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Abstract: In the last two decades, there have been a rapid changing pattern of violent crimes 

across Africa and these rapid changes in the pattern of violent crimes have impacted 

negatively on the countries in the Gulf of Guinea. Insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea was 

initially a security threat that involved the Illegal Unreported and Unregulated (IUU) fishing 

using fishing boats and vessels. However, the menace has now transformed into organized 

maritime crimes that are perpetrated by sea pirates and oil thieves; constantly targeting 

large petroleum oil vessels. Thus, this paper is a sociological review of maritime insecurity 

in the Gulf of Guinea. The paper is framed around the Delinquency and Opportunity Theory 

of Crime by Cloward and Ohlin (1960) and also adopted content analysis of secondary data 

from official reports and literature from journals, textbooks etc. The paper observed that 

globalization, corruption, unemployment, socio-economic and political exclusion and 

porosity of the territorial water ways were some of factors responsible for maritime 

insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea. The paper also observed that some of the consequences of 

maritime insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea were reduction in Sea foods, declining source of 

livelihoods and decline in the volume of vessels patronizing the region. Based on this paper‘s 

findings, the paper recommends that countries in the Gulf of Guinea must improve the living 

conditions of their citizens and adopt modern technology for crime prevention in the region.       
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Introduction 

In the last two decades, there has been a rapid change in pattern of violent crimes across the 

African continent. These rapid changes in the pattern of violent crimes have impacted 

negatively on the continent and specifically on the coastal countries in the Gulf of Guinea. 

The menace of insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea was initially a security threat that involved 

the Illegal Unreported and Unregulated (IUU) fishing and targeting fishing boats and vessels 

in the Gulf‟s coastal countries. However, this menace has metamorphous into organized 

maritime crimes that are committed by pirates and other international networks of criminals 

who target refined petroleum or crude oil vessels (Marc, Verjee, & Mogaka, 2015). 

 

Maritime security in the Gulf of Guinea remains strategically important for the economic 

development of Africa and the entire globe. This is because it is crucial to maintaining a 

steady flow of revenues from oil and gas, which have the potential to contribute significantly 

to development in the region‟s and global economy. At the same time, maintain maritime 

resources such as fish, aquaculture and intact ecosystems which directly contribute to the 

livelihoods of many Africans (Buzan, Waever and De‟Wilde, 1998; Royal Institute of 

International Affairs, 2013). 
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Similarly, fish stocks are important source of protein for the region and the annual per capita 

food supply from fish and fishery products over the period 2002 to 2007. In addition, the 

poorest 40% of the regional population in the Gulf of Guinea depend on fish as a crucial 

component of their diet. However, Illegal Unreported and Unregulated (IUU) fishing by both 

foreign and African vessels now remains a serious problem costing the coastal countries in 

Gulf of Guinea around USD 350 million a year; posing a serious environmental threat to fish 

stocks and the potential overall collapse of the fishing industry in the region (European 

Union, 2017). The continuous illegal depletion of the fish and fishery products will have 

negative impact on the world fish markets as the stocks are depleted.  

 

Similarly, to both the economies of the developed and developing countries, energy security 

and trade depend to a large extent on sea-based transport. The region is currently the source 

of around 5.4 million barrels of oil per day (bbl/d). This is equivalent to more than the total 

amount imported by 27 European Union (EU) countries in 2008 which was estimated at 4.9 

mbbl/d and over half of United States (US) crude oil imports in 2008 of 9.8 mbbl/d. Oil 

supply from the region in 2011 was equivalent to 40% of total 27 EU countries and 29% of 

total US petroleum consumption in the same year with Nigeria and Angola accounting for 

47% and 34% of the region‟s total oil supply respectively (Royal Institute of International 

Affairs, 2013). However, the energy security and trade in oil and gas in the Gulf of Guinea 

has increasingly come under threats from international criminal syndicates. 

