
Fisheries Crimes. African Maritime 
Threats Surge By FINSA reporter  29 March 2022 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The decrease in marine living resources is driving a surge in 
fisheries-related crime on the African continent but there are 
several other maritime threats too. Two major training 
exercises have readied participating countries for maritime 
law enforcement, but South Africa has been found to fall 
short. Watch the newsclip… 

Coastal states and the shipping industry are confronting maritime security 
challenges in all of the seas and oceans surrounding Africa. Last year, 
recognition of this led to a five month intelligence-led operation coordinated 

by INTERPOL’s environmental and maritime security teams. 
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The operation spanned 34 countries and all ‘Seven Seas’. This includes the 
Gulf of Guinea in West Africa, the Gulf of Aden, the Mozambique Channel in 

Eastern and Southern Africa, and the Mediterranean and Red Seas. 

Security agencies collectively say illegal arms and drug trafficking, and piracy 
and armed robbery at sea are the greatest threats. But there are also concerns 

about illicit bunkering of oil and crude oil theft, maritime terrorism, human 
trafficking, toxic waste dumping, illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) 
fishing, and overfishing. Growing trends include, amongst others, the use of 
explosives to fish, the increased usage of fishing vessels for human trafficking, 

and the prevalence of false documentation. 

Tightening up maritime security 

They have been calling for the African continent to urgently strengthen its 

maritime institutions to tackle these problems, despite the fact that the 
continent’s maritime security is protected by the 2050 Africa Integrated 
Maritime Strategy (AIMS 2050) and the African Charter on Maritime Security 

and Safety and Development in Africa (Lomé Charter). 

Adopted by the African Union in 2014, Africa’s Integrated Maritime Strategy 
2050 (AIM 2050), is an overarching framework for a variety of African 
maritime strategies to address security challenges. It also represents a major 

movement towards developing Africa’s Blue Economy in a sustainable and a 

secure way. 

The African Charter on Maritime Security and Safety and Development in Africa 

(Lomé Charter) adopted in October 2016 requires its member States to 
implement appropriate fisheries and aquaculture policies for the conservation, 
management, and sustainable exploitation of fish stocks and’ other biological 

resources. 

They must also carry out the necessary reforms for good governance in the 
fishery sector, promote continental fishing and aquaculture to contribute to 
the creation of employment, reduce food insecurity and promote economic 

diversification while taking measures to effectively combat IUU fishing activity. 
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Within these, provision is made in key areas that include capacity building, 
maritime information and intelligence sharing, joint military/naval exercises to 

fight insecurity and promote peace and security in the continent’s maritime 

ecosystems – all integral to sustainable development. 

Exercise Obangame Express 2022 

Readiness to act involves a lot of training and this month (March) the largest 
multinational maritime exercise, Exercise Obangame Express 2022, came to 

an end in Senegal, West Africa. 

The training exercise took the form of in-port training followed by at-sea 
training that tested the participating ships’ and maritime operation centres 

abilities to conduct maritime interdiction operations. 

Training opportunities included boarding techniques, search and rescue 
operations, medical casualty response, radio communication, information 

management techniques and various military operations. 

According to Lieutenant General Kirk Smith, deputy commander of the US 
Africa Command, this included real-time exercise scenarios that incorporated 

energy security; IUU fishing; and cross-boundary maritime domain awareness. 

The exercise took place across five zones in the Atlantic Ocean and Gulf of 
Guinea, stretching from Senegal to Angola and across the Economic 
Community of West African States and Economic Community of Central African 

States (ECCAS) states. 

Thirty-two nations took part including Namibia and Angola. 

Exercise Cutlass Express 2022 

Another Exercise which took place in February, in which South Africa also did 
not participate, was International Maritime Exercise Cutlass Express 2022 

(IMX/CE 2022). 
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Sponsored by the US Africa Command and led by the US Naval Forces Europe-
Afria / US Sixth Fleet, IMX/CE2022 was the largest unmanned Exercise to take 

place ever and involved 80 unmanned systems from 10 nations, including 

Mozambique, Tanzania and Kenya. 

This was with a view to assessing and improving combined maritime law 

enforcement capacity, promoting national and regional security in East Africa, 
and increasing interoperability between the US, African nations, and 
international partners. Almost 50 ships and 9000 seamen and women from 
naval forces spanning across the Arabian Gulf, Arabian Sea, Gulf of Oman, Red 

Sea, and North Indian Ocean, participated. 

Training operations included mine countermeasures; visit, board, search and 
seizure; and mass casualty response, flight training and ship gunnery, among 

others. The commercial shipping industry also participated through a joint 
shipping coordination centre led by a multinational team to interface between 

naval and merchant vessels. 

Interpol, the US Coast Guard, the US Department of Homeland Security, the 
US Department of Justice, and the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 

participated in the exercise. 

Marine rule of law 

This year’s Exercise used to maximum advantage the recently adopted Jeddah 
Amendment to the Djibouti Code of Conduct, which 14 nations are signatories. 
This served as a framework for exercising information sharing practices and 

enforcing marine rule of law. 

The participating nations tested their ability to detect or disrupt illicit 

trafficking, piracy, illegal fishing, as well as search and rescue situations. 

It is what the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) 
programme has been pleading for a while. It wants greater cooperation on 
fisheries management, patrols and enforcement in the Gulf of Guinea to end 

illegal fishing. 
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This was voiced at an annual conference of the Fisheries Committee for the 

West Central Gulf of Guinea (FCWC) held in December 2021. 

In agreement is Africom which says it concerned about the Chinese’s 

expansion in West Africa and the Gulf of Guinea. 

The Commander of Africom, General Stephen Townsend, is on record saying 
that he thinks the Chinese aspire to a having a maritime task force and naval 

base in that area. 

While the Chinese say its purpose would be to prevent piracy and illegal 
fishing, he says “studies that I have seen say the number one purveyor of 

illegal fishing in the Gulf of Guinea are Chinese fishing fleets.” 

The FCWC committee says it is currently building a database on the fisheries 

sector in West Africa to help inform policies and decisions. 

Local response to terrorism 

At a local level there is a new report out which highlights just how poorly 

prepared South Africa is to deal with terrorism. 

The Global Initiative Against Transnational Organised Crime has released a 

report titled “Insurgency, illicit markets and corruption: The Cabo Delgado 

conflict and its regional implications.” 

The conflict in the Cabo Delgado region of Mozambique has been ongoing for 

several years and the link to Islamic State cases is documented. The report 
makes the point that, “some have speculated that South Africa’s intervention 
via SADC in neighbouring Mozambique could make the country a bigger 
target.@ Mozambique Insurgency: Focus Needs to Shift to Preventing 

Criminality at Sea 

Mozambique Security Threats Impact Fishing 



6 
 

“South African president Cyril Ramaphosa, for example, warned that Islamic 
State (IS) militants could target South Africa and other allied nations 

intervening in Mozambique at a summit with Kenya’s president Uhuru Kenyatta 

in November 2021,” the report notes. 

South Africa’s involvement in the Mozambique insurgency via SADC has 

already raised a warning from the Islamic State and some observers say the 

country ‘faces an imminent threat of jihadist terrorism’. 

It is the view of the authors that South Africa’s “institutions tasked with 

identifying, prosecuting and preventing these cases are fundamentally weak.” 
They point to corruption, maladministration and infiltration by organized crime, 
and political interference. Agencies that have been undermined include the 
State Security Agency, the police’s Crime Intelligence Division, and the 

National Prosecuting Authority (NPA).  

                                   ………………………….. 


