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FOREWORD 

 
 

The Information Fusion Centre (IFC) has recorded the Maritime Security 
(MARSEC) Situation in the IFC’s Area of Interest (AOI) since Jan 16, with data 
corresponding from Jan 13. This document contains briefs covering separate 
maritime security categories which IFC monitors and reports on. All incidents were 
grouped into the following categories for 2019: Theft, Robbery and Piracy at Sea 
(TRAPS); Maritime Terrorism (MT); Maritime Incidents (MI); Illegal, Unreported 
and Unregulated Fishing (IUU); Contraband Smuggling (CS); and Irregular 
Human Migration (IHM). These briefs have been produced with IFC data collated 
from open sources and incorporates inputs from the International Liaison Officers 
(ILOs) deployed at the IFC.  

The aim of this document is to provide an update to the MARSEC situation in the 
IFC’s AOI for each MARSEC category for Jan – Dec 2019 and highlight any 
observed changes in patterns or modus operandi when compared with preceding 
years.  

It should be duly noted that all data and information in this document was obtained 
from open sources, and only constitute what was reported. It is not an exact 
representation of all incidents that have occurred at sea as incidents may go un-
reported to local or flag-state authorities. Any reference to analysis made from this 
document should take into consideration the above-mentioned limitation. We hope 
you find this update useful in shaping and/or cueing your respective MARSEC 
operations accordingly. 

 

Yours Sincerely, 
 
<via email> 
LTC Gary Ow 
Head Information Fusion Centre  
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SECTION A: THEFT, ROBBERY AND PIRACY AT SEA (TRAPS)  
& MARITIME TERRORISM (MT) 

 
 
1. Introduction. This section will provide an overview of the Theft, Robbery and 
Piracy at Sea and Maritime Terrorism (TRAPS-MT) incidents within the IFC’s AOI 
from January to December 2019.Figure 1 gives an overview of the IFC’s AOI 
location of TRAPS-MT incidents recorded. The incidents are color-coded for profiling 
purposes and reflecting a total of six sub-categories in accordance with the legend 
shown in the map below.   
 

 
Figure 1: Location of TRAPS-MT Incidents from January to December 2019 

 
2. Definitions. The definitions of the specialised terms used in this segment are 

as follows: 
 

a. Piracy. Any illegal acts of violence or detention, or any act of 
depredation, committed for private ends by the crew or the passengers of a 
private ship or a private aircraft, and directed: on the high seas, against 
another ship or aircraft, or against persons or property on board such ship or 
aircraft; against a ship, aircraft, persons or property in a place outside the 
jurisdiction of any State; any act of voluntary participation in the operation of a 
ship or of an aircraft with knowledge of facts making it a pirate ship or 
aircraft;  any act of inciting or of intentionally facilitating an act described 
above. 
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b. Sea Robbery. Any illegal act of violence, detention, any act of 
depredation, or threat thereof, other than an act of piracy, committed with 
arms for private ends and directed against a ship or against persons or 
property on board such a ship, within a State’s internal waters, archipelagic 
waters and territorial sea; or any act of inciting or of intentionally facilitating an 
act described above. 
 
c. Sea Theft.  Any illegal act of stealing property from a vessel without 
any personal interaction with the crew or passengers, other than an act of 
piracy, committed for private ends and directed against a ship or property on 
board a ship, within a State’s internal waters, archipelagic waters and 
territorial sea. 
 
d. Kidnapping-Hijacking. Any illegal act of violence whereby 
perpetrators have boarded and taken control/detained a vessel and/or its crew 
against their will, within a State’s internal waters, archipelagic waters and 
territorial sea. 
 
e. Attack. Any illegal act of violence whereby a clear attempt to cause 
harm to the vessel/crew by (a) discharging weapons against / towards a 
vessel/crew, (b) ramming/boarding the vessel or any other similar acts of 
violence have been made, within a State’s internal waters, archipelagic waters 
and territorial sea. 
 
f. Attempted Actions. Any suspicious act including but not limited to 
vessel(s); (1) closing on a steady bearing to hamper safe navigation, (2) 
having a very close CPA, (close approach or hull-to-hull contact) with 
boarding paraphernalia employed or visible, (3) weapons clearly seen on 
display as a show of force or threat against the vessel but have not yet been 
discharged against the merchant vessel and/or (4) unsuccessful attempt to 
rob or steal from vessel being boarded for illicit purposes. 
 
g. Suspicious Approach. Any act of vessel(s) approaching close 
proximity enough to warrant suspicion. 
 
h. Maritime Terrorism. This refers to the undertaking of any acts of 
terrorism within the maritime domain; involving vessels or fixed platforms at 
sea or in port, or against any one of their passengers or personnel, at coastal 
facilities or settlements, including tourist resorts, port areas and port towns or 
cities. Kidnapping for ransom claimed by a known terrorist group or terror 
group will also be placed in this category. 



IFC – FOR OFFICIAL USE ONLY 
 

7 
IFC – FOR OFFICIAL USE ONLY 

3.  General Observation(s) in 2019. Figure 2, 3 and 4 shows a total of 97 events 
that have occurred within the IFC’s AOI from January to December 2019. The 
numbers are slightly lower compared to the 101 and 119 incidents recorded in the 
same period in 2018 and 2017 respectively. The 97 incidents reported in 2019 are as 
follows: 
 

a. 5 Maritime Terrorism related incidents, including two Kidnap-for-
Ransom (KFR) incidents (5.15%); 
b. 2 Piracy/Hijacking-Kidnapping (2.06%); 
c. 12 Sea Robbery (12.37%); 
d. 41 Sea Thefts (42.27%); 
e. 33 Attempted Actions (34.02%);  
f. 4 Suspicious Approaches (4.12%). 

 
Tankers are the most attacked vessel type, with a total of 30 incidents (31.5%). 
Additionally, Bulk Carrier (23.96%), Tugs with Barges (15.63%), Cargo (6.25%) and 
Container Vessels (6.25%) totalling of 52.08% were also observed to be significant 
targets. In 2018, Bulk Carriers were accounted for the majority of incidents (39.38%), 
followed by tankers (22.22%) and Tugs with Barges (14.14%). 
 

 
Figure 2: Number of Incidents by Month in 2017, 2018 and 2019 
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Figure 3: Type of Incidents 

 

 
Figure 4: Type of Vessels Attacked 
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4. TRAPS-MT Area of Major Concerns Profile(s) in 2019. For the purpose of 
this report, the Area of Major Concerns will be referred as Hotspots. Several 
hotspots were identified in various locations within the IFC’s AOI. The hotspots 
were identified and differentiated by (1) geographical location (2) type, 
characteristics, frequency and level of violence used by the perpetrators (3) date, 
day and time of occurrence (4) type of vessels attacked and (5) type of cargo 
and/or goods stolen or robbed.  
 
For this yearly report, the hotspots were also determined based on the occurrence 
and potentiality of TRAPS-MT threats within the areas identified, namely: 
 

a. Singapore Strait and Approaches. 
b. Malacca Strait (Belawan and Dumai Port and Anchorages). 
c. Sunda Strait and Approaches. 
d. Bohai Sea. 
e. Eastern Sabah - Sulu and Celebes Sea. 
f. Manila and Batangas Bay. 
g. Kandla Port and Anchorages. 

 

 
Figure 5: Hotspots Relation - Number of Incidents and Level of Violence 

 

Figure 5 illustrated the hotspot relations with the number of incidents and severity of 
the level of violence. The level of violence differentiated by (1) Low Violence - 
incidents with no confrontation with the crew (2) Medium Violence - involving the 
threatening of crew/ use of knives or firearms by the perpetrators (3) High Violence - 
involving taking of hostages/ injury to crew by armed perpetrators. The majority of 
incidents in the hotspots tend to involve a low to mid level of violence, with the 
exception of the Eastern Sabah - Sulu and Celebes Sea, with a high-level of violence 
being observed (e.g. threatening of crew/use of firearms by perpetrators, 
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kidnapping). It is also of note that the number of the incidents that happened within 
the hotspots were less than five, with the exception in the approaches to Sunda 
Strait, Eastern Sabah and Manila/ Batangas Bay, which have a mid-range incidents 
count. Meanwhile, incidents in the Malacca Strait (Belawan/ Dumai Port and 
anchorages) and approaches to Singapore Strait shown a very significant numbers 
which recorded at least 10 incidents.  
 
5. TRAPS Hotspots Key Observation(s) in 2019. 

 

 
Figure 6: Incidents in Singapore Strait and Approaches 

 
a. Singapore Strait and Approaches. A total of 43 incidents were 
recorded from January to December 2019 (Figure 6) within this hotspot, 
which include areas within the eastern and western approaches of the 
Singapore Strait, such as (1.) off Tanjung Piai, (2.) off Tanjung Setapa, and 
(3.) off Tanjung Penawar.  28% (12) incidents occurred within the areas 
listed above, while 37% (16) occurred within the east-bound lane, and 35% 
(15) in the west-bound lane of the TSS. The overall number of incidents 
were higher than the 14 incidents recorded in the same period in 2018. The 
number of incidents that occurred in the western approach were higher than 
the five incidents recorded in the same period last year. Additionally, there is 
also an increase in the number of incidents that occurred in the eastern 
approach as compared to the nine incidents recorded in the same period last 
year. About 81.40% (35) of incidents occurred during Periods of Darkness 
(PoD) and notably, most of the vessels attacked were those with slow 
speeds and low freeboards, such as Tugs, Tugs with Barges and Tugs with 
Dredgers (19 incidents), Tankers (14 incidents), Bulk Carriers (9 incidents) 
and Drilling Ships (1 incident). Compared to incidents recorded in 2018, 
attacks have shifted from anchored vessels to slow-moving vessels 
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underway. The modus operandi of the perpetrators remains the same with 
no confrontation towards crew, stealing some metal scrap and no use of 
weapons reported for Sea Theft incidents. Meanwhile, the perpetrators 
tended to cause harm to crew with weapons such as knives and machetes, 
stealing vessel’s equipment and spare parts in the Sea Robbery incidents. 
Further analysis on modus operandi of perpetrators against vessels in these 
waters was provided in the IFC Spot Commentary 1/19, 2/19 and 3/19 and 
IFC Analyst Journal 1/19. 

