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extend the missions
speakers agreed that there was important value in the immediate continuation 
of the naval operations. there is a real danger that piracy incidents will rise again 
as soon as it is perceived that there will be no adequate response. Rear Admiral 
Giorgio Lazio, Chief of staff of nato’s maritime Command, announced that 
nato had recently decided to extend ocean shield for two years and pointed 
out that “piracy at the moment is not an issue in the gulf of aden not because the 
pirates are gone. there are too many ships patrolling and too much security.”  he 
pointed out that many of those involved in piracy are now engaged in other illegal 
maritime activities such as smuggling, and cautioned that although pirate camps 
had been destroyed, they could easily be rebuilt. Anja Shortland, director of 
postgraduate research in economy at King’s College london, agreed, pointing 
to a World Bank estimate that once the success rate for piracy attempts goes 
above 5%, attacks will start again.

introduction
after a peak of incidents in the gulf of aden in 2010, piracy is now almost 
non-existent in the gulf of aden. the mandates for two of the key missions 
instrumental to this success, the eu naVfor operation atalanta and nato’s 
operation ocean shield, are set to expire this year. this event, hosted by the 
security & defence agenda, convened a panel of experts to discuss lessons 
learned from these operations and to explore the way forward. 

the speakers listed a number of lessons learned from the missions and all of 
the speakers emphasized the importance of continuing operations in the region. 
however, the challenges posed by the current era of budget austerity were also 
discussed. there was consensus among the speakers that a comprehensive 
approach is needed to address the issues underlying piracy activities in the long-
term. a comprehensive approach is complex and includes establishing a rule of 
law, capacity building, combating organized crime, gaining the participation of 
local elites and development. finally, the panelists spoke about the successful 
formats of cooperation that had taken place among the missions, and cited one 
in particular, shade, as a new paradigm that could serve as a model for future 
international security cooperation.

successes of counter-piracy efforts in 
the gulf of aden
maritime piracy off the coast of somalia in the gulf of aden began on a large 
scale in 2000. international naval patrols were dispatched in response to disrupt 
and deter these activities. the three principal missions were nato’s operation 
ocean shield; european union naval force - eu naVfor’s operation atalanta; 
and the Combined task force 151, a multinational naval partnership of 30 
nations. after a peak of 176 incidents in 2010, the number was dramatically 
lowered to just two in 2014. With the mandates for operations ocean shield and 
atalanta to expire at the end of 2014, moderator Giles Merritt, Chairman of the 
security and defence agenda asked whether the expense of continuing these 
missions could be justified and what were the important lessons learned from 
these operations.

“Piracy at the moment is not an issue in the Gulf of Aden 
not because the pirates are gone. There are too many ships 

patrolling and too much security.”

Rear Admiral Giorgio Lazio, Chief of staff of nato’s maritime Command
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Comprehensive approach required
military operations are crucial to continue to suppress piracy in the short-term. 
however, a much more comprehensive approach which addresses the root 
causes of piracy and involves complex elements such as establishing the rule of 
law, capacity building, gaining the cooperation of local elites, and development, 
is vital to ensure security in the long term. as european external action service 
(eeas) director for the horn of africa Koen Vervaeke explained, “the permanent 
solution is capacity building on land, and the sea must be secured while this is 
being worked on.”

Continuing the operations is important but has to be reconciled with current 
defence budget considerations. Robert G. Bell, senior Civilian representative of 
the secretary of defense in europe and defense advisor to the u.s. ambassador 
to nato, pointed out that nations can only afford a limited number of steaming 
hours, and that therefore “a ship has to get maximum value in return for time 
and money invested. sending out a multi-capable ship with crew to wait for 
pirates is not optimal use of resources in times of austerity.” as a result, navies 
are looking for ways to contribute to counter-piracy while combining this with 
other missions or training efforts. lazio explained that nato would only patrol in 
certain seasons, with high-level security training and coordination with partners 
taking place the rest of the year. 

new technologies such as drones could be employed for counter-piracy but 
constrained defence budgets limit the viability of these options . Bell emphasized 
that the u.s. faces global requirements and other theatres require these 
expensive assets.  this is the reason, the u.s. continues to press its european 
nato allies to increase their defence spending. 

