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Abstract 

 

The paper examined the decline of piracy and drug trafficking in Nigerian waters vis-

à-vis the challenging Conditions of Entry (CoE) by which ocean carriers are screened, 

prequalified and processed before entry into US ports, and how to pass those 

examinations. Although Nigeria dominates sea trade in the Gulf of Guinea, it also 

accounts for more of the insecurity and drug trafficking which compound the CoE 

handicap. Primary and secondary data sources were used, with qualitative analytical 

methodology, to interrogate the country’s maritime administration’s antipiracy 

enforcement regime and the role played by new legislation. The findings confirm 

declining incidences of the problem with the conclusion that professionalizing the 

Nigerian Maritime Administration and Safety Agency’s administration and concerted 

action by regional stakeholders are critical for sustained maritime domain security. 
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Introduction  

 

In July 2022, President Muhammadu Buhari, joined the Nigerian Navy, Army and 

Airforce top brass at the Lagos Ports Complex Apapa to launch the controversial “Deep 

Blue Project” conceived by the Nigerian Maritime Administration and Safety Agency 

(NIMASA) to bring new armaments, brigades, and armed forces synergy to the 

maritime safety and security of ships transiting Nigeria’s 853 miles of Atlantic Ocean 

borders to the south of the country (Angbulu 2021). The optics apart, Nigerian waters 

was counted by the International Chamber of Shipping’s International Maritime Bureau 

(IMB) among notorious maritime hot spots for pirate attacks and drug trafficking, in 

the same ranks with Somalia, the Gulf of Aden and the South China Seas, until it signed 

the Suppression against Piracy and Other Maritime Offences (SPOMO) Act in 2019 

and used it to jail scores of pirates subsequently (Ologe & Ejovwo 2024). This gained 

it substantial respect from maritime nations and the international merchant marine 

community that had previously suffered hellish roadsteads at the hands of pirates in the 
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Niger Delta. It also prepared the country to address the unfavourable origin-destination 

insecurity tag faced by US-bound ships from Nigeria. This essay historicizes the piracy 

and drug trafficking problem and the strides Nigeria has made in the last decade to curb 

maritime insecurity and position the country for better relations with the First World 

economies, especially the US. 

Drug trafficking and piratical attacks against ships still manage to severely 

affect global shipping trade universally despite robust security preparations by trading 

ships. While drug trafficking seemingly knows no bounds, pirates’ depredations rage 

mostly in Third World and developing countries. The World Drug Report puts the 

heroin flow into the market at 430-540 tons annually (UNODC 2010). Hence, 

protecting the US mainland against pervasive drug trafficking is next to the fear of 

terrorist attacks in the justification for the so-called ‘Conditions of Entry’ (CoE) 

regulation by which many foreign trading ships face costly delays at anchor before 

being allowed to berth at US ports (Shipping Position Online 2023; Baumgartner & 

Oliver (nd)). Specifically, ships from Latvia, Bolivia, Marshall Islands, Singapore, 

Panama, Tanzania were banned outright from operating in US waters in 2022, while 78 

foreign ships were detained there (DHS USCG Annual Report 2022). As the largest 

global market valued at more than US$24.5 trillion (World Bank), the US is the 

attraction of buyers and sellers from across the world; hence, 80,280 port calls were 

made there by 11,235 ships in 2022 (DHS USCG Annual Report 2022). Sadly, the same 

market and population are also in the sights of international outlaws and non-compliant 

operators, be they terrorists, drug smugglers, or other entities with illicit agenda which 

the authorities routinely monitor or manage using various international laws and 

conventions, including the CoE. 
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Like most First World maritime administrations, the US Coast Guard 

implements the CoE as a rigorous ship nationality profiling system informed by 

characteristics such as operating history, compliance with environmental regulations, 

up-to-date vessel survey standards, security observance using the International Ship and 

Port Facility Security (ISPS) Code and, generally,  “…professionalism, skill, and 

dedication of the mariners who sail and maintain these vessels, as well as the companies, 

administrations, and classification societies that provide the support and oversight to 

ensure an efficient and safe worldwide marine transportation system (MTS)” (DHS 

USCG Annual Report 2022).  

In other words, the US policy for the safety and security of the homeland 

recognized the inevitability of international maritime shipping that delivers over 92% 

of global commercial goods but required a robust process of bespoke security 

architecture in the long term for its continuance. Hence, vessels certified to enter US 

ports pass through the bespoke procedure tagged ‘USCG Qualship21 program’. Once 

passed, they would, all things being equal, be equally allowed passage in most other 

commercial top-notch ports around the world. Hence, this paper examines the safety 

and security of Nigeria’s sea trade in the Gulf of Guinea and West African waters vis-

a-vis piracy, armed robbery against ships, and drug trafficking against the maritime 

challenge of growing the indigenous capacity of its ship owners, traders, and maritime 

administration to pass the USCG examinations and freely enter US ports like carriers 

from other nations. It is divided into four sections as follows: Nigeria’s marine and 

maritime economy; the piracy problem and attacks against ships; drug trafficking 

through the seaports; adapting Qualship21 to Nigeria’s future merchant marine policy; 

and the conclusion. 
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Nigeria: Marine, Maritime, and Economy 