 

 
Figure 7: Incidents in Malacca Strait (Belawan & Dumai Port and Anchorages)  

 

b. Malacca Strait (Belawan and Dumai Port and Anchorages). Seven 
and three incidents were recorded respectively in Belawan and Dumai 
Port and Anchorages area (Figure 7). In Belawan, no incident transpired 
in 2018 but three incidents were recorded in this area in 2017. All 
incidents in 2017 and 2019 occurred during PoD and while vessels were 
either anchored or berthed. Tankers and bulk carriers have been the most 
targeted vessels and the stolen items were small, such as fire hose 
nozzles. Meanwhile, in the Dumai Port and Anchorages area, one incident 
transpired in 2018 and four incidents in 2017. All incidents occurred during 
PoD and while vessels were either anchored or berthed. Tankers have 
been targeted and most of the stolen items were engine spares. No use of 
weapons and injury to the crew were reported in all cases in this area. 
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Figure 8: Incidents in Sunda Strait and Approaches 

 
c. Sunda Strait and Approaches. In the area of West Java - South 
Sumatera (Figure 8), five incidents were reported on Bulk Carriers, 
Container Vessel, Tanker and Cargo Vessel. The number of incidents were 
slightly lower compared to the incidents that occurred in the same period in 
2018. All cases occurred during PoD and while most of the vessels were 
either anchored or berthed. Items stolen by perpetrators mostly consisted of 
engine and generator spares. Low-level of violence were observed in all 
incidents. The last incident recorded in this area involving violent 
perpetrators occurred in Dec 2018.  
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Figure 9: Incidents in Bohai Sea 

d. Bohai Sea. In the area of Bohai Sea (Figure 9), three incidents 
were recorded in 2019, as in 2018. All incidents occurred on anchored 
Bulk Carriers. Two of the incidents occurred during PoD and/or in 
conditions with low visibility. Although only one incident was successful, in 
all cases, perpetrators stole and/or exhibited intent to steal fuel oils similar 
to the successful incident in 2018. No other incidents were reported in the 
area for the second half of 2019. 

 

 
Figure 10: Incidents in the Eastern Sabah - Sulu and Celebes Sea 
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e. Eastern Sabah - Sulu and Celebes Sea. Three TRAPS incidents 
were recorded in Eastern Sabah (Figure 10) (one Suspicious Activity, one 
Attempted Action and one Sea Theft). It was significantly lower than the 11 
incidents recorded in 2018. The incident of a suspicious activity in 
Semporna, allegedly involving three men armed with weapons – a samurai 
sword, machetes and a knife - on board a pump boat. The perpetrators 
managed to escape, but the pump boat and the weapons were confiscated 
by the Malaysian authorities. The Attempted Action off Tawau allegedly 
involved three masked men armed with weapons in a small boat. One of 
the suspects was believed fired a gunshot, which caused a minor injury to 
one of the victims. The victims then managed to get help from local 
authority. One Sea Theft incident occurred in Sandakan Port on board a 
Cargo Vessel. The perpetrators managed to steal scuba mask and oxygen 
tank without any confrontation to the crew and no use of weapons was 
reported.  The last severe TRAPS incident that occurred in this area was in 
December 2018, involving a Kidnapping-Hijacking of three fishermen that 
were brought to the islands in the southern Philippines and were all 
reportedly rescued by the Philippine authorities. Even though fewer TRAPS 
incidents were recorded, the Eastern Sabah waters remain as one of the 
hotspots for TRAPS due to the geographical factors and potential presence 
of lawless elements such as Kidnap for Ransom Group (KFRG) in the area. 

 

 
Figure 11: Incidents in the Manila and Batangas Bay and Anchorages 

 
f. Manila and Batangas Bay. Three and four incidents were 
respectively recorded in the area of Manila and Batangas Port and 
Anchorages (Figure 11). In Manila Bay, all incidents involved anchored 
Container vessels during PoD. The number of incidents were slightly higher 
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than the incidents occurred in 2018 (1). In all cases, small items reported 
stolen without any damage to the vessels, no injury to the crews and no 
use of weapons. Meanwhile, all incidents occurred in Batangas Bay during 
PoD and involved anchored Tankers. The numbers of incidents were 
slightly lower than incident recorded in 2018 (6) and 2017 (7). In all cases, 
the stolen items were small without causes any damage to the vessels, no 
confrontations, no injury to the crews and no use of weapons. 

 

 
Figure 12: Incidents in the Kandla Port and Anchorages 

 
g. Kandla Port and Anchorages. In the area of Kandla Port and 
Anchorages (Figure 12), three incidents were recorded for 2019 in a new 
hotspots of TRAPS incidents (no incidents recorded in 2018 and 2017). All 
incidents occurred during PoD and/or in conditions with low visibility. In all 
cases, no confrontation to the crew and no use of weapons were reported. 
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Figure 13: Other Areas with Similar TRAPS Incident Profile 

 
h. Area(s) - Similar TRAPS Incident Profile(s). Figure 13 indicates the 
TRAPS incidents in the areas that have similar incident profiles. Based on 
record, at least three areas were observed to have incident(s) with similar 
profiles. All the incidents occurred during PoD and/or in conditions with 
low visibility and while the vessels were anchored or berthed. It is also 
worthwhile to note that the incidents in these areas involved low to 
medium levels of violence, although two incidents experienced violent 
confrontation with the perpetrators.  
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Figure 14: MT Incidents 

 
6. MT Key Observation(s). Five MT incidents were recorded in three different 
locations within IFC AOI, which were the Eastern - Sabah Sulu and Celebes Sea and 
western coast of Myanmar as indicated in Figure 14. IFC recorded two incident of 
KFR claimed to be conducted by KFRG with linkages to Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG) in 
Eastern Sabah. In the first incident, 10 fishermen were abducted and brought to the 
islands in the southern Philippines, but were subsequently released after a few days 
in captivity. The second incident involved two fishing vessels, with abduction of three 
fishermen. All of the victims were rescued in two military operations conducted by 
Philippine authorities on 22 December 2019 and 15 January 2020. Meanwhile, the 
two incidents in Tawi-Tawi, Philippines involved the seizure of ASG’s firearms and 
ammunitions, which were transported using small water crafts. In Myanmar, one 
incident was recorded involving an attack by Arakan Army (AA) on a naval vessel. 
The AA were officially tagged by the Myanmar government as an insurgent 
organization.  
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7. Key Event(s) from January to December 19. 
 

Sea Theft: 
 

i. 13 Apr - Attempted Actions off Visakhapatnam, India. While a 
Bahamas flagged Tanker vessel MT SONANGOL NAMIBE was 
anchored off Visakhapatnam, India, 11 perpetrators using five boats 
hooked on ropes to the ship’s rails slipping their way on the vessel on 
131536LT Apr 19. Ship’s crew sounded the Alarm and blow the ships 
horn and port authorities were immediately notified. The perpetrators 
remained on deck as the crew prevented them from entering the 
accommodation. They did not confront the crew but only fled away 
empty handed after seeing that the Indian authorities were 
approaching. 
 
ii. 31 May - Attempted Actions off Bandar Penawar, Malaysia. 
While a Liberia flagged Bulk Carrier MV SAFESEA NEHA II was 
anchored east of Bandar Penawar, Malaysia on 312330LT May 19, 
two men armed with knives boarded the vessel. The perpetrators 
escaped empty handed by jumping overboard after they were chased 
by the ship’s crew. The crew lost sight of the armed men and were 
unsure if they were picked up by any other craft. 

 
iii. 16 Jun - Attempted Actions off Teluk Ramunia, Malaysia. 
While on routine patrol, Malaysian Maritime Enforcement Agency 
(MMEA) asset came across two wooden boats with four men on 
board attempting to cast away some items from the Tanker MT 
PIONEER anchored South of Teluk Ramunia, Johor, Malaysia on 
160245LT Jun 19. This prompted the authorities to arrest the 
suspects identified as Indonesian. Although two perpetrators 
managed to escaped, MMEA’s cooperation with the Indonesian 
counterparts later led to the arrest of the other two suspects who 
escaped to Batam in the incident. 
 
iv. 30 Jul - Attempted Actions off Tanjung Priok, Indonesia. A 
Malta flagged Chemical Tanker MT SICHEM RIO while waiting for a 
pilot off Tanjung Priok, Indonesia on 302220LT July 2019 was 
boarded by six sea robbers armed with knives causing injuries to the 
Chief Engineer who was on routine rounds during the incident. Seeing 
the crew alertness, the robbers escaped empty handed. 

 
v. 11 Aug - Attempted Actions at Phuoc Long Mooring Buoy No. 
03, Vietnam. A Singapore flagged Container Vessel MV KOTA 
WARIS while anchored at Phuoc Long Mooring Buoy No. 03, Vietnam 
on 111930LT Aug 19, was boarded by two robbers with faces covered 
with black hoods and armed with knives. With ship’s crew alertness, 
the perpetrators jumped into the water and escaped on a wooden 
boat empty handed. 
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vi. 18 Aug - Attempted Actions off Tawau, Malaysia. Two 
fishermen while fishing off Tawau, Sabah on 181230LT Aug 19 were 
approached by three masked men on a fiber-glass boat with a gun 
pointed on them. The fishermen sped away and escaped. However, 
one of the fishermen experienced minor injury on his arm believed to 
be from the gun shot fired by the suspects. The victims managed to 
get help from the authorities. 

 
vii. 28 Sep - Attempted Actions at Belawan Port, Indonesia. A 
Singapore flagged Container Vessel MV KOTA HADIAH while berthed 
at Belawan Port, Indonesia on 280400LT Sep 19 was boarded by two 
perpetrators. With the alertness of ship’s crew, the perpetrators 
escaped using hook and rope, going to their small boat empty handed 
and leaving 2 padlocks for paint store and bosun store broken. 

 
viii. 30 Sep - Attempted Actions at Phillips Channel. While an 
Indonesia flagged Bulk Carrier MV TRANSPACIFIC was underway at 
Phillips Channel on 301515LT Sep 19, five perpetrators armed with 
knives boarded the vessel. With the alertness of the ship’s crew, the 
perpetrators escaped empty handed. 

 
ix. 05 Nov - Attempted Actions at Singapore Strait. A Vietnam 
flagged Chemical Tanker MT GT EQUALITY was underway along 
Singapore Strait on 052018LT November 2019.  She was reportedly 
approached by six perpetrators using two speed boats and attempted 
to board the vessel. The Master increased speed and took evasive 
manoeuvres, which prompted the perpetrators to cease the attempt. 

 
x. 09 Nov - Attempted Actions at Batangas Anchorage, 
Philippines. While a Marshall Islands flagged Chemical Tanker MT 
SILVER MILLIE was anchored at Batangas Anchorage, Philippines on 
090100LT November 2019, two suspects attempted to board the 
vessel on two separate incidents in a few minutes interval. With the 
alertness of the crew, the first attempt by perpetrators to climb through 
the anchor chain was foiled by using the anchor wash fire pump. 
During the second incident, the suspects attempted to board via the 
accommodation ladder and was also foiled when the Master sound 
the ship’s horn. 

 
xi. 23 Nov - Attempted Actions off Tanjung Ayam, Malaysia. 
While a Marshall Islands flagged Bulk Carrier MV FAYE was 
underway off Tanjung Ayam, Malaysia on 230528LT Nov 19, she was 
boarded by five perpetrators seen to be armed with knives. The 
suspects escaped empty handed. 

 
xii. 01 Dec - Attempted Actions at Visakhapatnam Anchorage, 
India. While Marshall Islands Bulk Carrier MV DIONE was anchored 
at Visakhapatnam Anchorage, India on 010605LT Dec 19, six 
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perpetrators using a skiff boarded the vessel. The incident was 
immediately reported to the authorities. With one Indian Naval vessel 
coming close, the perpetrators cut off the rope and escaped. 

 
xiii. 24 Dec - Attempted Actions at Panjang Anchorage, Indonesia. 
While a Singapore flagged Chemical Tanker MTM PENANG was 
anchored at Panjang Anchorage, Indonesia on 240330LT Dec 19, the 
Chief Engineer while on safety round check observed three robbers 
armed with knives in the engine room. The General Alarm was 
immediately activated which prompted the perpetrators to escape 
empty handed through a rope attached at the starboard side of the 
ship’s railings. 