“Sending out a multi-capable ship with crew to wait for pirates is 
not optimal use of resources in times of austerity.”

Robert G. Bell, senior Civilian representative of the secretary of defense in europe and 
defense advisor to the u.s. ambassador to nato

“The permanent solution is capacity building on land. Maritime 
crime has not been cured; we have only suppressed piracy.”

Koen Vervaeke,  european external action service (eeas) director for the horn of africa
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the lack of rule of law in somalia is a key hurdle to eradicating piracy and other 
maritime crime in the long-term. although piracy rates have plummeted, other 
forms of maritime crime are flourishing, including human trafficking, drug and 
gun smuggling, organised crime and illegal fishing. according to anja shortland, 
“maritime crime has not been cured; we have only suppressed piracy. the 
political lesson is that we need to stay, but we need to get traction on the ground, 
making sure that somalis are enforcing the law on their coastline.” 

shortland questioned whether the military approach is the most effective way to 
address the underlying roots of the problem. she cited estimates by the World 
Bank of the high costs of combating piracy through military measures, and argued 
that it may be more effective to invest in development. in the absence of an 
established rule of law by the somali government, shortland identified local elites 
as crucial stakeholders. these provide the pirates with anchorages and hiding for 
the multi-billion dollar assets (ships) until a ransom is negotiated - which can take 
years. should these local elites refuse pirates access to these anchorages and 
deny them protection during protracted ransom demands, the business model 
for piracy breaks down. “Very conditional development is needed to make sure 
that local elites must have better things to do than maritime crime,” she said. 

Vervaeke cited important work and resources that the european union is 
devoting in the area: “You cannot combat piracy just at sea. tackling piracy 
requires different kinds of intervention: military, legal, development, capacity 
building on social economic environment, and finally, a political effort.”

merritt echoed the importance of the eu’s actions both in the fields of 
development and security. “the gulf of aden is a bit of a microcosm of the 
eu’s future security responsibilities in parts of africa. We have to get used to 
the idea that development and security need to be much more on the same 
page. they are aware of each other, but not really working together yet,” he 
said. merritt also emphasized that operation atalanta has made an important 
contribution to the idea of eu military cooperation. Because the operation was 
visible, understandable and successful, it has had a positive impact.

“Maritime crime has not been cured; we have only suppressed 
piracy.”

Anja Shortland, director of postgraduate research in economy at King’s College london

“You cannot combat piracy just at sea. Tackling 
piracy requires different kinds of intervention: 
military, legal, development, capacity building 

on social economic environment, and finally, a 
political effort.”

Koen Vervaeke, european external action service (eeas) 
director for the horn of africa

“Development and security need to be much more on the same 
page. They are aware of each other, but not really working 

together yet.”

Giles Merritt, Chairman of the security and defence agenda



12 13Security & Defence Agenda | Evening debate Lessons learnt from the Gulf of Aden operations | Spring 2014



14 15Security & Defence Agenda | Evening debate Lessons learnt from the Gulf of Aden operations | Spring 2014

lessons for future international 
cooperation
the successful cooperation of multiple actors and missions during the counter-
piracy efforts was praised and pointed to as a model for future international 
cooperation. “multiple actors are not just welcome, they are complementary. 
Coordination mechanisms have paid dividends, and the sum of the whole 
became more than the sum of individual parts,” Bell said.  he also welcomed 
the decision to co-locate the joint commands of all three missions (atalanta, 
ocean shield and Ctf-151) in the same hQ as a concrete example of promoting 
communication and coordination among the missions. 

lazio and Bell identified shade 1 as one exemplary achievement of international 
cooperation in the gulf of aden, and encouraged looking to it as a model for 
multiple international actors to cooperate in the future. although the various 
operations were not integrated into one chain of command, they coordinated 
closely and transparently on all levels using the shade format. “it is a new 
paradigm that works. We could not achieve a unity of command but we have 
established unity of effect, and that is what shade is. it might come in handy 
as a lesson learned for the international community in other security fields,” 
explained lazio. 