 

 A significant of proportion of oil bunkering in the Gulf of Guinea could be said to have 

originated from Nigeria specifically around the rich oil Niger Delta area. The region is 

inhabited by over 30 million Nigerians with an estimated 30% of them being unemployed 

(Royal Institute of International Affairs, 2013). On the other hand, the root causes of oil 

bunkering Gulf of Guinea and the associated economic consequences accompanying it cannot 

be simply be pinned on Nigeria. This is because the menace of maritime insecurity in the 

Gulf of Guinea is a regional rather than a purely Nigerian issue as pirates from different 

countries cross international boundaries into the Gulf of Guinea to carry out oil theft and 

attack foreign ships owned by several nationalities. More so, piracy in the Gulf of Guinea 

which is more linked to hydrocarbon theft, is responsible 4,500 tons of crude oil stolen every 

entering into the international market. Although, the high comparative scale of oil theft in 

Nigeria may be as result of the country being the largest oil producer in the Gulf of Guinea 

region accounting for estimated 400,000 barrels of oil being stolen each day. This has 

resulted to the loss of revenue of the country up to $1 billion per month.  It is however 

evident there is an increase in the scale of oil theft in the other coastal countries of the Gulf of 

Guinea (Royal Institute of International Affairs, 2013).  

 

As the menace of insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea continued to impact negatively on the 

coastal countries in the region, the International Maritime Bureau (2019) reported that 

maritime piracy in the Gulf of Guinea has become very intense that the menace has become 

twice incidence of maritime piracy that occurs in the Gulf of Aden in 2012 despite the Gulf 

of Aden being known to harbor the most dangerous maritime pirates in the world. By and 

large, the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crimes (UNODC) in 2013 reported that a 

strong relationship was established between maritime piracy and the proliferation of illicit 

financial flows from outlawed activities of oil bunkering, kidnappings and illicit trafficking 

of small arms and narcotics. Also, UNODC (2013) revealed that between year 2005-2007, the 

total quantity of cocaine seizure was over twenty (20) shipments of thousands Kilograms. 

The quantity of the seized cocaine was originally from South America which hitherto was 

meant to be shipped to Europe through the Gulf of Guinea.  
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The activities of pirates in the Gulf of Guinea accounted for an estimated 427 attacks which 

represents 30% of all 1,434 attacks in African waters between 2003 and 2011. This implies 

that the proportion of piracy in the Gulf of Guinea is not only increasing but has eclipsed the 

acts of piracy of the coast of Somalia. Also, the incidences of piracy in the Gulf of Guinea 

have also increased to 53 cases in 2011 as against the recorded 39 cases in 2010 while a 

number of cases go unreported (Royal Institute of International Affairs, 2013).  

 

The incidence of insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea committed by organized syndicates of sea 

piracy was reported by Husted (2019) to have cost the region an estimated to have $793.7 

million US Dollars in 2016 with over 47 attacks through organized crimes of sea piracy and 

robbery. Furthermore, in 2017 the incidence of attacks by sea pirates and armed robbery in 

the Gulf of Guinea increased to 79 attacks resulting to loss an estimated loss of $818.1 

million US Dollars. By 2018, the recorded incidence of attacks by sea piracy and robbery in 

the Gulf of Guinea region further increased to 146 cases with financial consequences of an 

estimated $1.2 billion US Dollars (Husted, 2019).  

 

There is also the challenge of paucity of data which could be used in understanding the extent 

of criminal activities occurring within the water ways of the Gulf of Guinea (Otto, 2016a). 

Professionals and military authorities in the Gulf of Guinea region have concluded that an 

estimated 30% to 80% of all forms of maritime crimes are unreported and that no law 

compels either the shipping companies or private maritime security companies to report such 

incidences of crimes (Otto, 2016b). Apart from the challenge of paucity of data which could 

be used in understanding the extent of criminal activities occurring in the Gulf of Guinea, 

there are also issues of inconsistency in reporting incidences of maritime crimes to the 

internationally recognized bodies such as the International Maritime Bureau (IMB), the 

International Maritime Organisation (IMO) and local authorities (International Maritime 

Organization, 2018). Similarly, the inconsistency in reporting the incidences of maritime 

crimes to local authorities may not be unconnected to the shipping companies nor private 

maritime security companies poor views that the local authorities usually demonstrate 

inability and unwillingness to respond; plus the time and costs accompanied with providing 

evidence if a reported incident is to be prosecuted. Thus, this reduces the avenues for 

countries in the Gulf of Guinea to generate reliable data on the incidences of maritime crimes 

in the maritime region (Otto, 2016a). It is pertinent that from the forgoing introduction, 

maintaining maritime security in the Gulf of Guinea is essential to peaceful exploration and 

exploitation of maritime natural resources such as fishing, keeping ecosystems of the intact 

and regular flow of revenues from oil and gas. 

