
• 

home 
thesundaytimes November 8, 2009 

Battle of wits continues, 
to secure release of 
hijacked S'pore ship 
and 21 crew members 

\ 

Shefall Rekhl 

A tense game of wits is on to secure 
the release of Singapore ship Kota 
Wajar and its 21 crew members. 

Pacific International Lines (PIL), 
one of the world's biggest shipping 
companies and based here, owns 
the ship and it is believed that 
pirates have reached out to the 
company. 

But given the sensitivities 
involved, PIL is keeping mum. 

The container ship and crew 
were taken hostage in mid-October 
by Somali pirates preying on ves
sels in the Gulf of Aden. 

The past release of hijacked 
ships and crew pOints to ransom 
demands - if and when they are 
made - as the starting point. 

These demands used to be in the 
thousands of dollars. But the brig
ands - perhaps encouraged by a 
spate of successful kidnapping 
ransom episodes - have pushed 
their demands into the millions. 

Nearly US$3 .2 million 
(S$4.4 million) was reportedly paid 
for the release of the oil tanker Sir
ius Star in November last year. 

British media reports say pirates 
have demanded US$ 7 million for 
the release of British couple Paul 
Chandler, 59, · and Rachel, 55, kid
napped from their yacht and 
moved to the Kota Wajar. 

The pirates may now have 
moved the couple inland in Soma
lia, given the lukewarm response to 
their demands so far. 

But there has been no news re
garding the demands made for the 
Kota Wajar's crew. 

Mr Andrew Mwangura, of the 
Kenya-based East Africa Seafarers' 
Association, which helps shipown
ers negotiate with pirates, told The 
Sunday Times he could confirm 
that all crew members were safe. 

Asked to comment, the Mari
time and Port Authority of Singa
pore would say only that it was 
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Sea pirates' demands used to be in the thousands of dollars. Now they demand millions. Above, some of the Somali pirates who demanded USS20 million for the release of Ukrainian cargo ship MV Faina 
last year. Having grown richer from attacks, the pirates now own sophisticated devices like hand-held global positioning systems and satellite phones. 

working with PIL and the relevant 
agencies. 

The crew, who do not include 
Singaporeans, are from India, Chi
na, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, Pakistan, 
Myanmar and Ghana. 

The incident, meanwhile, re
mains in the global shipping spot
light. Industry players, worn out by 
the receSSion, are anxious to see 
how such daring raids play out. 

The now pirate-infested waters 
in which the drama is unfolding -
near the eastern coast of Africa 
between Somalia and Yemen - is 
one of the world's most frequently 
used routes by vessels carrying oil 
and other cargo. 

The Oct 15 hijacking occurred 
nearly three months after the last 
such c~se, signalling that Somalian 
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British couple Paul and Rachel Chandler, kidnapped from their yacht, are being 
held by pirates who are said to have demanded USS7 mlillon for their release. 

pirates were ready for business 
again, with the end of the mon
soon season. 

This, plus the tally so far, is cast
ing the shadow of higher insurance 
premiums, time delays and stress. 

From January till September this 
year, 306 attacks took place in the 
area, according to the International 
Maritime Bureau. During all of last 
year, the figure was 293. 

As one industry observer said: 
{'Whereas the pirates once operated 
25 miles (40km) from the eastern 
coast of Somalia, they are now 
doing so over 600 miles. That com
pounds the monitoring and regulat
ing of the situation. Ii 

What is more, perhaps having 
grown richer from the attacks, the 
pirates now own sophisticated 
devices like hand-held global posi
tioning systems and satellite 
phones. 

Indeed, most observers believe 
that securing the release of the 
Kota Wajar . and crew could be 
touch and go. 

The most critical issue will be 
ensuring that negotiations take 
place with the "correct" group of 
pirates. 

HIJACKS AND RANSOMS 

'. Ransom demands per vessel 
have shot up from less than 
USS50,000 (S$70,000) five 
years ago to over US$3 million 
today. 
• Industry experts say demands 
start at close to US$10 million 
but the actual payment may 
range from US$! million to 
US$3 million. 
• Oil tanker Sirius Star, 
hijacked in November last year, 
was reportedly released after 
US$3.2 million was paid. 
• Before Sirius Star's release, it 
seemed that the pirates were 
prepared to settle for a sum of 

Several groups operate in the re
gion, with some directed by third 
parties who may be based in Eu
rope, say observers. 

According to a report in 
maritime newspaper Lloyd's List, 
from a typical deal, nearly 50 per 
cent goes to a small number of 
senior gang leaders, usually based 
outside Somalia. 

Another 30 per cent goes to 
those who provide ancillary servic
es to the pirates, such as catering 
and ·the use of 24-hour guards to 
keep watch over the hostages. 

That leaves just 20'per cent for 
the gangs of youths who actually 
seize the ships. 

Only after the right group of ne
gotiators is found will the rest of 
the deal be easier, as it is lIessential
Iy based on trust li

, said observers. 
Pirates once accepted money 

transfers. Now they want cash. In 
one inCident, they requested an air
drop of sackfuls of cash. 

A negotiator involved in the 
release of the Sirius Star said some 
pirates even have cash counting 
machines and devices to check for 
fake bank notes. 

It has been suggested that ob-

around US$2.3 million. But the 
media publicity over the ship's 
capture prompted the pirates to 
up the ante. 
• Around US$1.5 million was 
sought for the release of 
Chinese fishing boat Tianyu 
No.8, which was captured and 
kept for about three months 
earlier this year. 

It is not clear whether any 
sum was paid. 
• Owners of bulk carrier 
Horizon-I, hijacked in Juiy 
with its Turkish crew, 
reportedly paid US$1.5 million 
for its release. 

servers and researchers should 
study the money trail to figure out 
if the ransom paid connects to 
terrorism. ' 

Such a discovery would push 
countries to work together and col
lectively heighten pressure on the 
pirates and their support groups 
outside Somalia. 

Reports that some pirate groups 
could be in cahoots with Al-Qae
da-inspired groups in Somalia sup
port this argument. 

But Professor Robert Beckman, 
director of the Centre for Interna
tional Law at the National Universi
ty of Singapore, said evidence prov
ing such links was weak so far. 

Yet, countries can still come 
together to address the issue by 
relying on existing United Nations 
international crime conventions, 
he said. 

Meanwhile, the safe release of 
the Kota Wajar's crew is anxiously 
awaited. 

The good news? So far, the 
pirates have kept their word in al
most all major incidents in recent 
months, with not one hostage 
being harmed, once their demands 
were met. 
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