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Somali pirates have negotiated some $100m in ransom payments over the past two years, though where and how the cash transits is opaque. While this pirate loot is substantial,  it is just one part of the puzzle of Somali money flows in the region.

The Kaskazi south-easterly monsoon winds gusting down from the Gulf of Aden in October heralded a new season of piracy. In 2010, pirates secured their biggest ransom to date – about $9m – for a South Korean supertanker hijacked in the Gulf of Aden in April. Captured and taken to the Somali port of Hobyo, South Korea’s Samho Dream was one of 25 tankers anchored off Somalia’s coast. There are also, says environmental lobby Ecoterra, about 440 people held captive by pirates. 
Over the past two years, pirates off the Somali coast have negotiated at least $100m in ransom payments. What is less clear is who gets the money and how. Many of the ‘investors’ in piracy are said to have financial bases in Dubai and Nairobi, both known centres of money laundering.

Most of the pirates hail from Puntland, the quasi-independent province in north-western Somalia. Accordingly, many point to Puntland politicians – both the former regime of Muhamud Muse Hersi and that of current President Abdirahman Mohamud Farole – as beneficiaries of piracy. 
The current Puntland administration angrily denies this. “The claim that the Puntland economy has gained from piracy is baseless. The money from ransom payments is miniscule. You can’t run a government on pirate money. Puntland’s official position is not to pay ransom,” says Abdulhakim Ahmed Guled, the minister of information. “Our position is not to fight the pirates offshore but to fight them inland.” UN statistics do not entirely support his contentions. Pirates earned ransoms of some $30m in 2008 alone; Puntland’s state budget in 2010 was about $39m. A UN report in 2008 claimed that piracy receipts amounted to three times Puntland’s official income. 
The Puntland government is moving on the issue. Early in 2010, it arrested more than 300 suspected pirates, including Abshir Boyah, the self-proclaimed leader of the pirates. “Our jails are now overcrowded,” says Guled. “The main population there is the pirates.”

The government is also trying to dissuade Puntland’s impoverished youth, some of whom look admiringly at Boyah’s opulent lifestyle, from joining his men on the high seas. With community elders, the government is cracking down on the use of suspected piracy takings in dowry negotiations and other transactions. 

In Eyl, once the centre of piracy operations, people protested at the pirates’ louche lifestyle, replete with heavy drinking sessions and prostitutes. Farole’s administration also launched a programme to rehabilitate pirates. Administered partly by Norwegian Church Aid in Garowe, Puntland’s administrative capital, it has attracted 200 self-proclaimed former pirates.
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