 
b. Sea Theft: 
 

xiv. 05 Feb - Sea Theft off Tanjung Piai, Malaysia. While a 
Malaysia flagged Tug Boat JIN HWA was underway in Singapore 
Strait off Tanjung Piai, Malaysia on 051715LT Feb 19, an unidentified 
number of perpetrators using a small wooden boat (sampan) boarded 
the vessel. The Master reported the incident to Singapore VTIS and 
Singapore Police Coast Guard immediately responded and chased off 
the suspects. 
 
xv. 11 Feb - Sea Theft at Cao Fei Dian Anchorage, China. While 
a Singapore flagged Bulk Carrier MV RTM DAMPIER was anchored 
at Cao Fei Dian Anchorage, China on 110252LT Feb 19 the duty 
officer noticed from the bridge wing a hose connected from an open 
diesel oil tank manhole to a small unlit barge alongside the ship. The 
Alarm was immediately raised and which prompted the robber 
lowering the hose and escaping in the barge. On sounding the tank, it 
was reported that diesel oil had been stolen. 
 
xvi. 05 Mar - Sea Theft at Singapore Strait. While the Malaysia 
flagged Tug SUNG FATT 31 and Barge SUNG FATT 36 were 
underway along Singapore Strait bound to Penang, Malaysia on 
051110LT Mar 19, 11 perpetrators using two sampans boarded the 
Barge. Although no confrontation occurred, the perpetrators escaped 
with some scrap irons. 
 
xvii. 27 Mar - Sea Theft at Manila South Quarantine Anchorage, 
Philippines. A Liberia flagged Container Vessel MV TRF KAYA was 
anchored at Manila South Quarantine Anchorage, Philippines on 
270430LT Mar 19. While crew conducting roving inspection, wet 
footprints were seen near the anchor chain and the razor wire near 
the chain was removed. Upon investigation, the Bosun store was 
intruded and the safety and firefighting equipment plus electrical tools 
were stolen. 
 
xviii. 09 May - Sea Theft at Deendayal Anchorage, India. While 
Marshall Islands Tanker ARIONAS was anchored at Deendayal, India 
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on 092210LT May 19, seven perpetrators using a red small boat 
boarded the tanker and stole two pieces of cargo reducers stored at 
the amidships starboard side manifold area.  The Master raised alarm 
and sounded the ship’s whistle which prompted the perpetrators to 
escape. 
 
xix. 19 May - Sea Theft off Tanjung Piai, Malaysia. While a 
Malaysia flagged Tug MODALWAN 11 and its Barge were underway 
at Western Approaches of Singapore Strait at vicinity south of 
Tanjung Piai, Malaysia on broad daylight of 19 May 19, unidentified 
number of perpetrators used four sampans boarded the barge. The 
Master immediately reported the incident to Singapore authorities. As 
Singapore Police Coast Guard vessel came close to the Tug and 
Barge, the perpetrators escaped stealing some scrap metal. 
 
xx. 30 May - Sea Theft off Tanjung Piai, Malaysia.  A Sea Theft 
occurred on board a Malaysia flagged Tugboat ASIA JAYA 28 which 
towed a barge, while underway in vicinity of Tanjung Piai, Malaysia on 
302341LT May 19.  During the incident, nine perpetrators were 
observed boarded the barge. POCC contacted the Master of ASIA 
JAYA 28 who replied that he is aware of the perpetrators’ actions 
onboard the barge, informing that he intends to continue with the 
passage. Information sharing were commenced between MSTF-
MMEA OPCEN, Johor and POLCOM-Royal Malaysian Police. The 
immediate information sharing and action resulted in the confiscation 
of two small boats and the arrest of five perpetrators. 
 
xxi. 30 May - Sea Theft off Tanjung Piai, Malaysia.  A Panama 
flagged Drill Vessel SC LANCER encountered a sea theft incident 
while the vessel was anchored at vicinity of Tanjung Piai, Malaysia on 
302230LT May 2019. Prompted action taken by Malaysian authorities 
resulted to the apprehension of six perpetrators and two sampans 
after stealing from the drill ship.  The incident occurred while CS 
LANCER was waiting to be towed by Tugboat LAMPAN 26. 
 
xxii. 16 Jul - Sea Theft off Tanjung Piai, Malaysia. While the 
Malaysia Tug SUNG FATT 31 and Barge SUNG FATT 36 were 
underway off Tanjung Piai, Malaysia on 160547LT Jul 19, unidentified 
number of perpetrators boarded the Barge, stealing some scrap metal 
and escaped. The incident was reported to the Malaysian authorities 
which then deployed three assets to conduct patrol. This is the 
second incident that happened to this Tug and Barge in 2019. 
 
xxiii. 03 Aug - Sea Theft off Tanjung Piai, Malaysia. The Johor 
MMEA arrested three Indonesian onboard a sampan South East of 
Kukup Island alleged sea theft of scrap metal on 030030LT Aug 2019. 
While on routine patrol and in response to the reported Sea Theft 
incident involving a Malaysia flagged Tug and Barge TEKUN 16217 in 
vicinity of Tanjung Piai, Malaysia, the MMEA patrol vessel sighted and 
detained a sampan with three crews suspected of Sea Theft. The 
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modus operandi identified was similar to previous cases where slow 
moving and low free board vessel such as tug and barges were 
targeted by unarmed groups. 
 
xxiv. 15 Aug - Sea Theft off Tanjung Piai, Malaysia. While the 
Malaysia flagged Tug and Barge KIEN SAN 1 were underway in the 
vicinity of Tanjung Piai, Malaysia on 151656LT Aug 19, two sampans 
came alongside the Barge and stole some metal scrap. The incident 
was immediately reported to Singapore and Malaysian authorities 
which resulted to the apprehension of five perpetrators onboard two 
sampans by the MMEA. 
 
xxv. 22 Dec - Sea Theft at the Eastern Approaches of Singapore 
Strait. While Tug KIM HOCK TUG 9 and its Barge were underway at 
the Eastern Approaches of Singapore Strait on 221429LT Dec 19, 
four perpetrators using two sampans boarded the Barge and stole 
some items. In spite of the incident, the vessel opted to continue its 
voyage to their next port of call in Vietnam.  

 
c. Sea Robbery: 
 

i. 14 Mar - Sea Robbery off Astrolabe Bay, Papua New Guinea 
(PNG).  A Sea Robbery incident occurred onboard PNG flagged 
Water Craft while navigating at vicinity Astrolabe Bay in Raicoast on 
14 Mar 19. The unidentified number of perpetrators ordered the males 
to jump overboard while the females were allowed to remain onboard. 
The perpetrators stole all the store goods and money then fled. The 
skipper of the boat was cut with a bush knife and shot with a catapult. 

 
ii. 13 May - Sea Robbery off Mapur Island, Indonesia.  General 
Cargo Vessel DA YANG BAI LI was robbed while underway 4nm east 
of Mapur Island, Bintan, Indonesia on 130210LT May 19. Four 
robbers armed with long knives boarded the vessel, taking hostage of 
the duty AB and entered into the Master’s cabin. The AB and the 
Master were tied up and personal cash were stolen.  All the 
perpetrators managed to escape.  

 
iii. 23 May - Sea Robbery off Kalimantan, Indonesia.  A Sea 
Robbery occurred on board Liberia flagged Bulk Carrier MV 
ODYSSEAS while it was anchored at Kalimantan, Indonesia on 
231930LT May 19. During the incident, seven perpetrators armed with 
knives, boarded the vessel. The duty watchman noticed the 
perpetrators and raised the alarm. The perpetrators threatened the 
crew with knives and managed to steal ship properties before 
escaping. The incident was reported to Taboneo Port Control, and an 
Indonesian patrol boat was deployed, resulting in the arrest of all 
perpetrators. 
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iv. 23 Aug - Sea Robbery at Belawan Anchorage, Indonesia. 
While a Marshall Islands flagged Bulk Carrier TOMINI DYNASTY was 
anchored at Belawan Anchorage, Indonesia on 230230LT Aug 19, a 
small boat came near the anchor chain and was told the boat to move 
away as they were about to heave up the anchor. As the duty crew 
was about to raise the alarm, two armed robbers who had already 
boarded the ship, held the duty crew member at knife point and tied 
him up. When the ship was ready to heave up the anchor, the 
remaining crew proceeded to the forecastle. On seeing these crew 
members approaching, the robbers snatched the duty crew’s walkie-
talkie and escaped through the hawser pipe after opening the security 
cover. Incident reported to Local Port Control. 

 
v. 26 Aug - Sea Robbery off Tanjung Penawar, Malaysia. While 
a Marshall Islands Tanker Vessel MT EAGLE was anchored NE off 
Horsburgh Lighthouse on 260445LT Aug 19, four perpetrators armed 
with knives and sharp objects using a sampan boarded the vessel 
through anchor chain. When spotted by the ship’s crew, the 
perpetrators jump overboard and escape. The suspects were able to 
steal one life raft and fire hoses nozzle.  

 
vi. 19 Oct - Sea Robbery off Pulau Kapaladjernih, Indonesia. 
While a Singapore flagged Bulk Carrier was underway at vicinity 
Pulau Kapaladjernih, Indonesia on 190120LT Oct 19, the duty oiler 
while making routine rounds observed five robbers on board. The 
robbers poke the duty oiler with an improvised gun and a jungle knife 
at eventually tied his hands and threatening him not to make any 
aggressions or he will be killed. The duty oiler managed to run to the 
engine room and informed the bridge on incident. General Alarm was 
raised and immediately reported to Singapore VTIS West/Central. The 
robbers escaped after stealing some valuable items onboard.  

 
vii. 23 Dec - Sea Robbery at Singapore Strait. While a Panama 
flagged Oil Tanker was underway heading easterly along Singapore 
Strait on 230012LT Dec 19, the Master reported to Singapore VTIS on 
the breach of security onboard where three perpetrators armed with 
knives slipped in the engine room. The vessel’s alarm system was 
activated forcing the perpetrators to escaped empty handed. All crew 
were reportedly safe except for the two motormen who were tied-up 
by the suspects.    

 
viii. 23 Dec - Sea Robbery at Singapore Strait. While a Panama 
flagged Bulk Carrier TRUST STAR was underway along Singapore 
Strait on 230120LT Dec 19, the Master reported to Singapore VTIS on 
the breach of security onboard where five perpetrators managed to 
slipped-in and tied-up two crew at the engine room but luckily manage 
to free themselves. The Master requested to divert to Singapore Port. 
The Singapore Police Coast Guard (PCG) conducted boarding 
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operation but the perpetrators already managed to escape and stole 
some generator spare parts.  

