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A risk assessment of organised maritime crime

Carina Bruwer

Summary

The Atlantic Ocean is a vital conduit for vessels transporting and sourcing licit and illicit
commodities. Much of the focus on maritime crime has been on the North Atlantic and the
Gulf of Guinea, with fragmented attention paid to illicit activities further south in the Atlantic
bordering Angola, Namibia and South Africa. This paper maps transnational organised
crimes facilitated by vessels, with the aim of identifying challenges and opportunities in
safeguarding southwestern Africa’s coast.

Key points

Various vessels transport and source illicit commmodities in Africa’s South Atlantic.

The Red Sea conflict has increased vessel traffic around Southern Africa’s coast, bringing
both opportunities and risks to trade.

Cocaine remains the primary drug entering Africa via the South Atlantic, but synthetic
drug and precursor trafficking is increasing.

Flags of convenience facilitate illegal fishing on the Angola/Namibian border.
Limited resources constrain counter-efforts.

Mapping Africa’s South Atlantic illicit markets provides an evidence base for stakeholders
working to counter them.




Glossary

- Flag state: State in which a vessel is registered or is otherwise entitled to fly its flag

. Coastal state: State with a coastline that has the right to prescribe and enforce laws applicable to
vessels in its national waters

« Port state: State that has the right to prescribe and enforce laws applicable to vessels in its ports

« Flag of convenience: Flying the flag of a country other than the country of ownership for financial
benefit or to evade controls

« lUU fishing: Illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing

« MDA: Maritime domain awareness

« NMSS: National Maritime Security Strategy

Introduction

Humanity is inextricably tied to the ocean, which sustains life by regulating the climate and providing
oxygen, food and energy. Revered across cultures and identities, its depths are severe, its waters in constant
flux, and much of it remains unexplored. It is regionally divided into five oceans - the Arctic, Southern, Indian,
Atlantic and Pacific. The Atlantic Ocean is the second-largest and a geographic, economic and strategically
vital seascape connecting Africa, Europe, the Americas and Antarctica. It is the world’s most travelled ocean
and has long been a gateway for both licit and illicit trade as goods move between source, transit and
consumer states.

Below the surface, the ocean holds a treasure trove of natural resources, including marine species, minerals
and hydrocarbons. The blue economy also provides jobs and tourism income and is increasingly being
explored for renewable energy sources.’

In recognition of the central role the ocean plays in human wellbeing and economic prosperity, states
globally seek to increase their maritime presence to safeguard their interests. This is reflected in the recent
adoption of the Biodiversity Beyond National Jurisdiction treaty, which seeks to protect the high seas

from unsustainable exploitation. So, too, African states seek to secure their marine environments and blue
economies. But to fully unlock the opportunities held by the ocean, African states should safeguard their
shores from increased competition for ocean access and resources, including from criminal actors likewise
looking to profit from the sea.

Criminal actors have permeated the Atlantic’s waters and societies from the high seas to coastlines, and
from coastal commmunities to the highest echelons of government. Although tales of pirates and slave ships
traversing Atlantic trade routes are reminiscent of a bygone era, these waterways remain a conduit for
piracy and slavery’s contemporary equivalents, along with myriad other illegal activities. Like legal trade,
these crimes are facilitated and accelerated by globalisation, technology and ever-expanding, cost-effective
international trade.?

The Atlantic Basin is divided into north and south, with the South Atlantic hugging Africa’s southwestern
coastline. Most attention on Atlantic criminal markets has focused on trans-Atlantic trade, the North Atlantic
and West Africa’s Gulf of Guinea, where armed attacks and drug trafficking illustrate the potential impact

of insecurity at sea on governance, livelihoods, biodiversity, security and shipping.® In contrast, research on
Southern Africa’s role in South Atlantic illicit economies is fragmented despite being the scene of multiple
cross-border illegal trades.*

As more local, regional and international vessels traverse Southern Africa’s coasts and harbours, it is
imperative that states and other stakeholders become as amphibious as criminal networks. This threat
assessment aims to provide policymakers, practitioners and researchers with an overview of the key
transnational organised crimes (TOC) perpetrated in the South Atlantic waters off Angola, Namibia and
South Africa.
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Section 1 provides an overview of Southern Africa’s Atlantic-bordering countries, namely Angola, Namibia
and South Africa. Section 2 highlights key considerations applicable to crimes committed at sea. Section 3
outlines key organised criminal activities perpetrated on board vessels.

Section 4 reviews the local, regional and international responses to these activities. Section 5 unpacks key
barriers to implementing policy and operational responses, revealing their vulnerabilities and shortcomings.
The final section provides practical recommmendations to enhance the response.

Research scope and methodology

Although maritime crimes have land-based components, this report focuses on TOC on vessels at sea

with limited reference to ports and harbours. Data was gathered through a literature review of books,
academic and media articles, reports, international treaties, and national laws, policies and strategies. This
was complemented by qualitative interviews with respondents from South Africa, Namibia and Angola. The
respondents commented on the most prevalent forms of TOC in the region’s waters, the criminal actors
involved, and counter-efforts to mitigate TOC's effects.

Preliminary interview respondents were purposively sampled, and additional participants were identified
through snowball sampling. Interview respondents work in different capacities related to responses to TOC
at sea. This includes representatives from departments of transport, police, defence forces, customs, fisheries,
etc. Respondents working in the fishing industry were also interviewed. Data was triangulated between the

different data sources.

Southern Atlantic coastal state overview

Chart 1: Southwest Africa at a glance
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Chart 2: Exclusive economic zones and key ports
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Angola, Namibia and South Africa are Southern African Development Community (SADC) member states
and constitute the Benguela Current Convention, derived from the current that borders the region and
separates the Atlantic from the Indian Ocean at Cape Agulhas in South Africa. Southern Africa, especially
South Africa as a tri-oceanic country located along major sea routes, relies primarily on maritime transport
for trade and occupies a significant geostrategic location.

While this location and well-developed transport infrastructure?

are conducive to legal trade, it equally causes the region

to serve as a corridor for illegal trade. Its coastlines are long
Southern Africa re”es and often remote, with no nearby trans-Atlantic neighbours,

. . . amplifying the ability to operate in distant waters undetected.?*
prl matri ly on marltl me The region’s criminal ecosystems are further shaped by global,
tra nsport for trade and regional and local geopolitics, socioeconomic conditions and

. . . trade dynamics. Expanding commercial connections and trade
OocCcu pleS d Slgn lﬂca nt infrastructure without parallel social and coastal development,

geOStrategiC |Ocati0n adequate financial and regulatory frameworks and effective
maritime monitoring, all attract TOC to the region.?®

Much of Angola, Namibia and South Africa’s resource wealth is at sea. Their waters are rich in biodiversity,
lucrative marine species, minerals, oil and gas.?® All three countries also serve as logistics hubs for trade
with landlocked SADC neighbours via extensive inland connections of roads and railways. Although
participants highlighted South Africa’s central location for international distribution, the entire region is
experiencing increased vessel traffic as vessels reroute around the Cape Route due to attacks by Houthi
rebels in the Red Sea.?”

The next section highlights key considerations applicable to crimes committed on board vessels at sea and
in port.

Securing Africa’s South Atlantic: a risk assessment of organised maritime crime
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Responsibility to combat maritime crime

At sea

The ocean’s immense size complicates detecting and responding to TOC. When crimes occur at sea, flag,
coastal and port states share law enforcement responsibilities, which are determined by the crime type,
distance from shore, and vessel's nationality. Coastal states have varying law enforcement powers up to
200 nautical miles from land. This jurisdiction typically increases the closer to a country’s coastline a crime
is committed.?®

Chart 3: Smuggling and trafficking of illicit goods by sea

Contiguous
24nm

Territorial sea

" Internal
waters

Source: Adapted from Global Maritime Crime Programme, Maritime Crime: A Manual for Criminal Justice Practitioners,
2020, https://www.unodc.org/documents/Maritime_crime/GCMCP_Maritime 3rd_edition Ebook.pdf.
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(UNCLOS) Article

Internal Article 8 All criminal offences Arrest and
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Territorial Article 2-4 and 27: Criminal offences which: (a) consequences of the crime extend to the Arrest and
sea and Article 47 and 49 Coastal State; (b) crime is of a kind to disturb the peace of the country or  prosecute
archipelagic the good order of the territorial sea; (c) assistance of the local authorities

waters has been requested by the master of the ship or by a diplomatic agent or

consular officer of the Flag State and (d) such measures are necessary for
the suppression of illicit traffic in narcotic drugs or psychotropic substances

Contiguous Atrticle 332 Criminal offences which break or are intended to break fiscal, immigration, Prevent
zone sanitary and custom (FISC) laws in Coastal State’s territory or territorial seas = attempts,
arrest and
prosecute
committed
offences
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resources and economic exploitation of the zone prosecute

Source: Author?®
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Beyond coastal state waters are the high seas, where no state has sovereignty. A vessel’s flag state has
primary jurisdiction over its vessels, which is especially important on the high seas. Foreign-owned vessels
can register in South Africa,*® Namibia®' and Angola®? under certain circumstances - although none of the
three is a significant flag state for vessels operating internationally.

In port

Over 80% of global trade is transported by sea, and this is set to increase as port infrastructure expands,
including in SADC. Southern Africa’s centrally located ports are a global transit point,** currently servicing
considerably more vessels due to the conflict in the Red Sea. Between December 2023 and March 2024,
container vessel arrivals by gross tonnage increased by 328% in Cape Town alone.?* Since there are concerns
regarding South African ports’ capacity to handle much more trade*> Namibia and Angola may see larger
increases in maritime trade volumes, especially following ongoing port expansion in the region.>®

Rather than preferring certain ports, criminal networks usually rely on established trade routes. This is

why illegal trade often passes through ports with high trade volumes, such as Durban in South Africa and
Walvis Bay in Namibia. Although ports form bottlenecks and are often where illicit shipments are seized,

the colossal volume of trade complicates identifying illegality. Coupled with this are often parallel legal and
illegal shipments of the same commodity, which obscures illegal trade, and limited technology and profiling
abilities to identify illicit shipments. One participant told ENACT: ‘Ports are a non-competitive environment
for traffickers, so they haven't had to get too sophisticated.”

Location is also important, as it is for legal trade. Fish, for example, is often offloaded near fishing grounds
or where fishing companies’ jetties are located. So, while rock lobster might be offloaded in Luderitz, horse
mackerel is offloaded in Walvis Bay.*® Luderitz is also shallower than Walvis Bay, which means larger vessels
do not typically dock there3° Available infrastructure and transport to the hinterland are also relevant for
onward transport of commodities.*°

Some terminals are run by private companies. For example, Luanda’s multipurpose terminal is privately
managed“’ and Mediterranean Shipping Company (MSC) has recently taken over Walvis Bay's container
terminal, which has unlocked new routes through the region.*> A participant warned of potential increased
drug trafficking once a planned direct route between South America and Walvis Bay becomes operational.
Although privately operated terminals are subject to the same security measures as the rest of the port,
limited staffing, outdated infrastructure and private jetties outside of ports limit government oversight.

Multiple agencies are present in ports, sometimes with
overlapping or unclear mandates. South Africa’s Transnet
National Ports Authority (TNPA) and the South African Revenue

Sl nce Sl | pwayS and Service declined to participate in the research, noting maritime
harbou rs are not crime was not within their mandate. This despite playing a key
. role in security and customs clearance, along with the newly
considered ports established Border Management Authority. Transnet's 2024
Of entry, they |aCk annual report fails to mention illicit trade and the Namibian
Ports Authority (NAMPORT) 2024 annual report only notes
surveillance and border illicit trade as a reputational risk.* While the Maritime and Port

Institute of Angola (IMPA) is the overarching port regulator in
Angola, each port is managed by a separate entity.

control measures

Participants also noted security concerns in small harbours with barely any security,** yet increasing illegal
activity such as drug trafficking.*> One said: ‘It wouldn’'t make too much sense to do any smuggling through
a formal port when there’s plenty of other places you can bring things ashore without any controls.“® South
Africa’'s Comprehensive Maritime Transport Policy notes the ‘near collapse’ of South Africa’s small harbours,
including their security.*”

Smaller harbours and landing sites known not to carry out checks, or where staff are complicit,*® can attract
vessels seeking to avoid detection. Since slipways and harbours are not considered ports of entry, they lack
surveillance and border control measures.*?
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Chart 4: Comparative port cargo volumes - Namibia, Angola and South Africa

COUNTRY ANGOLA NAMIBIA SOUTH AFRICA
Ports authority NAMPORT IMPA TNPA
~8.4 million tonnes 17.1 million tonnes ~211 million tonnes

Total cargo handled annually in 20245 in 20215 in 202452

Vessels as criminal conduits

Vessels as instruments of crime are uniquely difficult to counter. They are often transnational - registered in
one country, carrying crew and cargo from across the globe, fishing under licences from multiple countries,
and passing through different states’ waters.

Different vessels facilitate TOC - from container vessels to fishing vessels, small dinghies, pleasure craft, and
uncrewed vessels. Vessels' size, design and technology dictate how far offshore they can travel, and how
much and what kinds of goods they carry. This also dictates whether they can access remote shorelines or
large commercial ports. The choice of vessel is influenced by the commodity being moved, its size, origin,
destination and criminal networks’ access to vessels.

