
On May the 12th four shipping vessels were attacked in Fujairah anchorage. 

The hard-earned, relative peace and stability that had temporarily settled into the 
region over the last few years was being threatened. 

This could have been a one-time incident, but the threat was far from over.

June 13th, a full month later; two attacks on shipping vessels transiting through the 
Strait of Hormuz, confirm what many people feared. This was not a solitary incident, 
but the start of a worrying trend. 

Insurance premiums for vessels transiting through the region began to rise. Crude oil 
price followed in turn. Companies started to seriously reconsider the idea of chartering 
into the Gulf. 

Doubt began to set in the minds of shipping companies across the globe. 

But that was far from the end of it.

On the 11th of July, the first in series of Iranian seizures began, as Iran went from 
covert warfare, to overt action. Earlier in the month, the Royal Marines had boarded 
and seized the Iranian Oil Tanker Grace1 as it was transiting through Gibraltar. The 
seizure, was allegedly due to the vessel having breached the EU sanctions against Iran. 

In response, the IRGC first tried to detain the UK-flagged BP Oil Tanker, British Heritage. 
Thankfully it was being escorted by the Royal Navy Frigate, HMS Montrose, whose 
presence at the time deterred the Iranian forces in the area from proceeding with 
their plan. 

Following that incident, on July the 15th, the oil tanker MT Riah was seized by the 
Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps over alleged smuggling of Iranian oil. 

A full five days later, Iranian forces successfully boarded the British-flagged Stena 
Impero and the British-operated Mesdar, in what is generally considered as an act of 
retaliation over the seizure of the Grace1.

Granted, the Mesdar was allowed to continue its transit after a few hours, but the 
Stena Impero has now been officially seized by Iran.

Following the incident, Britain urged vessels associated with the UK to not sail through 
the Strait of Hormuz.

And while the United Kingdom plans to raise its naval presence in the Gulf, (as of 
writing, Britain has already made plans to send out a nuclear submarine to the region), 
the question remains.

What are shipping companies to do, in an attempt to effectively secure the safety and 
wellbeing of their vessels, crew & cargo, when transiting through the Strait of Hormuz?
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Let’s work on the assumption that the danger zone 
extends from the area northeast of Fujairah and 
stretches towards Dubai.

We’re talking about 200 nautical miles.

At the time of interception, the 
Stena Impero was transiting at 
13 knots, but the vessel has the 
potential to push a maximum of 
15 knots per hour.

Given the above, at maximum 
speed it would take you a little 
bit over 13 hours to reach safety. 

What could you potentially try 
and do, in order to minimize the 
risk during those 13 hours?

 A lot of possible suggestions 
would have to take into account, 

the presence of allied forces in the region. 

Initially, companies should consider the idea of 
participating in a naval convoy. The UK has already 
alluded as to that, and it could very well provide a 
safe & secure way of transiting through the Strait.

But what if that is not an option? What then?

Initially, you could possibly start working on making 
yourself a harder target to hit. By ensuring that 
procedures are in place that can considerably delay a 
possible aggressor, you can potentially buy yourself 
enough time for help to arrive.

The first and obvious thought here is lookouts. It ’s a 
relatively inexpensive method that can prove to be 
of great benefit. You can increase both the number 
of personnel on lookout duty, as well as possibly 
entertain the idea of hiring patrol vessels to escort 
your ship.

The thought process here being, that if you spot 
the Iranian boarding team soon enough, you can 
contact naval assets in the region for help, all the 
while attempting to stall the interlopers.

Certainly, the maritime industry is well acquainted 
with the concept of unauthorized boardings. Over 
the last 3 decades, technological advancements 
have allowed security-minded companies an 
unprecedented level of defence from sea-borne 
intruders.

But this is not traditional 
pirates we’re talking about. 
It ’s the Iranian Revolutionary 
Guard Corps. 

It ’s not poor fishermen, 
turning to piracy through a 
combination of greed, anger 
and resentment.

What shipping companies are 
now facing, is a group that is 
specializes in warfare; they 
are well-armed, well-trained 
& well-disciplined, and will do 
anything to fulfil their mission. 

But make no mistake, while their methods might be 
different, their end-game is the same. Seizing a vessel 
and using it to advance their own agenda.

The British Foreign Secretary, Jeremy Hunt has 
actively suggested as much. He referenced the seizure 
of the Stena Impero to be nothing more than an “act 
of state-piracy”.

