Pirates learn to drive chemical tankers

An article has appeared in the UK Financial Times (Oct 28, 2003), saying that in March this year, pirates boarded a chemical tanker Dewi Madrim, near Sabah in the South Pacific, with the possible intention of learning how to steer it rather than ransoming the crew or unloading its cargo. 

The UK Economist reports that the pirates, armed with machine guns, machetes and VHF radios, disabled the radio, took the helm and steered the vessel for about an hour, learning how to alter its speed. They left after an hour with some cash and the captain and first officer who are still missing. 

The indication is that the terrorists were learning to drive the vessel, possibly acquiring expertise for use in a maritime attack. 

Gas tankers are a particularly high security threat; if ignited they could create a fireball large enough to destroy a medium sized coastal city. Gas tankers bound for Boston as still escorted by coastguards from 200 miles away from the port.  LPG is easier to explode than natural gas and so a LPG vessels are likelier terrorist targets. 

There were 3 reported piracy attacks on chemical tankers during March of this year, of which only the third one, the Dewi Madrim, was successful.

There have also been ten reported cases of pirates stealing tugs for no apparent reason; the worry is that they are for use to tow a hijacked tanker into a busy international port, most of which occurred from late September until January 2003. The seizures stopped when word of the pattern appeared in Malaysian newspapers in early February, but not all of them have been found. 

Tugboats must now provide six hours' advance warning of their movements in Singapore's port. All small vessels have been ordered not to enter special anchorages set aside for chemical tankers, for very large crude oil tankers and for tankers carrying highly explosive gases, like liquefied natural gas. 


Piracy has long been a problem in the Malacca Straits but until this year attacks have been mainly highly saleable cargoes of diesel or gasoline carried in smaller vessels, not tugs or chemical tankers. 


SUBHEAD

Learning to dive

There has also been evidence of terrorists learning how to dive but “strangely uninterested in learning about decompression” (ie how to resurface), the Economist reports. 

The Abu Sayyaf group in the Philipinnes is reported to have kidnapped a maintenance engineer, also a qualified diving instructor, in a holiday resort in 2000 and released him in June this year. He reported a number of “ethnic Malays” wanting to learn about diving. 

Why would terrorists want skills in deep sea diving? It would hardly be necessary to have deep sea diving skills to put explosives underneath a tanker, but they could be interested in targeting deep sea oil wells or oil rigs. 

