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Maritime Piracy in Asia

Local Land Use Strategies in a Globalizing World
Shaping Sustainable Social and Natural Environments
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Along with cowboys and knights in shining armour, the pirate is a classic romantic figure in the
imaginations of youngsters. Indeed, the romance of the pirate extends to a broader audience than that, as
the success of the recent film Pirates of the Caribbean demonstrates. The contemporary reality of piracy,
however, shatters the stereotype of the charming pirate rogue so wittily played by Johnny Depp. Over the
past 15 years, the incidence of piracy has surged, with the busy sea lanes of Southeast Asia playing host to
the largest number of attacks. Pirate attacks have become increasingly violent, and have come to represent
a growing threat to maritime trade.

Over the last few decades, globalization processes have taken centre stage in most
development debates. Developing economies have been particularly vulnerable to these
processes, and are acutely exposed when economic crises, natural disasters, epidemics,
or other adversities drain local and national resources. But how do local rural people
react to such events? Having been managers of delicate or sometimes hostile
environments for generations, local people are no strangers to crises. How do they
combine management of their land and natural resources with the challenges and
opportunities of globalized economies?

By Derek  S .  Johnson and Er ika  P laddet

In response to the challenges posed by contemporary pira-
cy in Asia, the IIAS, in collaboration with the Amsterdam-

based Centre for Maritime Research (MARE), has launched
a long-term initiative aimed at stimulating research on pira-
cy.1 The first step in their research programme was to con-
vene an expert meeting as part of the conference ‘People and
the Sea II: Conflicts, Threats and Opportunities’. 

An important outcome of the Amsterdam meetings was
the provision of a baseline on the current state of knowledge
on piracy, and an understanding of the activities of the key
international organizational players, the International Mar-
itime Bureau (IMB) and the International Maritime Organ-
isation (IMO). These two organizations provide support for
nations engaged in counter-piracy efforts by maintaining a
database of all reported incidents of piracy, and by support-
ing the development of technologies and protocols to protect
ships from pirate attacks. A fundamental issue for piracy
research that emerged repeatedly in the presentations and
discussions was the strengths and weaknesses of the diver-
gent definitions of piracy held by the IMO and the IMB. The
IMO conforms to the United Nations Law of the Sea (Art.
101) definition of piracy that restricts it to illegal acts of vio-
lence or detention acts committed on the high seas, or out-
side the jurisdiction of a coastal state, for private ends by pri-
vate ship against another private ship. The IMO defines acts
of violence or detention committed against ships that occur
within the jurisdiction of a state as armed robbery at sea. All
states are thus free to criminalize piracy that occurs within
their waters in divergent ways. The IMB has a much broad-
er definition of piracy: ‘an act of boarding or attempting to
board any ship with the intent to commit theft or any other
crime and with the attempt to or capability to use force in the
furtherance of that act’. 

While the IMB definition is useful for its inclusiveness,
the IMO differentiation between national and international
acts of maritime violence and detention reflects the very dif-
ferent responses that are possible to acts of violence in those
two different maritime areas. All states need to cooperate to
the fullest extent in order to suppress pirate acts on the high
seas or outside the jurisdiction of any state (Art. 100 Law of
the Sea Convention). The meaning of ‘fullest extent’ is not,
however, clearly defined (Chaikin 2003). Acts of violence or
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During the last decade, a number of
developing countries first experi-

enced rapid economic growth and were
then faced with even more rapid eco-
nomic decline, particularly countries in
Southeast Asia that fell victim to the
1997 Asian financial crisis. Meanwhile,
in some places, increases in state power
have placed greater constraints on local
peoples’ livelihoods. Declining state
power elsewhere has fostered local
autonomy, but has also increased outside
threats, mainly the threat of uncontrolled

resource exploitation. In sum, this has
led to heightened concern among gov-
ernment officials, development special-
ists, and local peoples over the sustain-
ability of natural resource use.

Local peoples in many areas have
been faced with apparent increases in
climatic variability, population growth
and movement, land use change, defor-
estation, land degradation, and pover-
ty. Other changes include increasing
commercialization and the creation of
new economic, social, and political
alignments. Constrained in their eco-
nomic agency by their natural and
social environments, local rural peoples

(whether indigenous or migrant) have
dealt with these changes by adapting
their earlier local land use strategies to
the new circumstances. 

The globalization process may affect
these constraints through, for example,
land degradation, shifting opportuni-
ties for labour migration, and changing
notions of household necessity. Of par-
ticular importance in how people adjust
is the well-documented ‘occupational
multiplicity’, the diverse sources of
income in farming households that
affect natural resource use. This multi-
plicity has long allowed families to
remain flexible in uncertain natural

environments and changing economic
circumstances, most recently brought
on by intensified global forces.