 
 
d. Kidnap-Hijack/Piracy/Attack(s): 
 

i. 22 Jul - Piracy at South China Sea. While a Korea flagged 
Bulk Carrier CK BLUEBELL was underway off Anambas Islands in 
South China Sea on 220425LT Jul 19, seven perpetrators armed with 
knives and pistols using a speed boat boarded the vessel and 
assaulted the Captain and other crew onboard. They stole some cash 
and other personal belongings of the crew before escaping, leaving 
two crew with minor injuries. 
 
ii. 14 Dec - Kidnapping-Hijacking off Karkar Island, Papua New 
Guinea. The dinghy with 12 passengers, including the skipper and 
crew, were hijacked by four pirates pretending to be passengers. The 
attack left one person dead and four missing, feared dead, while four 
others swam to safety and were later rescued. The boat hijacked was 
travelling from Karkar Island to Kubugum about 0900LT on 14 Dec 19. 
It was in the middle of the sea when the pirates attacked the skipper 
and crew and ordered the passengers to jump off the boat into the 
ocean. They escaped with the boat to Manam Island with cash and 
belongings of the passengers.  

 
e.  Maritime Terrorism: 
 

i. 18 Jun - Hijacking-Kidnapping off Lahad Datu, Malaysia. 10 
Fishermen from two fishing boats were reportedly in Lahad Datu - 
Tambisan waters and were heading towards Semporna when they 
were kidnapped by suspected Abu Sayyaf-linked gunmen, believed to 
be heavily armed, in speedboats at about 180200LT Jun 19. The 
suspects with their kidnapped victims were believed to have fled 
towards the Southern Philippine Island off Sitangkai, which is only 
about a 15 minutes speedboat ride from Tambisan waters. The two 
fishing boats were plying the waters during curfew hours without a 
permit. After a few days in captivity, all the kidnapped victims were 
released and safely recovered by the Philippine authorities. 
 
ii. 22 Jun - Shooting at Sittwe, Myanmar. The Tatmadaw 
(Myanmar Armed Forces) suffered two casualties in a Navy Tugboat 
attacked by the Arakan Army (AA) in the creek of Set Yoe Kya, near 
Sittwe in Rakhine State, on 22 Jun 19. The AA is officially announced 
by Myanmar government that they are an insurgent organization. The 
attack is the first of its kind against a navy vessel of the state. 
 
iii. 23 Sep - Hijacking-Kidnapping off Tambisan Island, Lahad 
Datu, Malaysia. Three Indonesian fishermen believed to have been 
kidnapped from the waters off Tambisan, near Lahad Datu in Sabah 
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by masked gunmen, in afternoon of 23 Sep 19. The three crew men 
were on a trawler that was accompanied by another trawler about 50 
meters away when they were approached by two pump boats colored 
with black/blue and a red/black stripes with armed men dressed in 
camouflage gear onboard. Four gunmen boarded the first boat and 
three suspects boarded the second boat. The three Indonesian 
crewmen on one boat were told to get on the pump boat while on the 
other boat, the suspects took all of the documents and cell phones 
from the crewmen but did not take any of the four fishermen onboard. 
They then sped off towards the islands of Tawi-Tawi in Philippines. 
The incident were later claimed to be conducted by Abu Sayyaf 
Group-linked gunmen. After few months, the armed men who 
abducted three Indonesian fishermen demanded a ransom for their 
release. On 22 Dec 19, two of the three victims were rescued by the 
Philippine authorities in a military operation. The last victim was 
rescued on 15 Jan 20 in a military operation conducted by the 
Philippine authority. 
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1. Introduction. This segment aims to provide readers with a better 
understanding of the location and types of maritime incidents occurring in the IFC 
AOI. From January to December 2019, 899 maritime incidents were reported, an 
11% (98) increase compared to the same period in 2018 and a 21% (188) increase 
to the same period in 2017. This observed increase in the number of recorded 
incidents since 2017 may be attributed to the continuous improvement of data 
collection processes and incident reporting in the region. The following analysis will 
look at the data recorded for the year 2019 and identify possible trends within the 
IFC’s AOI. The following five categories of maritime incidents will be examined: (1) 
Collision, (2) Grounding, (3) Sunk/Capsized, (4) Vessel Detained, and (5) Violent 
Confrontation. 
 
2. Definitions. The definitions of the specialised terms used in this segment are 
as follows: 
 

a. Maritime Incident. Incidents involving vessels in the maritime 
domain that do not pertain to Theft Robbery and Piracy at Sea (TRAPS) & 
Maritime Terrorism (MT), Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated Fishing (IUU), 
Irregular Human Migration (IHM), Contraband Smuggling (CS) and Other. 
Incidents due to weather may appear in this category; 
 
b. Collision. Any incident involving physical impact between two or 
more vessels, or a vessel and any other floating or still object; 

 
c. Grounding. An incident involving an impact between the bottom of a 
vessel’s hull and the seabed or coastline, resulting in the vessel being 
unable to carry on or proceed with her journey without assistance; 

 
d. Sunk/Capsized. An incident which involves or results in a vessel 
being overturned or submerged in the water completely (excluding 
submarines); 

 
e. Vessel Detained. An incident arising from vessels engaging in 
activities that are not compliant to the rules and regulations which apply in a 
specific area, or activities that are carried out without official permission from 
the authorities over the area;  

 
f. Violent Confrontation. Any hostile situation that involves any form 
of weapons or physical violence; 

 
g. Other Incidents. Incidents involving vessels in the maritime domain 
that do not pertain to other previously defined incident categories i.e. fire, 
gas leak, man overboard (MOB), MEDEVAC, missing vessel, etc.; 

 
h. Registered Vessel. A vessel registered with an IMO number; 

 
SECTION B: MARITIME INCIDENTS (MI) 
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Figure 15: Number of Maritime Incidents by month from Jan 2017 to Dec 2019 
 

 
Figure 16: The distribution of Maritime Incidents according to the type of incident 
 

3. Overview of January to December 2019. A total of 899 maritime incidents 
were reported from January to December 2019, 11% higher compared to the same 
period in 2018 and a 21% increase compared to the same period in 2017 (Figure 
15). This observed increase in the number of recorded incidents since 2017 is 
attributed to the continuous improvement of data collection processes and incident 
reporting in the region. Additionally, the rise of maritime incidents can be attributed to 
the changes in weather conditions in the IFC’s AOI within the period covered. Figure 
16 shows the breakdown of maritime incidents according to category. From data 
recorded in the first half of 2019, vessels sinking or capsizing, mechanical failure, 
grounding, collision, vessel being detained, fire-explosion, medical evacuation, man 
overboard and missing incident account for most of the maritime incidents in IFC’s 
AOI. 
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Figure 17: Number of maritime incidents recorded from Jan to Dec 2019 by types of vessels 

 
4. Types of Vessels. The main type of vessels involved in maritime incidents 
are Fishing Vessels (38%), Container/Cargo Ships (17%), Passenger Vessels 
(15%), Other Vessels majority of which consists of small boats, civilian landing craft 
tanks, dredgers, yachts, speed boats, etc. (14%), Tankers (8%), Bulk Carriers (3%), 
Tugs and/or Barges (2%), Government Vessels (2%), Unknown Vessels (1%) and 
Aircraft (0.4%). Figure 17 shows the distribution of maritime incidents according to 
the type of vessels involved. The following sections will provide a more detailed 
breakdown of maritime incidents and analysis of potential trends and patterns IFC 
has identified.  

 

Figure 18: Number of maritime incidents recorded from Jan to Dec 2019 by types of vessel 
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Figure 19: Number of persons rescued, missing or dead from Jan to Dec 2019. 
 
5. SAR Operations & MI Human Cost from January to December 2019. This 
section summarises the number of Search and Rescue (SAR) and Medical 
Evacuation (MEDEVAC) operations carried out in 2019, as well as statistics on 
people rescued, dead, and missing.  
 

a. SAR Operations. The IFC recorded a total of 580 SAR and 68 
MEDEVAC operations. A total of 14,037 people were rescued. Likewise, 464 
people are missing, and 349 people are dead for the year 2019 (Figures 18 
and 19).  

 
 

Figure 20: Overall breakdown of dead/missing persons 
 

b. Dead and Missing Persons. While 14,037 have been rescued during 
this period, a total of 813 are either dead or missing at sea. 179 (22%) were 
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seafarers, including ship’s crew and sailors,401 (49%) were fishermen and 
the remaining 232 (29%) are comprised of persons that do not earn their 
livelihood out at sea, such as tourists, migrants, and ship passengers 
(Figure 20). It can be noted that most deaths and cases of missing persons 
have been largely due to sunk or capsized vessels which were caused 
mainly by bad weather and rough seas.  
 

 
Figure 21: Monthly breakdown of dead/missing persons 

 

c. Figure 21 shows the breakdown of missing or dead persons per 
month. This translates to an average of 68 deaths/ missing per month or 17 
deaths/ missing per week. 
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6. Analysis of incidents from January to December 2019.  

Figure 22: Location of collision incidents in the IFC’s AOI 
 

a. Collisions. There were 89 collision incidents recorded in the IFC’s AOI. 
Container/ Cargo Ships (35%), Fishing Vessels (14%), Other vessels 
consisting of small boats, civilian landing craft tank (LCT), yacht, dredger, 
buoy, etc. (12%), tankers (10%), passenger vessels (9%) and bulk carriers 
(8%) accounted for majority of vessels involved in collisions. Figure 22 shows 
the location of collision incidents between Jan and Dec 19. The incidents 
mentioned occurred mainly off the coasts of the Philippines (18%), China 
(17%), Japan (12%), Indonesia (9%), Vietnam (8%) and Republic of Korea 
(7%). Further, most of the causes of collision incidents reported are unknown 
(74%), while some cases were due to bad weather (8%) and human error 
(8%). It is worth noting that of the 89 collisions, 173 vessels were involved, 79 
(46%) of which were registered vessels while 94 (54%) were unregistered.  
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Figure 23: Location of Vessel Grounding Incidents in the IFC’s AOI 
 

b. Vessel Groundings. The IFC recorded a total of 126 vessel grounding 
incidents within the AOI (Figure 23). Container/ cargo ships (28%), passenger 
vessels (24%), fishing vessels (19%), other vessels consisting of civilian LCT, 
small boats dredger and yacht (14%), tankers (9%), bulk carriers (3%), and tug 
and/or barges (3%) accounted for the grounding incidents recorded. It is also 
worth noting that the majority of the grounding incidents occurred in the waters 
of the Philippines (39%), Indonesia (17%), China (12%), India (7%) and Japan 
(5%). Based on the statistics of the incidents recorded, bad weather (31%) and 
failure of some of the ship’s systems such as navigation, engine, generator, 
and steering (15%) accounted for the main causes of grounding other than the 
incidents whose causes are still unknown (38%). Moreover, the geography of 
the two archipelagic nations (Indonesia and Philippines) that have large bodies 
of water surrounded by many islands increases the risk of grounding when 
vessels, at some point, transit very close to these islands. Other factors 
contributing to grounding incidents include human error, strong currents and 
rough seas. Out of the vessels involved, 65 (52%) are registered vessels and 
61 (48%) are not registered. 
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Figure 24: Location of Sinking and Capsizing incidents in the IFC’s AOI 
 

