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Abstract: 

Analyses of [maritime] security issues have long focused on threats to the nation-state, thereby 

promulgating traditional state-centric security policies and practices. The preceding claim is valid for 

maritime security responses on the African continent, where piracy/armed robbery at sea has been met 

with robust regional and international interventions, and resulted in two UN resolutions and regional 

policies. Focusing primarily on illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing, this paper seeks to 

highlight the centrality of human security issues to national security by providing evidence of the 

cyclical relationship between the two; anything that undermines human security, explicitly threatens 

national security. Utilising evidence from Nigeria, the paper critiques the tendency to ignore the 

individual as the referent object of security.    
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1. Introduction 

“If we lose command of the sea, it is not invasion we must fear but starvation.”1  

 

The concept of security remains an intense subject of debate, with respect to who or what should be 

secured.  Proponents of traditional security approaches focus on the protection of the state against 

threats from other states, and are generally opposed to broadening the security agenda to include non-

military sources of threats, and the security concerns of individuals (Walt, 1991; Paris, 2001). For most 

traditionalists, security should simply entail the safety of a state’s territory — including the maritime 

domain — from external hostility (primarily militarised threats) from other states, as doing so inevitably 

ensures the security of the people within the state (Morgenthau, 1960; Khong, 2001). The role of the 

military — in this case, the navy —  therefore, is to protect the state against external threats emanating 

primarily from other states’ militaries, particularly where such a threat  has the capacity to hinder the 

maximisation of the state’s maritime domain and resources, and the wellbeing of its people (Bateman, 

2011).  

While the arguments presented by the traditionalists remains relevant, since the end of the cold war, 

it has become pertinent to broaden the security discourse, as security threats assume new forms. Threats 

are no longer restricted to those from external military forces, but now also include threats against the 

state and its population from non-state actors such as organised criminal networks, or, from state-

derived threats against citizens and non-citizen residents (Jolly and Ray, 2006). To this end, scholars 

such as  Booth (2005) have questioned the state-centeredness of the traditional security discourse, 

arguing instead for a new understanding of security, one that places the individual as the reference 

object. Accentuating this point, Booth notes that: 

The only trans-historical and permanent fixture in human society is the individual physical 

being, and so this must naturally be the ultimate referent in the security problematique (Booth, 

2005: 254).  

This quest for a definition of security that places the individual at the centre gave rise to a new paradigm 

of human security. In the 1994 Human Security Report, the United Nations Development Programme 

(UNDP) presented a more humane concept of security than previous definitions. Human security as it 

is termed, not only proposes the recognition of the individual as the referent object of security, but rests 

on the premise that it is the responsibility of the state to ensure the safety of the people who reside 

within its borders (UNDP, 1994). This definition recognises that an individual’s protection and 

preservation come not just from upholding and defending the state’s right to engage in actions that 

upholds national security, and providing financial and resource supports to secure its safety and 

 
1 Adapted from “It’s not invasion we have to fear if our Navy is beaten. It’s Starvation!”, attributed to 

Admiral John Fisher in 1904.  
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sustainability as an effective  political unit, but also from assured access to individual welfare and 

quality of life. Espousing this position Hayden (2004) observes that human security does not merely 

encompass issues of individual benefits (e.g.  education and healthcare as examples) as these issues are 

better thought of as being part of the broader responsibilities of the sovereign state. In the context of 

maritime security, security for coastal communities would entail ensuring the safety of their sea-fearers 

as well as the sustainable exploitation of the resources in the maritime domain. By espousing the human 

security implications of unsustainable exploitation of the fisheries resources resulting from Illegal, 

Unreported and Unregulated (IUU) fishing, and understanding how coastal communities’ responses to 

these livelihood threats might impact on national security, this paper explores the synergistic interaction 

between the state-centric and human-centric dimensions of security, and underscores the centrality of 

effective state2 institutions in providing human security.   

While scholars such as Klein, (2012), Till, (2013) and Bueger (2015) have written — albeit briefly 

— on the interconnectedness of maritime security threats and human security, they failed however to 

provide any empirical evidence in support of their claims.  They each recognised the impact of maritime 

insecurity on those who depend on the sea for subsistence, yet they did not explain how these folks 

responded to threats to their securities, or how those responses might undermine national security. 

Drawing on empirical data, this paper foregrounds the interconnectedness of the human and national 

security concepts. It does so by showing that when the security of the people is at risk, the security of 

the state, — and in this particular context of IUU fishing, the security of the Nigerian state, and, by 

extension the Gulf of Guinea region — is equally at risk. The paper problematizes the prevailing 

theories of maritime security issues in the Gulf of Guinea where analytical focus has predominantly 

centred on incidences of piracy/armed robbery at sea. I do so by adding analytic nuance through a 

human security lens, and by highlighting the cyclic nature of maritime insecurity in the region. The 

paper does not seek to promulgate security of the individual devoid of the state. Instead, it aims to 

highlight the interconnectedness of human and national security issues with respect to maritime 

security, and to demonstrate the inseparability of an effective state institution in ensuring the optimum 

utilisation of the maritime domain. 

The Nigerian example makes for a suitable case study for understanding the situation in the Gulf of 

Guinea, because the mangroves of the Niger Delta serves as breeding grounds for fisheries species in 

the Gulf of Guinea (Okafor-Yarwood, 2018). Moreover, the Niger Delta is at the epicentre of some of 

the maritime security threats that plague the region (Ali, 2015; Onuoha, 2012). The Gulf of Guinea is 

 
2 An effective state is a state with an efficient and effective institution that can ensure the sustainable 

exploitation of its (marine) resources, provides public goods to its people, and is free of corruption by 

elites (See: Griffiths, 2011; Evans, Huber, and Stephens 2014; Kohli, 2016; Ahlers and Nellis, 2016). 

Importantly, an effective state is recognised by its ability to mitigate the risks from insecurities that 

threaten the safety of the daily lives of its citizenry.  
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defined here as the coastal states between Senegal to Angola, including the island nations of Cabo 

Verde, São Tomé and Príncipe – see the map below.  

 

 

Extended map of the Gulf of Guinea, with Nigeria highlighted as the case study area.3  

The research for this paper employed qualitative methods. The data presented here are based 

on five months of fieldwork (between October 2015 and February 2016) 4 in Nigeria across the 

creeks of the Niger Delta in the Bonny Local Government Area (LGA), which is where the 

H.Q. of the Nigeria Natural and Liquified Gas (NLNG) is located. During the author’s time in 

Bonny, first-hand evidence was gathered from fisherfolks, fishmongers, and manufacturers of 

fishing equipment from the Sandfill, River 7, Lighthouse and Agaja communities, and 

interviews were also held in Abuja, Lagos, Ibadan and Port-Harcourt. 

 

3 See Council of the European Union and EEAS 2014 for the definition of the Gulf of Guinea. Map 

data source from Flanders Marine Institute, 2019; Map Library, n.d. 

