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<Guidance on Abduction of Crew in the Sulu-Celebes Seas>
Introduction
This guidance focuses on the incidents of abduction of crew from ships for ransom in the
Sulu-Celebes Seas and in the waters off Eastern Sabah. It provides the guidance and
analysis based on the information collected from past incidents in order to assist the
shipping industry and ships to enhance their situation awareness and avoid such incidents.
This guidance complements the general guidance contained in the “Regional Guide to
Counter Piracy and Armed Robbery against Ships in Asia” [available at www.recaap.org].
The Sulu-Celebes Seas region covers the tri-boundary area of the Philippines, Malaysia
and Indonesia. It is strategically located and most international shipping passes through
its maritime sea lanes. In the Sibutu passage alone, an average of 14,000 ships passes
yearly. Prior to 2016, there were kidnaps for ransom on land in the region carried out by
the Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG), an Islamic extremist group based in Southern Philippines.
On 26 March 2016, the first abduction of crew from ship was reported. It involved the tug
boat, Brahma 12 and 10 of the Indonesian crew on board the boat were abducted. Since
then, a spate of abduction of crew incidents were reported in 2016, 2017, 2018 and 2019.

Map of Sulu-Celebes Seas and off Eastern Sabah

During the period of 2016 to June 2019, a total of 29 incidents of abduction of crew
(comprising 18 actual incidents and 11 attempted incidents) were reported by the Philippine
Coast Guard (PCG) to ReCAAP ISC. In 2016, a total of 18 incidents of abduction of crew
(comprising 12 actual incidents and 6 attempted incidents) were reported. In 2017, the
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number of incidents reduced to 7 (3 actual incidents and 4 attempted incidents), and in 2018,
the number of incidents further reduced to 3 (2 actual incidents and 1 attempted incident).
There was one actual incident reported in 2019 (as of June 2019). In the 18 actual incidents,
75 crew were abducted in total. Among them, 65 crew were released or rescued and 10
crew were killed or died. There is no crew held in captivity.
Despite the decrease in the number of incidents and military and law enforcement efforts by
the Philippine authorities, the perpetrators of the Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG) are still active in
the region and looking for any opportunity to abduct crew from ships.

Advisory by ReCAAP ISC
Considering the continued existence of the threat of abduction of crew, and violent nature
of the perpetrators causing fatality of 10 seafarers, the ReCAAP ISC maintains its advisory
issued via the ReCAAP ISC Incident Alert dated 21 Nov 16 as follows:
-

Reroute from the area, where possible
Otherwise, ship masters and crew are strongly urged to exercise extra vigilance
Report the incident immediately to the Operation Centres of the Philippines and
Eastern Sabah Security Command (ESSCOM) of Malaysia.

The contact details of the Operation Centres of the Philippines and ESSCOM of Malaysia
are as follows.

Contact Details
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In the event that the ship master is not able to establish contact with the Operation Centres
of the Philippines as listed in the ReCAAP ISC Advisory, he can contact the Philippine
Coast Guard Command Centre at the following contact details:
Phone numbers:
+63-2-5273877 (direct)
+63-2-527-8481 to 89 (ext: 6136/37)
+63-917-724-3682 (mobile)
+63-929-825-3207 (mobile)
Email address:
pcgcomcen@coastguard.gov.ph

The ship masters and crew are further advised to take the following measures:
-

Enhance vigilance, maximise alertness of lookouts and increase watch keeping
Control the access to bridge, accommodation and machinery spaces
Maintain continuous communication with shipping company and enforcement
agencies for monitoring and immediate responses in any eventualities
Look out for advisories on NAVTEX
Refer to the latest information available at ReCAAP ISC website (www.recaap.org)
and other organisations
Sound alarm when sighted suspicious boats in the vicinity or suspicious persons on
board ship
Avoid confrontation with perpetrators
Report all incidents to the nearest coastal States and flag States in accordance with
the IMO Circular MSC.1/Circ. 1334