c. Vessels Sunk or Capsized. A total of 207 sinking and capsizing 
incidents were recorded wherein 273 vessels have been involved. 25 (9%) of 
these are registered vessels while 248 (91%) are not registered. Fishing 
vessels account for more than half of the vessels involved in the incidents with 
140 (51.3%), followed by Other Vessels consisting of small boats, civilian 
LCT, sailing vessels, etc. (19%), passenger (13.6%) and container/cargo 
ships (13.2%). Most of the sinking/capsizing incidents occurred in the 
Philippines (30%), Indonesia (12.6%), India (11.1%), and China (9.2%). The 
majority of causes for sinking and capsizing were due to bad weather (56.5%), 
water ingress (19.3%) while a large number of these incidents were due to 
unknown causes (10.6%). Furthermore, the countries mentioned above are 
mostly sea-going nations that accommodate and deploy large volumes of 
ships for commerce and transportation. Figure 24 shows the locations of the 
sinking and capsizing incidents. 
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Figure 25: Location of incident of vessels being detained in the IFC’s AOI 
 

d. Detained Vessels. 76 recorded incidents involved vessels that were 
detained due to engagement in several illegal activities. Tankers have the 
highest number of recorded incidents (37.9%), followed by Other Vessels 
consisting of small boats and dredgers (22.1%), container/cargo ships (13.7%), 
fishing vessels (9.5%), passenger vessels (6.3%), tugs and/or barges (6.3%) 
and bulk carriers (4.2%). More than half of these incidents occurred in Malaysia 
(55%), followed by Philippines (16%) and Indonesia (13%). Based on records, 
the reasons to which the vessels were detained are as follows: Unauthorised 
Anchoring (38%), Unauthorised Activity that includes illegal ship-to-ship (STS) 
transfer, sand dredging, coral harvesting and non-compliance to regulations 
(22%) Invalid Documentation (21%) and Unauthorized Entry (12%). Finally, it 
can be noted that 95 vessels were involved in these incidents, of which 48 
(51%) are registered and 47 (49%) are not registered. Figure 25 shows the 
location of the incidents that were recorded by IFC. 
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Figure 26: Location of incidents of violent confrontations in the IFC’s AOI 
 

e. Violent Confrontation. There were 14 cases of violent confrontations in 
the IFC’s AOI (as indicated in Figure 26). A total of 38 vessels were involved in 
these incidents, whereby most of the violent confrontations involved fishing 
vessels (68%) against government vessels (24%) in disputed fishing grounds 
(36%) or whenever they are fishing illegally (29%). Although some of the 
causes of the incidents are unknown (21%), miscommunication (7%) and 
personal conflict (7%), it can be noted that it still conforms to past observations. 
The locations of these incidents are as follows: Indonesia (14%), Russia (14%), 
Sri Lanka (14%), Taiwan (14%), Vietnam (14%), Andaman Sea (7%), India 
(7%), Republic of Korea (7%) and Malaysia (7%). 

 
7. Key Incidents from January to December 2019. 

 
a. January. 

 
i. On 07 Jan, product tanker “NAMSE BANGDZOD” was 
declared missing by Indonesian maritime authorities, since 28 Dec 18. 
The vessel was manned by 11 crew and loaded with 1,933 tons of 
palm oil when it left Sampit, Southern Kalimantan, on 27 Dec, bound 
for Jakarta (DB080119). As of 10 Feb, information received suggests 
that this incident is linked to an internal commercial dispute. 
 
ii. On 08 Jan, one person was killed, seven injured, two missing, 
and 22 were rescued when a 140-meter long oil tanker exploded and 
caught fire while the crew was connecting the fuel pipeline to the ship 
off Hong Kong's Lamma Island. 
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iii. On 13 Jan, an undersea cable and pipe-laying vessel 
capsized in Indonesian waters of the Singapore Strait after it collided 
with a Tanker. All 22 crew were rescued. 

 
b. February. 

 
i. At least 75 tons of heavy fuel oil were spilled from Hong 
Kong-flagged bulk carrier since Cyclone Oma drove it onto a reef at 
Rennell Island on 05 Feb. The ship was carrying 700 tons of oil when 
it ran aground. 
 
ii. On 07 Feb, two crew of a Sierra Leone-flagged tugboat went 
missing after it collided with a Hong Kong-flagged chemical/products 
tanker off Pu Pawai, Singapore. This is the first deadly collision in the 
Singapore Strait this year and the third collision of the year. A fourth 
collision occurred on 09 Feb between a buoy tender and a bulk carrier 
with no loss of life. 

 
iii. From 08 to 12 Feb, the Indonesian Navy detained eight 
vessels anchored in the Indonesian waters, northeast of Bintan Island. 
Anchoring in Indonesian waters requires pre-approval from 
Indonesian authorities. 

 
iv. On 23 Feb, three people were injured, and more than 30 
vessels were destroyed by fire in Muara Baru Penjaringa, North 
Jakarta, Indonesia. 

 
c. March. 

 
i. Two tankers were involved in two separate illegal STS 
transfers. One is an Indonesian-flagged vessel off Jakarta Bay, 
Indonesia, and the other one is a Singapore-flagged vessel off Vung 
Tau, Vietnam. 
 
ii. On 12 Mar, a bulk carrier collided with a gravel carrier off 
Wenzhou, China. All 31 crew were rescued by local authorities. 

 
iii. On 23 Mar, a Ferry ran aground Wei Zhou Island, China due 
to bad weather. All 770 passengers and 24 crew were safely rescued 
by local authorities. 

 
d. April. 

 
i. A one-kilometre oil spill discovered by Malaysian authorities 
along the waters of Tanjung Balau and Batu Layar in Johor on 17 Apr 
19 was believed to have been dumped by a foreign tanker. A recent 
study pointed out that each year, an average of 1000 tons of oil are 
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illegally dumped in the Malacca Straits. This poses a direct threat to 
thousands of families dependent on the fishing industry. 
 
ii. The total number of people who were rescued (3,127) for this 
month was the highest number for the past two years. Notable 
incidents involving three Ferries occurred in the Philippines: two 
ferries with a total of 2,096 passengers and crew suffered from 
mechanical failure, and one ferry carrying 307 passengers ran 
aground.  

 
e. May. 

 
i. On 24 May, a carbon dioxide leak on a tanker in Shangdong 
Province, China, left ten seafarers dead while 19 were rescued. The 
leak allegedly occurred during maintenance work. 
 
ii. On 25 May, an explosion occurred on board a container 
vessel, resulting in a chemical fire and smoke blanketing surrounding 
communities at Laem Chabang Deep-Sea Port in Chon Buri, 
Thailand. The vessel owner was fined 50,000 baht (US$1,590) by port 
authorities.  

 
iii. On 30 May, a collision involving a Panama registered bulk 
carrier and a Norway registered tanker occurred 2.7nm southeast of 
St. John Island, Singapore. No oil spill or MOB was reported. This is 
the fifth collision recorded in this area since 01 Jan 19. 

 
f. June. 

 
i. On 04 Jun, three crew members died and 14 were declared 
missing after a general cargo vessel capsized off the eastern coast of 
Sulawesi, with one survivor rescued after four days of being adrift. 
 
ii. On 16 Jun, a car carrier was abandoned near Reed Bank in 
the West Philippine Sea, after catching fire. The ship had 25 crew 
members who abandoned ship after a bulk carrier on its way to 
Thailand rescued them. The car carrier has been safely towed by the 
Philippines Coast Guard in the vicinity of Batangas. 

 
g. July. 
 

i. On 06 Jul, 14 fishermen died when a fishing trawler sank due 
to bad weather in the waters of Chittagong, Bangladesh. One survivor 
was rescued after drifting for five days. 
 
ii. On 21 Jul, a tanker registered at Port Kelang was arrested by 
Malaysian authorities for failing to produce authorization from the 
Malaysia Maritime Department when it anchored in the waters off 
Tanjung Penyusop. 
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iii. On 25 Jul, a cargo vessel carrying 25,000 packages of 
cement sank due to bad weather in Rakhine State, Myanmar, which 
resulted in five dead, two missing, and 12 crew rescued.  

 
iv. On 31 Jul, a cargo vessel collided with a warship along the 
Taiwan Strait, resulting in the damage of the cargo vessel’s hull (the 
last collision of a merchant vessel with a warship was on 21 August 
2017, involving USS McCain near Singapore Strait). 

 
h. August. 
 

i. On 3 Aug, a bulk carrier which was en route from China to 
San Lorenzo Argentina, allegedly struck a Taiwanese fishing vessel 
with six crew on board, off eastern Taiwan. 
 
ii. On 17 Aug, seven people, including two children, were killed, 
four others are missing and 61 were rescued after a ferry carrying 
dozens of passengers caught fire off Indonesia's Sulawesi Island.  

 
iii. On 17 Aug, seven people were killed in a fight among crew 
members of a fishing vessel in the Dobo Sea, Indonesia. 

 
i. September. 
 

i. On 9 Sep, Different collision incidents transpired when 
Typhoon “Faxai” wreaked havoc on Japan’s eastern side causing 
several accidents in Tokyo Bay. It was the 15th typhoon that hit 
Japan, winds of up to 209 km/h were reported in the Kanto region, 
breaking previous typhoon records of wind speed. 
 
ii. On 22 Sep, 16 vessels, including 14 fishing vessels and two 
yachts, ran aground in Ulsan and Jeju as Typhoon Tapah approaches 
ROK.  

 
iii. On 30 Sep, In an effort to mitigate sea robbery/ theft, MMEA 
detained three unregistered wooden boats known as “pom-pom” in 
East Johor waters, 11 Indonesian men aged between 21 and 42 are 
arrested along with three boats carrying a small amount of cigarettes 
and liquor in small quantities without taxation. 
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j. October. 
 

i. On 2 Oct, Six fishermen from Philippines and Indonesia died 
when a bridge above the fishing vessels where docked collapsed in 
Nanfang’ao, Taiwan. 
 
ii. On 16 Oct, a North Korean fishing boat was reported to have 
sunk in the Sea of Japan. According to the Japan Coast Guard, 14 
crew members on board fell into the sea. Seven crew were rescued 
but seven are still missing. 

 
iii. On 31 Oct, Three South Koreans died while four more were 
still unaccounted when a chopper conducting a MEDEVAC crashed 
into waters off the Dokdo islets (Takeshima). 

 
k. November. 
 

i. On 2 Nov, a first mate and two sailors died when an Aframax-
size oil tanker exploded allegedly due to failure to ventilate fumes 
inside its tanks off the Russian coast of Nakhodka. 
 
ii. On 8 Nov 19, a fishing trawler capsized with 24 people on 
board after colliding with a cargo ship off St Martin's Island, 
Bangladesh. Three fishermen died while nine are still missing and 12 
persons were rescued by responding commercial and government 
vessels.  

 
iii. On 23 Nov, a fishing vessel with 14 fishermen on-board 
capsized in waters off ROK's southernmost island off Jeju Island, 
Republic of Korea, leaving three dead and one missing. 

 
l. December. 
 

i. On 10 Dec, Indonesia authorities detained an Indonesian 
flagged vessel which was found to be carrying 85 tons of High-Speed 
Diesel (HSD) without load documents off Dabo Singkep, Indonesia. 
 
ii. On 15 Dec, a cargo vessel transporting cement clinker from 
Chattogram capsized in the Kirtonkhola River after colliding with a 
passenger vessel off Barishal River Port, Bangladesh. 300 persons 
were rescued. 

 
iii. On 20 Dec. a captain of a Turkish flagged bulk carrier was 
killed by a crew member when he reprimanded the latter while en 
route from Indonesia via Singapore to Suez, West of Sri Lanka.  
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SECTION C: ILLEGAL, UNREGULATED AND UNREPORTED (IUU) FISHING 

 
1. Introduction. This segment looks at Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated 
(IUU) fishing incidents that have occurred within the IFC’s AOI from Jan to Dec 2019. 
IUU fishing incidents refers to Fishing Vessels that have flout the rules of legal 
conservation and management measures put into place by the respective 
authorities. 
 