Some vessels engage exclusively in criminal activities, while others participate primarily in legal trade. Some,
like fishing vessels, are more susceptible to criminal activity due to the nature of their operation. While fast
vessels are often preferred for a quick getaway, routes and vessels are also chosen based on the corruptibility
of crew members.>®

Shipping containers allow bulk shipments to cross the globe at low cost,>* with large illicit shipments often
concealed by legal trade. The options for exploiting containers are bountiful, and without sufficient risk
profiling, even finding a container exclusively carrying illegal goods is akin to finding a needle in a haystack.
Illegal commmodities are routinely hidden among legal goods - they may be placed in hidden container
compartments, misdeclared, swapped using the ‘rip on/rip off method (original seals are broken, cargo
replaced and fraudulent seals applied), commingled with lookalike products, or placed into containers when
vessels are already at sea.

Because containers follow shipping schedules, they often pass through multiple jurisdictions and are
transhipped. For example, in 2018, a 400 kg cocaine shipment was found in Namibia, hidden among
packages of photocopy paper. It left Brazil's Port of Santos, transited through Cape Town, and was seized

in Walvis Bay.>® Drugs have also been attached to vessels. This parasitic method entails a diver securing a
shipment to a vessel's hull, which is then retrieved by the same or another diver upon reaching its destination.
A Brazilian diver responsible for these attachments was arrested on his way to South Africa in 2023.56

Criminal cargo is also transhipped between vessels. As a customs officer from Namibia said: ‘If you travel
between Walvis Bay and Swakopmund, you will always see smaller vessels running between these big vessels.
So one could only assume that this is when smuggling takes place.”” While larger vessels typically call in ports,
smaller vessels prefer unguarded coastlines from where they can transport shipments directly to harbours,
marinas, or the shore. This allows vessels to avoid controls, especially when transfers are done further out at
sea. Commodities can also be deposited at sea for collection, as has been the case with cocaine-filled barrels
with location devices found in South Africa.>®

Case study: In 2024, an incident allegedly occurred whereby mules failed to collect a shipment
dropped at sea by a bulk carrier regularly transporting drugs between South America and South
Africa. The shipment was equipped with a flotation device and GPS tracker, but it was overlooked by
the mules who were waiting on a small vessel off the coast of the Western Cape. Two gang members
from Cape Town, reportedly responsible for the collection, were murdered following the incident.>®
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Criminal networks avoid law enforcement by remaining outside coastal state waters or hiding the vessel's
identity and ownership. Crews also disable their automatic identification system (AIS) so that the vessel's
movements cannot be tracked. AIS can, for example, show vessels slowing down or potentially engaging in
illegal transhipments or bunkering.

International regulations also differentiate between vessels. While some require International Maritime
Organization (IMO) numbers and AlS, fishing vessels do not.®® Not all flag and coastal states therefore
require vessels to use AlS or to have an IMO registration number, which is displayed on a vessel's hull and
documentation, and serves as its primary form of identification.®

Vessels also avoid accountability by registering under flags of convenience in countries unable or unwilling

to hold their vessels accountable. This is facilitated by open registries, allowing vessels to register under a
country's flag without any link to that country. This is typically done in exchange for economic incentives, and
some allow vessel owners to remain anonymous.®? Vessels also change ownership to escape responsibility.
Such owners might also abandon crew members and often lack insurance.®®

Other efforts to evade jurisdiction®* include:

« Operating in the waters of a state with limited ability to respond

« Not registering under any flag®®

« Frequently changing vessel registration (flag-hopping)®®

« Naming multiple vessels the same and operating them under a single licence

« Registering in a country with privately managed ship registration, limiting state oversight
« Registering under a fictitious name or company

« Flying a false flag or shifting between flags

« Changing or hiding the vessel's name and IMO number

« Registering in a country that does not criminalise relevant offences, rendering the prosecution of extra-
territorial offences impossible

« Disguising cargo’s origin or destination, or misdeclaring shipments
« Offshore transactions

Hiding the beneficial ownership of vessels, companies and funds is a popular practice to exploit corporate
and financial structures in countries where ownership information is protected.” South Africa and Namibia
are improving their regulations related to establishing beneficial ownership as part of their efforts to get
off the Financial Action Task Force’s grey list. Angola was also grey-listed in 2024.%¢ A representative from
Namibia’'s Financial Intelligence Centre told ENACT that since 2023, all businesses were required to declare
beneficial ownership, but there had been pushback as not everyone wished to disclose such information.®®

If a flag state and ownership cannot be verified, attributing responsibility is difficult. This discourages mutual
legal assistance, cross-border law enforcement and financial investigations.” The lack of regulation and
oversight of these vessels can endanger crew members, as safety and labour standards are often flouted.”
These vessels often lack insurance and pose an environmental risk owing to the increased risk of pollution,”?
including when they participate in illegal ship-to-ship oil transfers.”

The maritime industry relies heavily on administrative paperwork, allowing documents to be manipulated
along the supply chain. This includes permits, licences and vessel registration documents. A participant
from an international organisation combating fisheries crime noted that document manipulation could be
addressed through digitisation, but that corrupt interests could delay this transition for their own benefit.”*

Corruption is indeed rife in the maritime industry. Small-scale bribes are paid to port staff and officials

to ignore violations, lower penalties, or allow labour law violations, which can result in human trafficking
and forced labour practices. Corruption also extends to the highest levels of government, with many illicit
activities at sea being facilitated by state actors acting as intermediaries.”

Securing Africa’s South Atlantic: a risk assessment of organised maritime crime




Case study: During Namibia’s Fishrot scandal, the state-owned National Fishing Corporation of Namibia
transferred fishing quotas from Namibian businesses to companies in which the accused, including
government ministers, had personal interests. These companies had connections to Iceland’s biggest
fishing business, Samherji, which allegedly paid millions of dollars in bribes to South West Africa
People’s Organisation representatives in exchange for preferential access to Namibia’s fish stocks.”®

Criminal markets in Africa’s South Atlantic Ocean

This section provides an overview of key TOCs off Angola, Namibia and South Africa’s coasts. It outlines

crime types, actors, routes, and transportation modes. The scope of these crimes is diverse and its

impacts widespread. These criminal activities threaten security, biodiversity, crew members, and coastal
communities, while related corruption undermines state institutions and impacts their ability to prevent and
disrupt TOC.

Piracy and armed robbery

Atlantic incidents of piracy and armed robberies are concentrated in the Gulf of Guinea. While oil was the

initial target of attacks, criminal networks shifted to kidnapping for ransom over time. Attacks around Angola
have taken the form of armed robberies and theft occurring nearshore. Attacks are currently restricted to the
north, particularly near Luanda, where most incidents involve theft from anchored vessels or vessels in port.””

In 2023, the United Nations (UN) Security Council warned that Gulf of Guinea attacks might increasingly
shift south due to increased law enforcement in hotspots like Nigeria.”® In 2024, Angola indeed experienced
both the most successful and attempted attacks in the region.”

Case study: In July 2024, two Nigerians and a Ghanaian were arrested for the attempted robbery of an
Angolan-flagged oil tanker that was moored in Luanda after being seized by authorities. The three had
travelled to Angola a few days earlier and were identified by maritime surveillance. This was the fourth
attempted ship robbery in about a year.®

Robbers pretending to be fishermen also use speed boats and fishing vessels to rob fishing boats of
engines, fish, nets and personal goods.®' In 2021, 10 such incidents were recorded,®? and between 2021 and
2022, 20 cases of engine theft from fishing boats were recorded.®® The same group is suspected of being
responsible for these thefts.®* There are also regular reports of fuel theft, where fuel is siphoned from ships
and transported to the coast for sale.

From 2019 to mid-2024, maritime security authorities conducted several operations that resulted in the
seizure of at least 100 vessels involved in robberies and fuel smuggling. These included Operation Mar
Seguro (Safe Sea), established in 2018 to enhance maritime security. However, in most cases, the suspects
abandoned their vessels and escaped.®

Case study: In 2024, the Angolan Navy arrested two Ghanaian-flagged vessels in territorial waters on
suspicion of fuel smuggling and illegal fishing. In another incident in 2024, seven people were arrested
for smuggling 8 000 litres of fuel from a foreign-flagged ship in the Port of Luanda.®®

Although limited attacks have occurred far offshore from Angola, inadequate maritime domain awareness
(MDA) combined with decreased defence budgets and increased vessel traffic®” can provide fertile ground
for criminal groups preying on vessels. The risk is heightened by vessels waiting for extended periods to enter
congested Angolan ports.&
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Drug trafficking

Various drugs and precursor chemicals enter Southern Africa via the Atlantic Ocean, but cocaine remains the
primary concern.®®

Cocaine

Southwest Africa serves as a cocaine transit zone from the Amazon Basin in South America. Brazil,
bordering cocaine-producing Columbia and Peru, is the key transhipment and departure point to Africa.
Containerised cocaine seizures and the quantities seized reached record levels across Africa in 2021. Most
shipments are in transit through West, Central and Southern Africa en route to consumers primarily in
Europe, Asia and Australia.®®

Although West Africa has traditionally received most cocaine shipments, the 2023 Global Report on Cocaine
warns of Central and Southern Africa’s increasingly important role in the trade. Considering the number of
people receiving treatment, cocaine consumption may also be increasing in the region.®

Chart 5: Global cocaine trafficking flows as described in reported seizures, 2020-2023
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Angola

Angola is a popular cocaine transit point from Brazil to West and Southern Africa, Europe and the Middle
East.®? Latin American trafficking networks exploit lusophone® and historical ties with Angola, alongside
the country’'s weak law enforcement and judicial system, and corrupt state officials. Participants said
Angola’s main challenge was not its inability to monitor its seas, but collusion between security and police
forces, and traffickers.®*
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Case study: In December 2023, Spanish authorities intercepted the Angolan-flagged fishing vessel
Simione as part of a larger drug trafficking operation. The ship, carrying three tonnes of cocaine, had
been reported stolen from custody, after being seized in an unrelated criminal investigation. The vessel
allegedly regularly collected cocaine from other vessels on the high seas, and the shipment, destined
for Spain, was intercepted a few days later. Security sources from diplomatic missions in Angola
suggested the theft was faked to absolve Angolan authorities, who claimed the vessel was authorised
to leave the Port of Luanda to fish. From there, it collected drugs from a vessel that departed from
Senegal, and intended to tranship the drugs to a Spanish fishing vessel, which was to offload the
shipment in Galicia, Spain. Security experts suggest that many fishing vessels in Angolan waters are
used to transport drugs to Europe.

Namibia

Namibia has limited incidents of cocaine trafficking, but there is concern that trafficking and consumption
are increasing.®® Cocaine transits through Namibia to South Africa, while heroin has transited through
Namibia and Angola en route to Europe.®® The Global Report on Cocaine has warned that Namibia's
location between cocaine transit zones makes it susceptible to trafficking, and a Namibian Police

Force (NAMPOL) representative reported a proliferation of drugs in coastal towns like Walvis Bay and
Swakopmund, possibly indicating drugs entering through sea ports. Most interceptions occur from
containers in Walvis Bay.®”

In 2018, intelligence led NAMPOL to seize over 400 kg of cocaine from a container in Walvis Bay that
originated in Brazil's Port of Santos.®® A NAMPOL representative said the maritime shipment may have been
to test whether the route was viable since most cocaine arrives directly from South America by air courier or
by road from South Africa and Zambia.*®

Other Namibian participants however questioned whether this was the first shipment of its kind.’® One
said: ‘If somebody is comfortable transporting over [N$]200 million worth of drugs, that means that's not the
first time. How much drugs has actually gone through our ports without people even knowing?'®' Because
Walvis Bay often serves as a feeder port, transit consignments are not scrutinised unless identified as coming
from a vessel of interest, and illicit shipments are therefore likely to remain undetected.’®> While no drug
transshipments have been identified in Namibia's waters, a naval representative noted that this was not
impossible, as small vessels were not detected on Namibia’'s MDA systems.'%3

South Africa

South Africa is a primary cocaine transit point globally, with seizures reaching 5.3 tonnes in 2021.% Most
cocaine transiting South Africa arrives in containers from Brazil, especially from the Port of Santos,'® and is
destined for global distribution. Containerised cocaine trafficking between South America and South Africa
is well documented as record-size maritime shipments have been seized in recent years. This is attributed
to increased maritime trafficking following the COVID-19 pandemic’®® and the increased availability of
cocaine. South Africa is also Africa’s premier cocaine consumer.’?”

Most shipments have been seized in South Africa’s busiest port, the Port of Durban, which forms part
of an established trade route from Santos.’® On the Atlantic coast, the Port of Cape Town serves as

an entry and exit point. When asked what attracts cocaine traffickers to South Africa, a participant
noted: "You need to understand the significance of the Cape sea route. We are between Europe, South
America, Asia, everywhere.1%°

Participants suggested that fishing vessels likely also engaged in drug trafficking. For example, a former
State Security Agency official relayed how vessels destined for scrapping in Asia were found drifting just
outside the border near Namibia. One undertook a journey to South America and returned to the region
but remained outside territorial waters.'"®
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Smaller harbours and vessels are Cocaine intercepted from a rubber duck in Stilbaai
also used. In 2021, over a tonne of
cocaine was seized from a converted
fishing vessel in Saldanha. The seizure
resulted from prolonged observation
and uncovered a trafficking network
run primarily by Bulgarians. The vessel
and two others were forfeited to the
state.”"! This case illustrated how
smaller vessels collect shipments
from larger vessels at sea. In July
2024, 400 bricks of cocaine were
found in a rubber duck in Still Bay
after suspicious activity led police

to the boat being towed from the
harbour."? The vessel likely also
collected the shipment from another
vessel at sea.