Nigeria’s coastline with the Atlantic Ocean is approximately 853 kilometers, stretching 

from the Western border with the Republic of Benin to the eastern border with 

Cameroon, and a 200 nautical mile exclusive economic zone whose total area covers 

210,900km. This area is busy with maritime traffic and endowed with rich hydrocarbon 

deposits, including oil and gas drilling activities. Many species of fish are found here, 

including shellfish, shrimps, predominantly the penaeidae family, tilapia, catfish, and 

carp, particularly, the African catfish Clarias gariepinus, which is the most farmed in 

the country, and especially the tropical ‘wild caught’ shrimps highly sought by top-end 

restaurants in global capitals and city centres (Anele 2015). The coastline is occupied 

by eight Nigerian states: Lagos, Ogun, Ondo, Bayelsa, Rivers, Delta, Akwa Ibom, and 

Cross River, out of the 36 states in the country (see Figure 1). 

---------------------- 

 

Insert Figure 1 here “Map of Nigeria with 36 states” 

 

------------------------------ 
 

 

With a population of over 200m (World Bank), Nigeria accounts for more than 

65% of maritime trade in West Africa. A 2001 World Bank-assisted seaport reform 

program succeeded with port concessions which saw the country leap forward in 

international port services and ranked as the most vibrant in the region, with 25 private 

terminals including AP Moller Terminals, Grimaldi, LADOL, and Intels Ltd in 

dominant positions across container, break bulk, ro-ro, and offshore supply services 

(Leigland & Palsson 2015).  Total ship calls in 2021 were 4,100 ships weighing 

125,125,187 gross registered tons and non-oil cargo throughput was 79m tons, with 

2,029,823 TEUs (Nigerian Ports Authority 2023). The Lagos Port Complex remained 

the busiest and most lucrative gateway although Onne Port overtook the former in 
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container throughput volumes since 2018 (Chilaka 2022). Nigeria’s indigenous 

merchant marine was knocked off the international routes in 1995 when the Nigerian 

National Shipping Line (NNSL) and other national carriers collapsed. Most of the 

reported 4391 ships in its shipping register presently include 319 crew boats, 116 

dredgers, 1251 barges, 279 fishing vessels, 256 tankers, 837 tugboats, and 374 merchant 

ships in a fleet noted for class shortcomings and other seaworthiness issues (NIMASA 

2024). Overall, the collapse and liquidation of the national carrier, NNSL, in 1995 was 

quickly followed by similar distresses of other private shipping lines in the country due 

to the dry-up of international cargo streams formerly secured by the defunct conference 

lines cargo-sharing agreements (Nwokedi et al 2018). They were replaced by 

indigenous carriers in the coastal tanker segment of the market such as Sea Transport 

Nigeria Ltd, Brittania U, and Caverton Marine Ltd, leaving the deep ocean shipping 

sector to mega carriers such as Maersk Line, MSC, CMA CGM, and Hapag Lloyd. 

Nevertheless, attempts to refloat international affreightment capacity continued 

unabated, the last being a joint venture carrier MoU with PIL of Singapore which fell 

through in 2018 (Manifold Times 2018). Hence, keeping the national maritime security 

index positive for relations with the US Coast Guard remains essential for future 

national carriers’ smooth passage into US ports. 

According to Statista, Nigeria’s 18 export pipelines and average daily 

production of 1.8m barrels as of 2020, was the eleventh largest oil producer worldwide, 

with petroleum contributing nine percent of its GDP but nearly 90% of all export 

earnings (statista.com). Since the complete breakdown of Nigeria’s capacity to refine 

crude oil for internal consumption due to managerial ineptitude and corruption, the 

country maintains an opaque regime of controversial crude oil-refined product swaps 

that increased the traffic of oil tankers transiting Nigerian waters. Owned largely by 
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Trafigura, Vitol, and similar traders, the entrance of indigenous tank farm owners with 

storage facilities in Angola and neighboring West African countries meant increased 

maritime traffic that was also targeted by pirates in fast boats who deployed boating 

technology and satellite telephone communication systems to enable them strike far out 

at sea (Chilaka 2014). Although the total incident numbers were low compared to the 

total number of annual ship calls (at the average of 3,500), the section below historically 

traces the former helplessness of mariners in the virtually ungoverned spaces around 

the Niger Delta creeks and roadsteads where pirates used to call the shots 

opportunistically while the Nigerian Navy was completely absent without any marine 

platforms, frigates or hot-pursuit forces on patrol (Gaither 2024, Chiedozie 2021). 

However, the situation changed in 2011 when the Federal Government commissioned 

Messrs Global West Vessel Specialists Ltd to “… procure and bunker vessels for 

NIMASA’s operations, manned by the personnel of the Nigerian Navy on a supply, 

operate and transfer (SOT) basis for a 10-year period after which ownership of the 

vessels will revert to NIMASA” (The Will, 2015; Augustine, 2015). This inter-agency 

awakening around maritime domain awareness and security revived the Nigerian Navy 

from lying comatose and, buoyed by the spending power of NIMASA, built the strong 

momentum that led to the SPOMO legislation and its subsequent anti-piracy 

enforcement muscle. 