2. Definitions. Many references to IUU fishing fail to differentiate clearly 
between the three forms of fishing offenses. And the term of illegal fishing is often 
used incorrectly as shorthand. Hence for this report, The IFC has adopted the 
definition provided in the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization’s 
International Plans of Action. The definitions of the specialised terms as follows: 

 
a. Illegal Fishing. Fishing activities conducted by national or foreign 
vessels in waters under the jurisdiction of a state, in contravention of national 
laws, international obligations or those relevant to a regional fisheries 
management organization.  
 
b. Unreported Fishing. Fishing activities that have either been 
unreported or misreported to the relevant national authority or fisheries 
management organization whose laws have been contravened. 
 
c. Unregulated Fishing.  Fishing activities conducted by vessels 
without nationality, or by those flying the flag of a state not party to the 
regional fisheries management organization, in a manner that is inconsistent 
with state responsibilities for the conservation of living marine resources 
under international law or conservation and management measures of that 
organization. 

 
d. Illegal Local Practices. The conducted IUU fishing by national 
vessels, or foreign vessels which have a license to fish, in waters under the 
jurisdiction of a state, in contravention of its laws and regulations. 

 
e. Poaching by Foreign Vessel. The conducted IUU fishing by foreign 
vessels in waters under the jurisdiction of a state, without the permission of 
that state, or in contravention of its laws and regulations.  

 
f. Illegal International Practices. The conducted IUU fishing by 
vessels (declared as an IUU vessel by Regional Fisheries Management 
Organizations (RFMOs) and other official organizations) in contravention of 
regional regulations or international laws and regulations. 
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Figure 27: Number of IUU Incidents by month from Jan 2017 to Dec 2019 

 

 
Figure 27: IUU Incidents according to country 

 
3. General Overview. The total number of 566 IUU Fishing incidents, which has 
been reported in 2019, increase from 331 incidents in 2018, 408 incidents in 2017 
(increase by 70.9%, 38.7% respectively) (Figure 26). Most incidents occurred in Sri 
Lanka, Malaysia and the Philippine’s waters. Figure 27 shows the area of IUU 
incidents by country. Most of the incidents in Malaysia are caused by poaching, while 
in Sri Lanka and the Philippines, the main causes were Illegal Local Practices. In 
addition, there were two incidents which have been reported regarding Illegal 
International Practices. 
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Figure 28: Number of poaching incidents by foreign vessels each month, according to the 

vessels’ registered country 
 

4. Poaching. Poaching by foreign vessels remains a major concern for regional 
states. Vietnamese Fishing Vessels remain the largest group that conducts IUU 
fishing in foreign countries’ waters (Figure 28). However, Vietnamese authorities 
have implemented multiple measures across its Ministries, Sectors and Provinces to 
disseminate information to fishermen, warning them against the conduct of IUU 
fishing. These include heavy financial penalties as well as legal action. In addition, 
several coastal provinces have released their own regulations derived from the 
government's law and policy. Vietnamese Fishing Vessels actively conducted fishing 
in several countries’ waters, especially in April. The Malaysian Maritime Enforcement 
Agency, Royal Thai Navy, and Indonesian Navy continues to carry out enforcement 
tasks to combat IUU fishing in their waters, to which the larger numbers of 
apprehension of foreign Fishing Vessels can be attributed to. 
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Figure 28: Number of IUU incidents conducted by local vessels each month 

 
5. Illegal Local Practices. The pro-activeness of Sri Lankan and the Philippines 
maritime authorities in combating IUU fishing resulted in the highest number of IUU 
fishing cases being reported in the two countries. Illegal Local Practices is still a 
main concern for some countries in this region. Also, there were some incidents 
involving Illegal Practices by Licensed Foreign Vessels in ROK waters. Chinese 
vessels that had licenses to fish in ROK EEZ used illegal fishing methods such as 
banned nets. In addition, some of these vessels did not report the real data of their 
catch. 
 
6. Illegal International Practices. There were two international illegal fishing 
incidents had been reported in 2019. The first incident occurred in Indonesian EEZ 
on 12 July 2019 when MV NIKA, Panama flagged, was involved in IUU fishing and 
detained by the Indonesian task force 115 (received information from 
INTERPOL). The second incident occurred in Thailand waters on 14 Sep 2019, off 
Phuket shore when a Reefer from Cameroon was involved in IUU fishing and 
detained by THAI-MECC. Therefore, IFC has introduced the new terminology ‘Illegal 
International Practices’ for categorizing these incidents. 
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SECTION D: CONTRABAND SMUGGLING (CS) 

 
1. Introduction. Contraband Smuggling (CS) is a lucrative business that 
commands significant revenue through the transfer of illegal goods, involving both 
organised syndicates at the transnational level and individuals at the domestic level. 
The aim of this document is to correlate the MARSEC situation in IFC’s AOI for 2019 
on CS, to identify trends in specific areas and potential maritime routes previously 
reported. 
 
2. Definitions. Contraband Smuggling is defined as the act of conducting trade or 
business, especially of an illicit kind, of goods that are prohibited by law from being 
exported or imported; illegally imported or exported goods. To provide clarity and 
alignment in this report, the following terms are as defined: 

 
a. Drug. When the smuggled goods are substances with a physiological 
effect on the body E.g. Methamphetamine, Cocaine, Cannabis. 
 
b. Domestic Products. When the smuggled goods are either common 
household products or manufactured items e.g. rice, flour, salt, gas cylinders, 
plastic, cars; 
 
c. Fuel. When the smuggled goods are any kind of fuel e.g. diesel, petrol, 
Marine Gas Oil (MGO). 
 
d. Natural Resources. When the smuggled goods are resources that are 
harvested from nature E.g. Gold, Sandalwood, Wood, Sand. 
 
e. Tobacco. When the smuggled goods are a product of the tobacco 
plant e.g. cigarettes, cigars; 
 
f. Wildlife. When the smuggled goods are live animals or animal parts 
listed under the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of 
Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES); e.g. elephant tusk, pangolin scales, tortoises, 
sloths etc. 
 
g. Weapons. When the goods smuggled are designed for inflicting bodily 
harm or any form of damage e.g. guns, explosives etc. 
 
h. Others. When the smuggled goods are anything outside of the above 
categories e.g. Cash, Chemicals 
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3. General Overview. Figure 29 gives a general overview of various CS 
incidents that occurred in the IFC’s AOI in 2019. The IFC has classified the incidents 
recorded into eight categories (as shown in the legend). Each of the sub-categories 
has been analysed in detail in the subsequent part of the report.  
 

 
Figure 29: Contraband Smuggling Incidents in IFC's AOI for 2019 

 
There were a total of 346 reported CS incidents in 2019 (Figure 30), which reflects 
an increase in comparison to 2018 (313 incidents reported) and a reduction 
compared to 2017 (353), 2016 (390) and an increase from 2015 (316). The 
comparison has to be assessed with two aspects in mind, both of which still hold true 
from the previous AOI document: 

 
a. The activeness and frequency of such incidents being reported by the 
resident media: the majority of CS incident information comes from open 
source media reporting or from OPCENs. As such this data reflects only 
what is often an interception or prevention of a CS activity and, needless to 
say, not all the actual smuggling cases that went undetected. The pool of 
quantitate data available is not sufficient to make year to year assessment 
on the actual changes in the total number of CS occurrences. 
 
b. Stringent preventive measures undertaken by various law enforcement 
agencies and better agency reporting. As some of the data shows, and in 
other qualitative analysis, it would look like CS in some areas has 
dramatically increased. However, this may in fact be caused by greater 
reporting in open source and to IFC by relevant authorities. 
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Figure 30: Total Incidents, by month, for 2015-2019 

 
4. Contraband Smuggling Incidents by Categories. Figure 31 reflects the types 
of CS activities reported. Drugs continues to be the most reported incident but with 
104 incidents this year compared to 75 in 2018. This is followed by Tobacco (93 in 
2019, 42 in 2018), Domestic Products (63 in 2019, 72 in 2018), Wildlife (42 in 2019, 
47 in 2018), Fuel (37 in 2019, 31 in 2018), Natural Resources (14 in 2019, 34 in 
2018), Weapons (03 in 2019, 10 in 2018) and no incidents in others category (02 in 
2018). As compared to 2018, there was a significant increase in the number of 
tobacco incidents and reduction in the natural resources smuggling incidents. The 
increase in incidents of tobacco smuggling may be explained by the increase in 
reported seizure of Beedi leaves by Sri Lankan authorities.  
 

 
Figure 11: Percentage of incidents in accordance to category 

 

26

43
39

49

20

31
26 24 22

25 23
18

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

JAN FEB MAR APR MAY JUN JUL AUG SEP OCT NOV DEC

CONTRABAND SMUGGLING INCIDENTS (BY MONTH) 2015-2019

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

29%

26%

18%

12%

10% 4%

1% 0%

INCIDENTS BY CATEGORY

DRUGS

TOBACCO

DOMESTIC PRODUCTS

WILDLIFE

FUEL

NATURAL RESOURCES

WEAPONS

OTHERS



IFC – FOR OFFICIAL USE ONLY 
 

47 
IFC – FOR OFFICIAL USE ONLY 

5. Distribution by Location and Vessel Types. Figures 32 and 33 show the 
distribution by location and the vessel type used for CS activities respectively. 
 