4 Follow up interviews were conducted in June 2017, March and July 2019, including an interview with 

representatives of the Cameroonian Navy, conducted in October 2019. 
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The author facilitated three focus groups and conducted fifteen interviews with the fisherfolks and 

fishmongers from the four communities. A telephone interview was conducted with the Coordinating 

Chairman of the Artisan Fishers Association Akwa-Ibom state and the Niger Delta Branch. Interviews 

were also conducted with senior officials of the Nigerian Navy, Nigeria Department of Fisheries, the 

Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), Nigeria Trawler Owners Association 

(NITOA), and the Maritime Administration and Safety Agency (NIMASA).   

The rest of this paper is divided into five parts. The author begins with a review of the literature and 

identifies the gaps addressed within this article. The paper then outlines the significance of fisheries to 

the human security discourse, clarifying along the way how depleting fisheries, resulting from IUU 

fishing, undermines the human security of coastal communities. This is followed by an analysis of how 

fisherfolks respond to their insecurity, and highlights how such responses threaten national security. 

The paper concludes with reflections and recommendations on the imperative to incorporate maritime 

enforcement with improving the livelihood of coastal communities.   

2. The false duality of the human security vs state security debate 

In defining human security, the focus has almost always been on ensuring the safety of the individual 

from threats to their security. The comprehensive definition of human security as the “safety from such 

chronic threats such as hunger, disease and repression [and] protection from sudden and hurtful 

disruptions in the patterns of daily life” (UNDP, 1994) has been criticised by scholars as being too 

broad. Some of the most prominent criticisms relate to its conceptual ambiguity and lack of a precise 

definition – implying that the concept is too broad, analytically weak, and raises false hope for the poor 

(Newman, 2010; Paris, 2001; Paris, 2004; Khong, 2001; Krause, 2004). For Paris (2001), the concept 

is akin to other equally vague concepts such as sustainable development — favourable to all, but only 

a select few have an idea of what it entails.  Equally critical of the concept, Khong (2001) notes that 

making the individual the reference object of security analyses fails to provide practical guidance, either 

for setting priorities, or for alleviating human insecurity. Khong’s state-centric bias is further revealed 

by the position that it is better for people to throw their lot in with their government — and their state 

— if they want a way out of their privation.  

Despite these criticisms the concept provides a fruitful basis for raising fundamental questions about 

the role of the state in protecting its people, especially in the context of security threats at sea. Primarily, 

while often presented as challenging the centrality of the state (Voelkner, 2010) the human security 

agenda highlights that having the individual as the referent object reinforces the security of the state. 

Although the argument presented by Khong (2001) about the practicability of human security has 

validity,  he fails to consider that the state could be the oppressor, and/or that human insecurity might 

prevail  because the state is not fulfilling its responsibilities, such as providing public goods and/or 

ensuring the safety of its internal features, including the people. As Kaunert and Leonard (2013) posit, 
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the drafters of the 1994 report saw the all-encompassing character of these definitions of security as a 

major strength, especially in their recognition of the interdependent character of all the other listed 

components. In other words, the definition and components embedded in the 1994 report are conceived 

in such a way that they are complementary to each other.  

Some proponents of the human security concept have also criticised its broad definition. They assert 

that referring to human security as “freedom from fear” and “freedom from want”, is too vague in 

meaning and thus, have argued for conceptual clarity (Krause, 2004; Owen, 2004; Mack, 2004). For 

scholars such as Buzan (2004) and Martin and Owen (2010) this broad definition represents a mere 

extension of the human rights ideas. These views have been countered by Brauch (2005) as he notes 

that many scholars are in favour of a broadened concept of human security that includes “freedom from 

fear” and “freedom from want”. An important point here is that the broad conceptualisation of human 

security is intended to drive a multidisciplinary approach that engages development and security, hence 

while achieving an agreeable definition is impossible, this does not make the concept useless or 

inapplicable. 

Espousing this view, the UN Human Security Unit (2009) notes that protection and empowerment 

of the individual are the two essential constituents for actualising human security goals. Protection 

recognises that individuals face different threats (in this case IUU fishing), thus the concept requires 

that such individuals be protected (by the state as the purveyor of security) from threats to their security. 

Empowerment as used here entails the implementation of strategies that would enable the individuals 

to develop their resilience to difficult situations, and to make their own choices. Essentially, protecting 

and empowering individuals not only enables them to develop their full potential, but it also allows 

them to find ways to participate in solutions to ensure their security and that of other people. For littoral 

communities in the Gulf of Guinea, this would mean ensuring that their sources of livelihood are 

safeguarded, by limiting threats to the marine environment, and also supporting them to build resilience 

to their vulnerability. The connection between human security and the state’s role in providing security 

is thus fundamental, as the systematic protection and empowerment of individuals can only be provided 

by the state (Commission on Human Security, 2003; Tadjbakhsh, 2009). It follows that the concept 

recognises and seeks to highlight the responsibility of the state to safeguard its internal features – 

territory, the economy and the environment in the interests of the people.   

Nevertheless, the idea that human security can be achieved through state security and vice versa has 

been interpreted by some scholars (including the proponents of the concept) as the gradual co-optation, 

adaptation, cajolement and manipulation of the concept into a statist framework (Bellamy and 

McDonald, 2002; Tadjbakhsh, 2007; Thomas and Tow, 2002; Booth, 2007). State elites are unlikely to 

sincerely commit to promoting human welfare, because the state is sometimes complicit in structural 

injustices (the use of force, human rights abuses, lack of social justice systems and patriarchy amongst 

others) from which it is unwilling or unable to extricate itself (Newman, 2010). Greaves (2012) went 
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as far as noting that human security has maintained a state-centric position that is opposed to the primary 

purpose of the concept – namely, utilising the individual as the referent object.  

Notwithstanding, countering the foregoing critiques, Duffield and Waddell (2006) argue that while 

the argument presented by the Commission for Human Security appears to be wedded to reinstating the 

state, what it does is to highlight the significance of an effective state, one that is able to ensure the 

security of the individual, compared to a state that is fragile, weak, fragmented or generally chaotic. 

Therefore, while acknowledging the argument of the risk of the co-optation of human security by state 

elites, the salient statist position of the concept is not serving to reinstate the state unit, but, instead, to 

re-establish a state that is deemed acceptable to achieve human security. In the context of maritime 

security issues, effective state institutions that are efficient and in turn able to ensure the sustainable use 

of their marine resources are vital to meeting the human security needs of coastal communities (Okafor-

Yarwood, 2018, 2019). 

3. Fish and human security 

Fish play a vital role in the human security of coastal communities in Nigeria and the rest of the Gulf 

of Guinea. As an essential species in the marine ecosystem, fish are significant to the food and economic 

security of billions of people globally, including millions in Nigeria, the Gulf of Guinea and the African 

continent at large. It serves as a source of protein, and sometimes is the only source of animal protein 

for millions of people in Nigeria and the rest of the Gulf of Guinea. The fisheries sector is a source of 

direct and indirect employment to an estimated nine million people in West Africa alone (Okafor-

Yarwood, 2019). For countries across the region, fish is vital to their revenue generation as it is a source 

of foreign direct investment (Okafor-Yarwood, 2019; Belhabib, Sumaila, and Le Billon, 2019; Virdin 

et al., 2019; Okafor-Yarwood and Belhabib, 2020) hence highlighting the centrality of a secure marine 

environment to human security and the interconnectedness of various human security components 

(Gjørv, 2017; Poppy et al., 2014).  