South Africa also receives cocaine
from Mozambique, as Brazilian
networks increasingly send
maritime shipments via Lusophone
Mozambique and Angola.''®> From
South Africa and Mozambique, cocaine is reportedly shipped to Europe via the Middle East to avoid strict
controls in Western Europe. A participant suggested that with the current oversupply of cocaine, such
shipments could indicate trafficking networks seeking new markets.!'*

Photo: South African Police Service (SAPS)

Another theory is that heroin and methamphetamine trafficking vessels travelling via the Indian Ocean
might be carrying cocaine on their return journeys, although such links remain speculative.'’™ Meth-
amphetamine concealed among imported fruit from South Africa has been seized alongside cocaine in
Pakistan and India.’’®

Synthetic drugs

Synthetic drugs and precursors used to manufacture synthetic drugs are also seized in the region.
Identifying precursors is however challenging, as is identifying illicit shipments, since precursors also have
legal uses. It is suggested that legally imported precursors are diverted by corrupt state and private actors in
both South Africa and Namibia."”

The United States (US) Department of State Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs
has designated South Africa as a key importer of precursors globally."'® Precursors used to produce drugs
like mandrax, methamphetamine, CAT and MDMA have been seized in South Africa, arriving from India''®
and China. These precursors have passed through Cape Town and been seized in Walvis Bay, which acts as
a transit point for precursors to and from Cape Town.'?® A Namibia Revenue Agency (NAMRA) staff member
reported a precursor seizure following a controlled delivery fromm Namibia to South Africa, only for the
docket to be ‘lost’ by South African authorities.!?!

Methamphetamine is increasingly being seized and consumed across the region, and is being
manufactured in South Africa,'??> considered a key African node in global methamphetamine trafficking.
Together with Mozambique, South Africa is the African country where the most methamphetamine has
been seized,'?® and it is Southern Africa’s largest methamphetamine consumer, and possibly one of the
biggest globally.’?

Methamphetamine has been intricately linked to South Africa’s illegal abalone trade since Western Cape
gangs began trading methamphetamine and methaqualone precursors with Chinese abalone-buyers to
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manufacture methamphetamine locally. This led to increased local consumption in the Western Cape and
further afield,'>> and provides a cautionary tale of convergence between illicit markets.

Methamphetamine destined for South Africa however still comes primarily from Nigerian supply chains,'?®
including by sea, often after transiting Angola, the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) and Namibia,
especially Walvis Bay. From there, it is routed to Cape Town's port, from where it is distributed.’?” Shipments
also arrive from Asia. Most methamphetamine is moved onward, primarily by air, to other African countries,
Asia, Europe and Australia.'?® Mexican-produced methamphetamine has also been seized in South Africa
after transiting through Brazil with or along the same routes as cocaine shipments.'® The US has warned of
the increased presence of Mexican drug cartels in Southern Africa.’s®

While reports further suggest increased fentanyl use in South Africa, also linked to Mexican drug cartels, no
maritime links have been discerned yet.!*' Mandrax is also imported for local consumption, arriving by sea
from India, and entering the Port of Cape Town.'*?

Drugs moving through the region have made Southern Africa the African region with the most people who
inject drugs (PWID), and PWID who are HIV-positive.'** Growing volumes remaining in the region are likely to
further fuel domestic consumption.'*

Fisheries crime

The Benguela Current Large Marine Ecosystem off South Africa, Namibia and Angola is one of the most
productive ocean regions globally and is rich in species like horse mackerel, hake and crustaceans. These
species are exploited for their high value and are under increased pressure due to greater consumer
demand and technology that enables vessels to better pursue and catch larger quantities of fish.’**

Fisheries crimes take place from the high seas to coastlines,
extending to land and the internet, all aimed at obscuring
illegality and maximising profit. These crimes go beyond illegal,

unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing™® to include supply Because ﬂshlng Vessels
chain violations, from vessel registration to market. Common .

offences include fishing without the necessary documentation, remain at sea for
exceeding quotas, using prohibited gear, unauthorised extended periOdS
transhipment or processing, targeting protected species or . .

undersized individuals, discarding catch illegally, misreporting without OVGI’Slght, crew
catch data, concealing vessel identities and corruption.’” mem berS are at hlg h
There are several structural reasons that heighten the risk of risk of exp|oitation

criminality in the fishing industry. The industry is a primary

employer globally, and because fishing vessels remain at sea

for extended periods without oversight, crew members are at high risk of exploitation. Fishing vessels are
indeed notorious for human trafficking and forced labour practices.’*® These vessels are also popular with
traffickers as the legitimate act of fishing provides cover for exploitation. The strong smell of fish can obscure
contraband, and inspectors are wary of compensation claims that could come from searching fresh produce
that could spoil.’*®

Organised fisheries crime by large operators should be distinguished from small infractions by subsistence or
small-scale fishers. Large-scale fisheries crime not only affects fish populations but is often transnational and,
therefore, difficult to police.’*® A senior staff member at Stop lllegal Fishing noted that: ‘Few countries have
the means to patrol outside territorial waters, [so] what happens in the EEZ, nobody really sees it unless you
start to move into satellite monitoring and analysis of numerous other sensors which very few are capable of
doing.™! This results in fisheries offences having a low risk of detection, yet high financial reward.*?

The Gulf of Guinea is the global epicentre of IUU fishing, and as traditionally targeted fish stocks diminish
globally, South Atlantic species may be increasingly targeted.'*® Species currently targeted on a large scale
are discussed below.
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Angola

Key fisheries in Angola include horse mackerel, tuna, sardines, sardinella, lobster, and shrimp.'** The fishing
sector contributed 1.77% to Angola’'s GDP in 2021 - less than half of its 2017 level'* - due to species decline
from overfishing and illegal fishing by foreign vessels.'*® Around 150 000 people benefit financially from

the fisheries sector, although much of Angola’s fish processing ability was lost after the Angolan civil war
(1975 - 2002). Most fish is for local consumption.’”

A representative from Angola’s Servico Nacional de Fiscalizagdo Pesqueira e da Aquicultura identified
illegal fishing as the country’s primary maritime crime threat.’*® It is carried out mainly by foreign-flagged
industrial vessels licensed to fish in Angola. These vessels are leased to or co-owned in joint ventures with
Angolans, since wholly foreign-owned vessels are not allowed to fish in Angola.’* However, many of these
local partnerships are reportedly based on Angolan front companies, effectively making the fishing venture
wholly foreign and run from countries like China, Japan, Russia, Spain, South Korea, and Poland. Vessels from
African countries like Nigeria and Namibia are also licensed to fish in Angola.’®

lllegal fishing activity is concentrated in the south near
Benguela and Namibe provinces, close to Namibia’s border.’®!
This is the most productive fishing ground, and it is here

A ﬂSherleS crime expert where species like horse mackerel are illegally harvested by

Said most Vesse|s these foreign-flagged vessels. The vessels often underreport
. their catch in Angola or fish during closed seasons, such as in

engaged N lllegal 2022, when a licensed vessel was seized with 300 tonnes of

activity in the south ﬂy horse mackerel on board during a fishing ban.'s?

ﬂags of CO nvenience, A fisheries crime expert said most vessels engaged in illegal

activity in the south fly flags of convenience, like Cameroon,
and turn on their AIS only when they enter port. These vessels
illegally tranship catch in Angola’s waters, including

its territorial sea, and have also been apprehended in other regional countries. An entire fleet of these vessels
has been pursued by law enforcement, with some being fined or banned from operating in Angola, while
others have been put up for sale.’>3

like Cameroon

Nearly half of Angola’s annual fish production of over 400 000 tonnes is from artisanal fishing and 65% of
species are targeted by both industrial and artisanal fishers.'>* Local fisherfolk have also accused licensed
Chinese trawlers of illegal fishing, causing their own catches to decline. These trawlers reportedly fish
indiscriminately, targeting multiple species, including in the four nautical mile near-shore area reserved for
artisanal fishing. This causes artisanal fishers to venture further out to sea, putting their lives and smaller
vessels at risk.!®®

The IUU fishing vessels identified in Angola also operate in neighbouring countries. Although no
prosecutions have occurred outside Angola, its authorities have been notified to investigate since they have
licensed these vessels.’>®

IUU fishing in Namibia is intricately linked to Angola, with the latter’s limited ability to monitor and respond
to incidents being a key challenge. Like Namibia, allegations of corruption taint Angola’s fishing sector, with
high-profile Angolans reportedly benefitting from Namibia’'s infamous Fishrot scandal.’®”

Namibia

Fishing is Namibia's third-biggest contributor to GDP, sustaining nearly 17 000 direct jobs in 2022.'8 Only
Namibian companies or joint ventures with 50% Namibian ownership are allocated fishing quotas. In 2021,
the industry generated N$10 billion in foreign currency, with 80% of the catch being exported.’s® Hake is
Namibia’'s most valuable fishery, followed by horse mackerel.’®®

Namibia’'s productive fishing system attracts illegal fishing since ‘you don’'t have to put in a lot of effort to
get a large catch.’®' Namibia is estimated to lose N$1.5 billion and 400 000 tonnes of fish to illegal fishing
annually. While there are suggestions that much IUU fishing is perpetrated by Chinese industrial fishing
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vessels,'®? research participants identified foreign-flagged vessels licensed to fish in Angola and targeting
horse mackerel as Namibia’'s biggest challenge.’®®

Horse mackerel is illegally fished in Northern Namibia near the border with Angola. While some of these
vessels are Angolan, most are only licensed to fish in Angola,'®* and are instead flagged to Cameroon.
Cameroon is a known flag of convenience cited by the European Union (EU) and has recently significantly
expanded its fishing fleet by registering foreign-owned and IUU fishing vessels,'> including vessels owned by
European companies.'® Cameroon is also a popular flag of choice for Russian vessels evading sanctions.'®”

Although complex company structures often obscured these vessels’ true ownership,'®® participants reported
that their crew and captains were primarily Russians and Ukrainians,'®® and that some of the captains
previously operated in Namibia's legal fishery. The vessels are Russian-made and are the same type of vessels
used in Namibia’s legal horse mackerel fishery.

After switching off their AIS, these vessels cross from Angola into Namibia’s EEZ, often at night, before
crossing back into Angolan waters. These vessels likely also fish within 200 metres of the shoreline

where trawling is prohibited and which serves as a nursery for hake and horse mackerel.'”® An industry
representative says while these vessels primarily target horse mackerel, they fish indiscriminately and retain
anything of value.'”” The catch is then illegally transhipped in Angolan waters'”? and mostly transported to
Central Africa via West Africa.'”® Some shipments are also moved via Zambia to the DRC, while others are
destined for Mozambique and other SADC countries.'”*

These vessels also reportedly operate in other countries’ waters with their AlS turned off,'”> and often call at
Cape Town'’s port for supplies, crew changes, and repairs. A senior South African fisheries inspector reported
arresting some of these vessels for infractions such as lacking logbooks, but said there were no successful
prosecutions yet. It is suspected that fish are illegally caught in Namibia, transhipped in Angolan waters, and
that vessels then enter the Port of Cape Town empty, possibly feigning repairs before repeating the cycle.
South African authorities are collaborating with Angola to investigate.'”®

Icelandic vessels implicated in the Fishrot scandal have also been found guilty of illegally fishing horse
mackerel in Namibia's waters, including in its MPA.'77

Limited incidents of illegal shark fishing practices have also occurred. In 2020, a containerised shipment

of 26 tonnes of shark fins was intercepted in the Netherlands after arriving from Namibia.'”® In 2022, with
the help of Sea Shepherd, a Namibian-flagged vessel with links to Taiwan was arrested for illegally carrying
shark fins.'”®

A fisheries expert noted that some Namibian-flagged vessels
that purport to primarily fish tuna and swordfish might instead
be targeting sharks. The volume of shark products imported

from Namibia also does not correspond with the data captured In 2020, a containerised
in exports. This could be due to poor trade reporting or :

por. poot frade reperti shipment of 26
misdeclaring products to enable trade in species listed on the .
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of tonnes of shark fins

Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES), like blue sharks and mako sharks. was interce pted in

The expert suggested this could be addressed by improving
Namibia’'s CITES processes.'& the Netherlands after

While hake is also illegally fished, Namibian participants arriVing from Namlbla

believed most violations probably involved underreporting.'®

A NAMRA staff member said joint venture fishing vessels

often misdeclared catch data to avoid taxes. An industry representative noted that, like in South Africa,
Namibia’'s hake industry was a national fishery, making scrutiny difficult and politically sensitive. However,
he was unaware of foreign vessels fishing illegally for hake, arguing that they would have to travel deep
into Namibian waters and close to shore.’®? Tuna might also be illegally fished offshore at certain times of
the year.'®

Research Paper 51 | September 2025




While fishing vessels were often noted as being involved in other crimes in South African waters, the only
reported incidents in Namibian waters were labour-related violations.’®* An industry representative said since
each Namibian fishing company had its own jetty with security, moving illicit commmodities through there
would be difficult.’®> Some participants said vessels would have a better chance of smuggling commodities
through the Port of Walvis Bay.'8¢

South Africa

South Africa is rich in marine biodiversity due to the contrast between the warm and cold ocean currents
hugging its western and eastern shorelines. Key exported marine products include hake, horse mackerel,
shark meat and fins, anchovies, sardines, South African abalone and West Coast rock lobster.’®” Most illegally
targeted species are destined for Asia and are moved via sea, air, and over land through, e.g. Namibia,
Angola, Lesotho, the DRC, Zimbabwe and Swaziland.'®

South Africa does not issue permits to foreign fishing vessels. Participants suggested that most vessels
engaged in fisheries crime in South Africa were local, and violations primarily related to underreporting.'®®
Foreign fishing vessels have, however, been prosecuted before, with offending vessels reportedly often
coming from China and Spain.’® These vessels exhibit typical foreign fleet behaviour, loitering around South
Africa’s EEZ and intermittently switching off their AlS, at which time they are suspected of illegal fishing or
transhipping catch.

