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SOUTHEAST ASIA: INCREASED PIRACY AND VIOLENCE IN AND 
AROUND THE SULU SEA 
 
Introduction:  
Despite the global economic 
slowdown caused by the 
coronavirus pandemic, the Sulu 
Sea (Figure 1) has seen a 
dramatic uptick this year in piracy, 
armed robbery, and kidnapping 
for ransom. Part of an overall 
trend across Asian waters, the 
Southeast Asian sea and the 
areas around it are witnessing 
crime at its highest rate since 
2016. The Islamic terrorist and 
criminal organization Abu Sayyaf 
Group (ASG) is responsible for 
many of the attacks in 2020. 
While these activities in the Sulu 
Sea represent a return to 
traditional behavior by ASG, on 
land, ASG has become 
increasingly violent, and its ties to 
the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) have raised concerns about wider regional 
aspirations. The combination of violent extremism and possibly significant disruptions in 
international trade indicate rough seas ahead for this area and potentially for larger parts of 
Southeast Asia and Oceania. 
 
BLUF: 

o Instances of piracy, armed robbery, and kidnapping have doubled in 2020 over the 
same period in 2019 across Asia, particularly in the Sulu Sea  
 

o Despite efforts by Manila and local leaders on Mindanao, a fractionalized ASG 
continues to perpetrate increasingly violent attacks at sea and on land  

o While traditionally a hotbed for kidnapping for ransom, pirates in the Sulu Sea have 
shifted from wealthy yachts, Westerners, and large commercial vessels to local 
fishermen and even children from Indonesia and Malaysia  

o Without regional partnerships and improved information sharing, ISIS-affiliated ASG 
could be used to launch serious attacks across Southeast Asia and Oceania  
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Piracy at High Water Mark 
After years of declining criminal activity, Asia has seen a resurgence in piracy, armed robbery, 
and kidnapping on the high seas in the first seven months of 2020 according to an analysis of 
publicly available information by Babel Street analysts. January through July of this year 
witnessed the most incidents of these types since 2016 according to the Regional Cooperation 
Agreement on Combating Piracy and Armed Robbery against Ships in Asia (ReCAAP). The 
number of incidents nearly doubled from the same period in 2019. A volume analysis of 
publicly available information over the last year with mentions of this part of the world and 
words associated with piracy reveals the upward trend in the topic, indicating a growing 
awareness and concern across Southeast Asian countries and international observers alike 
(Figure 2). 

While incidents in the waters near the Malacca Strait and elsewhere in Asia are troubling and 
carry large implications about the free and safe flow of goods to and from East Asia, the 
incidents in and around the Sulu Sea are even more troubling. The Sulu Sea—bordered by 
Malaysian Sabah to the west and the Philippine provinces of Sulu and Mindanao to the south 
and east—has long been a hotbed of pirate activity. Not only are piracy and armed robbery 
common in this region, but sailors are frequently kidnapped and held for ransom, often by 
ASG. Pirates have operated with such impunity that ReCAAP issued a warning in 2016 for all 
vessels to avoid the waters entirely. At that time Indonesia, which also lies near the Sulu Sea, 
temporarily suspended shipping and even banned shipments of coal to the Philippines. 
Considering Indonesian coal constitutes over two-thirds of the Philippines’ total supply, this 
move had a large impact on the region. Furthermore, the Sulu Sea represents one of the 
quickest routes for trade between Australia and Southeast Asia, and unsafe conditions in the 
sea can lead to increased shipping time, higher costs, and regional instability.  
 
In the summer of 2019, the Philippines, Malaysia, and Indonesia agreed to begin joint naval 
patrols in the Sulu Sea in hopes of securing the sea lanes and bolstering trade through the 
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region. Such combined efforts are necessary given the limited resources of the three countries, 
the vast maritime domains they administer, and the other security concerns that must be 
addressed (e.g., localized insurgencies in each country). Indeed, the commander of Malaysia’s 
maritime police force claimed in late August that the 200 patrol boats under his command are 
too few to secure the more than 6,000km of coastline in the country. Unfortunately, these 
trilateral patrols have proven ineffective at combatting criminal activity in and around the Sulu 
Sea. Starting in late 2019, kidnappings have become increasingly frequent, and in early July 
ReCAAP issued a warning that ships in the Sulu Sea area were at increased risk of being 
taken and held for ransom. 
 
In the past ASG and other criminal enterprises targeted wealthy pleasure boats, transoceanic 
cargo ships, and Westerners. Recent attacks have mostly focused on local fishermen, 
probably due to a decrease in other ships transiting the troubled waters. It is assessed that 
most kidnappers come from the Philippines, and most hostages are held there. ASG is widely 
seen as the responsible party. The kidnappings, however, often take place near Malaysian and 
Indonesian fishing villages and have even targeted children such as an Indonesian boy who 
was still being held captive as of late August. While the government of the Philippines works to 
rescue hostages, fishermen’s families often scrape together the six-figure ransom to secure 
their loved ones’ release. This unfortunately has the perverse effect of incentivizing more 
kidnappings while also granting fishermen a sense of safety since they will likely be released 
even if they are captured. 
 