In 2007, in Nigeria alone, the fishing sector employed an estimated two million Nigerians on full 

time, part time and recreational basis (Nigeria Department of Fisheries, 2007),5  a figure said to have 

since increased. Moreover, fish is also vital for the economic empowerment of women, who make up 

73 per cent of those involved in fisheries in Nigeria (UNCTAD, 2017). It follows that threats to the 

economic security, in the form of reduced catch, can lead to persistent poverty and unemployment in 

coastal communities (Pomeroy, 2010; UNCTAD 2017a; Gegout, 2016; Okafor-Yarwood, 2019) thus 

undermining the “freedom from fear” and “freedom from want” components of their human security. 

 
5 The 2007 figure is used because the Nigerian Department of Fisheries does not have an updated 

figure. 
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Relatedly, since the ability of the fisherfolk(s) to be economically secure is tied to their ability to yield 

sufficient catches, then their economic security is reliant on the health of the marine environment. 

As the global demand for fisheries continues to grow, so too does the illegal exploitation of the 

resource. The expansion of global fishing fleets in tandem with increasing demand saw the growth of 

the number of fishing vessels from an estimated 585,000 in 1970 (Battersby, 2014) to 4.6 million in 

2016 (FAO, 2018).  To meet their fisheries demand, distant water fishing nations such as China, Japan, 

Russia and political entities such as the European Union look to countries in the Gulf of Guinea. 

Equally, the governments of the respective countries in the region take advantage of the resource 

demands to generate more revenue for their countries; however, they do so without taking into account 

their need to effectively monitor the activities of fishing vessels from those nations (Belhabib et al., 

2015; Okafor-Yarwood, 2019; Okafor-Yarwood and Belhabib, 2020). The resulting consequences 

include the overexploitation of fisheries (including IUU fishing) which damages marine ecosystems 

and results in the depletion of fish stock (Zeller and Pauly, 2016; Doumbouya et al., 2017; Belhabib, 

Greer, and Pauly, 2018). While pollution and climate change play a part in exacerbating the depletion 

of fisheries (Okafor-Yarwood, 2018), IUU fishing acts as a significant stressor, amounting to an 

estimated 65 per cent of the legal reported catch in the Gulf of Guinea (Doumbouya et al., 2017). 

IUU fishing undermines the human security of coastal communities as its effects are reflected in less 

catch for the fisherfolks, which in turn equates to less fish to sell, and thus hampers their ability to meet 

the needs of their families (The World Bank, 2013; Okafor-Yarwood, 2019). Adopting this position, the 

FAO (2001, 2002) notes that IUU fishing leads to the reduction of catches for local fisherfolk, and by 

extension the amount of fish that is available to littoral communities for consumption. For fisherfolk in 

the Niger Delta area of Nigeria, IUU fishing robs them of the limited resources available, having for so 

long endured the depleting effects of pollution by multinational oil companies in the region (Okafor-

Yarwood, 2018).  

The impact of IUU fishing is also reflected in the level of bycatches – the capture of non-targeted 

species, and discards associated with it.6 Bycatches are unavoidable with legal fishing, however, with 

IUU fishing it can be quite destructive for the marine environment as juvenile species are needlessly 

destroyed (NIC, 2016). The reduced catch for fisherfolks, and the diminishing size of fish – as 

perpetuating vessels target areas where the fish breed and, take juvenile fish as they seek to exploit the 

adult ones illegally – is just some of the evidence of the effect of IUU fishing on the environment and 

livelihoods. Bycatches are also associated with discards, as the non-target species are often discarded in 

the ocean where it decomposes and contributes to oxygen-deprived “dead zones” (NIC 2016), thereby 

worsening the cycle of pollution of the marine environment (Hall, Alverson, and Metuzals, 2000). For 

the fisherfolks in the Niger Delta, the effect of bycatches on their business is as detrimental as not 

 
6 Dead zones are oxygen deprived areas in the water (Altieri et al., 2017).  
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catching anything at all, as it gives them false hope of accomplishment while at sea, when in fact their 

catch are mostly discards. This view is aptly captured by the response given by one of those present at 

the focus group discussion at Sandfill community,   

… [these vessels] throw back the dead fishes into the sea which makes the sea stink as well as 

kills those that would have grown to become adult… The idea of going to sea and spending 

three nights, knowing fully well that your boats might be attacked by these illegal vessels, and 

then making it home only to realise that one-third of your catches are dead discards, is the 

reality we have faced on several occasions… 

These problems make it impossible for such fisherfolk to meet the food security needs of their family, 

including impeding on their ability to pay for a better education for their children as limited catch makes 

them economically insecure.  

There is also the threat to their personal security.  Though the statistics are unreliable due to poor 

data collection, the fisherfolks noted that they had lost two colleagues between 2014-2015 to violence 

at sea (these people were shot at sea by perpetrating IUU fishing vessels in the dead of the night). 

According to the Director of Fish Trade at the Federal Department of Fisheries: 

… an estimated 50 lives are also said to be lost annually through the sinking of fishermen’s 

boats and outright shooting by pirates… (Omoaka, 2018). 

Speaking with the author, the Director noted that many of the challenges faced by fisherfolks are not 

duly reported, either because they do not know who to report to, or, they were equally engaging in illegal 

activity, of which reporting to the authority is a risk. It follows that as well as undermining the “freedom 

from want” component of human security by the reduced catch for the fisherfolks — which in turn 

inhibits their ability to meet their economic and food security needs — IUU fishing equally undermines 

“freedom from fear”, as the personal security of the fisherfolks are threatened.  

There is nowhere that the preceding claims are more valid than in the Niger Delta, Bonny in 

particular, where an estimated 70 per cent of the population directly or indirectly derive their livelihood 

from the fisheries sector (Okafor-Yarwood, 2018).  The pervasiveness of IUU fishing, (together with 

pollution from the multinational oil companies and climate change) exacerbates the depletion of 

fisheries. The resulting impact is that the fisherfolk are driven out of business, and for the fishmongers 

who are predominantly women, their access to enough fish to sell becomes limited. As such, IUU fishing 

represents a substantial threat to the human security of the millions of people in Nigeria who depend on 

fisheries for subsistence.  
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Figure 1 IUU fishing as a threat to human security (Source: author).7 

 

For the Nigerian state, while the economic cost of IUU fishing is difficult to deduce, it is estimated that 

the country loses between US$70 million (Odita, 2018) to $800 million a year (Okafor-Yarwood, 2019). 

The latter sum is close to what the country spends each year on the importation of fish and its 

supplements to meet the fisheries demands of its increasing populations. According to the Director of 

Fish Trade at the Nigeria Fisheries Department, Nigeria loses an estimated US$29 million — the 

equivalent of its annual revenue from shrimp exports— a year to illegal shrimping. Although the total 

cost of IUU fishing to the country’s economy is tentative, it robs Nigeria of the much-needed revenue 

to improve its fisheries sector and support coastal communities to build resilience to their 

vulnerabilities. 