West Coast rock lobster and abalone

South African abalone (hereafter referred to simply as ‘abalone’) and West Coast rock lobster have been
among the most targeted species in the country. Both are high-value and heavily relied on by fishing
communities, but are significantly depleted - largely due to illegal harvesting. With fewer resources to fish,
the total allowable catch (TAC) and total allowable effort (TAE) have declined, leaving many to fish illegally.’™’
Both species are relatively easy to access - some inhabit shallow waters, and can be accessed from land.
When vessels are used, they are typically small and fast.’®?

One of South Africa’s biggest illegal fishing cases involved Hout Bay Fishing Industries, which plundered
West Coast rock lobster for years, primarily for export.’®> However, participants said this species was currently
targeted by locals for the domestic market, and probably not in an organised way.'®*

Seizure of 397 West Coast rock lobster and The illegal abalone trade supplying Asian

6 069 lobster tails near Cape Town in 2023 markets is well documented. Abalone is
endemic to South Africa and occurs in shallow

environments from where it is easily harvested
by divers from shore or using small boats.
Despite years of law enforcement efforts, the
illegal trade persists, and abalone is effectively
too depleted to be fished sustainably. Efforts
to reduce the impact of fishing on the species
include minimum size limits and fishing
seasons, but since illegal fishers do not adhere
to these, stocks are not given the opportunity to
recover, and two-thirds of confiscated abalone
are below the legal minimum size limit.

Between 2019 and 2021, eight to 10 million
specimens were illegally harvested,’> with land-
based seizures occurring regularly. TRAFFIC
estimates that the illegal trade deprives South
Africa of around R628 million annually.’®® As
noted earlier, intermediaries trade abalone for
Photo: SAPS drug precursors.




Seized abalone, 2024

Photos: SAPS

Abalone trafficking is historically run from the Western Cape, which is considered South Africa’s gangster
epicentre. Law enforcement pressure in the Western Cape, especially in the Overberg region, has however
amplified poaching in the Southern Cape region and Eastern Cape province.'®’

In addition to legal farms in South Africa, there are a few legal abalone farms in Luderitz in Namibia

which, two participants noted, are likely exploited to launder illegal abalone from South Africa.'®® Forged
documents from these farms have been identified,'®® and there are discrepancies between the amount of
abalone being exported from Namibia and that being imported into Hong Kong. The imported numbers far
exceed Namibian production 2%

Whereas abalone was previously exported frozen, it is now almost exclusively dried before export. This
prevents spoiling and affords shipments more time to travel to market. It also potentially increases profit
since networks don’'t have to sell it when prices are low. Abalone often leaves South Africa via neighbouring
countries, like Zambia and Namibia, from where it might attract less suspicion. Most abalone leaves the
continent by air, although some is shipped in containers by sea.?®

Sharks

South Africa is home to over 200 species of sharks, rays and skates. Sharks are targeted intentionally or
caught as bycatch in pelagic (open ocean) longline fisheries, especially for tuna and swordfish. A third of the
22 species fished in large quantities are endangered and critically endangered. The figure could be higher,
but limited data complicates an accurate classification.2°2 While the biggest threats to sharks are overfishing
and bycatch as part of other fisheries, they are also illegally fished, often for their fins.?®> Most illegally caught
shark derivatives are destined for China and Hong Kong.2%4

Notable shark seizures include 33 tonnes of shark fins at a storage facility in Cape Town in 2018,2°> and
juvenile sharks with their heads and fins removed on a Cape Town beach in 2020.2°¢ In 2024, a South African
company was convicted of illegal shark fishing in De Hoop MPA 27

There have also been shark fin seizures at the Port of Cape Town.?°® According to a fisheries expert, this is
because most pelagic longline vessels, including vessels from Taiwan, Korea, Japan and China, land their
catch in Cape Town.?®® The region is, therefore, not only home to rich fish stocks, but Cape Town, Luanda,
Walvis Bay and LUderitz all serve as landing sites for foreign longliners and trawlers fishing elsewhere.?'°

Another fisheries expert said Taiwanese and Chinese operators were the main offenders: ‘There is not
one single longliner that is not shark finning. They all do it because it's too valuable. We've seen it
[during] monitoring .. they fin every shark they catch, whether it's protected or not [..] If you look at the

Research Paper 51 | September 2025




foreign vessels coming into Cape Town [..], they will have caught that catch elsewhere. But that doesn’t
make it legal.”?"!

Incidents of illegal shark catches have, however, reportedly declined, likely due to South Africa’s improved
shark fishery management and pelagic fishery permit conditions, which have discouraged the landing of
sharks. While Japanese tuna vessels retain a few blue and mako sharks above a certain size, they land fewer
sharks overall as their crews are skilled at targeting tuna. Taiwanese and Korean vessels are reportedly more
indiscriminate and ‘catch sharks, tuna, sailfish, swordfish, dolphins, anything.’?'?

Other species

Participants suggested that the focus on ‘sexy’ species like abalone, West Coast rock lobster and sharks had
been to the detriment of other species. Other species suspected of being subject to IUU fishing practices
include hake?'®* and squid, although squid is fished on the East Coast by Chinese vessels.?'* Hake is South
Africa’'s most valuable fishery and is mostly exported to Europe.?'® A fisheries expert suspects that there

is underreporting and overfishing of hake, and that a transhipment hotspot identified off the West Coast

is possibly used to offload hake to conceal exceeded quotas. He also expressed concern about the self-
regulating nature of the hake and squid fisheries, whereby the government relies on the industry to self-
report catch data. He said this is what enabled Hout Bay Fishing Industries to plunder rock lobster.?'®

Industry representatives, however, refute this allegation,
saying it is in their best interests to operate legally and for
stock to be healthy.?'” A representative from the South

The Annga n-licensed African Deep-Sea Trawling Industry Association said 8%
Vessels ta rgeti ng Na m| bia'S of the hake fishery was monitored by observers, allowing

for cross-checking of self-reported data. The hake fishery

horse mackerel reported Iy is also certified by the Marine Stewardship Council, which

increased port ViSitS to helps regulate 'the indust.ry and prevent iIIe'gaI fishir?g.’WhiIe
L local vessels might occasionally exceed their catch limits,
Ca pe Town after Namibia they have not reported encountering foreign fishing vessels.

began denyi ng them entry Fishing companies also track their own vessels using AIS

and could identify suspicious activity.?'®

The Angolan-licensed vessels targeting Namibia’'s horse mackerel reportedly increased port visits to Cape
Town after Namibia began denying them entry. Here, they change crew, refuel and are suspected of feigning
repairs, essentially using it as a port of convenience. Investigations into these vessels are ongoing, but without
catch on board, establishing illegality is difficult, and states lose income when they deny port entry.2'

Impact of illegal fishing

Overfishing and illegal fishing have led to stock declines, resulting in significant economic losses to
governments, corporations and fishers who depend on the legal fishery.??° One example is sardines, which
have declined to such an extent that the fishery has been closed in Namibia.??' I[UU fishing also threatens
food security, especially when depleting affordable species like horse mackerel.?22

Participants noted the difficulty in assessing the impact of illegal fishing, which means it can be
underestimated. It is also not considered during stock assessments or TAC allocations, potentially
contributing to overfishing.??®> An industry representative said illegally harvested fish was sold on the same
market as legally caught fish, which lowers prices. ‘These guys operating these Russian boats [..] they need
their cash. That fish gets thrown on the market, price low or not. And they push the market price down
even more.’

Illegal harvesting has severely depleted South Africa’s abalone??* and West Coast rock lobster stocks.??® In
Angola, illegal fishing halved the fishing sector's economic contribution in five years.?2® Horse mackerel
catches fell from around 800 000 tonnes annually to 300 000 tonnes in a decade,??” possibly driving
Angolan-licensed vessels to target Namibia's stocks.
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The impact of declining abalone stocks has shown that as resources become more valuable due to their
scarcity, they attract organised criminal networks, leading to multiple other security threats, especially on
land. Because criminal networks do not have to play by the rules, they have a competitive advantage and
can force legal fishers out of the market.??® Some illegal fishing vessels also pose a threat to navigation due
to their dilapidated state.

The lucrative nature of fisheries crime also attracts corruption.
The potential impacts of this were well documented in

Namibia’s Fishrot scandal,??® and in South Africa in 2015, AS resources become
when an experimental horse mackerel quota was allocated

in addition to the TAC, reportedly to benefit a specific more Valuable due
businessman who had no prior involvement in the fishery. The tO thelr sca rC|ty, they
vessel that was to be used was an Icelandic vessel based in .

Namibia.?*® Maintenance of fishing patrol vessels in South Africa attract Organlsed

also received a heavy blow when an irregular tender assigned Cri mina| networks'
responsibility for the vessels to the South African Navy, which . .

failed to maintain them, resulting in millions in repair costs.?*! |ead|ﬂg tO mu |t| ple

, o other security threats
Firearm trafficking

Limited incidents of arms trafficking have been reported in the region. These appear to be concentrated in
Angola, primarily Lobito and Cabinda, and are linked to the eastern DRC conflict. Arms are also trafficked

to Angola from the DRC to support secessionists in Cabinda province.?*> Weapons are moved through ports,
where officials are bribed to facilitate passage. Arms trafficking vessels appear to be from West African
countries like Ghana, Togo, Benin, Senegal, and Nigeria. Angolan vessels belonging to foreign nationals are
also used.

According to security sources, an undocumented container of weapons, reportedly from the US and
destined for the DRC, was found at the Port of Luanda in September 2024. The shipment was not
claimed, and authorities could not establish its destination or owner.2** Arms are typically moved overland
from the Port of Luanda to the DRC, facilitated by corrupt interior ministry agents at the Luvu border in
Zaire province.?*

Namibian participants did not report maritime arms trafficking as a concern. And although South Africa
faces major challenges with illegal arms, research participants did not report maritime trafficking as a
concern, primarily due to the lack of recent incidents.

Case study: A curious incident occurred The Lady R
in December 2022 when a US-sanctioned
Russian-flagged merchant vessel, Lady

R, docked in Simon’s Town Naval Base,
South Africa. The vessel disabled its AIS,
and its cargo was seen being offloaded

at night. While the government admitted
to receiving an arms shipment from a
company in the United Arab Emirates, it
denied that any cargo was loaded onto

the vessel, as was suggested by observers.
Various sources, including the former US
ambassador to South Africa, suggested that
weapons destined for Russia were loaded
onto the vessel before its departure.?®® Photo: Limewrite/Wikimedia Commons




Land-sourced natural resource trafficking

The region is also rich in natural resources on land. Since extracting lucrative offshore oil in Angola and
offshore diamonds and gas in Namibia requires specialisation,?*® most illegal maritime trade relates to
moving land-sourced resources to markets. Alternatively, it takes place on land after offshore resources
have been sourced from the sea, such as the Namib Desert Diamonds (NAMDIA) robbery in Windhoek in
January 2025.

Minerals

Diamonds are mined in southern Namibia’s marine and coastal area near Oranjemund and contribute
the largest share of the mining sector's GDP.2*” While there is illegal mining on land, a representative from
NAMPOL's Protected Resources Division said they were not aware of large-scale illegal activities related

to extracting diamonds at sea.?*® Mining areas are, however, access-restricted with limited governmental
oversight. As a naval representative noted: ‘Even the government, no one can go there. It's like a country on
its own.”*®* Another NAMPOL representative did however suggest that illegal diamonds might be exported
via the coast to avoid border controls on land.?4°

Various minerals from across SADC are exported through the region’s ports. The Port of Lobito serves as a key
gateway for critical resources from the DRC and Zambia via the Lobito Corridor. The port and the corridor
are being developed and will compete with Walvis Bay,?*' which also serves as a trade hub via the Walvis Bay
Corridors to the SADC region.

The US and China have both invested in the Lobito Corridor - the US to transport critical minerals like

cobalt and copper,?4?2 and China through an oil-for-infrastructure deal.?** The corridor could therefore also
potentially facilitate the transport of illegally mined minerals to the coast. Commentators have already
identified the possible security threats the route could exacerbate, especially in the DRC.2%* The route’s use
for illegal trade was also illustrated in May 2025 when 100 containers carrying 3 000 tonnes of quartz were
intercepted in Luanda after an attempt to export it in contravention of a ban. The exporter declared that the
minerals were destined for testing in China, but the shipment's size indicated illicit trade.?**

Chart 6: The Lobito Corridor
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Chart 7: Walvis Bay Corridors
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Timber

Illegal timber is moved via container vessels. Walvis Bay serves as a key export hub for timber from the DRC,
Zambia and Angola.?*¢ A senior Ministry of Environment, Forestry and Tourism (MEFT) official noted that
Namibian timber was sometimes laundered through Angola before being moved back through Namibia.
Raw timber may not be exported from Namibia,?*” the DRC, Zambia or Angola, and yet in 2017 it was
reported that hundreds of raw logs left Walvis Bay for China monthly.?*®¢ Most illegally harvested timber is
destined for China,?*° and Chinese nationals linked to wildlife crimes have been connected to the illegal
timber trade in Southern Africa. Some shipments also go to Vietnam and Europe.?*®

Rosewood, kiaat and Zambezi teak are among the most targeted species?*’ Zambezi teak is not CITES-
listed. For the others, CITES permits are often forged or misclassified to enable export. The challenge with
identifying illegal timber shipments is that it is often obscured by legal timber. Parallel markets also enable
permits to be forged. Identifying and inspecting large shipments in port areas with limited manpower
further complicates the response. A wood identification lab is being established in Windhoek, and port and

border staff receive training on identifying illegally harvested species.?*?
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TRAFFIC's Wildlife Trade Portal highlights frequent timber seizures in Angola, where timber is also exported
by sea.?>® A former State Security Agency official also reported detecting illegal maritime timber shipments
in South Africa.z>*

Migrant smuggling and human trafficking

In 2021, the Angolan Border Guard Police estimated that over 3 000 migrants irregularly enter Angola by sea
annually. This is facilitated by smugglers and corrupt officials, primarily in the northern provinces bordering
the DRC. Most migrants arrive from the DRC and the number of migrants has reportedly increased since

the eastern DRC conflict intensified.?*> These migrants are then exploited as cheap labour in informal jobs,
especially in Luanda, but also in fishing and agriculture. Women and girls are particularly vulnerable to
sexual exploitation.?6

Namibian and South African participants did not report organised smuggling or human trafficking at sea.
They did, however, highlight labour violations in the fishing industry. While cautious not to stereotype,
participants noted that most violations occur on Asian vessels,?>” especially tuna longliners and vessels from
China, Japan and Taiwan.?*® They also identified increasing incidents of illegal labour practices involving
Africans and on board African-flagged vessels.?>® These incidents are, therefore, not driven by the countries in
which they take place, but rather by where the vessels are from.

