
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Ensuring the safety of 
international trade routes  
Committee: IMO  
Student Officer: The Presidency 



 
 

 

 
2 

Forum: International Maritime Organisation (IMO) 

Issue: Ensuring the safety and security of international trade routes  

Name: Theo Billetter, Alexandre Boudier 

Position: President, Deputy President 

 

Introduction  

Since the beginning of the 21st century, international trade has increasingly become an 

essential part of the livelihood of human beings. More and more countries rely on the 

capacity to export and import goods, to ensure a well-functioning economy. Every year, the 

global flow of goods, services and resources has reached levels never seen before. These 

increases in trade of goods and services are worth trillions of dollars every year. This trend is 

not expected to stop growing, as globalisation expands, the increase in population will lead 

to an increase in the global supply of goods and services, making trade a necessity in order 

for nations to sustain their population sizes. 

Maritime international trade is a vital necessity for the world economy and population to 

thrive, and it is, therefore, crucial for nations to find ways to ensure the safety of certain 

trade routes, which today could potentially put the flow of trade in jeopardy. Regular attacks 

on boats, smuggling and the non-respect of international trade laws agreed upon between 

nations could potentially lead to disruption in the transport of goods, and widespread 

penury of resources transported. It is therefore important for nations to find a solution to 

this issue, and prevent the consequences of unsecured trade routes.  

 

 

Definition of Key Terms  

Trade Route 

A trade route is a logistical network identified as a series of pathways and stoppages used for 

the commercial transport of cargo.  

 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 

Gross Domestic Product is the total value of all produced goods and services in a country at 

any given moment. 
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Exports 

Commodities conveyed from one country or region to another for purposes of trade. 

Imports 

To transport goods such as cargo or freight into a country from another 

Cargo 

The goods or merchandise conveyed in a ship, aeroplane, or vehicle.  

 

 

General Overview 

Maritime trade routes are becoming ever more demanded as the global market grows in 

size. Currently, over 90% of global freight and cargo is transported through maritime trade. 

This can spread from a variety of different goods such as diamonds being transported from 

Mozambique to Central Europe or fast fashion clothing being shipped from Bangladesh to 

the United States of America. According to Statista, the global number of cargo ships that 

travel has increased since it has come into existence. Every year, the increase in the number 

of cargo ships traversing the global maritime trade routes amounts to around 25 per year 

since 2017. We can clearly see that maritime shipping of goods is the most vital form of 

transportation. The high value of certain ships and loads certainly makes these vulnerable to 

attacks such as hijacking.  

 

Major Trade Routes 

 

There are five major trade routes that are crucial for international maritime trade. The first 

we will discuss is the Panama Canal, linking maritime cargo freight between the United 

States East Coast and Asia. This canal is incredibly important as it cuts both the time and cost 

of transporting goods from Asia to the East coast of the Americas. The second major trade 

route is the Suez Canal. This route connects Asia to Europe and provides a much shorter 

route than the historic route, around the southern tip of the African continent. A third major 

trade route is the Straits of Turkey. These connect the Black Sea to the Mediterranean Sea, 

allowing cargo ships from Russia to pass through and trade freely with the rest of the world. 

The difference between this trade route is that it is recognised as an International trade 
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route. This means that it is not subjected to Turkish maritime laws. Another International 

maritime route is the Danish Straits. These allow the Baltic states to have access to 

international maritime routes. Lastly, the Strait of Malacca. This strait is located in Southeast 

Asia between the Malaysian islands. It allows a connection to be made between the Indian 

Ocean and the Pacific Ocean. There are certainly many other important trade routes, but we 

will not mention all.  

 

Climate Change  

There are many issues and crises that are certain to arise within the next few years regarding 

maritime trade routes. One such example is the adaptation of shipping in terms of climate 

change. This issue is ranked as the highest concern by the Global Maritime Issues Monitor to 

destabilise global maritime trade. The reason that climate change can have a very negative 

impact on global maritime trade is because of both rising sea levels and the unwillingness to 

alter the current manner of shipping. Certain nations and governments still do not believe 

that Climate Change is a valid issue and is currently happening. A recent example of this is 

the government led by Donald Trump in the United States. He continuously claimed climate 

change was not a current global issue and did not need to be addressed. He went as far as to 

open new coal mines across the USA. They, therefore, do not alter their ways of living, and 

especially not shipping. The readiness is not only felt in these nations but additionally in 

more developed ones. They are hesitating to switch to a cleaner source of energy to fuel 

their ships. Currently, most ships use oil as their main source of fuel. As the world aims to 

shift away from natural unsustainable sources of fuel, the shipping industry needs to 

develop with it. This is currently not happening and can be the cause of a collapse in 