4. Cyclical nature of maritime insecurity: IUU fishing as a threat to human and national 

security. 

The definition of national security, as with many other concepts in international relations, has been 

widely contested, with some scholars advocating for the incorporation of environmental issues as a 

national security issue (Kaplan, 1994; Porter, 1995; Matthew, 2000). For this paper, national security 

is defined as “the ability of a nation-state to protect its internal values or features [people, economic 

interests, boundaries and environment] from external threats” (Bock and Berkowitz, 1966, 134). Based 

on this definition, it is evident that IUU fishing presents a direct threat to the national security of coastal 

states as it is linked to different forms of organised crime – human/drug smuggling, arms trafficking 

among other illegal activities (de Coning 2011; Lindley, Percy, and Techera, 2019). Espousing this 

view, a representative of the Nigerian Navy notes that it is conceivable that arms are smuggled into the 

Niger Delta region of Nigeria using fishing vessels, thus threatening the peace and stability of the 

 
7 The community security is equally affected as fisheries depletion destabilises the continuity of the 

age-long tradition of which the sea and the fish within it have been vital to its preservation. This has 

further implications for issues of community cohesion as they risk losing their identity of being a 

traditional fishing community. 
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country. While he was reluctant to give further details, the propensity for IUU fishing vessels to be used 

in illegal arms smuggling is heightened by the fact that  70 per cent of the estimated 8 million weapons 

smuggled into West Africa each year, end up in Nigeria (Jimoh and Bashir, 2012), making it relatively 

easy to acquire illegal arms in the country. Elsewhere, the naval representative noted that it is credible 

that illegal fishing vessels are used as a front for smuggling arms into the country, as a result their 

activities threaten the national security of Nigeria as such illegal arms can be used to fuel violence. 

According to him,  

…the mere fact that anyone can to do anything illegal in our waters is in itself a national security 

threat… There is also the risk of espionage by crew members parading themselves as fishermen, 

and of course gun running by such crew members which are probably used in destabilising the 

Niger Delta region. There is also the issue of the cyclical effect of IUU fishing, as we have 

caught fishermen engaging in sea robbery and kidnapping and their excuse is that they do not 

catch enough fish [due to depleting fish stock] to feed their family.  

Among those participants in focus groups and interview sessions in Bonny, there was general awareness 

that crews of IUU fishing vessels used threats of violence against fisherfolk, and questioning revealed 

considerable consensus among them as to how they should respond to threats to their safety. Specifically, 

when asked if they ever responded in kind to such violence, though their responses varied, the general 

consensus was that they had not ever previously violently responded to threats directed at them. Possible 

violent responses, such as attacking illegal fishing vessels, or returning fire when their boats came under 

attack, was not an option because they lacked access to firearms. However, there was agreement that if 

they could access firearms, they would seek to defend themselves in the face of any future threats to 

their safety. Their response mirrored that given by one of the representatives of the Fishers Association 

present,   

No! Never!! we have never [responded with violence]. How can we? With what weapon? But… 

if we had access to guns and we are shot at, we might be able to respond in kind. You cannot 

come in our waters and kill us and expect us to do nothing. But sadly, we are not in a position 

to even protect ourselves… 

The question was posed because the author wanted to understand how the fisherfolks present had 

responded to previous threats to their personal security. Their responses are indicative of a group of 

helpless people, intent on doing their best to protect their interests in the absence of their government’s 

positive response to their plights. The quote above suggests that the links between the arms trade and 

IUU fishing could, theoretically — if weapons were to fall into fisherfolks’ hands — engender further 

violence in the future. Illegal arms can indeed be used to fuel instability across the region. Specifically, 

in September 2018, three Nigerian fishing vessels were intercepted by the Cameroonian navy. They 

were found to be illegally in the country's territorial waters, and moreover, were allegedly carrying AK47 
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machine guns, and forty-three persons, whose status is unknown. While one report alleged that the 

vessels and their occupants were engaging in illegal fishing (Nkeze, 2018), others suggested that they 

were in fact en-route to Ambazonia (Anglophone Cameroon) where separatists have been fighting for 

secession (Amin, 2018; Guemo, 2018). Though the author could not confirm the intentions of these 

individuals, a representative of the Cameroonian Navy disclosed that some Ambazonian separatists have 

on a number of occasions been arrested (through a joint initiative with the Nigerian Navy), onboard 

fishing boats, trying to smuggle arms to Cameroon from Nigeria.8 

The national security ramifications of instability at sea are also visible in the fallout on land, to the 

detriment of littoral communities.  As Adger (2006) suggests, any disturbance to the environment (in 

the context of depleting fish stock) can potentially have dramatic social consequences. Encapsulating 

this position Vreÿ (2015) observes that IUU fishing impacts on the state’s ability to provide for its people 

by threatening food security, job security and the income source of littoral communities. Fisheries are 

tied to the development and prosperity of coastal communities in countries across the Gulf of Guinea – 

many of which are low income countries (The World Bank, 2016). The underlying benefit of the ocean 

economy is threatened by the pervasiveness of IUU fishing – thus making it a national security concern.  

Importantly, other social factors alongside IUU fishing contribute to human insecurity, and these 

challenges often exist within a wider context of challenging institutional structures. The key importance 

of an effective state institution that is able to control and/or ameliorate such undesirable consequences 

is evident. As observed by Ohlsson (2000): 

Young men [and women] do not [at least not in significant numbers] regularly seek immediate 

rewards in illegal activities and looting, as long as the society they live in can provide 

livelihoods and social position… (Ohlsson, 2000: 8) 

Ohlsson’s assertion is valid for many in the coastal communities in Nigeria whose source of livelihood 

is undermined by IUU fishing and exacerbated by lack of social provisions such as employment, good 

health care and quality education. This has resulted in some fisherfolks continuously struggling with 

the decision to go fishing or not (in the knowledge that they might not catch enough fish to cover their 

fuel costs)  to seek alternative sources of livelihood - including those that threaten the national security 

of Nigeria, and by extension the regional security of the Gulf of Guinea. In fact, the overall lack of 

employment in coastal communities is making engaging in illegal activities at sea attractive to the 

jobless population (Osinowo, 2015) especially those who once identified as fishers. In addition, the 

responses to their insecurity have the capacity to result in transborder conflict in the long term, given 

that local fisherfolks are increasingly engaging in acts that amount to IUU fishing, by traveling to 

neighbouring countries to supplement their earning abilities (Okafor-Yarwood, 2019).  

 
8 Beseng (2019) also wrote about arms smuggling as a fishery crime in Cameroon.  
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The ensuing sub-sections explore the different ways in which fisherfolks, and fishmongers respond 

to depleting fisheries. 