 

The Piracy problem 

Nigeria’s international image was smeared with the piracy blotch for many years before 

recent legislation and enforcement regimes brought the incidences drastically down to 

zero in 2022 following long jail terms handed to captured pirates the previous year 

(Khaerany and Maskun, 2016). Hitherto, incidences from 2009 to 2014 showed 
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fluctuating occurrences between a low of 10 attacks in 2011 to a high of 31 attacks in 

2013 whereas other notorious global hot spots recorded 139 and 100 attacks in Somalia 

and Indonesia respectively (see Table 1 and Table 2). The consensus is that the 

deterrence engendered by Nigeria’s implementation of the SPOMO Act that saw more 

than twenty arrested pirates sent to long jail terms caused the sea change in the history 

of the menace.  

------------------------- 

 

Insert Table 1 here “Global pirate attacks” 

 

----------------------------- 

 

Insert Table 2 here “Nigerian piracy incidents” 

 

--------------------------------- 

 

Overall, a comparison of Tables 3.1 and 3.2, shows the percentage of attacks in Nigeria 

versus total ships traffic as ±0.19%. According to marine insurance industry sources, 

this is well within comfortable insurable risks. The decline in attacks from 2020 is 

attributable to many factors, including the contribution by the EU Coordinated 

Maritime Presences (CMP), an outcome of the security information sharing and 

coordination agreement for protecting sea lanes in West and Central Africa called the 

Yaoundé Security Architecture. Their activities kicked in with firepower and patrols 

that bolstered deterrence as opportunistic pirates mostly avoid confrontation with armed 

security forces. Hence, incidences slumped to an all-time low. The EU’s CMP activities 

followed the  

 

set of conclusions adopted at a meeting of the Council of the European 

Union on 25 January 2021, launching the first pilot case of the 

Coordinated Maritime Presences (CMP) concept in the Gulf of Guinea 

[which resulted in the] CMP mechanism [which] aims to increase the 

EU's capacity as a reliable partner and maritime security provider, 

offering greater operational engagement, ensuring a permanent maritime 

presence and outreach in Maritime Area of Interest (MAI) as established 
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by the Council, and promoting international cooperation and partnership 

at sea (Council of the European Union 2021). 

 

Historically, Nigerian pirates began their depredations against ships, crews, and 

passengers in the country’s inland waterways during the precolonial era (Aduwo 1983; 

Falola, 1991; Akindele & Vogt, 1983). Their incidence during the colonial period was 

rare and highly restricted due to the superior firepower and armaments of the colonizers, 

although references to Ijaw men ‘harassing’ mariners abound in the literature (Falola 

& Ogunremi, 1986: 25). Maritime shipping records after the colonial period began to 

show attacks against ships in port and at the anchorages during the early 1970s when 

port congestion forced ships to lay at anchorage in Lagos for weeks and months in 

virtually ungoverned spaces (Chilaka, 2003). From the 1980s, fishing trawlers and 

vessels engaged in offshore supplies to deep-sea oil platforms in Nigerian waters were 

not spared by pirate depredations in the region.  

Globally, comparisons can be made about the audacity of pirates and piratical 

misbehavior. Ordinarily, there are domains, such as southern Somalia, Sri Lanka, and 

India, where local fishermen’s piratical attacks were defended as incidental to chasing 

off foreign trawlers fishing illegally (Murphy 2000:171; Helen Wieffering 2022). Of 

this, the UN estimates that US$2.3 billion was also lost in West Africa every year to 

illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fish poaching by mainly Chinese trawlers; 

hence, local angst against such foreign fleets was used to justify pirate attacks (ADF 

2022).  For Nigeria, however, increased piracy incidents, be it against fishing trawlers 

or other mariners, followed its 1999 emergence from the decades-long military rule 

which facilitated higher foreign direct investment, prompting new shore and offshore 

businesses, including high-speed undersea fiber-optic cable systems by Main One and 

SEACOM (SEACOM; Main-One.net). The busier maritime theatre attracted increased 

piratical misbehavior (see Figure 3).  The Christian Science Monitor reported that  
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“Before, it was maybe one death every two months or once in a 

fortnight, but five deaths in five different locations and five different 

companies?" says Paul Kirubakaran, managing director of the 

Seabless fishing company, whose boats are among the 200 shrimp 

and fishing vessels docked in Nigeria's commercial capital since a 

strike began in January. "When people are killed like this how can we 

ask them to go back [to sea]?" Trawler fishermen in the area suffered 

more than 100 pirate attacks in 2007, and a spike of 50 attacks in the 

first month of 2008 that culminated in five crew deaths in one day, 

maritime officials say.” (Simpson 2008).  

 

--------------------------- 

Insert Figure 2 here “Piracy incidence log” 

-------------------------------- 

Furthermore, the restive Niger Delta region witnessed the emergence of the 

Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta (MEND) anti-government activities 

in the early 2000s which saw the huge decline in Nigeria’s OPEC quota of 2.5m barrels 

per day (bpd) sometimes down to 600,000 bpd through attacks on pipelines and 

company-initiated well-head shut-ins. It was followed by the kidnap of oilfield workers 

of the IOCs, especially Shell, Agip, Chevron and Exxon-Mobil. (Anyanwu and 

Emmanuel, 2023). In the aftermath, the IOCs effected major changes for the safety of 

their personnel, including relocation of most of their activities away from the Niger 

Delta to Lagos and Abuja, divestment from operating swamp fields, and a pivot to deep-

sea exploration. Some fish trawling companies such as Tarabaroz Fishing sold off their 

fleet while others temporarily decommissioned them and started fish import 

substitution, according to the local trawler association, NITOA (Oritse 2023). This 

situation continued until the promulgation and enforcement of the SPOMO Act brought 

some relief as explained above. 