Figure 1: Major International Maritime Trade Routes 
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international maritime trade. Another important factor climate change has on the ocean is 

the rising sea levels. The rising sea levels might not sound like they have an influence on 

international trade routes. However, rising sea levels may affect the current trade routes. As 

Ice caps melt and weather becomes more extreme, certain areas of the world that are 

renowned for their shipping may be underwater. As the diagram shows, Rotterdam is a 

major example of this. The Rotterdam port is one of the largest in the world and connects 

the European market to the rest of the world. This would be devastating to the European 

market which relies heavily on this port.   

 

Maritime Piracy 

The second and perhaps most violent threat to the security of International Trade Routes is 

Maritime Piracy. As another research 

report exists specifically discussing 

this topic we will not go into deep 

detail on this matter.  

 

According to the United Nations 

Office on Drug Trafficking and 

Crime(UNODC), the term piracy 

involves two sectors. The first is the 

robbery or hijacking of a ship and its 

goods. The second offence is the 

kidnapping of the crew and ransoming them. Maritime Piracy was in decline until the 21st 

century, when it began in South-East Asia, specifically the Malacca Strait. To counter 

maritime piracy, Asian countries in the region around the Malacca strait launched an 

initiative in 2006 called the Regional Cooperation Agreement on Combating Piracy and 

Armed Robbery against ships in Asia (ReCAAP). It has been the largest and strongest 

initiative that counters maritime piracy in the region. ReCAAP stabilised the region strongly 

but has not eliminated piracy completely.  

 

Piracy exists all around the world, in regions such as West Africa, the Caribbean, etc. It is 

estimated by the UNODC that in 2003-2004 around 400 piracy offences were committed. 

Figure 2: Coastal flooding at 2100 in the Netherlands 
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This dropped by almost half in 2005 due to international response by nations. However, in 

2009 the number of piracy crimes committed increased exponentially. This threatens the 

security and safety of maritime trade routes. The United Nations have worked together with 

NATO and requested them to counter this piracy. NATO has countered piracy successfully 

multiple times, but not close to the amount needed. For further information on Maritime 

Piracy, read the research report dedicated to it specifically.   

 

Other Crimes 

Although maritime piracy is perhaps the most known crime that destabilised international 

trade routes, there are other lesser-known crimes that contribute to the region. According to 

the Asia Maritime Transparency Initiative (AMTI), maritime crimes such as terrorism, illegal 

unreported unregistered fishing(IUUF), forced labour, human trafficking, drug trafficking and 

cyber attacks are all serious crimes that occur to destabilise International trade routes. 

Perhaps the most important of these crimes is unmonitored ship traffic travelling through 

international trade routes. This needs to be highlighted as it is what supports human 

trafficking and drug trafficking. Both of these crimes need to be dealt with as they allow for 

demerit goods to be transported across the world without being detected.  

 

Major Parties Involved 

 

United States of America (USA) 

The USA has always been a large trading nation. With the largest nominal GDP in the world, 

and one of the strongest economies, it is no surprise that the USA heavily relies on its 

exports and imports, in order to sustain its thriving economy. The USA has therefore 

invested heavily in ensuring that major international trade routes were safe, by increasing 

military deployment in strategic regions such as the Suez canal with their military base in 

Djibouti and around the Panama canal. The US coast guards have also increased customs 

checks in harbours, in order to tackle the growing issue of illegal smuggling of goods, which 

also deeply affects trade between nations. 

