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The Gulf of Guinea (GoG) spans over 6 000 km of
coastline and 19 states. The region is rich in natural
resources: it holds significant reserves of gas (2.7% of
total world reserves) and oil (4.5%), as well as other
valuable minerals including diamonds, tin, bauxite,
manganese and cobalt. While the piracy threat in
the region appears to be waning, other illicit activi-
ties are thriving. Its geographical location makes it
an ideal gateway for illegal trafficking towards Africa
and Europe, including narcotics from Latin America.
Illegal, unreported and undocumented (IUU) fishing
threatens local livelihoods and fish stocks in a region
that accounts for 4% of global fish production®.

While piracy and armed robbery incidents dropped by
roughly 90% in 2024, compared to a peak in 2020®,
weak rule-of-law and justice systems, coupled with
the ongoing threats posed by IUU fishing and traf-
ficking, continue to undermine security efforts.

As the region faces a fast-evolving security situation
both inland and offshore and becomes a hotspot for
global competition, this Brief presents three potential
scenarios for the Gulf of Guinea. It explores how the
EU could adapt to safeguard its interests in this stra-
tegically important region.
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Summary

The Gulf of Guinea’s abundant resources,
economic potential and strategic location
make it a critical area for maritime securi-
ty efforts. The rerouting of maritime trade
from the Red Sea through the Cape of Good
Hope further underscores the region’s im-
portance for global seaborne trade.

While piracy incidents have decreased, the
region remains vulnerable to challenges
like illegal fishing, drug trafficking from
Latin America to Europe and oil theft.

Gulf of Guinea countries, often constrained
by limited resources and conflicting pri-
orities, may struggle to maintain maritime
security without adequate funding or ex-
ternal support. As the security landscape
evolves and competition among rival global
powers intensifies, three potential scenar-
ios emerge for the region, each presenting
distinct challenges.
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NAVIGATING MARITIME
SECURITY THREATS

The Yaoundé architecture is the regional mechanism
for maritime security that brings together countries
in the Gulf of Guinea that are also members of the
Economic Community of West Africa States (ECOWAS)
and the Economic Community of Central African States
(ECCAS). Established in 2013, it focuses on coordi-
nating actions and developing legislation, enhancing
patrol and coordination capacities among states, and
combating piracy and armed robbery at sea in line
with its code of conduct®. The initiative unites re-
gional countries and partners to improve security and
navigation safety in the Gulf of Guinea through joint
exercises, training, and capacity-building efforts.

Global navies, including those from India, Brazil, EU
Member States, China and Russia, have expanded
their presence in the region. While piracy incidents
have declined due to increased patrols, challenges
such as illegal fishing and various forms of traffick-
ing persist, exploiting weaknesses in deterrence and
enforcement mechanisms. Estimates indicate that
IUU fishing may represent up to 40% or even 65% of
total catches, while cocaine seizures in West Africa
amounted to approximately 16 442 kg in 2022%.

Despite ongoing challenges in maritime
capabilities for patrolling the extensive
coastline, deterrence of piracy and armed
robbery at sea is working. However, ef-
forts to prosecute suspected criminals
and integrate maritime security legis-
lation into domestic legal frameworks
have made limited progress®. Trials of
suspected pirates have proved particularly problem-
atic, with only three cases tried in court - in Togo,
Nigeria and Denmark - in the past decade, despite 115
piracy incidents reported in 2020 alone®. The prose-
cution of criminals remains a significant challenge in
the region, also for EU Member States that deploy na-
vies there. There have been several instances where
difficulties or outright refusals have arisen regard-
ing the handover of suspects to national jurisdictions.
While EU Member States are working to develop legal
arrangements for the handing over of suspects, many
countries in the region are either unwilling to pursue
further prosecutions, fearing further strain on their
legal systems, or lack the necessary legal frame-
work to do so.

Increasing onshore security threats, such as terror-
ism in the northern regions of Benin, Cote d’Ivoire,
Ghana, Togo and Nigeria, are putting additional pres-
sure on their capacities and budgetary resources. With
limited funds for public spending, these countries are
forced to make tough decisions on whether to allocate

hile piracy

incidents have
declined, challenges
such as illegal fishing
and various forms of
trafficking persist.

resources to internal security forces and armies, na-
vies and coastal guards, or their judicial systems.

PARTNERS: COOPERATION,
COMPETITION AND
CO-EXISTENCE

The EU has invested heavily in supporting regional
partners, allocating more than €30 million through
the European Peace Facility (EPF), as well as around
€90 million for various maritime security and re-
source management projects. The EU’s Coordinated
Maritime Presence (CMP), facilitated by a Maritime
Areas of Interest Coordination Cell (MAICC) within
the EU Military Staff, coordinates Member State de-
ployments in the region.

In addition to the EU, several other countries recog-
nise the strategic importance of the Gulf of Guinea
and are stepping up their involvement. China has
established a strong presence in the region’s com-
mercial ports and has ambitions to set up naval bases
in Equatorial Guinea and Gabon. It also faces alle-
gations of widespread IUU fishing by its
vessels ™. Tiirkiye has made more lim-
ited investments in ports, while Russia
contributes to training and exercises in
the region and is reportedly exploiting
Liberia’s vessel registration system for
its own ships®. India and Brazil have ex-
panded their naval presence by support-
ing the Yaoundé architecture and partic-
ipating in joint exercises, including with
the EU. The US, the UK and France regularly conduct
large-scale exercises, such as the Obangame Express
and the Grand Africa NEMO. These exercises aim to
train local navies and foster cooperation among re-
gional and international fleets deployed in the Gulf
of Guinea.