 

Specifically, the paper intends to cover many issues and these include: to examine the factors 

responsible for maritime insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea, to investigate the consequences of 

maritime insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea and proffer recommendations on to prevent 

maritime insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea.  In terms of methodology, the paper adopts content 

analysis of secondary data from official reports and literature from journals, textbooks etc.  

 

Conceptual Clarification 

Gulf of Guinea Region: There is no clear definition of the Gulf of Guinea region, however 

for the purpose of this study, the Gulf of Guinea will be conceptualized in its narrowest 

clarification as the area of the Eastern Atlantic Ocean that is bounded by the intersection of 

the Equator and the Prime Meridian of 0°0‟0”, 0°0‟0” which lies on the Equator and the 

Prime Meridian of 15°0‟0”N - 15°0‟0”S thereby stretches 6000 kilometers along the 

maritime border coast from Senegal to Angola (Royal Institute of International Affairs, 
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2013). These 17 states include: Angola, Benin, Cameroon, Congo, DR Congo, quatorial 

Guinea, Gabon, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Ivory Coast, Liberia, Nigeria, Senegal, Sierra 

Leone, The Gambia and Togo (Royal Institute of International Affairs, 2013). The Gulf of 

Guinea region is one of the globe‟s richest maritime region as the region account for about 

35% of the World‟s total petroleum reserve and large deposit of other solid minerals. Other 

natural resources in the region include: diamonds, gold and dense rain forests accounting for 

20% of the world‟s total rainforest (Abubakar, 2017; Larsen, 2018). 

 

Maritime Security: In an attempt to define maritime security, Speller (2014:150), defined 

maritime security as the maintenance of good order at sea. Also, Kraska and Pedrozzo 

(2014:10) defined maritime security as a constant evolving of a set of rules designed to avoid 

naval warfare by keeping maritime powers apart, toward a new global framework designed to 

facilitate maritime security cooperation by bringing countries together to each common goals. 

 

Theoretical Frame Work: The Opportunity Theory 

This paper is framed around the Delinquency and Opportunity Theory by Richard Cloward 

and Lloyd Ohlin (1960). The theory is a modification of the original 1938 Theory of Social 

Structure and Anomie by Robert K. Merton (Brown, Esbensen & Geis, 2010). The starting 

point of Cloward and Ohlin‟s Delinquency and Opportunity Theory (1960) is that just as the 

availability of legitimate means varies across social groups, so does access to illegitimate 

opportunity structures exist. The central theme of Cloward and Ohlin (1960) is that people in 

all strata of society share the same success goals but that those in the lower class have limited 

means of achieving them. Cloward and Ohlin (1960) further postulated that individuals go 

into crimes and delinquency as result of the opportunities that are available to them to go into 

crimes and criminality. Cloward and Ohlin (1960) also argued that the criminal or delinquent 

activities in which one becomes immersed into are a function of the delinquent opportunities 

that are available to that person. Therefore, people who perceive themselves as failures within 

conventional society will seek alternative or innovative ways to gain success. People who 

conclude that there is little hope for advancement by legitimate means may join with like-

minded peers to form a criminal or delinquent gang.  

 

In applying Cloward and Ohlin‟s Delinquency and Opportunity Theory (1960) to explain this 

work, this means maritime insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea is as a result of opportunity from 

the social disorganizations bordering issues of porosity of borders, sparsely inhabited off-

coast islands, corruption among their security agents, political instability, weakness of the 

states, poor surveillance of their maritime territories and the also the proximity of these 

coastal countries of the Gulf of Guinea to Europe, individuals in the region go into crimes 

and criminality. Also, some individuals in the Gulf of Guinea who perceive themselves as 

failures within conventional society seek alternative or innovative ways to gain success. 