The shipping companies and ship masters are also advised to adopt precautionary
measures from general guidance contained in the ‘Regional Guide to Counter Piracy and
Armed Robbery against Ships in Asia’ such as risk assessment, company planning, master’s
planning, ship protection measures, measures when ships are under attack, etc.
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Measures adopted by the littoral States in the area
Transit Corridors and Notice to Mariners (NOTAM) by the Philippines and Malaysia
On 14 July 2016, Indonesia, Malaysia and the Philippines signed the Trilateral Cooperative
Arrangement (TCA) to address the security challenges in the maritime areas of common
concern. The three countries agreed to encourage the operationalization of the Standard
Operating Procedure (SOP) for maritime patrol, and the operating guidelines on information
and intelligence sharing; and combined communication plan. For this purpose, the three
countries established the Maritime Command Centres (MCCs) in Tarankan (Indonesia),
Tawau (Malaysia) and Bongao (Philippines). The MCCs serve as the operational command
and monitoring stations for the respective countries.
Under the TCA, the Philippines and Malaysia established the transit corridors within the Area
of Maritime Interest (AMI) which covers the common maritime areas. The transit corridors
serve as safety areas to passage by commercial ships and they are patrolled by the three
countries.
The transit corridor established by the Philippines is in the “Notice to Mariners (NOTAM)
148-2017” issued by the Philippine Coast Guard (PCG) on 12 September 2017 (Annex 1).
The transit corridor established by Malaysia is in the “Notice to Mariners (NOTAM) 14 of
2017” issued by the Marine Department of Malaysia on 14 August 2017 (Annex 2).
The areas of transit corridors of these two NOTAMs are shown in the map below.

Transit Corridors for Commercial Shipping
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Before entering the designated transit corridors
1. Commercial ships are encouraged to pass through the designated transit corridors and
sea lanes, as specified in the Notice to Mariners (NOTAMs) issued by the Philippines
and Malaysia.
2. All ships transiting the areas are required to report to the Centres whose contact details
are enumerated below at least 24 hours before arrival at the designated maritime
areas of common concern, with complete ship’s routing information:
a. While transiting the Philippines’ area of responsibility:
S/No.

Centre

Contact no.

Email address

National Coast Watch Centre
(NCWC)
Coast Guard Command Centre,
Philippine Coast Guard**

+63 (2) 2413140

ncwatchcenter@gmail.com

+63 (917) 7243682
+63 (2) 5273877

pcgcomcen@coastguard.gov.ph

3.

Maritime Research Information
Centre (MRIC)

+63 (917) 7085248
+63 (2) 8431833

mric@nav.ph

4.

Naval Operation Centre (NOC),
Philippine Navy

+63 (917)8512708
+63 (2) 5244981

noc@nav.ph
hpn.noc@navy.mil.ph

5.

Naval Forces Western Mindanao
Operations Centre

+63 (917)8512708

nfwm.nfoc@navy.mil.ph

1.
2.

Note: 1 to 3 are listed in both Philippine and Malaysia issued NOTAMs; while 4-5 are listed in Malaysia’s NOTAM 14
of 2017 issued by Marine Department of Malaysia
** Previously known as ‘Coast Guard Action Centre (CGAC), Philippine Coast Guard’. The email address is updated,
and the contact no. remains the same.

b. While transiting Malaysia’s area of responsibility
S/No.
1.

Centre

Contact no.

Email address

Maritime Command
Centre (MCC), Tawau

+6089 775600
+6089 779777
+6089 982623 (5:00 pm –

mcctawau2@gmail.com

8:00 am)

2.

Eastern Sabah Security
Command (ESSCOM)

+6089 863181

bilikgerakan_esscom@jpm.gov.my

3.

Marine Department
Malaysia, Sabah Region

+6088 401111

aisjlsbh@marine.gov.my

Note: Listed in Malaysia’s NOTAM 14 of 2017 issued by Marine Department of Malaysia.

c. While transiting Indonesia’s area of responsibility
S/No.
1.

Centre

Contact no.