 
Figure 32: Number of Incidents by Location 

 

 
Figure 33: Number of Incidents by Vessel Type 
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a. The Philippines, Sri Lanka, Malaysia, and Indonesia remain the highest 
reported locations. In respect to the Philippines, Sri Lanka, Malaysia, all three 
nations are proactive in their enforcement and all three nations utilise social 
media, press releases and their ILOs within the IFC to actively pass 
information about their operations. This proactive approach to information 
sharing means that an understanding of the types of smuggling in these areas 
is better. Sri Lanka, and in particular the Navy, while not having an ILO in the 
IFC, actively report results of their domestic operations online. 
 
b. The nations where we see this larger proportion of incidents are also 
coastal nations with close borders and many islands and waterways. The 
Philippines and Indonesia are also archipelagic states. This makes maritime 
routes for illicit trade readily available. Porous borders are a large challenge 
for any security and enforcement forces and with Malaysia, the Philippines 
and Indonesia instituting the trilateral patrols in and around the Sulu-Celebes 
seas since 2017. Enhanced cooperation between nations and bi-lateral 
relationships with other stakeholders to tackle higher priority MARSEC 
concerns like TRAPS and MT has led to an intensification of forces in the 
area, as well as enhanced legal and judicial processes, which also might be a 
contributing factor in these countries also achieving a higher proportion of 
counter-smuggling reports. 
 
c. The large number of adrift incidents are attributable to the seizure of 
adrift drugs noticeably in Philippines (early 2019) and seizure of adrift 
tobacco, notably Beedi leaves off Sri Lanka. The large number of unknown 
vessel types is largely owing to reporting. Often a media report will only state 
“by boat” and this low level of fidelity does not allow for further classification. 
Requests for information for this data could be made to official security and 
enforcement OPCENs but the IFC is cognisant of not creating an info-sharing 
burden on these agencies so clarification is often only sought for large 
contraband smuggling operations. With this however, the larger the bust, the 
more ‘news worthy’ the story appears to be and thus the enhanced coverage 
often includes the detail. 
 
d. The knowledge on general pattern of life across the AOI, particularly for 
smaller vessels remains low, and this is where the IFC is looking to strengthen 
its VCR network (participants and technology platforms). 
 
e. Unknown vessels aside, and noting the data set is small compared to 
the likely levels of actual activity, we see the use of small boats as the highest 
proportion. These are readily available throughout the region and in times of 
calm seas, in low light and near the shore, these vessels are difficult to detect. 
 
f. Container Vessels are most likely underrepresented. Owing to the 
sheer volume of container trade that is predicted on speed and ease of 
processing, it is likely that containers will remain an option for smuggling 
contraband items as it is still hard for security and enforcement forces to scan 
and check them all. 
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g. Fishing vessels has seen greater use as a modus operandi in the 
region. Pressures of fish stocks and enhanced pressure to combat IUU means 
that there is a ready pool of potentially underutilised fishing fleets. Built with 
large holds for catch, sea keeping abilities to handle higher seas, relatively 
low crew numbers and running costs, and often not requiring transponders, 
the dark Fishing Vessel fleets are a potential future MARSEC concern. In 
terms of supporting illicit contraband smuggling and human migration, this is 
being seen today. If the monitoring of these vessels is left unchecked, then 
the opportunity for them to be used for smuggling to fund terror, or for the 
movement of fighters or arms, or as platforms to stage attacks will remain an 
emerging MARSEC concern for the IFC. 

 
6. Domestic Products. Domestic products have been broken down into some 
specific categories where large numbers and volumes have been seen, or grouped 
together to help analysis when the numbers are smaller. As can be seen, most of the 
categories relate to what would be considered necessities e.g. food, clothing and 
cooking gas. 63 cases of Domestic Product smuggling reported in 2019, which was 
lower than 93 cases in 2018 and 88 cases in 2017.Patterns in 2019 were also very 
similar to previous years. That being food items being smuggled between and within 
the Philippines (19 cases in 2019, 28 in 2018, 20 in 2017) and Malaysia (19 cases in 
2019, 22 in 2018, 24 in 2017). There was a marked increase in the cases reported in 
China (14 in 2019 and none in 2018), which may be attributable to, among other 
things, the illegal import of frozen meat following the African swine flu epidemic. 
There were less occurrences of smuggling of luxury vehicles in the Philippines, 
which could be a result of the tough stance taken to destroying said vehicles when 
seized. Various national and regional taxes and duties on different types of goods 
could a motivator for the smuggling of items like rice and onions. The increases may 
not mean more actual incidents occurring, just a better understanding. In terms of 
the vessels used, Small Boats (11), Container Vessels (12), Cargo Vessels (11) and 
Fishing Vessels (8) and local passenger vessels (6) were the most prevalent. 
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Figure 34: Type of Domestic Products 

 
7. Drugs. Drug smuggling primarily used fishing vessel (26), Small Boats (20), 
Speed Boats (6), local passenger vessels (5), Container Vessel (4), however 11 
incidents used an unknown type of vessel and 33 incidents involved seizure of adrift 
contraband. Methamphetamine still accounts for the largest number of drugs related 
smuggling incidents. The number of incidents involving cocaine saw a marked rise 
as compared to 2018 and was second highest contributor. The increase may be 
attributed to the large number of incidents involving adrift cocaine packages found off 
the Philippines in early 2019. The type of drugs smuggled are shown in the figures 
below. 
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Figure 35: Type of Drugs 

 
a. Methamphetamine. This remained the most smuggled drug reported in 
the IFC’s AOI in terms of quantity, and became the most smuggled drug in 
terms of number of seizures. In 2019 there were 33 separate incidents, same 
as in 2018. The most number of incidents were reported in March – 8. In 
March, 300kg of methamphetamine was seized in Manila north harbour, 
Philippines. In Aug, two incidents of meth seizure were reported in Philippines. 
In June, one tonne of crystal methamphetamine due for smuggling to the 
Philippines was seized by Thai authorities.  In April, July and October, 
respectively 845,000, 700,000 and 800,000 Methamphetamine pills (known 
locally as “Yaba” Pills, or “Crazy Drug”) were seized in Bangladesh. In 
October, 691kg of meth drifting at sea were recovered by fishermen off 
Myanmar. In December 600kg of meth was seized in Japan from a fishing 
vessel. In March 1700kg of Meth was seized by Myanmar authorities. In 
March, 2 tons of Meth was seized by Malaysian authorities. In July, three 
incidents of meth smuggling were reported in Indonesia. In December, 60kg of 
meth was seized in Indonesia from a small boat from Malaysia.The location 
meth seizures leads credence to the fact that production has continued in the 
region of Myanmar and Thailand. Despite the crackdown by Thai authorities 
Thailand has remained a hub for sophisticated transfer of meth to countries in 
the region and beyond. In August, alarming quantity of meth was recovered in 
New Zealand and Australia, hidden into electric motors originating from 
Thailand. Given that Meth in manufactured in the AOI and exported, large 
quantities could be expected to found relative to other types of drugs. Meth is 
also a highly lucrative drug with high prices being fetched in neighbouring 
countries like Australia and New Zealand. It is also a newsworthy drug at the 
centre of large busts meaning that reporting of seizures is more likely to make 
more news sources. Other incidents continued to involve the drug being 
smuggled in various forms in the AOI between Bangladesh and Myanmar’s 
border as Yaba tablets and Shabu in Philippines. Smaller vessels have been 
observed to be involved in the incidents of meth seizure in Indonesia.  
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b. Cocaine. Cocaine (27 incidents) saw a spike in incidents in 2019 as 
opposed to 13 incidents in 2018. The cocaine in the IFC’s AOI predominantly 
come in via the sea route from the East. The spike in incidents of cocaine 
seizure may be attributed to the 11 incidents of cocaine being found adrift, 
washed ashore or recovered by fishing nets in the Philippines in Feb 19. It is 
possible that these were due to the smugglers leaving large quantities off 
shore for subsequent collection by small vessels. Philippine authorities have 
incentivised civilians to hand over such recovered bricks. Malaysia seized 12 
tons of Cocaine at Penang port in October, originating from South America. In 
August, Republic of Korea seized 100kg of cocaine, reported to have 
originated from Colombia. 
 
c. Cannabis. Cannabis smuggling was reported regularly throughout the 
year with 18 incidents as compared to 17 in 2018. It continues to be 
predominantly in and between Sri Lanka and India. There were also 
occasional marijuana seizures reported in South East and East Asia. There 
were also numerous news reports of cannabis being seized ashore in Sri 
Lanka. 
 
d. Heroin. Heroin has been observed to enter the IFCs AOI predominantly 
from the West. The 9 incidents reported in 2019 were slightly higher than the 
7 incidents in 2018. In May, an incident involved 330kg of Heroin being 
smuggled from Pakistan to India. In July, 130kg of Afghan heroin was seized 
in India. In Oct 150kg of heroin from Pakistan was seized by Maldivian 
authorities and in November, 224kg of Heroin from Pakistan was seized in Sri 
Lanka. From the recorded incidents, it may be seen that Pakistan has been a 
conduit for transferring heroin via the sea route in the IFC AOI. The seizures 
by the international forces in the Arabian seas predominantly involve much 
larger quantities. This may be due to the higher prices that may be extracted 
from the European markets. It is opined that the majority of the heroin 
smuggled via sea is destined to Europe (via East coast of Africa), and a 
smaller portion is smuggled to countries in the region such as India, Sri Lanka 
and Maldives. 
 
e. Ketamine. There were 2 incidents of ketamine seizure in IFC’s AOI, 
same as the number reported in 2018. In April 320kg of Ketamine from China 
was seized in Taiwan. In September, India seized 1,160kg of Ketamine from 
Myanmar. 
 
f. Other Drugs. Other drug seizures included Kratom, Methaqualone 
stimulants, as well as various unregulated prescription medicines or drugs that 
were not identified in the reports. 
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8. Fuel. In 2019, fuel smuggling saw media attention, partly due to increased 
discussion surrounding how North Korea was managing to skirt sanctions with fuel 
imports (including ship to ship transfers) and coal exports. The increase in reported 
fuel smuggling (37 in 2019 as compared to 31 in 2018, 18 in 2017) with April seeing 
has a spike of 8 incidents. Petrol, Diesel and Marine Gas Oil made up the large 
volume of the incidents. Fuel Smuggling also accounted for why tankers made up 
such a large proportion of vessel type given that in reporting, tanker involvement was 
oftentimes obvious. Most incidents involving tankers were tanker to tanker. Smaller 
incidents involved tugs with/without barges and fishing vessels or smaller craft, as 
well as small boats taking fuel across maritime borders without the proper permits or 
licences. Malaysia is still the cheaper source of diesel in ASEAN (after Brunei) and 
continuing the previous trend, a large number of fuels related incidents (18 in 2019, 
17 in 2018, 12 in 2017) have occurred here. China saw the largest number of 
incidents after Malaysia (8 in 2019, 3 in 2018). Vietnam had 4 incidents reported and 
3 incidents each were reported in Indonesia and Singapore Strait.  It was observed 
that the quantity of fuel seized per incident was much greater in China than 
elsewhere. In April, China seized 20,000 tons of refined oil from Singapore and 
Taiwan. Tankers (14), Small Boats/dinghy (12), Fishing Vessel (10) and Tugs (5) 
were the predominant categories of vessels involved in fuel smuggling. 
 

 
Figure 36: Type of Fuel 
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9. Natural Resources. There was a significant reduction in the number of natural 
resources smuggled in 2019 with 14 occurrences (34 in 2018, 21 in 2017). These 
incidents were reported in Malaysia (5), the Philippines (4), Sri Lanka (2), India (2) 
and Indonesia (1). As the figure above shows, the majority was Wood or timber, 
especially hardwoods like rose or sandal wood. Gold made up the second largest 
category. The value for gold in India coupled with higher prices make gold smuggling 
lucrative. Three incidents involved smuggling between Sri Lanka and India. The 
reasons for the may include the cheaper price of gold in Sri Lanka, use of gold as a 
barter for contraband at sea. Some gold may have carried to financially support the 
Sri Lankan refugees in India as it is easier and less cumbersome to transport as 
compared to cash. In June, Malaysia seized six containers prohibited wood products 
awaiting export. In March Indonesia seized two containers of illegal ebony wood. 
Small boats (9), Container Vessels (2) and Cargo Vessels (2) were the predominant 
types of vessels involved in the smuggling of natural resources.  