People who conclude that there is little hope for advancement by legitimate means may join 

with like-minded peers to form a criminal syndicates who are into sea piracy against ships 

and vessels, kidnappings, oil bunkering, and trans-border crimes which includes drug and 

human trafficking. Despite the contribution of this theory in explaining the causes of crimes, 

this theory has come under criticisms and one of such criticism is that despite high crime 

rates are recorded in lower-class areas, it is still true that most members of the lower class are 

not criminals. Siegel (2016) noted that the theory fails to take note of other fundamental 

variables like individual mental, physical, or social process or trait, that could predisposes 

individuals into crimes and criminality. 
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Factors Responsible for Maritime Insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea 

A multitude of factors are said to be responsible for maritime insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea 

and some of these factors include: 

 

i. Globalization 

Globalization remains a factor responsible for maritime insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea 

because not only are issues of security now more diverse, but the actors now involved in the 

creation of maritime insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea operate in an ever increasing 

interdependent power-play in the global economy in which events far afield can have 

unexpected effects in our own backyard (Amirel, 2013). As a result of globalization that has 

virtually eliminated the distance between individuals by using technology in breaking down 

of physical borders, the menace of maritime insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea have continued 

to remain a fundamental albatross to the economic development of Africa and the entire 

globe. This is because attacks on the system of oil, gas and fish supply in the Gulf of Guinea 

has adversely affected the steady flow of revenues from oil and gas, which contribute 

significantly to development in the region and global economy (Royal Institute of 

International Affairs, 2013). Also, UNODC (2013) noted due to continuing global 

interdependency among international criminal groups occasioned by globalization, a strong 

relationship has been established between maritime insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea and 

emergence of organized criminal syndicates who are into illicit financial flows from outlawed 

activities such as oil bunkering, kidnappings, trafficking illicit arms, narcotics and human. 

 According to Olayiwola (2017) and Musa and Yunusa (2019), globalization remains one of 

the major causes of the proliferation of criminal activities all over the globe especially the 

illicit proliferation of Small Arms and Light Weapons (SALWs) which are used in 

perpetrating violent crimes. They added that as result of globalization, it has become easy for 

the trans-border crimes across the world and into Nigeria such as arms smuggling and money 

laundering or illicit cash movement because of advancement in telecommunications, 

transportation and technology in general. Also in a reflection of that same interconnectivity 

brought about by globalization, Adeola and Oluyemi (2012) noted that the issue of 

globalization has enabled the criminals to move across the borders of countries to perpetrate 

their criminal activities unhindered which consequently will serve as threat to the security of 

lives and properties. Also, Madanda and Ping (2016) averred that the ease with which pirates 

infiltrate from Senegal to Angola indicates that there exist a sophisticated level of 

coordination and collaboration between pirates and on-land transnational criminal groups 

within the countries. 

 

ii. Corruption 

Corruption among the countries of Gulf of Guinea is a strong factor responsible in maritime 

insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea resulting to weakness and lapses in the member countries 

statutory responsibility of the ensuring law and social order prevails in their territories. 

According to the result of the Lopez-Lucia (2015) the endemic corruption which is most 

visible in almost all sectors of the countries in the Gulf of Guinea has led to weak governance 

in the region. Lopez-Lucia (2015) further explained that these unfortunate circumstances 

have created a social context which facilitates occurrences of illicit activities at the maritime 

region of the Gulf of Guinea. Similarly, Pérouse (2012) have noted that due to the endemic 

corruption which has plagued the countries in the Gulf of Guinea, it has resulted to lack of 

capacity among these country‟s navy, police and other maritime security agents which acute 

limited ability to detect crime, carry out investigations and prosecute the members of the 

criminal syndicates. Lopez-Lucia (2015) explained that despite the fact that countries in the 

Gulf of Guinea have streamlined their revenue earnings in taxes from oil, gas and fishing 
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activities, there are strong are reports that revealed how the country‟s ruling elites and 

security agents have connived with oil companies to embarked on pilferage of these nations 

resources that accrue from the Gulf of Guinea through an organized network of criminals. 