Email address

Maritime Command Centre (MCC),
Tarakan

+625513806288
+625513806289

mcctarakan2@gmail.com
mcc_tarakan@tnial.mid.id

Note: Listed in Malaysia’s NOTAM 14 of 2017 issued by Marine Department of Malaysia.
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3. The ships should comply to the following reporting procedure upon entering the
maritime areas of common concern by establishing voice radio contact at Channel
16 with the monitoring station:

“SECURITY, SECURITY… THIS IS (NAME OF VESSEL).
I AM ENTERING (NAME OF SEA LANE, EX: SIBUTU PASSAGE, ALICE
CHANNEL, ETC.)
WITH A SPEED OF _____ AND COURSE _____.
PRESENT POSITION: (LATITUDE/LONGITUDE) OR AT A VICINITY (NEAREST
POINT OF REFERENCE)
STATUS: (I.E. UNDERWAY, ALL IS WELL, UNDER ATTACK OR IN DISTRESS)”
IF UNDER ATTACK, REQUEST IMMEDIATE ASSISTANCE/RESCUE

4. All ships are required to render Position Report (POSREP) and Situation Report
(SITREP) as they enter the maritime areas of common concern every hour or as
necessary.

Recommended Transit Corridor (RTC) in the Moro Gulf and Basilan by the Philippines
To address an increasing threat to shipping in the areas of Moro Gulf and Basilan Strait,
Recommended Transit Corridor (RTC) was established to prevent and suppress acts of
piracy and armed robbery against ships transiting the areas.
The RTC provides PCG and other law enforcement units’ awareness over the operating
environment in and around the areas of Moro Gulf and Basilan Strait by designating transit
areas where ships can be easily monitored and law enforcement units are deployed nearby.
The RTC between the Moro Gulf and Basilan Strait was established by the “Memorandum
Circular 2017-002” issued by the Philippine’s Department of Transportation on 31 March
2017 (Annex 3).
The inbound and outbound lanes of the RTC are shown in the map next page.
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RTC between Moro Gulf and Basilan

The contact details of Philippine Coast Guard Operation Centres at 1 (Zamboanga) and 2
(Davao) are as follows:

1. Philippine Coast Guard District Southwestern Mindanao (CGDSWM)
Email: hcgdswm@yahoo.com
Tel: +63 09985857972
+63 0917842 8446

2. Philippine Coast Guard District Southeastern Mindanao (CGDSEM)
Email: cgdsem@coastguard.gov.ph / coastguardsem@yahoo.com
Tel: +63 0917813197
+63 09985858479
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Modus operandi of past incidents of abduction of crew
In the Sulu-Celebes Seas and waters off Eastern Sabah (2016 – June 2019)
Location of incidents
The location of the 29 incidents (18 actual incidents and 11 attempted incidents) from 2016
to June 2019 is shown in the map below. All incidents occurred to the ships while underway
(except the incident of fishing boat Sri Dewi 1).

Location of incidents

Cluster of Incidents
Of the 29 incidents, there were incidents which occurred in close proximity to each other.
The incidents are grouped in the following clusters (map below):
-

off Tawi-Tawi, Philippines (8 incidents; 2 actual, 6 attempted)
off Taganak, Philippines (4 incidents; 3 actual, 1 attempted)
off Basilan, Philippines (4 incidents; 2 actuals, 2 attempted)
off Semporna, East Malaysia (4 incidents; all actual)
off Lahad Datu, East Malaysia (3 incidents; all actual)
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Although the number of incidents in the cluster off Tawi-Tawi is the highest with eight
incidents, six of these incidents were attempted incidents where the perpetrators were not
successful in boarding the ships. Most of the attempted incidents occurred further away
from the coast, and involved bigger ships who adopted evasive manoeuvres and
successfully escaped away from the pursuing perpetrators’ boats.