Many studies have focused on various aspect of the piracy problem around the 

globe, which identified the factors of piracy and armed robbery against ships as 
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geography, weak law enforcement, maritime insecurity, economic dislocation, cultural 

acceptability,  fewer crews on board ships, ungoverned spaces, perceived willingness 

to succumb to kidnap-and-ransom pressure, regional insecurity, wars and instability, 

and availability of illicit arms (Cairns 1999; Ellen 1989; Ubah 1998; Jacobsen & 

Nordby, 2015; Bueger 2015; Shane et al. 2015). In a study of the economic effects of 

piracy on Nigeria’s fishing industry, Anele (2015) identified several factors of piratical 

attacks against trawlers, including underdevelopment of the oil-producing communities, 

environmental degradation of oil-producing areas, existing organized crime networks, 

mass poverty, and unemployment. Mass poverty among riparian communities 

continues to feature as a prominent incubator of crime and violence against safe and 

secure shipping activities whereas, as shown below, the inclusion of local militias and 

former troublemakers in the ranks of government anti-piracy enforcement teams was 

found to have facilitated the destruction of pirate groups and the return of a peace 

dividend.  

In a recent law enforcement operation against oil pipeline vandals in Nigeria’s 

Niger Delta, it was revealed that the underworld men who broke pipelines to illegally 

siphon petroleum products were also implicated as the same gangs of opportunistic 

pirates which raided trading ships when the circumstances changed or were deemed 

auspicious (Nigerian Tribune 2023). The recent award of a N48 billion (about US$60m) 

contract by the Nigerian National Petroleum Company Ltd (NNPCL) to Tantita 

Security Services in 2022 to secure oil pipelines in the Niger Delta and ward off vandals 

enabled Nigeria’s recovery to meet OPEC-quota capacity from a reported loss of 

65,700,000 barrels of oil to pipeline vandals during 2022 and the first quarter of 2023, 

according to Osagie Okubor, Chairman of Shell BP Nigeria (Pinnacle Time 2023). 

Tantita Security Services operatives were thought to have succeeded in protecting the 
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pipelines with their local knowledge of the creeks, being Niger Delta inhabitants, and 

the collaboration of the former militant leader Government Ekpemepulo (alias 

Tompolo). Within forty-five days, NNPCL recovered the use of the major Trans Niger 

Pipeline which had been capped for over one year due to incessant pipeline breakages, 

sending Nigeria’s daily OPEC quota of crude oil output back to pre-crisis levels 

(Pinnacle Time 2023). Recall that in its earlier incarnation as Global West Vessel 

Management Specialists, Mr. Tompolo worked with the Nigerian Maritime 

Administration and Safety Agency (NIMASA) to rout pirates for a fee during the 

Goodluck Jonathan Presidency (Vanguard 2020).   

The new incidences of pirate attacks within the Nigerian and Gulf of Guinea 

waters, such as the March 2023 attack against the Danish-owned Liberian-flagged 

chemical tanker, Mt Monjasa Reformer, off Congo’s Pointe-Noire Port, were attributed 

to the pirates’ forced withdrawal to locations not covered by the contract of Tantita 

Security Services. The International Chamber of Commerce (ICC) International 

Maritime Bureau (IMB) in its latest Gulf of Guinea report, January-June 2023, noted 

that the rising trend of incident numbers from zero in 2022 to 14 in the first half  (H1) 

of 2023 must be checked by Nigeria and its neighbors (IMB 2023). Especially for 

Nigeria, the warning is timely if it hoped to continue to enjoy the benefit of de-listing 

by the International Bargaining Forum from the ‘unsafe waters list’ which hitherto 

added high insurance premiums to freight costs due to potential war risk claims liable 

from seafarers or ship owners (Baird Maritime 2023) and to avoid negative perception 

vis-à-vis the USCG Qualship 21 country assessment mechanism.  

In the IMB’s latest report, there were fourteen incidents in the first half of 2023, 

with 12 incidents classified as armed robberies (mainly targeting anchored vessels), two 

as piracy, 14 crew kidnapped (eight of them from anchored vessels), and two hijacking 
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incidents. Moreover, it stated that “31 crew members were held hostage, 

communication, and navigation equipment were destroyed, and partial cargoes were 

stolen. One of these incidents also involved the abduction of six crew members” (IMB 

2023). Although the report covered the Gulf of Guina (GoG) and not Nigeria alone, the 

latter’s comparatively positive record of falling incident numbers in the near term 

cannot brook any seeming relapse, lest it casts a gloomy omen for its ambitions vis-à-

vis the CoE assessments.    