 

iii. Unemployment  

Unemployment amongst the countries of Gulf of Guinea is another strong factor responsible 

maritime insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea resulting to an upsurge in the incidences of violent 

crimes in the region. According to European Union (2017), unemployment in countries in the 

Gulf of Guinea is estimated at around 40% with levels of youth unemployment at over 60%. 

More so, there are insufficient economic opportunities in the formal, legal economy for 

young people. In addition, food insecurity in the countryside has encouraged migration from 

rural areas to cities, leading to rapid urban population growth, stretching already struggling 

social and economic infrastructure and creating tensions amongst urban populations 

(European Union, 2017; International Maritime Organization, 2018). Thus, this high level of 

unemployment encourages young people into criminal activity simply to make a living, so 

that they become foot-soldiers for pirate and criminal gangs, or leads them into illegal 

migration in very dangerous conditions. By and large, Borros (2013) noted that the high level 

of employment especially among the youths remains one of the serious root causes of 

maritime insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea region. They added that most at times, the 

incentives from organized criminal activities such as piracy, oil theft, armed robberies against 

ships, illicit arms and human trafficking in the Gulf of Guinea region remains the only 

sustainable source income available to the numerous unemployed youths in the region. 

 

iv. Socio-economic and Political Exclusion   

Social, economic and political exclusion within the countries of the Gulf of Guinea is a strong 

factor responsible maritime insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea resulting to an upsurge in the 

incidences of violent crimes in the region. According to International Crises Group (2013) 

social exclusion among the peoples in the countries in the Gulf of Guinea is very strong 

because the inhabitants in the these regions live in very remote areas and have very little 

access to basic social amenities and social services which include education, accessible roads, 

power supply, access to primary healthcare, portable drinking, public sanitation, accessible 

agricultural subsidy to basic farming inputs such as improved seeds, fertilizers etc.  

Also, in line with this thought of argument, Ukeje and Mvomo (2013) noted that, the issue of 

truncated developmental aspirations which is held among vast majority of inhabitants living 

in the Gulf of Guinea and economic deprivation in the region is often times reinforced by 

political exclusion. They added that this ugly scenario has resulted to consistent growing 

trend of frustrations and poverty levels among the people in the Gulf of Guinea. They added 

that this consistent growing trend of frustrations and poverty levels among the people in the 

region is mostly higher on the coast than in hinterland communities and that these make them 

particularly vulnerable to incentives from criminal gangs. 

 

v. Porosity of Borders within the Countries in the Gulf of Guinea  

The porosity of borders within the countries of the Gulf of Guinea is a root cause strong 

factor responsible maritime insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea resulting in an upsurge in the 

incidences of violent crimes in the region. Due to the porosity of borders within the countries 

of the Gulf of Guinea, Onuoha (2012) and Musa and Yunusa (2019) noted that it is estimated 

that there over eight (8) million SALWs circulating in West Africa which accounts while an 

estimated 77,000 illicit small arms are in the hands of major West African organized criminal 

groups in which they use to perpetrate maritime crimes. Marc et al., (2015) noted that due to 

their problems of porosity of borders that have brought multiple illegal entry routes into the 
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costal countries of the Gulf of Guinea, organized criminal groups from all over the globe 

prefer carrying out their criminal activities on the regions maritime ways.  