Cluster of Incidents

Type of ships targeted
<Actual incidents>
Tug boats and fishing boats were the main victims of abduction of crew, due to their slow
speed and low freeboard. Of the 18 actual incidents, 15 tug boats and fishing boats were
boarded by the perpetrators who abducted the crew. Among them, 9 incidents involved
fishing trawlers/fishing boats and 6 incidents involved tug boats between 60 to 363 GT. The
other 3 ships of actual incidents were 2 bulk carriers (less than 300 GT) and 1 general cargo
ship (11,391GT).
<Attempted incidents>
There were 11 attempted incidents, involving bigger ships. These included 6 bulk carriers
of 18,000-93,200 DT, 2 container ships, 1 product tanker (5,600 GT), 1 general cargo ship
(1,600 GT) and 1 ferry boat.
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Type of ships vs Location of actual incidents
Of the 18 actual incidents, incidents involving tug boats (9) and fishing boats (6) mostly
occurred in the northwest and southwest of the Sibutu Passage. Majority of these incidents
occurred close to shore. The other 3 actual incidents involved 2 bulk carriers and 1 general
cargo ship which took place further away from the shore. The map below shows the locations
of abduction of crew of the 18 actual incidents.

Time of incidents
Of the 29 incidents reported, 20 incidents occurred during daylight hours (69%) and 9
incidents occurred during hours of darkness (31%). Among the 20 incidents reported during
daylight hours, the frequently targeted hours were 1000-1059 hrs (3 incidents), 1200-1259
hrs (3 incidents) and 1700-1759 hrs (3 incidents).
Contrary to the other incidents of piracy and armed robbery against ships in Asia which take
place mostly during hours of darkness, most of the incidents of abduction of crew in the
Sulu-Celebes Seas and waters off Eastern Sabah have occurred during daylight hours.
The time of all the incidents are shown in chart next page.
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Time of incidents

Motive of perpetrators
In the 18 actual incidents, the perpetrators abducted crew for ransom money. Three
incidents reported that, in addition to abducting crew, perpetrators stole crew’s cash and
personal belongings, ship GPS, VHF radio, navigational equipment and ship compass. It is
clear that the main motive of the perpetrators is to abduct crew to demand ransom money.
Treatment of crew
In the 18 actual incidents, 75 crew were abducted in total. Among them, 65 crew were
already released or rescued by the Philippine authorities and 10 crew were either killed or
died. No crew was held in captivity.
Number of perpetrators and type of weapons
Of the 29 incidents, eight incidents involved groups of 5 men. The number of perpetrators in
the other 20 incidents varied between 2 and 20 men. Most of the incidents involved
perpetrators armed with firearms (26 incidents). The firearms were not discharged in most
of the incidents except for three incidents where shots were fired; to force the victim ships
to stop or to open the cabin doors or during a shoot-out between the perpetrators and the
Philippine authorities.
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Type of boats used by perpetrators
In most incidents, the perpetrators used speed boats to chase after the victim ships. In the
18 actual incidents, 13 incidents reported that the perpetrators used speed boats, three
incidents used jungkong pump boats, one used a motor banca and one with no information
available. The speed boats used were of different colours such as grey, white, blue, green
with white stripes, green and grey, white and blue, and orange and white.
[For latest update of the situation, refer to ReCAAP ISC website at www.recaap.org.]