 

 
Figure 37: Types of Natural Resources 

 
10. Tobacco. In 2019 there were 93 incidents of tobacco smuggling as compared 
to 42 cases in 2018 and 35 in 2017. Cigarettes are a common commodity for 
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across the region is a major driver. It is also high profit/low risk when compared to 
narcotics. This is because nicotine is not an illegal drug that warrants severe 
punishments, unlike several other types of illegal drugs. Buying cheap cigarettes 
from a street corner might also be seen as harmless with many people willing to pay 
for cheaper cigarettes. One of the reasons for the huge increase in the cases of 
tobacco smuggling has been the 43 cases reported in Sri Lanka. 43 out of the total 
93 cases of tobacco smuggling were reported were off Sri Lanka. These incidents 
typically involved the smuggling of Beedi leaves by small boats, which traditionally 
operate between the seas of India and Sri Lanka. It is highly likely that increase in 
reported incidents is due to better reporting and enforcement by national authorities, 
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especially in Sri Lanka. From the incidents reported, it can be deduced that the 
activity occurs between India and Sri Lanka with the trans-national smugglers 
utilising fishing vessels and transferring the contraband at sea. A large number of 
incidents involving Beedi leaves packages adrift, abandoned in boats at sea and 
washed up ashore may be attributed to smugglers ditching contraband to avoid 
apprehension. Tobacco smuggling saw a dip down to two incidents in May and a 
spike of 17 incidents in June.  This dip may be attributed to the immediate aftermath 
of the Easter bombings in Sri Lanka in April and the spike may be attributable to the 
enhanced maritime enforcement following the bombing in Sri Lanka. Small Boats 
(28), Passenger Vessel/ferry (21), Fishing Vessel (11), Cargo Vessel (8), and 
Container Vessel (5) were the predominant types of vessels used in tobacco 
smuggling. 19 cases involved seizure of adrift contraband, predominantly Beedi 
leaves, off Sri Lanka. The key considerations for cigarette smugglers are as follows: 
 

a. Lower price smuggled cigarettes can be sold for less compared to 
legitimate cigarettes; 
 
b. Higher rate of return that can be made when smuggling and avoiding 
taxes and duties;  

 
c. High local demand for cigarettes; 

 
11. Weapons. The 3 incidents of weapon smuggling observed in 2019 included 
four different categories (10 in 2018, 4 in 2017). In September, Police in South 
Sulawesi, Indonesia foiled an attempt to smuggle roughly 6,000 detonators. Based 
on the information in the reports, it is likely for use in blast/bomb fishing in Indonesia 
(3). Two incidents were reported in Philippines in April and October where small 
arms and ammunition were intercepted, being carried by persons on ferries. The 
quantity of weapons and ammunition seized was small. While there were no direct 
links, the risk of arms movements in this region may possibly be attributed to 
extremist militants and terrorism. 

 
Figure 38: Types of Weapons 
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12. Wildlife. In 2019 there were 45 cases of different types of wildlife smuggling 
comparable to 51 in 2018 and 38 in 2017. In 2018 there were 51 cases of different 
types of wildlife smuggling. Pangolins (7 incidents), Turtles (7 incidents), Ivory (6 
incidents), Sea Cucumbers (5 incidents), Lobster larvae (4 incidents), Giant Clams (3 
incidents), Sea Horses (2 incidents), Sharks (2 incidents) and Sea shells (1 incident) 
constituted the majority of wildlife smuggling reported in 2019. Comparatively in 
2018, Turtles made up the most smuggled (12 incidents) followed by sea cucumbers 
(9); then Pangolins (6) and Sharks (5). In 2017, the top place was reversed with Sea 
Cucumbers followed by Turtles, then Pangolins. Malaysia (9), the Philippines (7), 
China (6) and Indonesia (6) saw the greatest number of wildlife smuggling cases 
reported. Small Boats (10), Container Vessels (9) and Speed Boats (4) were the 
major types of vessels involved. In January, eight tons of pangolin scales and ivory 
tusks were seized in Hong Kong. In March, Vietnam seized 9.1kg of ivory tusks in 
Danang port. In April two incidents of Pangolin scales and ivory seizure were 
reported in Singapore (12.9 tons and 12.7 tons). In May, 5.26 tons of Pangolin 
scales from Nigeria to Vietnam were seized in Vietnam. In June 3 tons of ivory and 
4.5 tons of pangolin scale were seized by Vietnam. In July Singapore seized 11.9 
tons of Pangolin scales and ivory tusk 8.8 tons from a container en-route from 
Democratic Republic of Congo to Vietnam.The large seizure of pangolin and ivory is 
indicative of their demand in the area. The contraband has been observed to have 
originated from Africa and is generally transported using container vessels. Majority 
of the cases were destined for Vietnam. However, it is likely that in view of the 
heightened screening employed at Chinese ports, trans-national smuggling 
syndicates are landing the contraband by sea in Vietnam, before attempting to 
smuggle into China via land (a major market where they are used for traditional 
medicine and decorations). The seizures of wildlife while being trans-shipped in 
Singapore are promising indicators.   
 

 
Figure 39: Types of Wildlife 
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13. Others. There were no incidents reported in this category as compared to 2 
incidents reported in 2018 (illegal fireworks and a shipment of glyphosate – an 
herbicide).  
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SECTION E: IRREGULAR HUMAN MIGRATION (IHM) 

 
1. Introduction.  Three key areas of IHM activity within the IFC AOI are identified 
as:  

a. Area I – in vicinity of Sri Lanka; 
b. Area II – in vicinity of Pengerang; 
c. Area III – in Sulu and Celebes Sea. 

 

 
Figure 40: Locations of reported IHM incidents in 2019 

2. Definitions. The definitions of the specialised terms used in this segment are 
as follows: 
 

a. Human Smuggling. When persons are implicit and wilful in their 
irregular/illegal migration (Based on economic; filial reasons; or migration 
associated with the UN definitions for Refugees, Asylum Seekers, Displaced 
persons and Stateless persons); 

 
b. Human Trafficking. When persons are coerced and moved/migrated 
against their will (forced or deceived into doing so); 

 
c. Human Exploitation. When persons are used, or currently working in 
the maritime sector, as a resource with no regard for their well-being (within 
the maritime domain) e.g. Slavery. Migration may not be an element in this 
classification; 
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3. Key Observation(s). Overall, there were 81 IHM incidents reported in 2019, a 
greater number in comparison to 2018 (69) and 2017 (66). From January to May 
2019, there was a significant increase of IHM incidents. From July to November 
2019, the amount of IHM incidents decreased and then started to rise again in 
December 2019.  
The largest number of migrants have been with the Rohingya with a total of 469 
intercepted in the maritime environment. Better wages in neighbouring countries 
continues to be prevalent with economic related IHM incidents. The levels of 2019 
IHM activity can be attributed to a combination of Law enforcement strategies and 
operations, multilateral cooperation, use of latest technologies, increased maritime 
reporting, political pressures and the weather: 

 
a. Law Enforcement. Multinational law enforcement strategies addressing 
criminal elements coordinating people smuggling organisations continues to 
be an effective means of saving lives of illegal migrants at sea. Some 
examples of how regional partners are addressing this are: 
 

i. Operating, co-operating, and sharing information with 
neighbours in strengthening security control and cross-border 
patrolling. For example, Bakamla, MMEA, and Police Coast guards 
work together to address common problems. 
 
ii. Philippines Coast guard has increased radar surveillance 
facilities, improving community reporting.  

 
iii. Increased Regional Multinational exercise participation 
encourages sharing and understanding on common systems. 

 
b. Multilateral Cooperation. The Malacca Strait Patrols (MSP) continue to 
assist the countries around the Strait of Malacca and Singapore achieve 
effective operational responses to MARSEC challenges. Similar operations 
are also conducted between Malaysian, Philippines, and Indonesian 
authorities.  

 
c. Advanced Technology. The sharing of information and technology is 
key to addressing IHM issues. Countries continue to seek new surveillance 
technologies trying to identify and monitor vessels that are not using systems 
such as AIS. Singapore’s IRIS continues to be a one-stop portal for the 
regional MARSEC awareness and has proven to be a very effective system to 
share the information with the partners. 

 
d. Reporting. The increased reporting from coast guards and marine 
police has increased the number of IHM reports; identifying more accurate 
and realistic views of IHM activities within the region.  

 
e. Political Resolve. With displaced people, the will to identify and 
willingness to take action to find solutions is always difficult and takes time. 
Large numbers of displaced people will inevitably try to find a better situation 
for their families, which sometimes results in large numbers of people risking 
their lives by travelling via maritime routes. Criminal elements will also be 
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willing to make deceitful promises to desperate people. Governments and 
international organisations continue to address these situations within the IFC 
AOI. 

 
f. Weather. Weather conditions will always encourage/ deter people in 
taking risks to migrate at certain times of the year. People smuggling 
organisations will also use good weather conditions to convince people to take 
those risks. Adverse weather conditions may also contribute to large numbers 
of deaths at sea. 

 
4. IHM Modus Operandi in 2019. Maritime routes south-easterly from the Bay of 
Bengal towards Malaysia/Indonesia/Australia are most prominent, though south-
westerly routes from this region towards La Réunion Island must also continue to be 
monitored. All these roads are used by people smugglers to entice people 
(Rohingya/ Sri Lankans) seeking a better life style or a new start in another country.   
 

 
Figure 41: Number of IHM incidents for each month from Jan 2017 to Dec 2019 
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Figure 42: Numbers of Nationalities/Ethnicity of migrants 

 
5. Key Observations. 

a. Pengerang's Coastal Area. This area is associated with a very high 
number of people migration due to economic/employment reasons. They are 
seeking better paid work or using this region as to get them to a third country.  

 
b. Sulu and Celebes Sea. This area of interest is due to a mix of religious 
and trade reasons as well as personnel seeking better work opportunities.  
 
c. Sri Lanka. This area of interest has seen many Sri Lankans seeking 
better opportunities overseas, including some Sri Lankans departing India 
trying to return to Sri Lanka.  
 
d. Largest people movement. For 2019, the largest numbers of people 
movement are associated with the Rohingya. When the Rohingya migrate, the 
vessels are overloaded and it is fortunate that these vessels continue to be 
intercepted earlier in the voyage. A few joint law enforcement operations have 
prevented these journeys on land prior to sailing. Early detection and reporting 
remain essential. 
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6. Conclusion. National authorities continue to identify people smuggling rackets 
operating within the region and sharing this information with neighbours has resulted 
in these illegal activities being intercepted on land. However, desperate people 
continue to attempt to seek better situations for themselves and their families, 
resorting to maritime solutions. Continued interoperability between authorities with 
information and data exchanges has initially provided increased reporting, but the 
high numbers of irregular human migration in the IFC AOI is unlikely to abate in the 
near future. 
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Note: Information herein were derived from various internal and external sources 
such as Focal Points, OPCENs and other maritime stakeholders. Seafarers should 
remain vigilant especially in areas where the threat level is assessed to be of 
concern in accordance with the IFC’s Assessments via its Weekly Report or Spot 
Commentaries. Ships should apply the appropriate security measures (such as 
Tugs and Barge Guide, Guide for Tankers Operating in Asia, or Regional Guide to 
Counter Piracy and Armed Robbery Against Ships in Asia). Ship masters should 
also be aware and refer to the Maritime Security Charts Q6112 and Q6113, both 
published by the UK Hydrographic Office. 
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