 

The Consequences of Maritime Insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea  

Maritime insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea, have in the last decade have threatened the social 

order in the region and there by simultaneously aiding the growing instability and criminal 

activity in the Gulf of Guinea. Maritime insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea have led to the 

disruption in economic activities in the region and causing energy security crises around the 

globe. This is because the abundant blue economy resources of natural gas and crude oil and 

her strategic geographical location, made her to be supplier of 10% of the oil and 4% of the 

natural gas consumed in Europe (World Bank, 2007; Denton and Jonathan, 2019; Okafor, 

2019). Organized networks of criminal groups in the Gulf of Guinea also engage in the illegal 

and unregulated fishing activities, illicit dumping of toxic materials in the region (UNODC, 

2018). The illegal and unregulated fishing activities of organized networks of criminal groups 

in the Gulf of Guinea has made the golf region loss up to 40% of the fishing which is worth 

$350 million per annum, resulting to depletion of fish stocks, resulting to force migration of 

youths out of the region and possible grounding of the fishing industry (Bank, 2007; Denton 

& Jonathan, 2019). 

 

Another consequence of maritime insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea is the creation an 

atmosphere of fear and tension through sea piracy and sea robbery. Consequently, this 

incidence of maritime insecurity result to violent crimes against ship and vessel crews with 

the use of guns to hijack the ships, held with aim to either abduct vessel crews or theft of 

petroleum oil (International Maritime Organization, 2018; Husted, 2019). Most worrisome 

about the problem of oil theft or oil bunkering in the Gulf of Guinea is the wide spread 

spillage of crude or which result destruction of the ecology of the Gulf of Guinea (European 

Union Council, 2014). 

 

The Gulf of Guinea has been negatively affected by narcotics considering that the bulk of 

illicit trafficking narcotics drugs such as cocaine, transit through the region there by making 

the Gulf of Guinea to command the highest markup. Also, due to the decline of cocaine 

demand from the United States of America and rise in its demand in Europe, the focus has 

now shifted to the European market by transiting these narcotics drugs via Gulf of Guinea 

(ONODC, 2013). Similarly, South American drug producing cartels prefer shipping their 

cocaine through the coastal countries along the Gulf of Guinea as transit routes due to the fact 

the coastal countries along the Gulf of Guinea comprise of a less monitored route to Europe 

than are Central America and the Caribbean due to their problems of porosity of borders, 

sparsely inhabited off-coast islands, corruption among their security agents, political 

instability, weakness of the states, poor surveillance of their maritime territories and the also 

the proximity of these coastal countries to Europe (Marc et al., 2015). In 2013, the UNODC 

(2013) report revealed that an estimated 17% or 21 tons of all cocaine consumed in Europe 

which has a retail value of US$ 1.7  billion passed through the maritime route of the Gulf of 

Guinea. Also, Souare (2010) asserts that the implications of illicit trafficking in the Gulf of 

Guinea is that these have the potential of eroding the regions social fabric and economic 

development, destabilize the government and weaken the state through compromising 

security agencies and government officials. 
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Recommendations 

Based on the discoveries from this work, the following recommendations are proffered: 

1. The authorities of the countries in the Gulf of Guinea should improve the living conditions 

of their nationalities by providing access to qualitative education, creating job opportunities, 

alleviation of poverty and creating enabling that would maritime and agro-business 

profitable.  

2. The authorities of the countries in the Gulf of Guinea must intensify efforts reforming their 

general conventions and each country‟s legislations to compel stake holders report incidence 

of maritime crimes or attacks, to prevent proliferation of SALWs. 

3. The authorities of the countries in the Gulf of Guinea must intensify the fight against 

corruption among law enforcement officers in their territories and should improve the 

working condition of the various law enforcement personnel in their territories.   

4. The authorities of the countries in the Gulf of Guinea should intensify efforts in carrying 

out joint security operations and in deploying modern technology such as Unmanned Ariel 

Vehicles (UAVs), satellites, share intelligence reports among their law enforcement agencies.  

 

Conclusion 

The paper concluded that there have been a rapid changing patterns of violent crimes across 

the Gulf of Guinea and these rapid changes have impacted negatively on the countries in the 

Gulf of Guinea. The paper concluded that globalization, corruption, unemployment, socio-

economic and political exclusion and porosity of the territorial water ways were some of the 

factors responsible for maritime insecurity in the study area. This paper also concluded that 

some other consequences of maritime insecurity in the Gulf of Guinea were reduction in sea 

foods, declining incomes of the inhabitants of region, and the decline in volume of vessels 

patronizing the region. 
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