 

Patterns of Attacks 

A review of all attacks against vessels indicates certain factors implicated as enablers 

of pirate attacks at sea, including low freeboard which facilitates pirates’ climb into the 

ship without the use of the gangway; ships moving at slow speeds, idling, at anchor, 

engaged in ship-to-ship activity far out at sea, or fish trawling. Another technique 

involves a phase of pirate attack in a sequential drug trafficking operation. An example 

occurred in a Nigerian ship in the early 1990s when a Nigerian National Shipping Line 

vessel, Mv Mada, received some packages labelled as “cocoa butter” in Lagos billed 

for delivery to a Liverpool-based consignee. After the vessel set sail and approached 

Liverpool, early one morning a band of men dressed in navy uniforms stopped the ship 

just before it entered the docks, supposedly for a “routine search”, and once they got on 

board, they quickly made for a particular hatch, unloaded the packages of “cocoa butter” 

into their skiffs and made off before anyone could make out what was happening.  The 

swift operation lasted only minutes before questions began to be asked and a call was 

put through to the Harbor Master to report that the ship had been boarded by some 

security men in uniform. The Harbor Master ordered the ship to be brought in with the 

security men, but alas, they had escaped into the foggy mist of the Liverpool docks. 
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Upon review, it was found that this was a calculated drug trafficking operation that 

deployed a simulated pirate tactic to offload their goods and conclude the illicit 

transport of smuggled drugs across two intercontinental maritime jurisdictions. The fact 

that the pirates had access to the ship’s manifest list and cargo plan indicated collusion 

by either the ship’s crew or compromised shipping line staff (Chilaka, 2014).  

Sometimes kidnap-for-ransom went side by side with pirate attacks at sea. Its 

other variant took place on land and has pervaded the country as the preferred tactic of 

Islamic terrorist groups and sundry criminal gangs (Anyanwu & Emmanuel 2023). 

Seaman Greg Ogbeifun, a marine engineer, recently traced the first kidnap-for-ransom 

case in Nigeria to an incident in 1985 when some expatriates and their spouses went for 

a picnic at a beach in Bonny near Port Harcourt, using their speed boats. While they 

enjoyed themselves,   

 

[o]ut of the blues, some unknown person accosted one of the 

expatriates and whisked him off into the creeks. The other 

expatriates sped back to Port Harcourt to raise the alarm. The police 

got involved and some three to five days later, he was released after 

some ransom had been paid. That was the beginning of kidnapping 

in the Niger Delta, at least that I know of. This was around 1985. 

After that unfortunate kidnapping incident, all foreign governments 

sent out notices to their citizens working in Nigeria, instructing them 

to beef up security and be mindful of their movements (Ogbeifun 

2021: 274). 

 

Hence, he surmised that with the stricter regimes adopted for the security of 

foreigners, kidnappers and terrorists turned to fellow Nigerians. Moreover, 

Ogbeifun argued that piracy, illicit drugs and arms trade, illegal bunkering, and 

crude oil theft festered with the liquidation of the state-owned Nigerian 

National Shipping Line (NNSL) which caused a decline in training and 

certification of indigenous master mariners, engineers, and rank-and-file 

seafarers. Subsequently, Nigerian ship owners were forced to use foreign 
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seafarers – captains, chief engineers, second engineers, and chief officers – 

leaving decisions aboard many sailing ships in the Gulf of Guinea in the hands 

of foreigners who compromised with pirates and men of the underworld 

(Ogbeifun 2021: 238). 

 

Anti-piracy measures, enforcement, and protocols 

The greatest boost to the anti-piracy campaign in Nigeria happened with the legislation 

and robust enforcement and multilateral protocols which climaxed in the signing of the 

SPOMO Act (otherwise called the Piracy Act) in 2019. The multi-pronged approach 

included the NIMASA Integrated National Security and Waterways Protection 

Infrastructure (alias Deep Blue) Project and the EU Coordinated Maritime Presences’ 

ocean patrols which strengthened the enforcement regime and disrupted piratical 

activities in the GoG. The prosecution of offenders under the Piracy Act required the 

Attorney-General of the Federation (AGF) or an officer from his office or the 

NIMASA to arraign offenders at the Federal High Court under the Act if the alleged 

offense had a Nigerian element, a United Nations Convention on Law of the Sea 

(UNCLOS) or Suppression of Unlawful Acts against the Safety of Maritime 

Navigation Convention (SUA) element, or involved several elements part of which 

related to Nigeria (Mondaq 2023). The law was first tested in 2020 at the Federal High 

Court Lagos when the AGF filed a four-count charge against 10 persons allegedly 

caught in acts of piracy against a Chinese fishing vessel, FV Hailufeng II. The vessel 

was operating off the coast of Cote D'Ivoire on 15th May 2020 when the incident 

occurred. One year later, in one fell swoop, Hon. Justice Ayokunle Faji delivered the 

convicting judgment on 23 July 2021 and sentenced the pirates to 12 years 
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imprisonment and N1 million fine, each (Mondaq 2023). Piracy incidents in the region 

thereafter slumped to an all-time low and ceased completely in 2022. 

