements through the 
straits of hormuz will be threatened and, at the 
very minimum, become extremely expensive, with 
concomitant chaos to the global oil markets. 
perhaps more importantly, from the perspective  
of the gulf states, food imports will come to  
a halt, causing severe problems in that region. 
pirates have been destroyed and seas rendered  
safe before but this requires concerted 
international action, patience, determination and 
a ruthless adherence to a common cause. therein, 
of course, lies the rub. there is considerable 
reluctance to take the firm action required to 
render piracy impotent.

modern anti-piracy operations are usually 
conducted by naval and air forces using capabilities 
and tactics developed for more general warfare. 
merchant vessels are left very much to themselves 
in terms of taking security measures to protect 
themselves from the threat of piracy. ship owners 

traditionally have been reluctant to spend money 
on equipment or training, and the fact that 
shipping rates, such as the Baltic dry index, have 
been pared to the bone has not encouraged them. 
shipping companies, however, are supposed to be 
following best management practice (Bmp 3).4

there is considerable discussion as to how 
best to tackle this growing threat—a threat 
that now goes to the heart of the global lines of 
communication (loc). these debates range from 
the legal environment within which pirates may 
be apprehended and brought before a court of 
law in one jurisdiction or another, to the rules 

of engagement naval forces 
must adopt in the face of 
pirate activity; from the 
effectiveness of the convoy 
system to the practicality 
of placing armed guards on 
individual ships. in all of these 
discussions the merchant 

vessel is scarcely ever mentioned and even the 
ship owners themselves get little attention. this 
article will seek to address what we consider to be 
a major imbalance and look at the actions of the 
merchant vessels themselves: their preparedness, 
their training, the use of effective, targeted 
intelligence and the provision of simple but 
effective defense equipment mounted onboard.

PIRACy fRoM ThE PIRATE PERsPECTIVE

one of the principles of warfare is to look at the 
situation from your enemy’s perspective. pirates 
have a single objective—to make as much money 
as possible. they want to do this in the easiest 
manner possible, without fear of retaliation, or, 
at worse, death. the pirates accept that keeping 
the crew alive is part of the price they have to pay 
to have a saleable product at the end of the day, 
although worryingly incidents of torture, abuse 
and even murder are becoming more prevalent. 

It is estimated that “piracy 
in the Indian and Pacific 
Oceans costs shipping 
companies some $13-$15 
billion in losses.
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in looking at the threat they pose, we need to 
understand their intent, their capability to launch 
an attack and the opportunity so to do.

their intent is straightforward: as we have 
seen, they want to make money.

their capability has grown significantly over 

the past few years. they have learnt a number of 

key lessons operationally and their use of large 

“mother ships” to prosecute their attacks across 

the indian ocean has given them a much wider 

range of potential targets. they are opportunistic 

and take any ship they can, as a result the 

vessels most likely to be taken are bulk carriers, 

the workhorses of the seas in the 21st century. 

these vessels are often relatively slow, with a low 

freeboard, poor aft visibility and a minimal crew. 

the ships are those carrying gas or oil products, 

and are seen by their crew as particularly 

vulnerable to rocket propelled grenades. this 
greatly increases the reluctance of crew to defend 
their ships—sitting, as they are, on a potential 
bomb. 

One of the principles of warfare is 
to look at the situation from your 
enemy’s perspective. Pirates have a 
single objective—to make as much 
money as possible.

although many interceptions may be 
serendipitous, the opportunities for the pirates to 
select suitable vessels to attack is clearly helped 
by the intelligence they can glean from open 
source material, regular port observation across 
the region and from other pirate gangs. the 
freedom of action afforded by larger ships gives 
them the range and speed needed to intercept 
virtually any target—although the Sirius Star was 
taken by pirates in skiffs. 

A visit, board, search and seizure (VBSS) team from the guided-missile destroyer USS Pinckney approaches a suspected pirate 
vessel in the Gulf of Aden.
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it is important to realize that pirates want 
to select the most vulnerable targets—after all, 
it is a cost-benefit analysis as far as they are 
concerned. in an environment where most ships 
are unprepared, pirates will avoid those vessels 
that are seen to be well protected, alert and 
prepared.