Case study: In 2022, 60 crew members and suspected human trafficking victims were identified on
board industrial fishing vessels legally fishing in Namibia. The accused were however acquitted and
the vessels released. A fisheries expert suggested that the prosecution should have succeeded.?®°

Two vessels intercepted on suspicion of labour violations in Namibia

Photo: Stop Illegal Fishing

Foreign vessels arrested for labour violations in Cape Town?®' include vessels from Taiwan?®? and Indonesia.?®®
A former State Security Agency employee however said South Africa’s ability to identify people smuggling or
trafficking was limited, and people appearing to be crew could easily walk off a ship and out of the port.254




Responses to criminality in Southern Africa’s Atlantic

The response to maritime criminality in the region is primarily focused on law enforcement, with limited
resources being a primary concern. This section focuses on key responses, including legal frameworks,
operational efforts, state obligations, and the challenges to meeting these.

International frameworks

TOC off Africa’s coast has been discussed at length at the UN Security Council, highlighting its impact on
security, navigation, and coastal and landlocked states.?®® In addition to overarching UN instruments like
the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), Convention against Transnational Organized Crime,
and Convention Against lllicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances, key instruments apply
specifically to vessels.

2016 UN Food and Agriculture Organization’s Agreement on Port State Measures to
Prevent, Deter and Eliminate IUU Fishing (PSMA)

The PSMAZ?%¢ s the first binding instrument applicable to IUU fishing and empowers port officials to refuse
entry or port services to foreign-flagged fishing vessels suspected of IUU activity. Vessels denied port access
must seek refuge elsewhere or cease their illegal activities. The PSMA establishes port controls rather than
sea controls in recognition of the difficulties of identifying and intercepting illegal activity at sea.

This approach focuses on ports as bottlenecks for enforcement, which is especially important for states with
limited maritime law enforcement capacity.?¢’ The PSMA also aims to prevent illegally caught fish from
entering the legal market and assumes that its financial impact on offending vessels will be more effective
than issuing a fine.?%8

The true power of the PSMA lies in multiple states sharing information with each other, regional fisheries
management organisations (RFMOs) and other organisations, so that ports collectively deny such vessels
entry.?®® While fishing vessels can avoid coming to land for extended periods by transhipping, catch needs to
be offloaded at some stage, and applying the PSMA can at least prevent the use of regional ports.?”°

By denying port access, pressure is taken off the criminal justice system. A fisheries expert said increasing

the number of vessels and aircraft to patrol the region’s waters was unrealistic when budgets were small.
Instead, the region should focus on implementing port state measures and combining that with surveillance
data from multiple sources.?”!

Namibia, South Africa and Angola are parties to the PSMA. Angola acceded to the PSMA only in 2022.
South Africa is in the process of domesticating the PSMA 272 while Namibia is reportedly yet to incorporate
its minimum standards into legislation.?’”> Namibia is, however, implementing the necessary measures and
cooperating under its framework.

Namibia and Angola are also signatories to the Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) on Port State Control
for West and Central African Region, and South Africa to the Indian Ocean MoU on Port State Control 27+

IMO instruments

The 2004 International Ship and Port Facility Security Code (ISPS Code) provides governments and the
private sector with minimum standards for ships and ports to ensure they do not threaten the safety of
navigation and adhere to maritime security measures.?”> Opinions differed on regional ports” adherence to
the ISPS Code, but officially, all eight South African ports,?”®¢ Namibia’'s Walvis Bay and Luderitz, and Angola’s
Luanda, Cabinda, Lobito and Namibe, are ISPS Code-compliant.?””

In December 2023, the IMO adopted Resolution A.1192(33) on the ‘dark fleet’?”® which targets vessels trying
to evade control, including those flying flags of convenience. It confirms the threat posed by such vessels

if not addressed through port and flag state measures and provides recommendations. The IMO also has
guidelines to prevent and suppress the smuggling of wildlife on ships engaged in international traffic. These
address the use of legitimate shipping by criminal networks to facilitate biodiversity crime 2”®
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2007 International Labour Organization Work in
Fishing Convention
aCtorS threatenlng The convention establishes minimum standards on board

Africa’s ma r|t| me fishing vessels to protect crew members from labour abuses
and human trafficking.?&®
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The AU's AIMS acknowledges that ‘as the actors threatening
Africa’'s maritime domain continue to grow in number and
capability, there must be a corresponding African endeavour to
address these at the national, regional and continental levels.”®

There is no shortage of regional instruments aimed at maritime
security in the region. However, little of this has filtered through
to the national level. Uptake and implementation have been
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poor due to limited political will and resources. This is reflected in the absence of national maritime security
strategies (NMSSs) in Angola, South Africa, and Namibia.

Chart 8: Yaoundé Code of Conduct Member States
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In response to illicit activities in the Gulf of Guinea, ECOWAS, ECCAS and the Gulf of Guinea Commission
developed the Yaoundé Architecture. Its primary instrument is the non-binding Yaoundé Code of Conduct,
which aims to foster regional collaboration, including collective cross-border efforts to share information,
pursue vessels and prosecute offenders. However, implementation has been slow due to limited resources
and states failing to take regional ownership of implementation as roles and responsibilities are unclear.?84
An Interregional Coordination Centre oversees two regional maritime security centres,?®> which in turn
receive information from national maritime operational centres. There are also Multinational Maritime
Coordination Centres (MMCCs) that cover different zones. While there is an MMCC in Luanda, it is reportedly
not yet operational %

South Africa is also a party to the Djibouti Code of Conduct, which was developed in response to Somali
piracy and has since expanded its scope to other maritime crimes through the Jeddah Amendment. Its
application does not extend to the South Atlantic.

The outlier to these two codes of conduct is Namibia, which belongs to neither.
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Law enforcement efforts to secure the region’s waters

Law enforcement responses primarily consist of physical patrols by vessels and planes, risk profiling,
inspections, and using MDA technology. Key institutions responsible for securing the region’s waters include
the police and border management entities (up to 12 nautical miles of the territorial seas), navies (up to the
limits of the EEZ), flag states on the high seas, and port states. Myriad other government departments are
also involved, including transport, environment, fisheries, mineral resources, and customs.?®”

The key maritime law enforcement institutions in each country are briefly noted below. Information on
available assets was primarily gleaned from secondary sources.

Angolan fisheries patrol vessel, Foz do Zaire

‘Ib’ff - 3

F0Z00 ZAIRE |

Photo: Graham Curran, Marine Traffic

Angola

The Angolan Navy reportedly has 24 patrol vessels,?®® and has procured additional vessels?®®* and MDA
technology.?® It is however still perceived as lacking the resources and capacity to effectively patrol its EEZ.2°
The Ministry of Fisheries and Marine Resources (MFMR) reportedly has 15 patrol vessels, some of which are
relatively new, plus two vessels with vessel tracking technology.?®> However, most naval and fisheries patrol
vessels may not be operational ?*®> The Angolan National Police?®* and Policia Fiscal (Fiscal and Customs
Police) also have patrol vessels.

Namibia

The navy has three patrol vessels and one logistics vessel. Patrols are, however, limited by insufficient funding
for fuel and vessel maintenance.?®> This also means Namibia cannot pledge assets to joint naval exercises
and often only sends observers.?¢ It also complicates inter-agency cooperation. Namibia has two coastal
naval bases. The closest one to Angola is in Walvis Bay, from where a patrol vessel takes over 24 hours to
reach the border.??” The navy regularly embarks other law enforcement agencies during patrols, for the
eventuality that they might encounter incidents outside of their mandate. The Ministry of Fisheries and
Marine Resources (MFMR) operates an aircraft and two patrol vessels and also embarks naval representatives
during patrols.?®®

Although NAMPOL's water wing has a few vessels, participants said it patrols only rivers, and not Namibia’s
territorial sea. The navy is therefore expected to also patrol the territorial sea.?®* A NAMPOL representative
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acknowledged their limited maritime capability, causing them to rely on the navy and NAMPORT to
identify illicit shipments. He said that accessing Namibia’s coastline was easy, and without intelligence, illicit
shipments were likely to enter Namibia successfully.®%°

South Africa

The head of the South African Navy (SAN) has repeatedly stated that the navy is in crisis due to budget cuts
affecting equipment, resources, staff and patrol frequency. As a result, he said: ‘The SAN only has a very basic
idea of what is happening in our EEZ at any given time.” " In 2024, the navy operated just one frigate and
one inshore patrol vessel 3%? In the 2023/2024 financial year, the SAN spent only 2 641 hours at sea, of which
just over a third were dedicated to actual force employment.*%® The SAN has received three new vessels since
2022, although it needs at least 15 to cover the EEZ.3%4

The SAN embarks fisheries and South African Police Service (SAPS) members during patrols. A senior South
African Maritime Safety Authority (SAMSA) representative noted that the SAPS’s water wing was ‘very thin
on the ground’ with little likelihood of being capacitated to effectively patrol South Africa’s territorial sea.>%
A Department of Transport (DoT) representative said: ‘They use rubber ducks. It's very embarrassing that a
government department with that kind of responsibility does not even have patrol vessels. Due to the lack
of patrols, he says criminal actors feel comfortable taking chances.3%¢

The Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment (DFFE) has four patrol vessels.>°” A representative
from an international organisation suggested that the DFFE could compare with the strongest fisheries
enforcement capabilities in Africa.>°® While the DFFE sometimes also embarks police and naval personnel 3%
mandated agencies often participate only after being informed of suspicious activity.>'°

DFFE Patrol vessel Sarah Baartman

Photo: Crane/Flickr

South Africa is currently in a precarious position with the establishment of the Border Management
Authority (BMA), which aims to integrate border management by consolidating functions previously handled
by multiple agencies. The multi-agency Operation Phakisa, although not a permanent structure, has a
similar integrated management aim, focusing on fisheries and environmental crime in coastal areas. The
BMA is expected to assume responsibility for the coastal zone, and while it is planning to procure vessels, it
does not yet have maritime capabilities®'" is underfunded, and must still appoint most of its personnel3?




Participants were sceptical of the BMA's short-term ability to protect South Africa’s ports and coastline. They
also suggested that the BMA’'s deployment could shift criminal activity away from official borders.

Cooperative and cross-border law enforcement arrangements

There are multiple examples of inter-agency, inter-state, and international law enforcement efforts in the
region. South Africa, for example, has a Maritime Security Advisory Committee comprising representatives
from various government departments that advise the transport minister.3'> Operation Phakisa also has
an inter-agency Priority Crimes Committee®'* In Namibia, the Container Control Programme established
a joint port control unit in Walvis Bay where multiple agencies, including NAMRA, MEFT, NAMPOL and
NAMPORT?'® profile containers to identify illicit activity. The unit is relatively new, but has proven effective
elsewhere, provided agencies are capacitated and willing to share information.

The region is also moving towards implementing national maritime single windows (MSWs), a single portal
for vessels to submit electronic pre-arrival notifications. While vessels have the right to innocent passage
through coastal waters, they must submit an Advance Request for Port Entry (AREP), enabling authorities
to assess the vessel's activities before granting entry. MSWs are mandated by the IMO Convention on
Facilitation of International Maritime Traffic®'® to enable all relevant agencies to gather the information
necessary to clear a vessel for port entry.3'” MSWs also serve a similar purpose to one-stop border posts and
will shorten the amount of time consignments spend in port.3'®

Participants noted the challenges of not having an MSW. A participant said: "You need close cooperation in
terms of mapping all vessels coming in and out and that must be visible to all the departments. It isn't today
and that is a weakness.”’ A NAMPORT staff member said: ‘Each agency seems to be functioning completely
on its own, which leads to resource overutilisation, because for the same programme, three different
institutions provide the same service.”®?°

South Africa’s Merchant Shipping Act is under review to introduce an MSW. NAMPORT is in the
procurement phase of its MSW32" and Angola’s Lobito Port received its MSW platform in 2023 with the
support of Singapore.322 MSWs would therefore allow all government agencies with an interest in merchant
shipping to view vessel information on a single platform,3?* simplifying inter-agency cooperation and
expediting vessel clearance.