While Vervaeke praised the commitments of all the countries involved, citing 
their ownership of the outcome in the region, Bell underlined the commitment of 
actors involved. he described a recent nato meeting with the 28+n format which 
brought together all nato members as well as all other countries involved in the 
gulf of aden endeavors including russia and China. all of the nations involved 
in this format openly explored solutions to the multidimensional problems in the 
region together.

Bell, lazio and Vervaeke all emphasized the high level of complementarity 
between the eu and nato operations. they stressed that rather than competition 
between the missions, there was important and effective cooperation.

“Coordination mechanisms have paid dividends, and the sum of 
the whole became more than the sum of individual parts.”

Robert G. Bell, senior Civilian representative of the secretary of defense in europe and 
defense advisor to the u.s. ambassador to nato

“We could not achieve a unity of command but 
we have established unity of effect, and that is 

what SHADE is.”

Rear Admiral Giorgio Lazio, Chief of staff of nato’s 
maritime Command

1  shade- shared awareness and deconfliction (shade) was established in december 2008 to coordinate counter-piracy missions in the 
gulf of aden. meetings are convened regularly in Bahrain and are co-chaired alternatively by nato, eu naVfor, and the Coalition maritime 
forces (Cmf). in addition to military and government representatives, there are also representatives from 14 international organisations and 
the maritime industry.
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anneX i – programme
lessons learnt from the gulf of aden operations

maritime security is crucially important for growth and stability in developed 
and developing nations alike. in the period since 2009, over 250 World food 
programme vessels and 127 of the african union’s mission in somalia received 
protection in the gulf of aden alone, with almost 900,000 tonnes of food and 
aid safely delivered to people in need in the countries bordering the gulf of 
aden. these are among the achievements of eunaVor somalia — operation 
atalanta with the support of nato’s operation ocean shield and the Combined 
maritime forces. since the piracy attacks peak of 2010, attacks, disruptions and 
suspicious incidents have dropped dramatically from 176 in 2010 to just two so 
far in 2014. to what should this successful reduction of attacks be attributed?

With the mandates of both operation atalanta and ocean shield coming to an 
end later this year, it is urgent to identify the lessons to be learned from those 
six years of international cooperation. Can these lessons be applied to other 
areas of maritime insecurity, and what implications for international cooperation 
at large? Could the operations in the gulf of aden pave the way to renewed 
cooperation with third countries such as China?

Robert G. Bell  senior Civilian representative of the secretary of defense
   in europe & defense advisor, u.s. mission to nato
Rear Admiral Giorgio Lazio Chief of staff, nato maritime Command (marCom) 
Anja Shortland  director of postgraduate research - department of
   political economy, King's College london
Koen Vervaeke  director for the horn of africa, east and southern africa
   and the indian ocean & senior Coordinator for the great
   lakes region, european external action service (eeas) 

moderated by Giles Merritt,  Chairman of the security & defence agenda
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COUNTER-PIRACY IN THE
 GULF OF ADEN

maritime piracy has over time become one of the 
gravest security threats in somalia and in the gulf 
of aden. it has led to maritime and human insecurity 
and interrupted delivery of shipments, increasing 
shipping expenses. food aid deliveries have also 
been disrupted. to help the somali government 
and the african union, several international maritime 
missions currently patrol the waters off the coast of 
somalia. 

this factsheet briefly presents facts and figures of 
the ongoing maritime operations, example of their 
cooperation and some of the challenges ahead in 
2014 as the mandates expire. 
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