Case studies of past incidents
To understand the modus operandi of the perpetrators, we share the following 4 cases of
past incidents (2 actual incidents and 2 attempted incidents) that occurred during 20162018.
Actual incidents
General Cargo ship, Dong Bang Giant No. 2 (20 Oct 16)
On 20 Oct 16 at or about 1400 hrs, six armed perpetrators wearing black shirt boarded Dong
Bang Giant No.2 from a speed boat (green with white stripes) with 2 outboard motors. The
perpetrators abducted the ship master (Korean) and the 2nd officer (Filipino) at approximately
7.7 nm southeast of Sibutu Island, Philippines, and headed towards Sibutu. The remaining
crew were left on board the ship. A total of 20 crew comprising four Koreans and 16 Filipinos
were on board the ship. The ship’s last port of call was Australia and she was underway to
the Republic of Korea at a speed of 8 knots when the incident occurred.
Upon notified about the incident, the Philippine Coast Guard (PCG) directed the Coast
Guard District Southwestern Mindanao (CGDSWM) to take immediate action. The
CGDSWM dispatched a PCG patrol craft DF-316 to proceed to the location of the incident;
and coordinated with the Naval Forces of the Western Mindanao who immediately deployed
one high-speed multipurpose attack craft with the Philippine Marines (PMAR) from Task
Force Tawi-tawi on board to locate the abducted crew. At about 1830 hrs on 20 Oct 16,
another PMAR team located Dong Bang Giant No. 2 with the remaining crew on board, and
escorted her back to Manila. The ship subsequently departed Manila for the Republic of
Korea on 27 Oct 16. The two abducted crew was released on 14 Jan 17.
Fishing boat Sri Dewi 1 (11 Sep 18)
While underway off Gaya Island, Semporna, Sabah, Malaysia, two masked perpetrators
armed with M16 armalite rifles boarded Sri Dewi 1 from a motor banca and abducted two
crew on board. The perpetrators took the two crew in their boat and headed towards the
vicinity waters of Sitangkai, Tawi-Tawi, in the Philippines. One of the crew of F/B Dwi Jaya
1, sister boat of F/B Sri Dewi 1, reported the incident to Eastern Security Command
(ESSCOM) in Malaysia. He reported that while he was resting inside the room of F/B Dwi
Jaya 1, he noticed that the light of F/B Sri Dewi 1 suddenly went off. When he was finding
out what happened to the sister boat, he noticed some perpetrators equipped with M16 rifles
on board. He hurriedly went into hiding and an hour later, he discovered that two Indonesian
crew of F/B Sri Dewi 1 were missing.
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Fishing boats Sri Dewi 1 and Dwi Jaya 1 were manned by 15 crew/fishermen and had been
on fishing venture in the seawaters of Pulau Gaya, Sabah for three days. At the time of the
incident, there were only four crew left on board the two fishing boats while the other 11
crew went to mainland Semporna using light boats to deliver/dispose their fish catch. The
two abducted crew was rescued by the Philippine authorities on 5 Dec 18 and 15 Jan 19
respectively.
Attempted incidents
Ferry boat Doña Annabel (18 Apr 17)
On 18 Apr 17, Doňa Annabel was underway at approximately 14 nm northwest of Port Santa
Maria, Siocon, Zamboanga Peninsula, Philippines when three fast boats surrounded and
tried to approach the ferry. An unknown number of perpetrators wearing bonnets and armed
with guns were on board the boats. The ship captain reported the incident to the PCG. Upon
receipt of the distress call, the PCG immediately coordinated with the local authorities, and
deployed its assets to conduct maritime patrol in the area. The Philippine Navy also
deployed its assets and the Philippine Air Force deployed two Huey helicopters to the
location of the incident. The authorities located the ship and rendered assistance to her until
she arrived safely at the port of Zamboanga City, Philippines.

Container ship Kudos 1 (16 Feb 18)
On 16 Feb 18, container ship, Kudos 1 was underway at approximately 4.4 nm southeast of
Sibago Island, province of Basilan, Philippines, when three motorized bancas with three
perpetrators on board each banca manoeuvred to the portside amidship of Kudos 1. Armed
with firearms, the perpetrators attempted to board the ship using ropes and hooks. The
master and crew splashed hot water onto the perpetrators who opened fire at the ship for
about two minutes and re-positioned themselves at about 400 to 500 meters away from the
ship. The master also activated two flares. The perpetrators escaped quickly in the
motorized bancas and sped heading towards Basilan. Three crew suffered minor injuries on
their hands due to the glass debris from the ship's porthole mirror which was broken by the
gun shots.
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The Philippine authorities were alerted to the distress signal and immediately responded by
deploying assets to the location of the incident. The PCG boarded the ship and provided
medical treatment to the injured crew. The PCG and Philippine Navy escorted the ship safely
towards the port of Zamboanga City.