With regard to inter-state cooperation, multiple MoUs aim
to facilitate cooperation in response to maritime threats. For
example, South Africa has MoUs with Mozambique, Angola,

South Africa has MOUS and Namibia that allow for hot pursuit when vessels flee32“
Wlth MOza m blq ue, Annga, Namibia and Angola signed an MoU on sharing information

on suspicious vessels in the border region. The MoU also

and Na m| b|a that a”OW provides for joint patrols, but its implementation has been

. questioned due to Angola’s inaction following reports of
for hOt pU rsuit When suspicious vessel activity on the border.*?> There are also
vessels flee general cooperative MoUs between NAMPOL, the SAPS and

the Angolan National Police 3?¢

There are inter-regional learning exchanges, such as those by Stop lllegal Fishing, SADC Atlantic (discussed
below), and the UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC).3?” Regular capacity-building workshops run by non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) also occur.

Cooperation with external actors illustrates the region’s strategic importance globally. For example, the
Indian Navy visited Namibia in 2023, while the US has engaged with Namibia®*?® and Angola®*® on maritime
security in 2025 and the US is set to develop the Angolan coast guard.**® Multiple external actors host and
participate in training activities as well. Examples include the US*¥' and Portugal’s training of Angolan
marines,>? and Brazil's longstanding capacity-building relationship with the Namibian Navy. International
cooperation often takes place in the form of naval exercises, such as exercises between South Africa, Brazil
and India,>** between South Africa, China and Russia,>*** and the US-led Obangame and Cutlass Express
which the US recently indicated might be expanded to Southern Africa.33®
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Naval exercise between South Africa, India and Brazil in 2024

Photo: Military Africa

The EU is another key player in regional maritime security capacity-building,**¢ including criminal justice
capacity-building aimed at improving maritime security in the Gulf of Guinea, supporting the Yaoundé
Architecture, and upscaling port security and the safety of navigation.**” EU navies also intermittently have a
presence in the Gulf3*® which is illustrative of foreign actors maintaining a presence in the South Atlantic as
they seek to expand their regional influence*°

These external states have significantly larger navies and their partnerships can prove valuable**° in lieu of
regional assets, provided relationships are mutually beneficial and can refrain from becoming entangled in
geopolitical rivalries.

Maritime domain awareness

States complement physical patrols with technological surveillance to monitor vessels. This includes satellite
tracking via AlS, which transmits vessels’ position, identity, speed, etc., and is mandatory for certain vessels
over 300 gross tonnage undertaking international voyages. Unlike AIS, vessel monitoring systems (VMS) are
primarily used by governments and fisheries departments as a tool for monitoring, control and surveillance
(MCS). VMS shares vessel locations periodically and can be delayed.3*' States regulate the use of AIS and VMS
differently, requiring certain national and international vessels to have either or both AIS and VMS.

Key entities responsible for maritime security and overseeing vessels, such as the region’s navies, fisheries
departments, and DoT, employ various monitoring tools. Angola’s National Maritime Coordination and
Surveillance Centre was opened in 20243*? and the US Military's Africa Command has provided them with
licenses for vessel monitoring systems like SeaVision.?*> Namibia's Global Maritime Distress and Safety
System infrastructure, which monitors vessel communications, is currently being modernised.*** A Namibian
participant said although vessels are being monitored, data from various systems need to be integrated and
staff must be trained on data analysis.3*®

South Africa’s DoT oversees the Maritime Security Coordination Centre (MSCC), which clears vessels

entering South African waters.>*¢ SAMSA operates the Centre for Sea Watch and Response, responsible for
ensuring vessel safety at sea. Sea Watch receives AREP 96 hours before arrival, verifies details, and shares the
information with the MSCC, which distributes it to the relevant authorities, including law enforcement, who
can object to the vessel's entry. Should intervention be necessary, the MSCC coordinates the response.®*”
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South African regulations currently only require ‘conventional ships’ to provide pre-arrival notifications, but
efforts are underway to extend this requirement to non-conventional ships for better regulation.®+®

SAMSA also uses long-range identification and tracking of ships, enabling it to monitor vessels as far as
Brazil >4 Like the MSCC, SAMSA does not have its own patrol vessels, despite requesting a budget from
Treasury and the DoT.3*° Data from AIS, VMS, and other sources is currently integrated through the Oceans
and Coastal Information Management System-Integrated Vessel Tracking (OCIMS-IVT) system.3°' Yet, South
Africa’'s Comprehensive Maritime Transport Policy notes the shortcomings of its MDA systems and stresses
the need for an integrated monitoring and surveillance system along with access to satellite radar and visual
imaging.*>? A fisheries expert also commmented: ‘different agencies are in possession of incident data which
would identify patterns of illegal activity at sea, but they don’t know what to do with that data to improve
their response.®>3

It is therefore uncertain if OCIMS is not fit for purpose or whether it needs to integrate data from more
sources. Participants did say more staff were needed and should be trained to become specialists in using
technology, especially in interpreting information and integrating data from different sources.3>*

The strength of these systems lies in integrating and sharing data on suspicious activity, but they still require
assets to respond to incidents, and this is where the region falls short. As a DoT representative said: ‘We

have our waters just open, anyone can come in .. if you go to the offices of defence, intelligence or the navy
or fisheries, they will show you in their app - do you see these vessels that are parked here? These are the
people who are waiting for darkness to come in and steal the fish, they do it every day. And we don't react,
we don’t have the capability.*>®> A researcher fromm Namibia similarly noted that although Namibia had good
MDA, it meant little without being able to respond to an incident swiftly.>%¢

Fisheries law enforcement efforts

In addition to traditional maritime law enforcement efforts, fishing vessels are subjected to MCS through
quota and permit systems, fisheries observers on board fishing vessels, and fisheries inspectors on patrol
vessels and in ports.>*” There are also regional efforts to conserve fish stocks outside coastal state waters.
This is done through RFMOs, established
under the UN Fish Stocks Agreement, to
regulate straddling and highly migratory
fish. South Africa, Namibia and Angola
are parties to the Convention on the
Conservation and Management of
Fishery Resources in the South-East
Atlantic Ocean (SEAFO), which is based
in Namibia, as well as the International
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The challenge with RFMOs is that
they are administrative bodies with no
enforcement powers or vessels of their
own. They therefore depend on the
exercise of flag state jurisdiction and
inter-state cooperation.%®

One of the developments participants
were most optimistic about®*° was

the establishment of the SADC

Atlantic project in 2023, and the SADC
Monitoring, Control and Surveillance
Coordination Centre (MCSCC)3*%° in
Mozambique. The SADC Atlantic initiative




aims to pool resources and expertise to enhance the monitoring and response to fisheries crime in Angola,
South Africa and Namibia, leveraging the capabilities of the MCSCC. It focuses primarily on foreign vessels
and port state measures and has improved inter-state cooperation to share information and identify and
monitor suspicious vessels 3!

The project has developed a risk assessment methodology
similar to assessments done following an AREP, enabling

authorities to evaluate a vessel's history before granting :
entry. This assessment also looks for other illicit activities, like The SADC Atla n.tlc
forced labour and drug trafficking.362 The SADC Atlantic’s initiative has a risk

informal communication platforms avoid bureaucratic

processes and has led to the arrest of suspicious fishing assessment meth0d0|0gy
vessels in Cape Town . [deally, this shared information ena bl | ng authOritieS to

can result in suspicious vessels being refused port entry , .

and licences throughout the region. The MCSCC is also evaluate a Vessel S hlStOry
developing a regional fishing vessels register, and will share befOI’e g ra ntl ng entry
information with RFMOs and other regional maritime

security centres.3%* SADC Atlantic also hosts inter-country

capacity-building and learning exchanges. Training has included analysing AlS, satellite imagery and radar
data, and using SeaVision, which integrates Skylight and Global Fishing Watch data. A fisheries expert said,
however, that training good analysts took years, and training should be sustained.>®®

Fisheries enforcement in Angola

Angola’s Law No. 6-A/04 on Aquatic Biological Resources regulates fisheries. Angola also has a national
action plan to combat IUU fishing (NPOA-IUU), which was reviewed in 2024.3% Angola is a member of
ECCAS's Gulf of Guinea Regional Fisheries Commission,**” which in 2024 partnered with Global Fishing
Watch to improve the use of technology for vessel surveillance and to review fisheries laws and policies.>®®
A Fisheries Monitoring Centre is located in Luanda. Angola’s inability to prevent Angolan-licensed foreign
fishing vessels from plundering Namibia’'s horse mackerel is however an indication of its limited law
enforcement capacity. This is discussed below.

Fisheries enforcement in Namibia

Namibia’'s Marine Resources Act of 2000 regulates fisheries, which are monitored from the Fisheries
Monitoring Centre in Walvis Bay. Although foreign vessels are not required to have AlS, the centre can
monitor those with the functionality.>6°

The act prohibits transhipment at sea and restricts trawling in the 200-metre inshore area. Foreign fishing
vessels must submit an AREP five days before, and undergo port inspection®”° by fisheries inspectors who
are empowered to investigate, search, seize and arrest on suspicion of fishing violations.*>”' Fishing vessels are
also required to carry observers, who report incidents to inspectors to investigate.>’? Namibia’'s NPOA-IUU373
complements these measures, along with fisheries MoUs with Angola, Mozambique and South Africa.37*

Fisheries inspectors are often accompanied by police during patrols and inspections. Fisheries staff have
been trained to identify indicators of forced labour, but an MFMR representative reported that cooperation
with labour inspectors would improve if they were present during inspections.>”>

Like the navy and police, the fisheries department’s patrol and surveillance ability is limited.3”® A senior
representative from the MEFT noted that Namibia had nearly 200 fisheries inspectors, and around 140
observers, but since just one vessel patrols at a time, only a few of the inspectors can enforce laws at sea.3””
A senior rep from the Department of Maritime Affairs noted: ‘We have probably one of the most active MCS
programmes globally. But our MCS is limited in the sense of the resources [..] and human capacity.” He said
offences and trends could remain undetected if the ability to intercept vessels did not improve. Two fisheries
patrol vessels are currently operational and patrol for a third of the month. This is insufficient to cover

the EEZ and should be supplemented by technological surveillance.3”® The MFMR also has one aircraft.?7°
Although it aspires to acquire drones, it has not done so yet.3&°
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Half the MCS effort is concentrated in Namibia’'s northern border with Angola®®' but a naval representative
said even if illegal activity were identified through for example VMS, it would take a vessel a day to travel
from Walvis Bay to the Angolan border. Depending on the location, it may also be too far for the fisheries
aircraft to arrive on time. Although Namibia has denied EEZ and port entry to some vessels,3®? those fleeing
to Angolan waters pose a challenge. The naval representative shared instances where Angolan authorities
were notified about fleeing vessels, but no feedback was received, despite some of these vessels also lacking
fishing licences for Angola.3®3

Namibian patrol vessels

Photo: Victor Libuku/ILO/Flickr

Angola’s licensing of, and limited ability to respond to, IUU fishing vessels, therefore, impacts Namibia.3®* An
official from Namibia’s MFMR noted: ‘The fact that they are operating or are comfortably present in Angolan
waters gives us a sense that they may be associated with the Angolan authority. Cooperation with Angola is
however improving, partly due to engagements through the SADC Atlantic.?%

An assessment of fisheries enforcement in Namibia found that while knowledge and understanding of
detecting and prosecuting fisheries crime was increasing, ongoing challenges included a lack of technology,
limited understanding of fisheries-related offences and prosecutions, and limited training opportunities. And
as noted earlier, Namibia’'s fishing industry has been tainted by corruption.®®®

The fishing industry itself also contributes to MCS.*#7 An industry representative reported that their vessels
regularly reported suspicious vessels, but that no action followed. He attributed this to limited resources
and potential Namibian interests in these vessels. He argued that were law enforcement based near the
border, they would have an opportunity to apprehend these vessels since their fishing gear takes time to
retract. Instead, They need peace and quiet to work there, and that peace and quiet is guaranteed because
the patrol vessel is in Walvis Bay.*8® An Angolan-flagged vessel was however intercepted by Namibia in the
border region in 202338

Fisheries enforcement in South Africa

DFFE fisheries control officers (FCOs) are mandated in terms of the Marine Living Resources Act of 1988.
No foreign vessels are allowed to fish in the country’s waters and transhipments are only allowed in port
and with a permit. Vessels may also be required to have observers on board to monitor catch.3°° A fisheries
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law expert noted that these observers rarely reported any
wrongdoing, which might indicate collusion with, or fear of,

the crew. While some large vessels have observers on board, The DFFE has three

this is required only every six months, and relates primarily to .

scientific observations.>! |n5h0re and one OffShore
Foreign vessels must submit an AREP and obtain an EEZ patrél.vessels’ bUt mOSt .
permit to enter South African waters. They must notify the FCO partICI Pa nts consider this
of their intention to enter port to land catch, which allows for a inSUfﬁCient tO effeCtively

pre-inspection and risk assessment. This assessment considers .

the vessel's history, including any labour violations, and a monitor and respond to
physical inspection follows on arrival 3°? If infringements are inCidentS at sea

found, relevant departments are notified, and a criminal case

is opened. lllegal catches are seized and auctioned, and the

proceeds given to the DFFE. Vessels may also be forfeited and

permits may be revoked.>%*

A senior FCO noted that foreign vessels engaged in IUU were,
however, challenging to apprehend, as they often fled, and port
costs could accrue if the vessel was held in port for an extended
period.>** Fisheries officers, designated as Environmental
Management Inspectors, are also unable to carry their own case
dockets, limiting their ability to see cases through to trial 3%

FCOs cooperate with other agencies by embarking on patrolling
naval vessels, such as those participating in Operation Phakisa.>*®
Patrol vessels with SAPS officers on board have been used to
inspect suspicious vessels when no naval ships were available.
FCOs use body-worn cameras, enabling senior FCOs to assist
remotely during inspections.>®”

Most surveillance takes place nearshore due to limited staff
and resources. The department has three inshore and one
offshore patrol vessels that conduct intermittent patrols,

but most participants consider this insufficient to effectively
monitor and respond to incidents at sea.>*® Limited funding
to operate and maintain vessels is a challenge, as well as

the lost ability to conduct aerial patrols.>®° A fisheries expert
suggested that patrols were not intelligence-driven and VMS
data was not continuously monitored as MDA centres were
not always manned.