PIRACy fRoM ThE MERChAnT VEssEl’s  
PERsPECTIVE

the master and crew of a merchant vessel also 
have an extremely simple objective: to avoid 
being captured by pirates. this worthy objective 
is, or should be, shared with the ship owner, the 
charterer and the insurance broker. some shipping 
companies take their responsibilities towards their 
officers and crew extremely seriously, whereas 
others seem anxious to avoid any additional 

discretionary funding even at the cost of losing 
their vessel for several months. fighting the pirate 
threat should be given the same level of training 
and commitment as that of fire or lifeboat drills 
in the event of a catastrophe. as we shall see, 
many of the procedures outlined here are simple 
to undertake and easy to practice on a regular 
basis. a well trained crew, properly equipped 
and effectively led by its officers will defeat any 
pirate threat in the majority of incidents.

in terms of military planning, the key 
philosophy must be that encompassed by the 
traditional adage: prevent, deter and protect.

We need to be able to prevent pirate activity, 
preferably by avoiding contact with pirate action 
groups (pag) using good intelligence and effective 
sensors. if, however, it becomes unavoidable, we 

Pirates holding the crew of the Chinese fishing vessel FV Tianyu No. 8 in Somali waters.
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need to make it impossible for them to gain a 
foothold on the vessel.

if they manage to come alongside, we want 
to deter them using simple, non-lethal devices 
such as water cannon, razor wire, laser beams, 
searchlights, etc. it is by making any attack on the 
vessel “just not worth it” that we will effectively 
deter the pag and ensure it leaves that particular 
vessel alone.

finally, if they succeed in boarding the vessel 
we need to protect the crew within a citadel 
and disable the steering gear so that the pirates 
cannot take command of the ship and sail it to 
their home waters. to achieve this we need to 
train crews in the actions to be taken in the event 
of encountering a pag. 

Before looking at each of these three areas 
individually, it might be useful to explore one 
approach put forward called “Water dragon®.”5 
this looks at five separate aspects of the piracy 
threat, including intelligence, procedures, 
protection, detection and resistance. from 
a practical training and ship preparedness 
perspective, it serves as a highly effective aide 
memoire.

Prevention

as with any threat to the wellbeing of a 
vessel or crew, prevention is the most effective 
action to take. mariners are well used to checking 
their vessel for potential fire hazards and will be 
trained in their immediate responses to any fire 
so that it can be contained quickly, effectively 
and with minimum risk to life and their ship. 
merchant vessels travel at a relatively sedate 
speed (normally between 12 and 14 knots) across 
the oceans of the world; they are not highly 
maneuverable and tend to transit via distinct way 
points to take best advantage of sea currents and 

prevailing winds. they are also highly constrained 
by their respective shipping company’s policies.

Intelligence

the principal tool for avoiding the pags is 
effective intelligence. a quick survey of the 
internet will reveal literally hundreds of sites 
devoted to providing “intelligence”—much 
of it of dubious or irrelevant content, and all 
reporting what has happened rather than what 
is anticipated will happen. effective intelligence 
consists of providing the key material, at 
the right time, in the correct format for the 
recipient to be able to understand it and give 
some indication of what the necessary response 
might be. ship masters regularly receive copious 
updates covering vast areas of ocean with very 
little specific data available. it appears that those 
responsible for providing the analyses do not 
wish to be accountable for any omissions in their 
intelligence.

Vessel Centric Intelligence (VCI®)

this presentation of intelligence is designed 
to give the ship owner, master and officers of 
the watch a clear understanding of the area in 
the immediate vicinity of the vessel. out to at 
least 100nm, each contact detected by the vessel 
will be identified by the intelligence center and 
a designator will appear on screen next to the 
contact. Where possible, photographs of the 
contact will be supplied (usually from an onboard 
library) to allow positive identification. contacts 
not held by the center would be plotted and 
correlated with other contacts from other vessels. 
the military refer to this as a “push-pull” process 
and it allows for the dynamic collection and 
sharing of intelligence. critical contacts would 
include pags, together with best assessments of 
their intended course and speed. showing where 
they are likely to be will give the merchant vessel 
the edge in avoiding them.
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Detection

once pirates get within range it is extremely 
difficult for a ship to outmaneuver them. in order 
to give adequate time for the ship’s company to  
be fully prepared for a physical attack, it is 
essential that the command is aware of the 
whereabouts of the pirates and the tactics they 
have chosen to employ to gain access to the 
vessel. equipment that enhances the bridge’s 
ability to “see” the pirates, including ir sensors, 
searchlights, cameras and other sensors, is 
important and crews need to be trained in their 
operation.