At the conference, we debated issues
revolving around the mission of the
Danish University Consortium on Sus-
tainable Land Use and Natural Resource
Management (DUCED SLUSE). Partic-
ipants in fields ranging from anthro-
pology and geography to soil science and
forestry focused on local land users and
the causes and effects of their strategies
and practices in the face of externally
induced crisis. We gave special empha-
sis to Southeast Asia and southern
Africa, the main regions of interest in
the SLUSE programme. Among a score
of topics, we addressed the relationship
between resource use and off-farm
diversification, as well as the social insti-
tutions that people have devised to man-
age their relations to the land and its
resources, their strategies for managing
lands under increasing pressure, and
the impact on the natural environment. 

Among the invited speakers were
Karen Lawrence and Raymond Bryant
who turned a critical eye on communi-
ty forestry policy, comparing Nigeria
with the Philippines in their examina-
tion of ‘spaces of malpractice’ whereby
gaps in donor intervention and gover-
nance may reinforce destructive prac-
tices. They also found that, under the
‘right’ local political conditions, donor
intervention may bolster local resist-
ance to resource malpractice and thus
enhance the prospects for effective,
long-term local resource management. 

Drawing on an example from
Palawan in the Philippines, they argued
that the native Tagbanua of Coron
Island faced entrenched political and
economic opposition to their efforts at
autonomous control of their territory.
Paradoxically, they were able to draw
from a range of policy tools, such as the
community forestry stewardship agree-
ment and the Certificate of Ancestral

detention against ships within national waters are subject to
the national legislation of the coastal states. The enforcement
and legal regimes of these states are highly varied.

One of the key challenges of international counter-piracy
cooperation is thus to harmonize legal and enforcement pro-
visions among nation-states, particularly in piracy-affected
areas like Southeast Asian waters (Djalal 2003). It was appar-
ent, even in the positions taken by representatives at the con-
ference from India, Japan, Indonesia, and the USA, that this
is far easier said than done. Sensitivities to outside incursions
into national waters and strong memories of historical con-
flicts create an environment that is in many ways inimical to
the multilateral effort required to combat piracy.

Nonetheless, urgent action is required. IMB data show that
attacks have tripled in the ten years since 1993. Worse still,
the violence of attacks is also growing (Ong 2003). In the first
six months of 2003 alone there were 234 pirate incidents that
resulted in 16 deaths, 52 injuries, 20 missing crew, and 193
hostages being taken (ICC 2003a). Even these figures do not
represent the whole picture, as many incidents of piracy go
unreported.

In addition to the important research that needs to be con-
ducted on the international institutional context for the sup-
pression of piracy in Asian waters, it is evident that too little
is known about the economic, political, and social contexts
of piracy. Who are pirates? What drives individuals to pira-
cy? We can speculate that poor economic conditions lead to
an upsurge in piracy, although we do not yet have studies that
have examined that relationship in a careful way. We do know
that there is a range of types of pirate activities, from small-
scale hit-and-run attacks on boats at berth to sophisticated
operations that hijack entire vessels in order to sell the cargo
and the vessel, after having changed its name, using forged
ownership papers. We do not, however, know much about
the criminal networks that exist for the fencing of stolen
goods and which are sufficiently well connected to know
when to target particularly valuable vessels. Indeed, partici-
pants in the conference raised the very real concern of bar-
ratry where pirates collaborate with ships’ crews for mutual
profit. 

There was also lively debate during the panel sessions about
the potential for politically motivated piracy and terrorism at
sea. In view of the post-11 September environment, Gerard
Ong rightly observed that ‘ships can be dangerous too’ as vehi-

cles for attacks on vital shipping lanes or sensitive environ-
ments. In early September, the IMB reported that a recent
upsurge of piracy in the Malacca Straits may be due to
attempts by Aceh rebels to fund their activities through ves-
sel capture and hostage taking (ICC 2003b). While increas-
ing state anti-piracy naval and coastguard capacity is impor-
tant, the formulation of effective counter-piracy policies also
requires that increasing research attention be directed at
macro political-economic and social factors such as those we
have sketched here. It is our hope that the programme of pira-
cy research that arises from the IIAS-MARE initiative will
help in this effort. <
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consist of regular workshops and conferences on piracy that will feed into a

publication series. The latter will include volumes dealing with scholarly and

policy concerns, covering both contemporary and historical periods. For

more information see: www.iias.nl
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For the 36,000 migrant labourers working in Alang, Gujarat, the sound of the magnificent Arabian Sea is
drowned in the deafening ship-breaking activity and the fresh ocean air is clogged with the fumes of welding
torches. They have come from the most backward states of India: Bihar, Orissa, and eastern Uttar Pradesh.
Extreme poverty and unemployment has compelled them to migrate to the ship-breaking yards of Alang.
Desperate for work, they have taken up jobs that the local Gujarati labourer considers too risky, cutting open
toxin-laced ships using the most primitive methods, under hazardous working conditions. 

By Rupa Abdi

After 25 to 30 years, when ships are at the end of their sail-
ing life, they are sold to scrapyards in order to be dis-

mantled so as to recover the valuable steel which constitutes
almost 95 per cent of the ship. India is the world’s largest
ship-breaking nation by volume, and in India, Alang is the
main centre of ship-breaking activities. The 6,000 metric
tonnes of steel that come out of Alang every day, on average,
account for about 15 per cent of the country’s total steel out-
put. At about half the cost of regular furnace-based plants,
this output contributes massive revenue in terms of custom
duty, excise duty, sales tax, and so on, to central and state gov-
ernment exchequers. 

