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Pirates attacks in the Malacca Strait are an increasing security threat. On 

28 February 2005, four gunmen forced their way on board a tug boat 

towing coal in Malaysian waters. The pirates kidnapped the Malaysian 

captain and Indonesian chief officer of the tug and released them nine 

days later. The two landed safely in Port Klang in a fishing boat on March 

8. It is believed that a ransom was paid, but no details are available.   

The second incident occurred in the Singapore Straits on 11 March, 2005 

when pirates in three boats attempted to board a bulk carrier. The alert 

crew raised the alarm, activated fire hoses and switched on deck lights 

and the pirates dispersed after 15 minutes of attempted boarding.   

The third attack took place on 12 March, south east of Berhala Island, in 

the Strait of Malacca. Some 35 pirates armed with machine guns and 

rocket propelled grenades boarded the Indonesian-owned M T Tri 

Samudra product tanker carrying methane gas, while the vessel was 

underway. The master and chief engineer were taken hostage and 

ransom was demanded.  The vessel was directed not to proceed to 

Belawan , the next port of call. The ship's owners believe that the pirates 

were Gerakan Aceh Merdeka (GAM) or Free Aceh Movement rebels who 

are fighting for independence for Aceh province in Sumatra.   

The fourth attack took place on 14 March in the Strait of Malacca. An 

unspecified number of pirates, armed with guns in three fishing boats 
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boarded the Japanese-flagged ocean tug M V Idaten towing a large 

construction barge Kurooshia, for Myanmar. They kidnapped the 

Japanese master, chief engineer and Filipino 3rd Engineer. Later, Royal 

Malaysian Police patrol boats escorted the tug and towed the vessel to 

Penang. The crew members have reportedly been released but Japan's 

Foreign Ministry declined to say whether a ransom was paid.   

The latest attack happened at the One Fathom Bank, a narrow area of 

the Malacca Strait, north of Port Klang. Pirates attacked the 26, 104-tonne 

bulk carrier Ocean Bridge, owned by Japan. The pirates, armed with guns 

and knives, demanded RM 760,000 ransom. According to the 

International Maritime Bureau, the attacked that occurred at the One 

Fathom Bank is worrying because it was the first attack in this busy sea 

lane in several years and it may portend more attacks there. 

There had been a lull in pirate attacks since the tsunami and the 2004 

annual piracy report published by the IMB had speculated that the 

tsunami might have destroyed piracy related infrastructure or even killed 

some pirates. Moreover the large foreign naval presence from countries 

assisting the victims may have been a deterrent against piracy 

activity. However, it’s now clear that the pirates are “back in business”, 

especially in Malaysian waters. 

In most cases in the Strait of Malacca, the modus operandi of the pirates 

has been one of seizing the vessel, kidnapping some members of the 

crew, and demanding a large ransom. The IMB’s 2004 annual piracy 

report has noted that eighty-six shipping crew were kidnapped in pirate 

attacks followed by ransom demands.  Of these, 36 crew were kidnapped 

in attacks in the Malacca Straits. But the most worrying part of the 2004 

report is that the number of crew killed increased to 30 as compared to 21 
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in 2003. Overall a total of 325 piracy attacks on shipping took place in 

2004, less than the reported 445 attacks in 2003. However, many of these 

attacks were serious and involved vessels being fired upon.  

The rising incidents of piracy in the Malacca Strait require immediate 

attention from all the littoral states. Malaysia, Indonesia and Singapore 

have started joint coordinated patrols in the busy waterway since July 

2004. The effort by these littoral states to safeguard the sea-lanes of 

communication (SLOC) of the Malacca Strait is financed from their 

respective national budgets. Contributions from the user states to 

safeguard the SLOC have not been forthcoming. 

The US recently proposed to place its marines in the Strait of Malacca to 

pre-empt terrorist attacks. Malaysia and Indonesia are of the view that the 

US and other user states should provide funds for hardware, technology 

and training so that the littoral states can undertake security measures 

more effectively. Public opinion in these countries views US intentions with 

great suspicion particularly because of its pre-emptive unilateralist 

approach to conflict resolution. With this backdrop, Malaysia and 

Indonesia are insistent on safeguarding their sovereign rights over the Strait 

of Malacca and want to beef up their security capabilities. Both countries 

have rejected the US proposal to patrol the Strait of Malacca through its 

Regional Maritime Security Initiative. 

Malaysia, in its effort to safe-guard the Malacca Strait and its maritime 

area as a whole has formed the Coast Guard that was to be operational 

in March 2005 but has had to delay its deployment until the end of 2005. 

Thus, it is important for this agency to be operational in the Malacca Strait 

as the security threat is seen as the most crucial at this immediate time. 

Besides, strong committed cooperation between the Coast Guard, 
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Marine Department and The Royal Malaysian Navy to tackle piracy 

incidents in the Malacca Strait is essential especially during the early 

stages of its enforcement. Malaysia has announced its intention to deploy 

police with assault weapons on tugs and barges plying the busy shipping 

lanes as a measure to boost security and restore shippers’ confidence.  

Indonesia, however, is facing a major challenge in dealing with the 

aftermath of the tsunami disaster followed by another quake. Since piracy 

has become a serious threat in the Strait of Malacca, it is high time that all 

three littoral states engaged in more effective cooperation with the user 

states like Japan to curb this menace.  

Piracy is also a serious threat to Malaysian maritime security because the 

attacks are increasingly taking place in Malaysian waters that were 

formerly considered safe. Malaysian Minister of Defense, Dato Seri Mohd 

Najib, has stressed that Malaysian authorities have to work closely with 

Indonesian authorities to beef up security in the Strait of Malacca. The 

Royal Malaysian Navy, together with the Marine Department, has also 

deployed tighter security to monitor the waters.  It is crucial for Malaysia 

and Indonesia to deter piracy in the Malacca Strait because it is the only 

way to lessen the international pressure to allow foreign patrol at this vital 

shipping lane.  

The maritime security authorities such as the Marine Police, Royal 

Malaysian Navy and the Coast Guard should immediately prepare   

appropriate strategies, especially in information and intelligence 

gathering in which the immigration departments of both Malaysia and 

Indonesia also play a vital role. The Immigration Departments of these 

countries should take measures to prevent “pirates” from entering the sea 

in the first place.  
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Indeed, the security in the Strait of Malacca has become the prime 

agenda item of the forthcoming International Maritime Organizations 

meeting in Jakarta this September. The meeting will address the threat of 

piracy, especially in the Malacca Strait.  At this forthcoming meeting, the 

littoral states should come prepared to convince the user’s states that 

they can provide the security in the Strait of Malacca themselves, 

especially if the users contribute towards  the cost of the security provided 

by the littoral states.  
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