The EU has emerged as a key player in the Gulf of
Guinea, adopting a comprehensive approach that
links maritime security with economic development
and inland security. It has demonstrated its commit-
ment by the deployment in 2023 of the EU Security
and Defence Initiative in Support of West African
Countries of the Gulf of Guinea (EU-SDI-GoG) to
support the fight against insecurity in the north-
ern regions of Cote d’Ivoire, Ghana, Togo and Benin.
However, long-term success will require a sustained
focus on strengthening preventive mechanisms and
judicial systems. Moreover, supporting local econo-
mies is crucial to avoid the exacerbation of griev-
ances that could otherwise fuel recourse to criminal
activities.
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can and should enhance its strategies by continu-
ing to link internal and maritime security. At the
same time, it must be ready to adapt with contingen-
cy planning and differentiated approaches should the
situation evolve. The EU should also focus on foster-
ing cooperation, whenever possible, with countries
like India and Brazil - not only for joint exercises but
also for IUU fishing - and where necessary be pre-
pared to compete, including in domains such as sur-
veillance, secure communication and cybersecurity®.

DROP ANCHOR? SCENARIOS
FOR THE REGION

Balancing security challenges: In this most likely
scenario, countries in the Gulf of Guinea will continue
along the trajectory of balancing security challenges
inland and offshore. While terrorism, domestic con-
flict, piracy and organised crime will persist, they are
not expected to entail a significant increase in in-
stability. Maritime security investments by countries
in the region will remain low but, with international
support, their capabilities will improve, and national
legal systems will continue to transpose internation-
al and regional norms. In this scenario, the EU should
maintain its support for regional frameworks, en-
hance coordination among Member States within the
Coordinated Maritime Presence (CMP), and expand
programmes that support economic development.
Cooperation with partners like the UK, the US, India
and Brazil in areas such as cybersecurity, information
sharing and local maritime domain awareness will
be key to increasing maritime security, supporting
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local partners and countering the expansion of sys-
temic rivals. In this context, to navigate geopolitical
competition effectively, the EU should define a clear
value proposition, demonstrating that its interests
align with the economic growth aspirations of local
partners. A focus on justice systems, basic services
(education, health), and livelihoods can have a posi-
tive impact on countries in the region. However, the
EU should also strengthen its control mechanisms
to address potential IUU fishing by EU-flagged ves-
sels, ensuring coherence with its broader objectives.
At the technical and political levels, it should work
with local partners to increase transparency in public
registries, especially for fishing licences and vessel
registrations. It should negotiate agreements for the
transfer of criminal suspects to coastal states, and
support reintegration programmes for former con-
victs. Civil society and local community involvement
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is essential to improve transparency as well as ef-
fective reporting mechanisms for suspected illegal
activities.

Growing challenges: This worst-case scenario fea-
tures further turmoil in the region, with additional
ECOWAS or ECCAS member states experiencing a sig-
nificant deterioration of their internal security situ-
ation. The weakening of internal security could pave
the way for an expansion of terrorist and criminal
groups, a surge in disinformation and foreign influ-
ence campaigns - mirroring the situation experi-
enced in the Sahel. In this case, maritime security
would be overshadowed by other security concerns
and localised disruptions could impede the EU’s abil-
ity to take effective action.

In this scenario, the operational capacity of ports
could become limited, thus disrupting maritime trade
and complicating technical support and bunkering
for vessels trading with the EU, especially those al-
ready taking longer routes around the Cape of Good
Hope due to instability in the Red Sea. Security on
the high seas may become reliant on international
partners alone. Furthermore, countries like Tiirkiye,
China and Russia may resort to private military com-
panies to safeguard investments in infrastructures or
mining, or to expand their influence. Therefore, the
EU may need to reassess its strategies. Preparedness
for worst-case scenarios implies that the EU and its
Member States must prepare for the most adverse
outcomes, even if they seem unlikely. This could
involve anticipating specific conditions and sec-
tors where engagement could still be pursued while
maintaining unity. Priorities should include keep-
ing diplomatic channels open, improving strategic
communication and countering disinformation cam-
paigns, along with investments in technologies that
enable secure communications and navigation for
EU-flagged vessels.

Advancing in tackling challenges: This best-case
scenario envisions a positive trajectory for countries
in the region. In this scenario, deterrence efforts in
high seas and territorial waters remain effective,
while coastal states embrace the Yaoundé architecture
and code of conduct. Legal systems and capacities are
strengthened, paving the way for self-reliance, im-
proved port management, fleet expansion, and in-
creased prosperity for riverine communities through
public-private partnerships. While upcoming elec-
tions might lead to temporary contestation, they
would ultimately maintain democratically elected
governments. Overall, countries commit further to
strengthening the rule of law and enhancing their
capacity to tackle security challenges. In this sce-
nario, the EU should focus on bolstering cooperation

4
Published by the European Union Institute

°
| for Security Studies.
L S S Printed in Luxembourg by the Publications Office

of the European Union.

Cover image credit: Oliver Sjostrom/Unsplash

Publications Office
of the European Union

to improve port management, promote private in-
vestments to support local value chains, and advance
capacity-building initiatives for security forces and
the judiciary.

CONCLUSION

The EU’s support for regional and national maritime
security in the Gulf of Guinea has the merit of fos-
tering cooperation with EU Member States and with
the navies of countries like the UK, the US, India and
Brazil. It also effectively combines security efforts
both onshore and offshore with development initia-
tives. However, the EU should prepare for worsen-
ing scenarios in the region, as the region’s security
dynamics grow more complex. The EU’s priorities
should be to prevent escalation and to develop con-
tingency plans for deteriorating security conditions,
outlining actions to take - or avoid - in the event of
further instability.
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