Reflective of state actors not always welcoming external offers
of assistance, such as from NGOs or international partners,*®
participants highlighted the government’s apprehension to
subscribe to global MDA systems, like the American-based
Skylight and Global Fishing Watch, which can track vessels not
transmitting AIS. Until these systems are employed, authorities
must rely on active AIS and VMS (for local vessels) to identify
suspicious activity.*!

South Africa has an NPOA for sharks.“°? Successful, but now
defunct, environmental courts specialised in prosecuting marine
resources cases, especially abalone trafficking, but funding ran
out, and the courts were closed. Few fisheries crime cases
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are prosecuted under the Prevention of Organised Crime Act (POCA), meaning that organised criminal
elements often go unaddressed. The tendency is to issue fines instead.“%

Another challenge is the limited data on certain species populations. A fisheries expert recalled an
abalone poacher telling him that scientists simply did not know where to look for populations. But one
indication of the declining stock is that seized abalone are getting smaller. In 2023, the DFFE coordinated
the development of an abalone strategy alongside multiple stakeholders, including legal rights holders
and illegal harvesters. Stakeholders have commented on the strategy, which has been endorsed, but

is not yet being implemented.*®* A fisheries trade expert said this delay could further taint the strained
relationship between DFFE and coastal communities.%®

Law reforms

Participants considered the legislation applicable to shipping, vessels and marine resources as mostly
satisfactory, but identified enforcement as the key challenge. They stressed the importance of using POCA
legislation to address organised elements and to facilitate cooperation between different entities.

A few important law reforms are underway, including increasing oversight over vessels and incorporating
data from different sources for vessel risk assessments. South Africa is domesticating the PSMA and the
DFFE has asked for comment on draft regulations to the Marine Living Resources Act, namely the Proposed
Regulations Relating to the Entry of Foreign Fishing Vessels into South African Waters,*°¢ that will allow
greater oversight over foreign fishing vessels transiting through South African waters or calling into port.

The regulations include notification of entry, the requirement for a port entry permit, the requirement to use
AlS, and stowage of gear while in transit. In line with the PSMA, port entry can be denied if evidence of IUU
fishing is found. Vessels will also be prohibited from deleting vessel tracking data for a prescribed period.%”
To increase oversight of small vessels, South Africa’'s Merchant Shipping Act Draft National Small Vessel
Safety Regulations are currently under consideration.“°®

Participants suggested additional law reforms, often in
relation to fisheries crime. Many suggested increased
penalties since administrative fines are trivial compared
to the value of illegal catches. They argue fines also don't
EXpertS noted the deter the organised enterprises behind the offences,“®
dlfﬂCU |ty in proving |||ega| and crews continue engaging in illegal activities after

L . paying fines.#1° Low fines for violations of Namibia's Forest
aCt|V|ty at sea, which Act, which applies to timber trafficking, were also cited.

COUld be addressed b Although there is a new draft bill in this respect, POCA
. . y charges could be used in the interim.
legislative changes

However, imprisoning crew members will not impact

beneficial owners, while financial penalties and vessel

forfeiture will.#"" In Argentina, for example, fines are
accompanied by the costs of the catch and law enforcement expenses. This could be considered to increase
penalties in the region and to recover costs.

Experts noted the difficulty in proving illegal activity at sea, which could be addressed by legislative changes,
such as instituting no-dive zones in nearshore areas exposed to illegal harvesting. As law reforms progress,
fisheries experts have proposed requiring all vessels entering SADC ports to submit an AREP and mandating
AIS use for fishing vessels above a certain size. If coastal states made this a requirement, it would allow
enforcement by both flag states and coastal states. Ensuring that legislation provided the necessary law
enforcement powers to agencies other than police, including port security officers, was also noted.*'?

Regional states need to ratify international instruments applicable to vessels,*' fishing and illicit trade
and domesticate their provisions. Any law reforms should be accompanied by dedicated resources for
implementation. States must also criminalise illegal activity by their nationals on board foreign vessels.1*
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Primary barriers to effective responses to illicit vessel activity

The research explored stakeholders’ biggest challenges in mitigating TOC at sea. The below six factors are
considered the greatest barriers.

Fragmented efforts

Illicit trade in the South Atlantic is not addressed in any pan-Atlantic forums or cooperative instruments,*'>
including in Africa. Participants largely attributed this to the lack of pressing security threats compared to the
Gulf of Guinea and Western Indian Ocean, where lives and maritime trade are routinely at risk.41® It could also
be due to more pressing threats on land.*'”

Unlike Angola and South Africa, Namibia is neither a member of the Yaoundé nor Djibouti Code of Conduct.
This is likely due to Namibia’s location and limited implication in maritime crimes, but it could expose the
country to exploitation.

Although several recently established pan-Atlantic and African-Atlantic forums exist, none focus exclusively
on maritime security or TOC, and they are too new to assess their potential impact on regional cooperation.
Examples include the Atlantic African States Process*'® and the US-driven Partnership for Atlantic
Cooperation.1®

While not nearly as influential as the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, there is also the Zone of Peace
and Cooperation of the South Atlantic (ZOPACAS), originally aimed at non-militarisation and South-South
cooperation. Driven by Brazil, its members met for the first time in a decade in 2023 to try to revive it. It
remains to be seen whether ZOPACAS could potentially foster more collaboration around trans-Atlantic
maritime crime.*?°

Participants all stressed the importance of combining limited resources. A naval officer said: ‘In the Gulf of
Guinea, those countries realise that we cannot operate in isolation. You can tighten your maritime security
in Namibia, but if Angola does not do the same, then there will be a problem.*?! This is seen with Angolan-
licensed fishing vessels exploiting Namibian and South African waters for illicit activity. Stakeholders also
cited the language barrier with Angola as a reason for limited engagement.*??

A worrying shortcoming is the lack of regional maritime security coordination and information-sharing
centres equivalent to those in the Gulf of Guinea and Western Indian Ocean. There is no equivalent in the
South Atlantic except for the recently established fisheries MCSCC in Mozambique, which shares fisheries
information with Angola, Namibia and South Africa.“?®

National efforts to coordinate agencies and regulate vessel activity are also challenging. South Africa’s
Comprehensive Maritime Transport Policy, for example, notes the fragmented nature of law enforcement at
sea, calling for a robust coordination mechanism.*?* Such challenges are also illustrated in the registration
of fishing vessels. The DoT usually registers fishing vessels, while fisheries departments issue fishing licences.
Fisheries departments, therefore, rely on the DOT to conduct vessel risk assessments, so that when fishing
licences are considered, a thorough history of the vessel is available.“?®

National maritime security strategies

Although Angola’s permanent representative to the UN noted that Angola ‘promotes the adoption of
maritime security strategies consistent with the prevailing situation in the Gulf of Guinea and Southern Africa,
Angola does not have an NMSS 426 |t does however have a blue economy and ocean strategy.“?” Namibia

also has a blue economy strategy, but other than noting budget constraints to monitor IUU practices, it
makes little mention of the need to secure its ocean.*?® A naval representative said the absence of an overall
maritime security authority impeded cooperation between entities responsible for maritime security.*?°

South Africa has an Oceans Economy Master Plan and has developed a draft NMSS,4*° |ed by the South
African National Defence Force (SANDF) with input from various state departments. However, a DoT staff
member reported that the SANDF questioned whether it should lead the strategy, saying it should fall
under the DOT. The representative recalled saying to the SANDF: ‘The DoT is not responsible for security in
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this country. You cannot ask the DoT to develop an NMSS that will be implemented by the SANDF and
the SAPS!

The representative also noted there had been no discussion between the heads of navy and maritime in the
DoT about the way forward. Despite an invitation from the Portfolio Committee on Defence for the DoT to
present the NMSS, he said this was not the department’s mandate. As a result, the draft strategy is in limbo,
with no clarity on who should champion it.4*'

One participant further confirmed that while there was consensus on the necessity of NMSSs, no one
wanted to take responsibility for its implementation due to budget constraints. The participant recalled

a meeting some years ago where the hypothetical scenario of the Cape Route experiencing a significant
increase in shipping traffic was raised. At the time, no one took it seriously enough to ensure the region was
able to absorb the influx of new business opportunities, which he attributed to the lack of a clear strategy.**?

Because there are no NMSSs, participants felt roles were undefined, and mandates were unclear,*** leading
to no entity directing responses. Participants often expressed challenges regarding who should be in charge
of securing the maritime domain, with key mandated agencies, like transport departments, lacking vessels
and only monitoring activity from land.**

Political will versus political capacity

Participants often distinguished between political will and political capacity and agreed that political

will was illustrated by dedicating resources to address TOC at sea. But while the lack of resources is by far
the greatest barrier to countering TOC and cooperating in doing so, this does not necessarily mean there
is a lack of political will. As Lekunze notes: ‘Inherent operational problems in African navies limit action
even when navies are situationally aware.**> A lack of political will is, however, illustrated in the absence of
NMSSs and limited inter-agency and cross-border cooperation. But this distinction does not matter - both
result in inaction.

Corruption

Corruption was often cited as the reason for governments not prioritising TOC at sea.**® This includes
corruption when vessel documents are issued, when shipments enter ports, when fines are paid, and even
when laws are passed“*” or seized shipments disappear.“*® As the Fishrot scandal showed, a handful of
corrupt individuals can have a big impact.**° Participants highlighted the potential of corruption with paper-
based licences and permitting systems, especially in fisheries.**°

Challenges in maritime domain awareness

Participants acknowledged that when it came to MDA, ‘we don’'t know what we don’t know because you
can’t monitor what you can't see.*4! As argued by Richardson et al., ‘Detection relies on maritime surveillance
systems, which are largely non-existent beyond national borders in the South Atlantic. Interdiction depends
on [coast guard] and naval capabilities, which are typically sub-standard, particularly off the African coast.*4?
Participants acknowledged blind spots and limited integration of agencies with a maritime mandate’s
individual MDA systems nationally and regionally.*** The development of MSWs and regional information
sharing centres could help address this.

Because foreign vessels are not always obligated to turn on their AIS in coastal state waters, their coverage
is less than local vessels fitted with VMS.“44 While there are satellite-based systems like Skylight and Global
Fishing Watch that can increase states’ ability to monitor vessels even if they do not use VMS or AIS,
countries have been cautious about using them due to their US ownership and concerns about national
security and ownership of information .44

Another challenge is delayed data and intelligence. South Africa’s long-range identification and tracking,
for example, has a six-hour time lapse.*“¢ Delays are exacerbated by bureaucratic processes, which can only
be bridged by having the necessary inter-agency and cross-border relationships.*4” A 2025 parliamentary
briefing on security also noted that South Africa’s maritime surveillance was handicapped by outdated
radar systems.“48
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Challenges in maritime law enforcement

Identifying, boarding and inspecting suspicious vessels at sea

is challenging. The logistics of inspecting vessels on the open
ocean, often far from land, coupled with limited jurisdiction and
sometimes hostile crew, complicate maritime interdictions. In
ports, commercial interests require fast turnaround times, further
limiting the time and resources available to identify illegality.*4°

But by far the biggest challenge to effective law enforcement
identified by participants was the lack of resources and technical
expertise. This is not surprising, and a challenge globally due

to the size of the ocean, the quantity of goods moved through
ports, and law enforcement efforts being focused on land.
Maritime security often doesn'’t feature in training curricula of
law enforcement entities that aren’t primarily focused at sea.**°

In theory, navies should be best able to patrol large areas. Yet
South Africa, Angola and Namibia’'s navies are small - despite
their vast EEZs. Participants agreed that the region’s navies had
limited impact in securing its waters, given their lack of vessels
and resources.“*! For maritime and aerial patrols, scant funding
to procure, run and maintain vessels and planes is a major
impediment. The impact of limited patrols has been described
in the context of South Africa’s Operation Phakisa: ‘The positive
impact Operation Phakisa has had when officials are deployed is
noticeable and local communities have expressed appreciation
for the presence of the enforcement officers. However, these
achievements are underscored by the intensification of poaching
activities as soon as the Phakisa operations end and security
personnel withdraw.“*? [rregular patrols are therefore unlikely to
have a deterrent effect.*>3

Participants also said the lack of assets endangered law
enforcement: ‘Poachers will shoot and they'll ram you and they
do everything to stop you because they've got the money; they
lose a rigid-hulled inflatable boat, they just replace it.*** Another
noted how law enforcement was often outnumbered by criminal
actors. Financial constraints also limit cooperation between
countries, including joint patrols and investigations.*>> Maritime
industry reports of suspicious activity at sea are helpful, but when
no action follows, often due to limited resources to respond, the
public loses trust in law enforcement.**¢

Only a fraction of containers in ports worldwide are scanned,
and most countries have few scanners. Limited space to carry
out searches is challenging, in addition to the costs of holding
containers and vessels during investigations.*>” Fishing vessels
are more regularly inspected, but they are primarily checked

for fishing violations and not other illegal activities. Participants
were also sceptical about security measures keeping up with
port expansion and increased trade**® and the risk of ports falling
victim to cyberattacks.**®

Specialist skills are needed to detect, investigate, and prosecute
maritime crimes. ‘Law enforcement is very good on terrestrial
cases. When it comes to maritime cases, it's always a challenge,

The biggest challenge
to effective law
enforcement identified
by participants was the
lack of resources and
technical expertise
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said one participant.*®® While there is ongoing training and awareness-raising, more is needed, and some of
it can only be learnt through experience.*® Participants said the focus often fell on easily identifiable targets
or ‘low-hanging fruit’ due to the limited capacity to investigate TOC up the supply chain, such as combing
through financial transactions and analysing devices to connect suspects.“®? This is especially true when
investigating and prosecuting fisheries crime. Instead of focusing on foot soldiers’, controlled deliveries could
expose the entire supply chain.“®

Another significant challenge is in the unequal implementation of law enforcement, particularly when
neighbouring countries are either lax or uncooperative in cross-border investigations. This includes flag states
or coastal states failing to implement port state measures that would deny suspicious vessels access.