Furthermore, the anti-piracy campaign was boosted by the EU CMP patrols in 

the GoG and West African waters. The patrols by EU maritime nations in support of 

their national merchant marine transiting the regional waters started as an initiative at 

the Yaoundé Summit of 2013 between the member coastal States and interested EU 

states which set up a maritime security framework called the Yaoundé Architecture on 

maritime security for data collection and information sharing coordinated by Cote 

d’Ivoire, Republic of Congo, and Cameroon (Mondaq 2023). The patrols were 

authorized after a meeting by EU defense ministers in 2019 at Helsinki which was 

followed in 2020 by the Council adopting “conclusions reiterating the willingness to 

launch the pilot project in the Gulf of Guinea, in line with the revised EU Maritime 

Security Strategy and Action Plan” (EEAS 2021). Five EU states, namely: Denmark, 

Spain, France, Italy, and Portugal contributed naval forces and platforms to patrol the 

so-called ‘maritime area of interest (MAI)’ (the GoG and West African waters) in 2021 

and 2022, liaising with the coastal states, training local partner agencies’ personnel 

through joint drills, and stamping “the position of the EU as a maritime security 

provider in the region” (EEAS 2022). 

Other state collaborators against piracy in the region include the US with the 

annual 'Obangame Express' exercise organized by Africom in collaboration with 

friendly national warships, and France, whose presence in the regional waters was 

orchestrated as 'Operation Corymbe'. During the 2020 edition of the French event, 30 

ships and aircraft were deployed for the naval drills conducted with the participation of 

the GoG countries and partners such as Italy, France, Brazil, and the US. The Nigerian 

Navy represented the country in these multinational exercises.  
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With the launch of the NIMASA’s Deep Blue Project in 2022, the agency 

announced the provision of three categories of platforms to enhance maritime security 

on land, sea, and air. According to NIMASA,   

 

The land assets include the Command, Control, Communication, 

Computer, and Intelligence Centre (C4i) for intelligence gathering and 

data collection; 16 armored vehicles for coastal patrol; and 600 specially 

trained troops for interdiction, known as Maritime Security Unit. The sea 

assets include two Special Mission Vessels and 17 Fast Interceptor Boats. 

The air assets comprise two Special Mission Aircraft for surveillance of 

the country’s Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ); three Special Mission 

Helicopters for search and rescue operations; and four Unmanned Aerial 

Vehicles. 

 

However, the veracity of these official claims and whether the hardware and 

software purportedly launched in high-state functions were procured for the use 

of local security forces are subject to verification. Nevertheless, studies have 

shown that various factors such as lack of political will, inadequate legal 

framework, inefficient and compromised regulatory and security institutions, 

corruption, and absence of regional cooperation vitiated similar efforts made in 

the past to rein in the spate of piracy until the SPOMO Act of 2019 changed the 

narrative. It is likely that without zealous leadership the sustained anti-piracy 

fight would be a short-term affair. Hence, our consideration of the need for 

Nigeria’s maritime administration to equally prioritize higher objectives such as 

the USCG Qualship21 program over routine fights against pirates and drug 

traffickers operating in the maritime domain. 

 

4. Drug trafficking  

Drug trafficking is so globally significant that it is covered by the United Nations Office 

for Drug Control (UNODC). The practice has been defined as the “…global illicit trade 

involving the cultivation, manufacture, distribution, and sale of substances which are 
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subject to drug prohibition laws” (UNODC). The abuse of narcotics and psychotropic 

substances, such as cheap xylazine, reached high levels of concern in recent years with 

social media clips of addicts, called “zombies”, seen on the streets of metropolitan cities 

- barely-clad youths, overtaken by illicit drug addiction, living as homeless wrecks, 

wounding themselves with objects, with forlorn and faraway looks on their faces. For 

example, scholars have covered the popularity and side effects of xylazine in the US 

and Europe up to 2023, with a first death report in the UK and, in the US, a declaration 

that it contributed 7% of total cases of fatality from drugs overdose (Debnath and 

Chawla 2023; Acosta-Mares et al 2023).  

It is estimated that the illicit drug trade totaled 1% (up to US$652 billion) of the 

world’s GDP value of US$78 trillion in 2014 (Wikipedia). Forty percent of all 

trafficked drugs were moved by sea and through the maritime gateways in 2022, of 

which Latin America accounts for the vast majority. Brazilian, Mexican, and 

Colombian drug cartels routinely construct special watercraft and submersibles to 

facilitate large-scale smuggling of drugs (see Figure 3); some incidents caught on 

camera were beamed over global television news channels. In the infamous case of the 

"Prince of Semi-Submersibles", Oscar Adriano Quintero Rengifo, 35, a Colombian man 

was sentenced to “over 20 years in federal prison for smuggling nearly 30,000 pounds 

of cocaine into the U.S. and…accused of operating a fleet of so-called "narco subs" 

(ostensibly narcotic submarines) to transport drugs from South America to Central 

America”, bound for the United States (Smith 2023).  See Figure 4 and Figure 5 for the 

international drug smuggling channels and the main heroin-producing countries of the 

world. 