What the maritime industry is witnessing, is a new 
type of security threat. And it ’s one they’re not 
prepared to deal with.  

But they do have the experience of the last 30 years 
to draw from. That experience, if combined with 
proper government support and the use of private 
entities that specialize in ship security, can make all 
the difference when transiting through the Gulf.  

So, what could potentially be some of the methods 
that shipping companies can employ in order to 
defend themselves when moving through the Strait 
of Hormuz? First, we would have to consider the 
parameters of this new problem.

“ What  the mar i t ime 
industr y  is 

witness ing,  i s  a  new 
t ype of  secur i t y 

threat .  And i t ’s  one 
they ’re  not  prepared 

to  deal  with .”
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After all, in the case of the Impero, the HMS Montrose arrived at the scene only an hour 
after the seizure. Perhaps if there were procedures in place to considerably delay the 
Iranians, the incident could have been avoided. 

A point here has to be made in regard to the use of proper vessel hardening 
procedures. By using appropriate and effective anti-boarding tools such as barriers, 
you can potentially get the extra time you need in order for the cavalry to show up. 

Having said that, you are facing up against the IRGC. Denying a boarding would be 
difficult. But the end-game here, is to buy time. And in that regard, effective vessel 
hardening would prove beneficial. 

Then of course there’s always the subject of the Automatic Identification System.

AIS; an argument as old as time. Do you turn it off, or leave it on?

Granted, on the one hand, if Iranians are simply chasing after US and British commercial 
vessels, by turning off your AIS, you could potentially deny them that vital piece of 
information. 

They might see you on their radar, but as long as they don’t know your flag state, you 
could be safe.

Here we have to mention that there’s also been some talk about the possible use of 
radar-deflecting arrays that could be towed by shipping vessels. 

It certainly is an interesting proposition; however, it manages to raise the same 
concerns as evidenced in the AIS argument.

The question is simple; how will naval forces know to look for you, should an event 
occur? 

Clear & consistent communication with allied naval assets in the area is of paramount 
of importance. Especially when outrunning the IRGC is not a feasible option. 

The Iranian Seraj-1 military speedboat can reach a speed of anywhere between 55 and 
72 knots. This is not a threat you can run away from. 

And so, the question remains. When you depend on the presence of friendly naval 
assets can provide, is turning yourself into a ghost a valid option?

Another point to be made here, is the possible rerouting of vessels, who could opt for 
a route through Omani and UAE waters, thus in turn avoiding the threat present in 
international waters close to Iran. 

It does bring with it a number of legal and maritime complications, but it could be 
worth considering. Iran is probably not going to risk an international incident well 
inside another country’s maritime borders. 
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Moving on from that, there’s the subject of using PCASP and PMSCs in the Gulf. 

It is a relatively thorny issue. The International Chamber of Shipping has gone on record to advise against the use of PCASP in 
the Gulf of Oman, and with good reason. Armed security personnel do not have the authority to act against state assets. 

It’s one thing to shoot a pirate in the face; it’s a completely different thing, when doing so could spark an international incident. 

That is not to undermine the value of PCASP in thwarting boardings. It’s just to say that they’re a tool for a completely different 
kind of problem. 

PMSCs on the other hand are a completely different topic. Shipping companies should do well to heed the advice and support 
that such companies can provide, both in an advisory capacity, and by their presence onboard vessels. 

They have the experience and expertise to assist shipping companies in planning a route through dangerous waters.

Furthermore, one cannot underestimate the presence of PMSC personnel onboard a vessel.  Both in terms of crew morale, and 
in terms of providing timely and expert advice to the Master during a time of crisis.

Granted, a ship Captain might have the experience and the knowledge required to deal with a volatile situation, but even the 
hardiest seafarers can panic in unexpected circumstances. 

A person with military experience however, has been trained to remain calm in dangerous situations, and can be used to combat 
the possible indecision and fear that such circumstances can create. 

Appropriate and timely response to developing events can definitely make a difference. 

And at the end of the day, that’s all shipping companies can do; implement a list of appropriate and effective countermeasures 
in order to combat this growing threat. By making your vessel more difficult of a target to seize, you’re effectively ensuring that 
a state-actor will potentially try and find someone else to attack.

THE GROWING THREAT OF STATE 
PIRACY  