Ship-scrapping around the globe exemplifies both the
potentialities and the dangers of an increasingly globalized
economy. Northern corporations seek to delocalize their activ-
ities (and waste producers, their hazardous materials) to
southern countries, which are unwilling to enforce interna-
tionally acceptable environmental and labour conditions for
fear of the industry relocating to an even lower cost country.

Ship-breaking may create job opportunities for thousands
of labourers and contribute to the economic growth of these
regions, but exposes the labour force to risks of death, seri-
ous injury, and chronic health problems. During the scrap-
ping process hazardous wastes are released into the envi-
ronment, and labourers are exposed to toxic substances. In
short, economic profit gains precedence over environmen-
tal health and labour rights.

Ship-scrapping at Alang violates numerous national and
international regulations related to pollution, hazardous
wastes, and labour rights. Established in 1982 and built on
the sweat and blood of migrant labourers, Alang has grown
to be the world’s biggest ship-breaking yard, a monument to
the outrageous abuse of human labour and environment.
The labourers in Alang live in poor housing and sanitary con-
ditions and little attention is paid to their health and safety
concerns. According to the physicians in and around Alang
who treat numerous Alang patients, the combination of haz-
ardous working conditions, congested and unhygienic living
conditions, poor quality drinking water, availability of illicit
country liquor, and rampant homosexuality and prostitution
have given rise to a number of skin, gastrointestinal, and liver
diseases besides tuberculosis, leprosy, malaria, malnutrition,
cancer, HIV-AIDS, and other sexually transmitted diseases
(STD). According to the local Bhavnagar Blood Bank office
at Alang, besides 38 confirmed cases of AIDS, about 50-55
new cases of other STD are being reported every week among
the labourers. This is probably the tip of the iceberg. There
is a severe lack of medical facilities at Alang. The main facil-
ity is the Red Cross Hospital which is inadequate to meet the
health requirements of 36,000 labourers. Serious cases are
referred to the Civil Hospital at Bhavnagar, 55 kilometres
away. The violation of the civil and labour rights of these
workers is common. In fact, they are low paid, are provided
no systematic job training, and do the ship-dismantling work
with insufficient protective gear. As a result, injuries and
deaths due to accidents are common. 

The ship-breakers, who own the ship-breaking plots, buy
scrap ships in the international market and get them dis-
mantled by the migrant labourers that they have employed
on a contract basis, are rather feudalistic in their attitude
towards the labourers. Whatever little concern they may have
for the working and living conditions of the labourers and
environmental pollution arises from the fact that, of late,
Alang has been receiving a lot of adverse publicity in the
national and international media due to the large number of
accidents and deaths of its workers over the last couple of
years. Since 1996, over 400 fires have broken out and around
200 labourers have died. This has led to pressure groups
within ship-owning countries urging their governments not
to send their ships to scrapping yards with poor safety and
environment records. The ship-breakers, on their part, insist
that the ship-owners should de-contaminate the ships before
selling them off to the scrapyards.

The Gujarat Maritime Board (GMB), a government body
responsible for regulating ship-breaking activity and for pro-
vision and maintenance of basic infrastructure facilities at
Alang, has laid down some safety and environmental regu-
lations to be followed during ship-breaking, but has limited
powers to implement them due to the economic and politi-
cal clout enjoyed by the ship-breakers. Non-governmental
organizations in India as well as international, such as Green-
peace, are of the opinion that in accordance with the Basel
Convention, which decrees that exporting nations and pol-
luting industries have to take care of their own toxic waste,
ships should be cleaned of all toxic materials in Western
countries before they are to be scrapped in Asia. But until
that happens, the labourers and the environment at Alang
will continue to get a raw deal. <
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Domain, to resist official ‘malpractice’
and assert their own management
plans for the island. With critical sup-
port from a leading Philippine envi-
ronmental non-governmental organi-
zation (NGO), diverse official policies
allowed the Tagbanua to shape the
terms of encounter over a conservation
project under the National Integrated
Protected Areas Program (and funded
by the European Union). They did this
in such a way that it enhanced their
own ability to manage Coron Island.

NGO support was critical for this
local success: it helped to prepare local
Tagbanua organizations early on in the
policy process, and aided them in bridg-

ing shifts in government programmes,
thus ensuring that they were not
dependent on government initiatives.
As a result, Tagbanua leaders were able
to take advantage of available, official
inputs but in such a way that they never
lost sight of the need to maximize local
control. Thus, they activated diverse
social and political resources and began
to close the governance gap that had
previously favoured resource malprac-
tice on Coron Island. This case thus
represents one way that local peoples
have successfully combined manage-
ment of their natural resources with the
challenges and opportunities offered by
globalized economies. <
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