Recommendations for a watertight response

The research interviews reflected on the opportunities to improve responses to maritime crime committed
on board vessels in Africa’s South Atlantic. The following recommendations reflect key priorities for
enhancing stakeholder responses.

1
Develop national
maritime security
strategies

7 2
Prioritise the entire Monitor trends
supply chain and its and quantify
socioeconomic drivers economic losses

Recommendations

6 3
Increase oversight of Capacitate maritime
small vessels and law enforcement entities
small harbours

5 4
Move from rhetoric Enforce port state
to action: practical measures against IlUU
regional cooperation vessels and expand
oversight to other TOCs
at sea

Securing Africa’s South Atlantic: a risk assessment of organised maritime crime




Develop national maritime security strategies

The lack of clear direction, roles and responsibilities in securing the maritime domain could be addressed
through the development of NMSSs*®“ for Angola and Namibia, and the finalisation of South Africa’s

draft NMSS. These strategies must be rooted in regional realities and capacities. As Lekunze said: ‘African
states cannot [...] assume that in heated global strategic competition, international law, diplomacy and
transnational governance schemes would prevail in providing maritime security. African states must develop
strategies that reflect challenges arising from the changing nature of the international system.#6>

While regional countries are arguably good at developing frameworks, allocating the resources to implement
them often falls short.*®* An evidence-based strategy can, therefore, also be used to elevate maritime security
challenges to national priorities and secure necessary resources for implementation.

Monitor trends and quantify economic losses

Interview participants struggled to identify specific trends in illegal maritime trade, such as which
commodities were moved through specific ports of entry. If incident data is collated and analysed, it can
identify trends and inform targeted responses.

Coupled with an evidence base and NMSSs, quantifying losses related to TOC at sea could further motivate
regional governments and other stakeholders to allocate desperately needed budgets and resources to the
response. A cost-benefit analysis could illustrate how a small investment in security would be considerably
less than the losses incurred if security measures are lacking.*6” One example is the loss of port fees when
fishing vessels are denied port access,*® versus the loss of lucrative marine resources. This also requires
scientific research to quantify losses to marine biodiversity as a result of illegal harvesting and the inability to
optimally exploit resources also targeted by illegal trade.

Capacitate maritime law enforcement entities

All participants expressed the need for more patrol vessels for both maritime and port law enforcement
actors, and interviews were dominated by the challenge of limited resources for maritime surveillance

and waterborne responses. While it may seem like a simple solution to ensure patrol vessels are funded,
fuelled and underway,*®° in reality it is an expensive endeavour few developing states can afford, this is why
maintenance is so important. As a participant remarked: ‘When you allow your infrastructure to collapse, it
means starting from scratch.” Maintaining maritime infrastructure is cheaper than deteriorated assets such
as patrol vessels requiring replacement.

MDA relies on complementary vessel patrols and technology. To address blind spots due to too few
patrolling vessels, technologies that provide real-time information,*’° as well as integrated systems making
data visible across agencies and the region, need to be explored. Regionally, this can be addressed by
establishing information sharing and coordination centres or platforms. The integration of MDA and vessel
information systems would empower law enforcement to gather and share information and to respond
to incidents swiftly. But this can only be optimised if they can be combined with vessels that can be
dispatched in response to an incident or if port authorities can respond to vessels in port.

Countries could adopt mobile MDA technology, like drones, in lieu of vessels.*”? NAMPORT, for example,
uses a drone to oversee vessels at anchorage.*’? Participants suggested digitising processes related to vessel
administration and goods clearance to accelerate processing, facilitating faster, safer trade, to make data
visible to multiple stakeholders though an integrated system, and to prevent corruption and fraud.*”

Surveillance systems in ports need to be monitored full-time*’* and can employ artificial intelligence to
identify suspicious activities and trends.“”> Ports should comply with the ISPS Code*’® and ensure scanning
equipment is functional and staff are trained to identify illicit activities.*”” This applies to all law enforcement
entities, which must be able to identify illegal substances, such as drugs and precursors, animal and plant
species, and potential human trafficking. To secure ports, participants suggested improving access control
for crew members in ports, improved coordination between customs and container handling operations,
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and improved communication between regional customs agencies, such as through the Southern African
Customs Union.

Instead of acquiring more vessels, naval bases could be established closer to problem areas, such as the
border between Namibia and Angola.*”® The role of navies globally is evolving into one that includes

law enforcement roles. Not all participants were convinced that the contemporary nature of maritime
security justifies naval investments, suggesting that coast guards with offshore patrol vessels might be
better suited.*” South Africa’'s BMA and Angola’s coast guard could fill this gap once fully operational.
One participant further suggested navies should stop acquiring old or donated vessels and invest in fast,
medium-sized vessels instead.*8°

The chief of the SAN has acknowledged that limited
maritime assets force African navies to take on broader coast
guard functions.*®! Participants supported expanding law

pa rtici pa nts su ppo rted enforcement powers to address a broader range of offences
. at sea and in port, provided entities receive adequate
eXpa nd I ng laW training and resources to execute these powers. They
enfo rcement powe rs favoured integrated border management or specialised TOC
agencies with broad authority to combat illegal activities
to add ress a broader at sea. While this aligns with South Africa’'s BMA aims,
range Of Offences at participants were sceptical about its success without proper

funding.*®? Criminal justice officials should also be better
equipped to identify, investigate and prosecute TOC in the
maritime domain.*83

sea and in port

Two suggestions for funding more resources were to use funds from fines and forfeited assets“®* and to
allocate a percentage of the value of fishing quotas to fisheries enforcement.*®> Elsewhere, like Kenya,
coast guard functions have been funded by various government departments with mandates in the
maritime domain.“s®

Private industries dependent on the maritime domain could also contribute to security measures.*®” For
example, in Ghana, the oil industry is helping the navy procure more boats, with financing provided by
the Ghana Commercial Bank.*®® The shipping and fishing industries are also valuable partners in sharing
information with law enforcement. In Kenya, for example, a mobile app allows local fishers to alert
authorities to suspicious activity.*®® Regionally, countries that have joint fishing ventures with Namibia and
Angola could contribute resources to secure the region’s waters.

Participants stressed the importance of dual criminality and harmonizing laws regionally, especially
regarding natural resources. For example, by listing certain marine species on CITES, foreign law
enforcement entities are empowered to help combat illegal trade, potentially reducing the targeting of
these species and the profits to TOC networks. Alternatively, legislation similar to the US Lacey Act could be
considered. The Lacey Act criminalises trade in natural resources illegally obtained in another country*®° and
applies to individuals and other entities, like companies.*®' This could also address the shipping of illegal
commodities through neighbouring countries to ‘legitimise’ shipments.

Law enforcement and other stakeholders must be trained on anti-corruption measures in the maritime
domain and should be empowered to identify and report corruption.

Enforce port state measures against IUU vessels and expand oversight to other TOCs
at sea

Considering the fleet of IUU vessels using Angolan, Namibian and South African ports, these countries need
to intensify cooperation to investigate illicit activity and deny licences and port entry to these vessels. They
should also seek to establish beneficial ownership of these vessels and engage with the flag states that
register them.
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The PSMA holds valuable lessons for dealing with vessels suspected of being involved in other TOCs. While
this would be unfair to apply to container vessels where there are no grounds to believe crew are complicit,
smaller vessels that are often engaged in illegal activity could be treated in the same way as fishing vessels.
This is in line with preventive law enforcement powers afforded by UNCLOS. As one participant noted:
‘Whether they're moving drugs or wildlife products or weapons or people, if they're aware that when they
come into Luanda, Lobito, Walvis, LUderitz, Cape Town .. that illegal operators stay away from our ports
because they're seen as secure, that they're aware that everyone’s sharing information. They'll go somewhere
else, but at least they won't come here.**?

As foreign fishing vessels operating from Angola’s waters with impunity have shown, the PSMA is only
effective when implemented, requiring countries to balance the economic contribution of these vessels with
the need to enforce their laws.

Move from rhetoric to action: practical regional cooperation

Participants reiterated the importance of cooperation between national agencies, and between regional and
international stakeholders to pool resources. But across TOC research, this has become rhetoric with no clear
guidelines on how to practically operationalise it, especially without dedicated resources.

Although regional instruments like MoUs exist, they are not necessarily implemented. And while some
advocate for establishing pan-Atlantic cooperation and information-sharing forums, especially for joint law
enforcement and patrols,*® participants were less in favour, preferring to use existing forums to collectively
address their challenges, and diplomacy to facilitate cross-border cooperation.

Suggested options to facilitate regional cooperation include Namibia joining the Yaoundé Code of Conduct,
expanding the Gulf of Guinea concept to Atlantic Africa*®* or exploring an option similar to the trilateral
planning cell aimed at collectively addressing drug trafficking in South Africa, Mozambique and Tanzania.**®

Interestingly, few participants suggested joint patrols between regional law enforcement, instead focusing
on national inter-agency cooperation,*® perhaps recognising the region’s limited assets. Expanding

existing collective efforts could include more joint port control units, as has been established in Walvis Bay.
Alternatively, integrated MDA and information systems can allow for indirect inter-agency collaboration.*%”

Participants were, however, clear that any forums should be operational, bringing together stakeholders who
can take commitments on paper and implement them on the ground. This could be as simple as bringing
together multi-agency law enforcement representatives from across the region to discuss their biggest
challenges and cooperation needs,**® and to establish informal relationships.

Increase oversight of small vessels and small harbours

Enforcement efforts are currently concentrated on larger vessels and official ports of entry, with limited
regulation and oversight of smaller vessels, such as recreational vessels, and harbours. Landings and
transhipments are rarely monitored in smaller harbours. Like regional ports, smaller harbours are also being
developed, with plans for possibly establishing new harbours*®® and therefore requiring increased security
measures. As with larger vessels, licensing and registration of smaller vessels should only proceed after
thorough checks on vessels’ history.

Prioritise the entire supply chain and its socioeconomic drivers

Responding to incidents without investigating the entire supply chain yields short-term results at best.
Instead, the entire supply chain must be addressed. Efforts should therefore not be limited to, for example,
engaging with source countries, but also with market states and transit states through which illegal
commodities are moved or laundered into legal markets. This is similar to container profiling based on

its origin and destination. A fisheries inspector suggested that the destination of landed catch should be
declared so that fisheries market trends can be identified.> This could also be applied to other illegal
commodities, including those in transit.
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Participants noted that while law enforcement may suppress TOC or displace it elsewhere, including
away from maritime routes,*°' lasting change will only occur if socioeconomic conditions improve for the
communities along Southern Africa’s Atlantic coast.5°? The same applies to societies where crew members
come from or where illicit commodities originate. If livelihoods can come from sustainable use of the sea,
fewer people might feel compelled to illegally exploit it for short-term benefits.

While this would not address the entire illicit supply
chain, it would mitigate the impact of TOC on local
communities.®®* The challenge with law enforcement and

If livelihoods can come compliance efforts is that they are often at the expense
from SUStainable use Of of coastal communities who have relied on the sea for

centuries, leaving them criminalised and without prospects

the Seaq, fewer people for improved socioeconomic wellbeing.5%
mlg ht feel Compel led The region’s shipping and fishing industries could be
to Illega | |y exploit |t developed to integrate and generate more intra-African

trade. This would ensure the region was not merely a transit

zone for shipping, but an active participant. More
opportunities for fishing could be unlocked. As an industry representative said: ‘We're not catching the fish
that is out there. If there is fish out there which is caught illegally, it is not hurting us because we haven't got
the capacity to catch it.*% Increasing fish processing ability in the region could also provide jobs and skills.>%®

Conclusion

TOC in Southern Africa’s Atlantic is widespread and has far-reaching impacts. These TOCs concern multiple
countries, none of which have the capacity to respond to them alone. It is the responsibility of flag, port
and coastal states to work together if they are to mitigate the impacts of TOC at sea. Considering that a lot
of the region’s wealth lies offshore, the limited maritime security architecture and law enforcement assets
are concerning.

As the changing international order sees powerful states increasingly trying to leverage relationships in
Africa, African states’ agency is increasing.’®” With Southern Africa’s exceptional geographic location at
the centre of global trade, the region should capitalise on its strategic importance to form partnerships
to protect not only Angola, South Africa, Namibia and their people, but also the global vessels and goods
passing through its waters.>%®

Patalano writes: ‘The very foundations of the prosperity that underwrites open economies rests upon
maritime physical and digital connectivity .. In a contested maritime century, we should start thinking
about navies as the ultimate national security insurance policy.*® While navies might not be the answer
for all Southern African countries, more vessels at sea, coupled with technology to increase MDA, are
non-negotiable. These maritime law enforcement entities might not fight wars, but the enemy they face
is insidious, often cannot be linked to a single state, and is better resourced and more flexible than the
governments trying to curtail them.

Will Southern Africa’s Atlantic states seize the opportunities presented by their maritime resources - or will
they be ruled by the criminal actors currently commmanding the ocean?
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