Information on the Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG)
Most of the incidents of the abduction of crew from ships were claimed by the Abu Sayyaf
Group (ASG), an Islamic extremist Group based in southern Philippines. The ASG is
responsible for the spate of said incidents wherein most of the kidnap victims were held in
captivity in the inter lands of Sulu for ransom. The said group is known to utilize jungkong
type of boats to prey on low freeboard and slow-moving ships.
In particular, the group operates within Sulu and Tawi tawi areas which are considered to
be their lair. Allegedly, the ASG has strong networking with other lawless elements based in
Malaysia and Indonesia. Recently, members of the group had pledged allegiance to Abu
Bakar Baghdadi (ISIS).

Annexes:
1. Notice to Mariners issued by the Philippines (NOTAM 148-2017 by Philippine Coast
Guard)
2. Notice to Mariners issued by Malaysia (NOTAM 14 of 2017 by Marine Department of
Malaysia, Sabah Region).
3. Establishment of Recommended Transit Corridor at Moro Gulf and Basilan Strait issued
by the Philippine’s Department of Transportation (Memorandum Circular Number 2017002 dated 31 March 2017)

14 | P a g e

11V~1S NV1ISV8

n1nSIS

1

N

300 LG GG~

N

300 OGGG~

NOD 99 90
N £17G£ LO

300 £17 ~G~
300 £17 ~l~

9~

NOD 01790

300 OGGG~

L~

N 8G ~1790

300 LG GG~

3179 9176~ ~

13NNVHJ

S)fH\fW3~

v~ L~ 90
cc £~

NOD

,

9~
17~

-,-

~
O~

90

6

cz 170

8

NOv 0990

300 00 £l~
3anll~NOl

Z

N 9£ 69 90

369 8176~ ~

9

N 9£ 19 90

390 Lv 6~ ~

9

N 917LO 90

3 GO9£ 6~ ~

L

cz va

NOD

300 9£ 6~ ~

~~

sz 170

N 80

300 GV 6~ ~

N 9£ 17090

300 GV 6~ ~

N O£ 99 90

6 ~~

30099

NOD 00 90

300 09 8~ ~

N 9£ 19 90

317£ L9 8~ ~

,

V.
£
£~

l~

t ,

,

~

acnuuvi

OIiNtOd

.seieuiprooo 5u!MOIIOJaln Aq papunoq SBaJBaln JOl!W!19tU -a5BssBd
aJBs :lYJBJl IBpJaWWO:l MOIIB oi saplunoJ aaJln aLfl Aq pauonad sq II!M Lf:l!Lff,_I\
SBaJB AlaJBs SB a.ruas II!M SJOP!JJO:ll!SUBJl alU -SBaJBsumueur UOWwO:l aLfl sraooo
Lf:l!LfM'(IV\lV) lSaJalUI aW!l!JBV\IJO BeJV eLfl U!Lfl!M SJOP!JJOJl!SUBJl JO lUaWLfS!lqBlsa
eLfl JOJ peaJ5B seu!dd!I!Lfd eLfl PUB B!SABIBV'J'B!SeUOpUI 'VJ1 el.H oi ssuoieutns
eeJLfl aLfl 'HOl 'a ~-8Lf:JJBV'J
uo B!SeUOpUI'BlJB)iBr U! PleLf VJ1 uo (8Mr) 5u!leeV\l
dnoJ8 5uPPoM lU!Or PJ£ aLfl pue 9 ~Ol Alnr 17~ psiep seu!dd!I!Lfd eLfl PUB B!SABIBV\I
'B!SeUOpUI5uowe (V81) luewe5uBJJV 8f1!lBJ8d008 IBJ8lBIP1 8L11 'se pe8J 01
-Z

--L~OZ-8v~ C:lNV\lV10N oi umpuappv

-~

:lBLll psuiaouoo ssnred rsuio PUB srsuueui lie oi uefl!5 AqeJeLfS! 8:>!lON

L~OZ-8t~ ~3811\1nN
S~3NI'H'fW OJ. 3:>IJ.ON

Annex 1

Annex 2

Annex 3