4.1 IUU fishing by artisanal fishers 

 

Increased competition for the dwindling resource of fish in the Niger Delta has resulted in fisherfolks 

in Nigeria resorting to illegal fishing on the local scale, as a means of adapting to their changing 

environment and to secure livelihoods. This can be seen from analyses  of the focus groups and 

interview data, which suggests that some fisherfolk engage in some form of IUU fishing – using illegal 

equipment or fishing gear, fishing in restricted waters including beyond the permissible 5Nautical 

Miles, or work in cohort with industrial vessels who tranship their illegal catches at sea. It is necessary 

to clarify that classifying the actions of artisanal fishers as a form of IUU fishing in a country like 

Nigerian is very problematic. This is because small-scale fisheries in developing countries – such as 

those in the Gulf of Guinea – are generally unregulated, with hardly any reporting system of fishing 

activities (FAO, 2001b). As noted earlier, local fisheries administrations do not have adequate human 

and material resources to maintain systematic monitoring. Although the actions of these fisherfolks 

might qualify as illegal, based on the Sea Fisheries Acts of 1992 (Babangida, 1992), the complexity of 

IUU fishing is that fisherfolk do not view their actions as illegal. To them, they are merely going to 

where the fish are, and/or fishing with the equipment available to them in order to compensate for 

reduced fish catch. Nevertheless, the impact of IUU fishing activities by artisanal fishers are equally as 

damaging as the IUU fishing by commercial and foreign vessels, as they further undermine the longer-

term sustainability of the fisheries resources (Lawson and Robinson, 1983; Katikiro and Mahenge, 

2016; The World Bank, 2016a; Binet, Failler, and Thorpe, 2012). 

 Frustrated by their growing inability to catch sufficient fish to feed their families, pay their children’s 

school fees, or even to cover their daily expenses, some fisherfolks resort to IUU fishing. This is 

manifested in the form of fishing in restricted areas, such as close to oil pipelines. Given the proximity 

of the Bonny fishing communities and many offshore oil installations, areas that were once available to 

them have been made off-limits to avoid accidents, leakages and to protect the interests of the oil 

industry. However, some of the fisherfolks risk their lives and safety by fishing in those prohibited areas, 

which they know to be the breeding grounds for their target species.  The implications of such actions 

should their boats encounter an oil pipeline, possibly resulting in oil leakage, is an outright restriction 

on fishing activities in the surrounding waters for up to six months to allow for the clean-up exercise 

(Okafor-Yarwood, 2018).  The cyclic nature of the impact of IUU fishing by commercial/foreign vessels, 

which results in the depletion of fisheries, is thus a further threat  to their human security – undermining 

“freedom from want” as artisanal fishers are forced into dangerous waters with potentially further 

damaging consequences for  the environment and thus their livelihoods. 
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Alongside fishing in restricted areas, some fisherfolks are alleged to conspire with industrial  vessels, 

by either being paid with cash or fish in exchange for acting as lookouts while they fish in restricted 

areas, and/or holding on to their illegal fishing equipment such as fishing nets with the wrong mesh 

sizes to avoid detection. Specifically, some registered vessels fish with smaller mesh sizes (below the 

specified 44 mm for shrimp and 76 mm for fish as recommended by the Nigerian Department of 

Fisheries). To avoid detection, they give such nets to local fishers in exchange for some fish. It is worth 

noting that the fisherfolks were reticent to confirm their involvement in this kind of activity. However, 

in trying to adapt to the effect of IUU fishing by commercial/foreign vessels, their actions further 

undermine the sustainability of the marine resources, and the food and economic security of the 

“honest” fisherfolks as their catch continues to decrease.  

Other fisherfolks are understood to have modified their boats to enable them to travel further at sea 

– up to the territorial boundaries with neighbouring countries; up to 35NM, which is 30NM more than 

they are legally allowed to go. Apart from exposing their personal security to further risk, as has 

happened in instances where they were mistaken as criminals by vessels and security personnel, there 

is an increased risk of conflict between them and the fisherfolks of the countries whose fishing grounds 

they are targeting. According to the Coordinating Chairman of the Akwa-Ibom State and the Niger 

Delta Artisanal Fishers Association of Nigeria (ARFAN), reduced catch is driving their members as far 

as the Cameroonian border, particularly the once-disputed Bakassi Peninsula which was bequeathed as 

fishing waters to Cameroon in 2002 (Okafor-Yarwood, 2015). In an interview for this research, the 

Coordinating Chairman noted that:  

…we share a boundary with Cameroon and some of us now tend to fish around the waters, we 

get arrested and have to pay the Cameroonian gendarme [police] to be released. 

This development and its attendant effects should not be underestimated, as it could potentially lead to 

a deterioration of the already unstable relationship between Nigeria and Cameroon; there have already 

been reports of violent clashes between the Nigerian fisherfolks and the Cameroonian gendarme 

(Okafor-Yarwood, 2019).  

It follows that by engaging in illegal fishing as a response to the effect of illegal fishing by 

commercial and foreign vessels, local fisherfolk contribute to the cycle of depletion as the sustainability 

of the marine environment is further undermined. The national security of Nigerian thereof, is threatened 

by these activities because among other things, they hamper the state’s ability to meet the fish food-

security of its growing population, by aggravating the rate of fisheries depletion and putting other fishing 

communities at risk of fish food-insecurity, and in extreme cases, malnutrition (Bennett et al., 2018; UN, 

2016). What is more, in their efforts to meet their needs, the actions of these fisherfolks further 

undermine the ability of Nigeria to meet some of their Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
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especially SDG 14 which seeks to ensure the sustainable use of the ocean, marine and sea’s resources 

by 2030 (Okafor-Yarwood, 2019). 

4.2 Pipeline vandalisation/ fuel smuggling 

The consequences of depleting fisheries, attributed to IUU fishing, is unemployment, social unrest, and 

poverty, especially in coastal communities across the Gulf of Guinea. According to Ali (2015) such 

vulnerabilities have led to violent behaviours at sea, as those who are previously engaged in the fishing 

sector look for alternative sources of livelihood, including engaging in illegal activities. Ali’s submission 

is true for many communities in the Niger Delta where there are limited opportunities for subsistence 

outside fishing and farming, which is why the option of illegal activity is almost always the only 

alternative (Houeland, 2015; Odusote, 2016; Okafor-Yarwood, 2018).  

One of the ways that some people in the Niger Delta have responded to threats to their human 

security is to engage in pipeline vandalisation.  Pipeline vandalisation is the deliberate breaking of fuel 

or oil pipelines, with the intention of stealing petroleum products, or to sabotage the government (Okoli 

and Orinya, 2013). The fisherfolks interviewed for this research recognised the sensitivity of the subject, 

and accordingly described themselves as law abiding citizens. They noted however that they were aware 

of cases whereby some fisherfolks and/or a family member had engaged in pipeline vandalisation or 

taken fuel from a vandalised pipeline to supplement their income.  Some implied that there had been 

times when they had themselves considered either engaging in pipeline vandalisation or siphoning fuel 

from a vandalised pipeline. However, the associated risk of getting caught or being killed should the 

pipeline catch fire had acted as deterrent.  

