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Piracy and Terrorism at Sea 
A Rising Challenge for U.S. Security

P
iracy and maritime terrorism are on the rise. In the period 2000 to 2006, the incidence of piracy 
rose 68 percent compared to the previous six years. During the same period, there was a modest yet 
discernible spike in high-profile terrorist attacks and plots at sea, such as the 2004 bombing of the 
Philippine SuperFerry 14, which left 116 dead.

These trends are the result of a range of phenomena, including a surge in commercial maritime traffic 
and a decline of coastal and port-side security (due to financial instability or government corruption). Mari-
time surveillance has proved challenging even for the United States because of the technical difficulties asso-
ciated with inspecting incoming cargo and the need to balance sea- and land-based security requirements. 

RAND Project AIR FORCE (PAF), a unit of the RAND Corporation, examined the nature of  
piracy and maritime terrorism to assess their overall relevance to U.S. security. The study resulted in the  
following conclusions:

Nonstate Violence at Sea Is a Significant Threat
Piracy endangers civilians, can disrupt the economy, encourages corruption, and could trigger an environ-
mental disaster if attacks occur in congested sea-lanes traversed by oil tankers. Cruise ships, ferries, and 
cargo freighters present opportunities for terrorists to inflict human casualties and economic harm. There 
is also concern that extremists may seek to overcome operational hurdles by “subcontracting” to maritime 
criminals; however, there is no credible evidence that such a nexus is yet emerging.

The United States Has Taken Limited Steps to Enhance Maritime Security
The United States has been at the forefront of recent moves to upgrade global maritime security, including 
the Container Security Initiative, the International Ship and Port Facility Security (ISPS) Code, the Pro-
liferation Security Initiative, and the Customs-Trade Partnership Against Terrorism. Washington has also 
been instrumental in sponsoring regional maritime security initiatives and capacity building in areas  
given high priority in U.S. counterterrorism strategy.

These initiatives have brought some transparency to the otherwise opaque maritime theater, but their 
scope is limited. Those measures that have been enacted pay scant regard to contingencies that do not 
involve containerized cargo, and there are no definitive means to gauge the true utility of instruments  
such as the ISPS Code. 

Broader Measures Are Needed to Meet Current and Future Threats
The United States can make at least four policy-level contributions to better safeguard the world’s oceans: 
Further expand the post-9/11 maritime security regime; inform maritime security collaboration by con-
ducting regular, focused threat assessments; help redefine the mandates of multilateral security arrange-
ments to allow them a greater role in countering maritime threats; and encourage the commercial  
maritime industry to make greater use of enabling communication and defensive technologies and accept 
more transparency in its corporate structures.

U.S. funds and support could be usefully directed at (1) boosting the coastal monitoring and interdic-
tion capabilities of states in areas of strategic importance, (2) actively supporting the International Mari-
time Bureau’s Piracy Reporting Centre, (3) augmenting port security management, and (4) sponsoring 
research into cost-effective initiatives for better securing ships and oceanic freight. 

Research Brief

http://www.rand.org


RB-9313-AF (2008)

This research brief describes work done for RAND Project AIR FORCE and documented in The Maritime Dimension of International  
Security: Terrorism, Piracy, and Challenges for the United States, by Peter Chalk, MG-697-AF (available at http://www.rand.org/pubs/
monographs/MG697/), 2008, 80 pp., ISBN: 978-0-8330-4299-6. The RAND Corporation is a nonprofit research organization pro-
viding objective analysis and effective solutions that address the challenges facing the public and private sectors around the world. 
RAND’s publications do not necessarily reflect the opinions of its research clients and sponsors. R® is a registered trademark.

RAND Offices   
Santa Monica, CA    Washington, DC    Pittsburgh, PA    Jackson, MS / New Orleans, LA    Cambridge, UK    Doha, QA

http://www.rand.org/pubs/monographs/MG697/
http://www.rand.org/pubs/monographs/MG697/


This PDF document was made available from www.rand.org as a public 

service of the RAND Corporation.

This document and trademark(s) contained herein are protected by law as indicated in a notice appearing later 
in this work.  This electronic representation of RAND intellectual property is provided for non-commercial 
use only.  Unauthorized posting of RAND PDFs to a non-RAND Web site is prohibited.  RAND PDFs are 
protected under copyright law.  Permission is required from RAND to reproduce, or reuse in another form, 
any of our research documents for commercial use. For information on reprint and linking permissions, please 
see RAND Permissions.

Limited Electronic Distribution Rights

THE ARTS

CHILD POLICY

CIVIL JUSTICE

EDUCATION

ENERGY AND ENVIRONMENT

HEALTH AND HEALTH CARE

INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

NATIONAL SECURITY

POPULATION AND AGING

PUBLIC SAFETY

SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY

SUBSTANCE ABUSE

TERRORISM AND 
HOMELAND SECURITY

TRANSPORTATION AND
INFRASTRUCTURE

WORKFORCE AND WORKPLACE

This product is part of the RAND Corporation 
research brief series. RAND research briefs present 
policy-oriented summaries of individual published, peer-
reviewed documents or of a body of published work.

The RAND Corporation is a nonprofit research 
organization providing objective analysis and effective 
solutions that address the challenges facing the public 
and private sectors around the world.

Support RAND
	 Browse Books & Publications

	 Make a charitable contribution

For More Information
	 Visit RAND at www.rand.org

	 Explore RAND Project AIR FORCE

	 View document details

http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/publications/permissions.html
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/arts/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/children/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/civil_justice/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/education/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/energy_environment/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/health/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/international_affairs/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/national_security/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/population/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/public_safety/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/science_technology/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/substance_abuse/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/terrorism/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/terrorism/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/infrastructure/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/infrastructure/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/workforce/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/paf/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/pubs/online/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/giving/contribute.html
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/paf/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/pubs/research_briefs/RB9313/


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages false
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages false
  /ColorImageFilter /None
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages false
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages false
  /GrayImageFilter /None
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages false
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages false
  /MonoImageFilter /None
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /FRA <>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for high quality pre-press printing. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later. These settings require font embedding)
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