----------------- 

 

Insert Figure 3 here “A seized narco-submarine vessel” 
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----------------- 

Insert Figure 4 here “Map of international illegal drug connections” 

 

 

-------------------------- 

 

Insert Figure 5 here “Main heroin-producing countries” 

 

------------------------- 
 

Unlike the situation in Latin America where the waterways are exploited in the 

logistics chain of command for drug trafficking, Nigerian maritime gateways account 

for a smaller percentage of the total haul of drug seizures compared to other transport 

modes. According to the Nigerian Drug Law Enforcement Agency (NDLEA), 

196,336.99 kilograms of illicit drugs was intercepted between January and September 

2023 at Nigeria’s maritime gateways, with the bulk being around Lagos waters and two 

major ports at Apapa and Tin Can Island (Onigbinde 2023). Comparatively, the agency 

made a much larger bust of “…14,481,519 pills of Tramadol and bottles of codeine 

syrup worth over N13 billion in street value” around October 2023 at the Murtala 

Muhammed International Airport, Amuwo Odofin and Idumota (Sanusi 2023). The 

most popular illicit drug of choice was cannabis, with tobacco and amphetamines in 

second and third positions (see Fig. 4.4). The cannabis weed is grown massively in 

several parts of the country, usually deep in heavily wooded terrains or remote forests 

where growers hide to evade the radar of the authorities. Of the seaports with the largest 

ingress, Apapa and Tin Can Island Ports in the southwestern part of the country made 

up more than 90% of the drug seizures.  

The modus operandi of maritime drug traffickers, exemplified by the case of the 

Mv Chayanee Naree, although argued by some as ‘fishy’ (Voytenko 2021), however, 

provides insights into the murky shenanigans of maritime drug trafficking carriers. The 

ship was arrested by the Nigerian Navy on a tip-off from the UK Border Force after she 
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set sail from Santos in Brazil on 19 September 2021 bound for Nigeria. A combined 

team composed of the Nigerian Navy, the Interpol, the Nigerian Customs Services, the 

Nigerian Ports Authority (NPA), and the National Drugs Law Enforcement Agency 

accosted the ship and her crew, searched her, found drugs, and detained the crew for 

arraignment in court. The naval commander in charge of the bust, Commodore Bashir 

Mohammed, narrated that  

 

During the investigation, it was discovered that the vessel departed 

Santos Brazil on September 19, 2021, and drifted for a week at a 

position about 250nm (approximately 500 kilometers) off the coast of 

Benin Republic from October 1 to October 8 before setting sail and 

arriving in Nigeria on October 8, 2021. Upon entering Nigerian waters, 

the vessel was intercepted by NNS Ekulu and escorted to NPA port 

where she was directed to berth on October 9, 2021, and taken custody 

by the Navy...The suspected vessel was thoroughly searched … Tests 

conducted on the contents of the bag by the NDLEA confirmed the 

substance to be cocaine wrapped in 30 slabs weighing 32.9 kg (Sahara 

Reporters 2021). 

 

Other intermittent vessel arrests from Brazil include Mv Spar Scorpio (43.110 

kilograms of cocaine on 8 February 2021) and Mv Cooper Island (24 kilograms of 

cocaine on 4 July 2023)  (Premium Times 2021; Voytenko 2023). Overall, seizures at 

the maritime gateways were far fewer than arrests on land since the 2020s. 

-------------------- 

 

Insert Figure 6 here “Chart of drug types abused in Nigeria” 

------------------- 

 

Adapting Qualship21 to Nigeria’s Future Merchant Marine Policy 

 

The USCG procedure for assessing foreign ships’ seaworthiness to enter US ports is 

governed by its Port State Control (PSC) enforcement of SOLAS, MARPOL, and other 

maritime conventions, processed by its dedicated quality shipping benchmarking 

program called Qualship21. Under Qualship21, the USCG enrolls flag administrations, 

companies, ships, flag surveyors, and shipping company managements which, over a 
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period, showed a track record of qualifications of the set standards and did not fail the 

routine examinations for seaworthiness and compliance with ISPS Code, ISM Code, 

MARPOL, and other regulations. NIMASA’s new interaction with the USCG suggests 

that the agency is positioning Nigeria’s anti-piracy legislation and enforcement to 

orchestrate a future soft-landing for itself and the flagged ships in its registry vis-à-vis 

the benchmarks of the USCG Qualship21 program. Moreover, Nigeria’s recent creation 

of a Ministry of Marine and Blue Economy presupposed that anti-piracy and vessel 

security issues were conjoined to higher objectives such as nurturing increased Nigeria 

participation in ocean shipping to US, European, and Asian ports in the future. Hence, 

to steady anti-piracy patrols and enforcement in the Niger Delta and Gulf of Guinea 

waters must be added indigenous carriers’ and seafarers’ capacity to pass the vessel 

seaworthiness, manning, and security examinations and compliance tests for all 

applicable conventions.  

  As noted above, only a few African countries and carriers passed these tests in 

2021 and 2022, with the implication that for Nigerian and African indigenous carriers, 

considerations of how to meet the benchmarks essentially become the new guard rails 

for long-term maritime and shipping policymaking for participation and prosperity in 

global trade, beyond the imperatives of domain security architecture and law 

enforcement. Since the mid-1990s, West and Central African coastal states have had 

few indigenous carriers in ocean shipping services whereas they mainly provided 

terminal concessions where local and international terminal companies jostle for 

patronage to husband vessels for the mega carriers. At the 2023 meeting of the Port 

Management Association of West and Central Africa (PMAWCA) in Lagos, the 

subregional officials bemoaned the insecurity incidents in their sea lanes but spoke little 

of the lost cargo-carrying capacity which had been a worry for development partners 
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and finance institutions such as AfDB and Afreximbank (UNCTAD 

ALDC/AFRICA/2016). Ostensibly, Nigeria since 2019 has orchestrated a relaunch of 

‘a national fleet’ of ships modeled on private-public partnership (Egole 2022).  