Elsewhere, in an interview, two fisherfolks from one of the settlements remembered that in 2014, 

they had taken some fuel from an already vandalised oil pipeline, which they later sold on “the black 

market” in exchange for cash.  The actions of these fisherfolks stemmed from the absence of any form 

of support from the government. The sensitivity of this subject means that it is impossible to get anyone 

to admit to their involvement as they know they risk being arrested by the police. However, interviews 

with representatives of the Navy confirmed that fisherfolks in the Niger Delta do indeed engage in 

pipeline vandalisation, as well as fuel smuggling. It was also stated in these interviews that some 

fisherfolks use their boats to convey stolen fuel, following the vandalisation of a pipeline, which they 

go on to sell in the black market and to other fisherfolks, including to shipping vessels operating in the 

area.  The 2016 arraignment in court of eleven fishermen for their involvement in the vandalisation of 

a petroleum product pipeline provides further evidence of the involvement of some fisherfolks in  

pipeline vandalisation. Following their arrest, an estimated 220 drums of petrol valued at Naira ₦5.3 

million were recovered from the accused, who claimed to have obtained the goods from a vandalised 

pipeline for re-sale (Agency Reporter, 2016).  
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The vandalisation of pipelines are actions taken to mitigate the wider impact of IUU fishing and are 

a threat to the national security of Nigeria. This is because oil is the mainstay of the Nigerian economy. 

Crude oil derived from the Niger Delta accounts for 95 per cent of Nigeria’s foreign exchange earnings, 

and 80 percent of the total revenue accruable to the Federal account. The GDP contribution from crude 

oil in 2017 was 8.68 per cent and 9.61 per cent in the first quarter of 2018, generating the bulk of the 

government’s revenue (Okafor-Yarwood, 2018). The vast economic contributions of the oil sector have 

led the federal government to view any threat to the sustained production of oil as a threat to national 

security (Allen, 2019). The implications of pipeline vandalisation are loss of revenue and the continued 

pollution of the land and marine environment, which in turn undermines the existence of the Nigerian 

state, and the source of livelihood for individuals and communities that depend on the environment for 

subsistence (Aishatu, Chukwudi, and Hauwa, 2016). According to the Nigerian National Petroleum 

Corporation, (NNPC) Nigeria lost an estimated Naira ₦59,597 billion – estimated US$166 million – to 

pipeline vandalism in 2014,  of which Naira ₦264,370, million was from the vandalisation of pipelines 

carrying Bonny Light  oil, which as the name suggests, is sourced from Bonny (Eboh, 2015). Since oil 

generates the bulk of Nigeria’s government revenue, the loss of such revenue undermines the ability of 

the federal government to function effectively (Igbinovia 2014; Okoli and Orinya, 2013).  

Pipeline vandalisation further undermines the national security of Nigeria by endangering the lives 

of Nigerians. Pipeline vandalisation has triggered fire outbreaks and resulted in the death of Nigerians 

and destruction of properties. It therefore threatens the human security of Nigerians, and by extension, 

the national security of Nigeria, as human and national security are mutually reinforcing and supportive 

of each other (UN Human Security Unit, 2009). Further, pipeline vandalisation which results in oil 

spillages pollutes the marine environment which acts as an additional stressor to depleting fish stocks, 

thereby undermining the ability of Nigeria to ensure the sustainable exploitation of its fisheries 

resources (Okafor-Yarwood, 2018). 

4.3 Armed robbery at sea by fisherfolks 

 

According to the Secretary General of the United Nations, IUU fishing encourages and/or has direct 

links to piracy/armed robbery at sea (UNSC, 2016), a view re-enforced by Denton and Harris (2019) 

who argue that increased IUU fishing results in increased incidences of piracy in West Africa. These 

submissions have resonance for  the situation in the Niger Delta area of Nigeria, whereby a “select” 

number of fisherfolks respond to depleting fisheries by engaging in actions that amount to armed 

robbery at sea — thereby undermining the national security of Nigeria, as well as threatening the safety 

of other sea-fearers. The actions ascribed to the fisherfolks is restricted to armed robbery at sea, defined 

herein as any violent act other than the act of piracy which occurs within the territorial waters and under 

the jurisdiction of the sovereign state (IMO, 2013). The lack of opportunities for alternative sources of 

livelihood and depleting fisheries is identified as a factor that is driving young people from coastal 
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communities to illegal activities such as armed robbery at sea (Montclos 2012; Uddin, Phillips, and 

Austin, 2013). These actions further undermine the safety of other sea farers and the national security 

of Nigeria through reduced investment and revenue (Onuoha and Hassan, 2009).  

The lack of statistical data makes it difficult to establish a direct evidentiary link between IUU fishing 

and armed robbery at sea in Nigeria, since fisherfolks are unwilling to disclose their involvement, 

admitting only second-hand or hearsay knowledge such  as “I know a fisher that have engaged or acted 

as a look out… I heard of a fisher that have attacked a fishing vessel because they felt threatened…” 

which is understandable due to the sensitive nature of the threat. Nevertheless, there is evidence to 

conclude that fisherfolks engage in armed robbery at sea or indeed act as lookouts for robbers (Okafor-

Yarwood, 2019). According to Ridley (2014), fisherfolks from the Niger Delta area are either coerced 

or paid by (pirates) sea robbers not to expose their illegal activities to the authorities. They are sometimes 

recruited as navigators, since they are more familiar with specific coastal routes. Supporting this claim, 

the director of NITOA noted that there is every chance that local fishers engage in armed robbery at sea 

to support their income. Specifically,   

… 15 horse power is the average engine size for a fishing boat, when you see a supposed fishing 

boat coming at you at 75 horse power – which is more or less a speed boat, what comes to mind 

is that their intent is robbery… these local fishers are [also] used as baits for armed robbery, to 

identify potential [vessel] to attack. 

While the foregoing are just some examples of fisherfolks engaging in armed robbery at sea, evidence 

emerging from the analysis of data from the Nigerian Navy, the Federal Department of Fisheries and 

NITOA is that armed robbery at sea exposes the IUU fishing activities of vessels operating in Nigeria. 

They imply that some of the fishing vessels that have fallen victims to armed robbery at sea in Nigeria’s 

territorial waters were caught up in such attacks precisely because they were engaging in some form of 

IUU fishing, i.e. fishing in areas prohibited to them. In most cases, the authorities only become aware 

of the presence of such fishing vessels when there has been an attack or an incident, and they needed to 

be rescued. Representatives of the Nigerian Navy interviewed for this research acknowledged this 

occurrence, and it was also corroborated by the Director of Fish Trade of the Federal Department of 

Fisheries who noted:  

…we are also aware that an estimated 20 per cent of IUU fishing occurs beyond the 5NM point. 

We are confident about this because it is also within this zone that pirates/armed robbers attack 

some of these vessels… 

Piracy/ armed robbery have implications on the economic interests and stability of Nigeria, as armed 

robbery attacks against ships constrict the country's economic viability, as shipping companies began to 

avoid Nigerian waters (Editor, 2019). The impact of such attacks against ships, is an increase in 

insurance costs, which also translates into an increase in the price of imported goods (Wardin and Duda, 
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2013; Onuoha, 2012). The actions of sea robbers also undermine the sustainability of the fish trade in 

Nigeria through the loss of revenue, and diminishing opportunities for employment, as commercial 

fishing vessels are leaving the trade. At the same time, others look elsewhere for fishing licences.  