one of the classic problems faced by watch 
keepers on merchant vessels is the lack of 
anything looking aft, as few ships have radar, 
infrared cameras or other sensors looking in the 
direction from which the pirates are most likely 
to attack.

Deterrence

deterrence is all about making an attack on  
the merchant vessel difficult and risky for the 
pirates. actions should delay the ability of 
pirates gaining access to the ship long enough 
for assistance to arrive or to ensure that the 
attackers become weary and disillusioned. the 
first principle is to appear impregnable, with static 
defenses, razor wire, water cannon, determined 
sailors and an increase in speed coupled with a 
weaving motion to make interception difficult.

Protection

if, despite the master’s best maneuvering, the 
pirates manage to intercept the merchant vessel, 
one of their most effective ways of stopping 
the ship is to fire at it using automatic rifles or 
grenade launchers. a highly effective defense 
to this is to fit a safety film that is blast and 

Defensive equipment like high pressure water cannons can be an efficient and effective means of dealing with pirate attacks.
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bullet resistant to all bridge windows and other 
glass. the judicious use of the water cannon and 
laser beam can prevent the pirates from gaining a 
sufficient foothold on the vessel.

if the pirates get on board and are in a position 
to take over control of the vessel, the crew 
should withdraw to a properly configured citadel 
protected by sufficiently secure and specially 
designed doors, capable of resisting any attempt 
by pirates to breach them and properly equipped 
with emergency victuals and alternative escape 
routes. isolating the bridge controls and giving 
remote control of them to the citadel will deny 
pirates the ability to steer the ship.

the behavior of the crew at this critical 
juncture is vital and a crew that has been well 
trained and exercised in emergency procedures 
will stand a very good chance of outwitting the 
pirates and surviving the attack.

Resistance

high pressure water cannon controlled from 
the bridge are effective at sinking boats and 
denying pirates access to a vessel. With a range 
of over 85 meters and the ability to deliver 5,000 
liters of water a minute, these are formable pieces 
of equipment. pepper spray can also be added to 
the seawater to make life even more unpleasant 
for the pirates.

If 50 armed pirates attack your ship, 
your four armed guards will soon be 
joining the rest of the crew in their 
nice safe citadel.

lasers are also useful defensive devices, 
although these should also be operated from the 
bridge by remote control. these will temporarily 
blind an attacker and make it impossible for him 
to aim a weapon.

there is a growing demand to equip merchant 
vessels with armed guards. such a policy is not 
only very expensive but comes with a number of 
legal problems. it is also not in itself a complete 
answer and it remains necessary for the officers 
and crew of the merchant vessel to be trained 
in the principles outlined above—if 50 armed 
pirates attack your ship, your four armed guards 
will soon be joining the rest of the crew in their 
nice safe citadel.

ConClusIon

the officers and crew of merchant vessels 

can play an important role in defending their 

ships from potential attack. this policy must be 

initiated by the board of the respective shipping 

company and implemented across their fleets.

there are a number of relatively simple and 

effective actions that can be taken to thwart 

any pirate attack. from the perspective of the 

shipping owner this must be a good investment, 

particularly as a number of insurance brokers 

are beginning to offer discounted rates to those 

companies who embrace effective training and 

procedures.

merchant vessel masters cannot, by themselves, 

sort out the social and economic issues that make 

piracy endemic today but they do have a role in 

providing clear intelligence of the ocean on their 

part and ensuring that easy pickings for pirates 

become few and far between. as one of the officers 

commanding a naval vessel engaged in combating 

the pirate problem noted, “there are not enough 

bullets to stop somali piracy.” piracy will only  

end when it is no longer profitable and relatively 

low-risk for the pirate. making merchant vessels 

more resilient and “pirate-proof” would be a 

powerful start.
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