ASG Complicates Security in the Southern Philippines 
One of the reasons the 
Sulu Sea has long 
presented a challenge 
to maritime security 
stems from the fact that 
the southern portion of 
the Philippines—
including Mindanao 
and Sulu—has been 
home to insurgent 
groups for decades 
and is beyond the full control of the government in Manila. Various peace agreements between 
the central government and the Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF) and Moro Islamic 
Liberation Front (MILF) have attempted to bring order to this quasi-autonomous region of the 
country, but those efforts have met with only limited success largely because of splinter 
organizations and factional in-fighting. Philippines President Rodrigo Duterte has also worked 
to end the fighting in the region. One initiative the president enacted was a negotiated 
surrender of ASG leaders and soldiers to MNLF leaders.  
Despite efforts to curb ASG activity, problems persist. There have been numerous reports in 
the English, Malay, and Tagalog media that competing MNLF factions are harboring ASG 
leaders and even allowing them continued freedom of movement after they “surrender” as part 
of a local political fight for influence in the Mindanao (Figure 3). Moreover, ASG itself is divided 
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into several factions; one of which has declared its allegiance to ISIS and rejects the 
negotiated surrender altogether. While ASG has largely constrained itself to small scale 
attacks, kidnapping for ransom, and beheading those who refuse to pay (especially Western 
Christians), the ISIS-aligned ASG faction has demonstrated an increased zeal and has 
conducted more high-profile attacks, including the first suicide bombings in the southern 
Philippines. On 24 August, two widows of ASG militants conducted suicide attacks on a 
Filipino military facility, killing 14 and injuring 75 others, both military and civilian. If such bold 
attacks continue and safe haven is granted to terrorists, ISIS could increasingly focus its 
attention on Southeast Asia as its Middle East operations dwindle. 
 
Implications for Regional Security 
The instability in the southern 
Philippines and piracy in the area have 
a symbiotic relationship: lawlessness in 
the territory provides a base of 
operation for pirates and kidnappers 
while piracy and ransom money help 
finance terrorism. It is assessed that 
ASG has raised millions of dollars over 
the past four years through ransom 
payments, and the increase in 
kidnappings over the first part of 2020 
mean they are likely flush with cash. 
While it remains unclear whether the 
ISIS-linked ASG faction is conducting 
kidnappings for ransom, if so, they 
could conduct larger, more complex attacks with increased funding. Additionally, given the 
ease with which illegal migration occurs in the region, such attacks could take place in the 
Philippines, Malaysia, Indonesia, or elsewhere (e.g., Australia and Singapore). This reality 
explains Singapore’s offer in the spring of 2020 to provide weapons, training, and joint patrols 
in the area surrounding the Sulu Sea. 
 
Aside from the very real possibility of international terrorism gaining a foothold in Southeast 
Asia, the continued activities of ASG in the Sulu Sea and the southern Philippines pose risks to 
the economic vitality of the region. If incidents continue at their current pace, Indonesia and 
Malaysia may take similar measures to the restrictions implemented in 2016 at the height of 
piracy at sea. Such action would impair development in the region, which in turn could further 
destabilize communities and potentially push disaffected individuals toward crime and 
extremism. Trade routes will also continue to be in jeopardy as long as pirates feel safe on the 
seas.  
 
In order to reverse the trend of increased piracy and violence, the governments of the 
Philippines, Malaysia, and Indonesia must work together to better secure the Sulu Sea and 
surrounding waters. Regional partners must also be willing to step in to provide assistance if 
requested. The United States, Australia, New Zealand, and Singapore all possess excellent 
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maritime domain awareness capability and counter-terror/counter-insurgency forces that could 
significantly turn the tide in the region, and a combined approach would lighten each individual 
country’s load while increasing the overall chances for success. Lastly, a successful operation 
in the area surrounding the Sulu Sea could provide a valuable foundation on which future 
counter-piracy operations could be build, helping to secure some of the world’s more vital sea 
lanes for years. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Author – McDaniel Wicker. Mr. Wicker is the Vice President of Strategy for Babel Street. A 
career intelligence professional and foreign policy expert, he has served as a U.S. Air Force 
Intelligence Officer and the Asian Security Fellow at the Woodrow Wilson Center for Scholars. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Analysis is based on information derived from publicly or commercially available data sources. Babel Street expresses no 
representations, warranties, or assurances on the accuracy of the publicly available data but has used analytical rigor in 
generating its assessment. 

Copy to go here 