Overall, incidences of armed robbery at sea puts additional pressures on the maritime security 

agencies, who are generally under-resourced and ill-equipped to deal with the threat; it also exacerbates 

the suffering of those who depend on the marine environment for subsistence. The NITOA withdrawal 

of almost 200 fishing vessels from the sea in 2008 due to continued attacks by sea robbers makes for a 

ready example. What followed was a temporary work stoppage for an estimated 20,000 workers, 

increases in the prices of seafood in the local market, and the resulting food and economic insecurity 

for affected households, albeit temporary (Onuoha, 2012). In recent times, incidences of sea robbery 

and kidnaps have resulted in reduced activities for trawlers registered in Nigeria, including members of 

NITOA. Such that between January and late February 2016, one-third of the 147 registered 

fishing/shrimping vessels in Nigeria were docked in the dockyard due to increasing incidences of 

piracy/sea robbery.  

 Elsewhere, the director of NITOA noted that locally owned fishing companies that once thrived and 

significantly contributed to the Nigerian economy are closing due to the threats they face at sea. He cited 

the reduced presence of the Tarabaroz Fishing Company, and the closure of Honey Well Fisheries Ltd 

as examples. The increased violent attacks against the members of NITOA have thus resulted in its 

members seeking to take their business elsewhere, as Nigerian waters though rich in fisheries resources, 

are now renown as unsafe, and economically intensive. It comes as no surprise to find that there is a 

clear reduction in the number of vessels registered to fish in Nigeria, reducing from 250 in 2003 to 145 

in 2018 (Oritse, 2010; FCWC and CPCO, 2018). According to the Director of Monitoring, Surveillance 

and Control of the Nigeria Fisheries Department, in 2015 three shrimping vessels were deleted from the 

list of Nigeria’s registered vessels as they sourced for licenses to operate in Brazil due to increased 

insecurity in Nigerian waters.  

IUU fishing and its resulting implication, such as depleting fisheries, also threaten the human security 

of the fishmongers who depend on the fish catch from fisherfolks for subsistence. The following section 

explores how some fishmongers who are predominantly women have responded to IUU fishing and the 

effect on the national security of Nigeria. 

4.4 Sex work 

The impact of depleting fisheries resulting from IUU fishing by commercial/foreign vessels is not only 

felt by the fisherfolks, but also by fishmongers; reduced catches means less fish available for sale. This 

has resulted in some fish sellers, who are mostly women, resorting to alternative means of livelihood, 

such as sex work. In a region with limited support from the government, the fishmongers take specific 

advantage of the cash inducements of oil and other workers in the oil economy by turning to sex work, 
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(Anugwom and Anugwom, 2009; Okafor-Yarwood, 2018). According to a female boat owner 

interviewed for this research, IUU fishing by commercial/foreign vessels has resulted in the severe 

reduction in the number of catches made by her crewmembers. She went on to add that from her 

perspective and experience as a boat owner, this has affected the economic security of many people in 

the community, especially fishmongers.  In order to make up for their lost income, some turn to sex 

work, a feasible alternative due to the presence of the NLNG company, whose employees are willing 

to patronise them. 

Another lady, a fishmonger, noted that the women fishmongers are pressured by male fisherfolk to 

offer sexual favours in exchange for guaranteed supply. She cited her own experience as the main 

breadwinner, which meant she has to do everything she possibly can to provide for her family, even if 

it means “selling my body to make sure that my kids are fed”.  Analysis of the data suggests that the 

fishmongers who engage in sex work are likely to be unmarried or single parents. Some married 

fishmongers rely on their husband’s ability to catch enough fish that they, in turn, can sell, or to make 

them eligible to apply for and receive a “love thy neighbour cooperative society loan”.  Clearly, the 

correlation between depleting fisheries and sex work needs to be researched further, as the number of 

participants who disclosed their involvement in sex work is insufficient to draw generalisable 

conclusions about the extent to which it is representative of women fishmongers’ rational responses to 

the situation across the region. Such research would establish how female fishmongers are affected by 

depleting fisheries, the pervasiveness of sex work as a response to the changing circumstances, and how 

they navigate the stigma of being a sex worker, and its impact on their health and their family.  

Nevertheless, the link between women in fisheries and sex work is not new; in Uganda, there have 

been cases reported of women being forced to pay/compete for limited supplies of fish in exchange for 

sex – “sex for fish” (Pearson et al., 2013). The practice of “sex for fish” is common in certain littoral 

communities’ due to the decline of species and the resultant competition for the depleting resource. In 

coastal communities in Kenya, for example, fisherfolk give special access to fish to women with whom 

they have sex. Although such examples evince consensual trade (sexual) relationships, further examples 

from Zambia provides evidence that sex has been used as a coercive tool, whereby fisherfolks refuse to 

sell their fish to female mongers who refuse to engage in these sexual transactions (Matthews et al., 

2012). Evidence from Bonny, Uganda, Kenya and Zambia reveal similarities, yet are disparate from 

each other, in that, fishmongers in Bonny also have to sell their bodies to non-fisherfolks for cash. 

Women fishmongers in Uganda, Kenya and Zambia reportedly enter into “sex for fish” transactions 

solely to be guaranteed supplies of the depleting resource.  

Although the interviews revealed that only a minority – especially single women – turn to 

prostitution, their determination to ensure steady supplies and/or to supplement their income comes as 

no surprise. There exists already an established linkage between poverty and sex work in Nigeria – 

especially in the Niger Delta region. As Ajayi (2003)(James Olaitan Ajayi 2003) posits, many young 
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men and women are driven (or forced) into sex work due to poverty and poor family economic 

circumstances, which has contributed to the high prevalence of HIV/Aids in Nigeria. The FAO reports 

that the threat of HIV/Aids is more acute in fishing communities where fisheries are in decline (FAO, 

2006). The FAO’s position is supported by the fact that Bonny, like most communities in the Niger 

Delta region, has a high HIV/Aids prevalence rate (Okonko and Nnodim, 2015). The high rate of sex 

work in this region and the resulting increase in HIV cases (Udoh et al., 2009) is due primarily to the 

environmental degradation caused by the multinational oil companies. According to Udoh et al., (2009) 

this has triggered rural-to-urban migration, while fostering sex work and other risky sexual behaviours 

that make people vulnerable to HIV.  

According to Okonko and Nnodim (2015) of the other local governments in Rivers State, Bonny 

had the second largest prevalence of HIV infections in 2010.  The HIV/Aids prevalence level in the 

Island was 8.3 per cent in 2003, falling to 6.0 percent in 2005. These figures rose to 8.4 per cent in 2008 

but declined again to 5.9 per cent in 2010 (Okonko and Nnodim, 2015).The population of Bonny is 

estimated at 170,000, and the majority depend on fisheries for subsistence. Therefore, the pervasiveness 

of HIV in fishing communities such as those in Bonny threatens the sustainability of indigenous 

knowledge about fisheries resource management, as well as economic growth in the region. As 

Matthews et al., (Matthews et al., 2012) observed, HIV/Aids have severe economic effect as fewer 

fisherfolks live enough to engage in investments that will encourage growth in their communities. 