Hence, the recent interaction between NIMASA and the USCG during a peer 

review visit last year led by the Agency’s Head of ISPS Code Unit, Mudi Isa, signified 

new thinking and likely policy adjustments to address the longstanding condition of 

entry (COE) problem enunciated at the beginning of the paper. A press release issued 

after the meeting said that the USCG offered Nigeria “a three-year plan to work with 

the NIMASA for the removal of the Condition of Entry (CoE) placed on American-

bound vessels from Nigeria” (NIMASA Presser 2024). The USCG Chief Domestic and 

International Port Security Assessment Officer at the USCG headquarters in 

Washington DC, retired Cdr. Juliet Hudson, announced a bi-annual joint assessment of 

Nigerian ports' compliance levels with ISPS Code provisions with NIMASA; the aim 

being “to enable us [USCG] to update the Port Advisory Security Portal in the White 

House after which a decision will be taken to completely lift the Condition of Entry.” 

Subsequently, a return visit was made by a USCG delegation in early 2024 led by 

USCG Advisor, Lt. Benjamin Montz, whose brief was stated as “part of their [USCG] 

plans to support the Agency in the area of training, while also collaborating with the 

Agency to improve safety and security in the country’s maritime sector, with particular 

reference to port operations in Nigeria.” Historically, this would be Nigeria’s highest 

policy profile to cause a change in the international perception, certification, and 

treatment of its maritime administration and merchant marine by a premier global 

regulatory authority such as the USCG. 
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Conclusion and Recommendations 

Given the preponderance of the US economy in global commerce, Nigeria’s target-

setting with ISPS Code compliance as the condition for passing the USCG’s 

Qualship21 examinations translates to a self-rewarding growth template. Beyond the 

expectations of anti-piracy, anti-drug trafficking, MARPOL, and wholesale maritime 

security architecture, passing the examinations would also confer a pass on Nigerian 

carriers at European, Asian, or other First World commercial ports around the world.  

Moreover, the new engagement with the USCG prioritizes training and human capacity 

development that should deepen NIMASA’s commitment to touted security ambitions 

in the expensive Deep Blue Project which came with assorted arms and munitions for 

the use of the armed forces personnel embedded in the Agency’s ocean patrol 

arrangements, especially given the porous maritime borders which are constantly 

exploited for IUU fish poaching by foreign rogue trawlers. Thus, security domain 

awareness processes and arsenals are indispensable for Nigeria to protect its national 

endowments in the territorial and exclusive economic zones of the country and to tap 

the fecund opportunities envisaged by the creation of the new Marine and Blue 

Economy Ministry. 

The next imperative to getting its acts rights is the tough call to de-politicize the 

top echelon of NIMASA’s management positions and professionalize the service by 

infusing technocrats with the right competencies and skill sets. The first set of 

appointees who implemented the original National Shipping Policy Decree 10 of 1987 

and ran the National Maritime Authority (NMA) was headed by an economist seconded 

from the Central Bank of Nigeria, Dr. Basil Ekong.  The subsequent Directors-General 

of the NMA and the NIMASA, especially since the end of military rule in 1999, were 

mainly non-core public servants who learned on the job, kowtowed to political powers 
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unquestioningly, and never served long enough to master the ropes unlike developing 

Asian maritime nations which appointed seasoned shipping gurus or experienced 

seafarers to head their maritime administrations. Hence, the agency’s policy thrusts 

were mostly anemic, incongruous, intermittent, and deficient of the potent ingredients 

for the development of a robust merchant marine industry. Consequently, no indigenous 

shipping line presently participates in break-bulk or containerized coastal or ocean 

carriage services despite provisions in the NIMASA law to nurture the growth of 

indigenous mercantile marine. Only a few indigenous tanker owners are involved in the 

transport of refined petroleum products, and they grew without assistance from the 

NIMASA system. Hence, the political leadership must address this concern in 

furtherance to the national economic interest.  

Finally, the maritime domain security awareness and enforcement in the 

subregion require the collaboration of other state actors in the region, especially the 

signatories of the Yaoundé Architecture, to continue steady participation in patrols and 

complementary action whenever counter-attacks, hot-pursuit or confirmed interdiction 

measures against piracy suspects are needed. This was the plea of the NIMASA D-G, 

Dr. Bashir Jamoh, to the USCG delegation that visited Lagos early this year, according 

to the press release. Jamoh said “[w]e acknowledge the support you have been giving 

us; we request that you extend it to other countries in the GoG, as a chain is only as 

strong as its weakest link, and all credit goes to the United States Government…” Hence, 

the open seas beckon to all users with seaworthy vessels, both good and bad, and except 

effective security cordons are strictly maintained and supervised, pirates and drug 

traffickers would continually seek loopholes to continue their dastard activities.  
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