According to Akintoye et al. (2016), the NLNG provided counselling and testing for 24, 256 persons – 

14.27 per cent of the entire population, of whom 1842 persons, or 7.59 per cent of them, tested positive 

for HIV. This figure is worrying, especially so should the trend be representative of the situation across 

the other littoral communities in Nigeria and the wider Gulf of Guinea.  

Importantly, sex work is linked to the prevalence of HIV/Aids in the Niger Delta region including 

Bonny — 30 per cent of sex workers in the region are said to be HIV positive (Udoh et al., 2009; 

Akintoye et al., 2016). This, coupled with the traditional mobility of fisherfolks makes the increasing 

incidences of HIV in communities such as Bonny a threat to public health, as the fisherfolks’ mobility 

encourages the spread of the disease to other areas (Seeley and Allison, 2005; Matthews et al., 2012). 

Worse still, the more people who fall ill from HIV, the fewer fisherfolks are available to ensure the fish 

food security of the communities — and in turn, the less fish there is available to the fishmongers 

(Seeley and Allison, 2005).  

The public health implications, and the potential threat to the GDP of Nigeria, makes HIV a threat 

to the national security. Specifically, Nigeria has the second highest HIV burden in the world – 3.2 

million of its population live with the virus, and the prevalence of the virus threatens the economic 

security of the country (Awofala and Ogundele, 2018; UNAIDS, 2017). The GDP contributions of the 

affected population will be diminished due to deteriorating health, which will result in lower 

productivity (Adesina, 2014). This is especially worrying for Nigeria given that according to the UN, 
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countries where the HIV prevalence rate is more than 20 per cent are expected to experience an 

estimated annual GDP reduction of 1 to 2 per cent (UN, 2001). This is expected to give rise to a 20 per 

cent loss in GDP contribution by 2020 (UN, 2001; Awofala and Ogundele, 2018) for Nigeria and other 

similarly heavily affected countries. Undoubtedly, the pandemic undermines the government’s ability 

to invest money in other sectors as funds are diverted into HIV treatment. According to UNAIDs,  

The number of people living with HIV on life-saving antiretroviral therapy in the country grew 

to more than one million by mid-2017… [this has led to an increase in spending on its 

treatment] from US$ 300 million in 2007 to US$ 730 million in 2013 (UNAIDS, 2017). 

The effects of depleting fisheries, especially those arising from IUU fishing by commercial and foreign 

vessels, goes beyond stealing fish from some of the world’s poorest, to posing a threat to the health 

security of the wider population, as fishmongers might resort to sex work as an alternative source of 

livelihood, which exposes them to diseases such as HIV/Aids 

5 Conclusion 

The previous sections have shown that IUU fishing as a threat to human security – resulting in fear and 

want for the fisherfolks/fish mongers – implicitly threatens the national security of Nigeria, as the 

actions taken by those affected undermines sustainable livelihoods, the security of the maritime space 

and by extension inhibits the ability of the state to meet the needs of the people.  The research analysis 

has shown that when a country is ineffective in fulfilling its traditional duty of safeguarding its internal 

features and territory, such a state loses legitimacy, as the people look elsewhere for some form of 

security. For Nigeria, such a response is in the shape of illegal activities.  
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Figure 2: IUU fishing as a threat to national security: response to depleting fisheries summarised 

(Source: author). 

 

 
 

The overlapping relationships between the damaging effects of IUU fishing and other threats already 

prevalent in the country, which IUU fishing may exacerbate, are summarised in figure 2 above. The 

prevailing discussions highlight the need to broaden the concept of security, so that it encompasses non-

military dimensions at the environmental, economic and social-political levels (Duffield, 1998). As 

Duffield (2013) notes, incorporating non-military agendas to national security is a good thing, however, 

other tenets of security such as human security can only be guaranteed within a state that is effective, 

and having institutions responsive to, and equipped to meet the needs of its people. Therefore, the 

responses to IUU fishing by “select” fisherfolks and fishmongers validates the argument on the 

relationship between an effective state and the sustainable exploitation of (fisheries) resources, of which 

the opposite, as we have seen in the Nigerian example, can be, in the final estimation, detrimental to 

national security.   

If properly harnessed, the fishing industry can complement the oil sector, which is already seeing a 

downward spiral of the revenue it generates for Nigeria. However, in failing to implement measures that 

allows littoral communities to adapt to their vulnerabilities, Nigeria’s example highlights the centrality 

of the state (in)effectiveness thesis to the human and national security discourse. It supports the notion 

that human and national security can only be actualised with an effective state supported by efficient 

institutions to fulfil the responsibilities incumbent of a sovereign state (Onuoha and Hassan, 2009). If 

IUU fishing is allowed to continue unabated, it can potentially result in conflict between states as 

fisherfolks are crossing borders in search of the depleting resource. The arguments presented in this 
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paper highlight the link between IUU fishing and illicit activities in Nigeria, a precarious relationship 

that not only aggravates the potential for inter-regional conflict over marine resources, as well as 

facilitating the arming of violent non-state actors, and fuelling insurgency in the country.   

Finally, this paper has presented a critical analysis of the security debate and provided empirical 

evidence that highlights the inseparability of the human and national security discourse. In addressing 

security threats at sea in the Gulf of Guinea and beyond, there is the need first to understand how security 

threats at sea affect coastal communities and threatens their security. The paper recognizes the efforts 

of the Nigerian state to ensure a holistic response to maritime security, evidenced in the Abuja 

declaration of October 2019 following the Global Maritime Security Conference organised by 

NIMASA,9 including enhancing the capacity of the Nigerian Navy, as well as championing regional 

initiatives aimed at maritime cooperation and enforcement. However, such efforts must be rooted in a 

commitment to improving the welfare of coastal communities, many of whom depend on the dwindling 

fish stock for subsistence. Otherwise, the cycle of insecurity breeding other insecurity will continue.  

Notes 

1. The fisherfolks who engage in illegal fishing are of the view that their actions are in no way 

illegal, as they are merely doing all they can to make up for reduced catch. 

2. Analysis of the data shows that fisherfolks and fishmongers have at some point engaged in illegal 

activities such as IUU fishing or know someone that has engaged in other unlawful activities, 

such as acting as lookouts for criminals who engage in armed robbery, or engaging in pipeline 

vandalization.  

3. Fisherfolks in Bonny have on several occasions been faced with the challenge of not going to 

sea for at least six months due to oil leakages – which damages their fishing gears and result in 

decline of select species. Nevertheless, they argue that since the areas are usually marked as off 

zones by the government without compensation, they are faced with no option than to fish in 

those restricted areas. 

4. Sea robbers attacked a vessel belonging to Tarabaroz Fishing Company in 2009, which resulted 

in the death of its Captain, with another member of the crew sustaining a life-threatening injury. 

5. Incidences of pipeline vandalisation are common in the Niger Delta area, as residents (not 

necessarily ex-fisherfolks) rely on stolen petrol from the vandalised pipelines to make ends meet, 

especially in times of fuel scarcity. 

 

 

 

 
9 The author was an invited speaker at the conference and presented a paper on maritime governance 

and the blue economy in the Gulf of Guinea. 
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