 

The people’s Republic of China  
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Similar to the USA, China heavily relies on maritime trade. Being the first international 

exporter of goods in the world, China has made commerce an essential part of its economy, 

by developing large manufacturing and exporting sectors. It is therefore also important for 

China to secure trade routes, in order to remain a global power on the economical, social 

and political scale. The government has therefore invested more money in the training of 

the navy, which could have the possibility to patrol sensitive areas in order to prevent 

maritime piracy, but also to locate smuggling boats. China has also tried to find alternate 

trade routes, by developing relations with African and Asian states, as part of their 

megaprojects named “belt and road initiative”, which aims to redevelop a corridor between 

Europe and eastern Asia, both through a land crossing Central Asia and by sea through 

Southeast Asia and Africa. This shows just how important trade is to China, and the extent of 

the work it has developed to secure it. 

 

World Trade Organization (WTO) 

The WTO is an international organisation dedicated to dealing with the rules of trade 

between nations. It ensures that all member states adopt the set of international trade laws 

agreed upon by WTO members, but also facilitates dialogue between governments and 

specialised NGOs. Its mission has always been to ensure the facility of international trade 

and promote cooperation to prevent the insecurity of international trade from expanding 

and affecting even more the flow of goods between regions. 

 

European Union (EU) and its member states  

Also considered a large trading power, the EU and its member states have actively 

participated in the implementation of measures to fight insecurity on important trade 

routes. Being a large exporter and importer of goods, the EU has always promoted the flow 

of trade between nations. Today, according to the European Commission, it now accounts 

for more than 30% of its nominal GDP and has created millions of jobs. Many member states 

also have historic economic and political ties to nations around the globe. Countries like 

France and Spain heavily invest in former colonies and trade has become essential for both 

sides. The EU has therefore invested significant amounts of money in projects around the 

globe in countries such as Kenya, where the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 

(UNODC) and the EU have worked to train border customs and strengthen authorities 
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responsible for port, trade and maritime business in the country. The EU will continue to 

support and fund these projects, as a way to both protect maritime trade routes and 

develop local authorities in LEDCs who sometimes do not have the financial capacity to train 

the number of coast guards required to secure the area. 
 

 

Possible Solutions 

Climate Change 

There are multiple manners in which these issues can be rectified and countered in order to 

ensure the safety and security of important international trade routes. First of all, the most 

important is to counter climate change. The IMO of course does not deal with issues such as 

climate change caused by industries on land. However, it does manage climate change and 

the sustainability of shipping. It is important to both support the current infrastructure and 

improve on it. This must be done in a sustainable manner. In order to combat climate 

change, the current fuel used in ships, oil, will need to be replaced by more sustainable fuels.  

 

In order to save ports from drowning, new sustainable infrastructure and countermeasures 

will need to be established. This could be done by creating sea walls around the most 

important ports such as the Rotterdam port.  

 

Maritime Piracy 

The second issue that needs to be addressed and solved is countering Maritime policy. As 

another research report already exists on this topic, the points will be very briefly 

mentioned.  

 

To counter maritime policy, the International Maritime Organisation could work with other 

military alliances such as NATO to combat piracy. These efforts have already been attempted 

and have somewhat successfully worked. This solution would have to be sophisticated.  

 

Another option, instead of using current military organisations, is to create a peacekeeper-

like army which is drafted from IMO member nations. This would be done through the 

NAVAL forces of the United Nations members. Although this resolution would have to be 
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passed on to the General Assembly and the Security Council to be approved and entered 

into force.  

 

Instead of having an UN-based force, nations could separately agree to create and station 

piracy-countering forces at the most important international trade routes such as the Suez 

Canal.  

 

Other Crimes 

In order to counter crimes such as illegal and unrecognised traversal of important 

international trade routes, member states would need to establish a protocol for ships 

passing through. Perhaps at every important trade route, NAVY ships could be stationed 

provided by UN member states. They would make contact with every ship that passes 

through and check the registration.  

 

Instead of using the NAVY, the member states could place a coast guard ship or station at 

important intersections and trade routes. These could then scan each ship and alert a NAVAL 

ship if there is a suspicion that a ship is not legally travelling. The member states could 

perhaps agree to create a new internationally recognised code each ship needs to carry that 

each ship needs. This would make it easier to identify legal and illegal ships. 

 

Establishing New Trade Routes 

Perhaps the most ambitious solution could be to establish completely new trade routes. This 

would require nations to map out new maritime trade routes that are viable, meaning that 

they are not dramatically longer and more difficult to traverse. This initiative would require 

complete international cooperation with all nations involved in the protection and security 

of the newly established trade route.  
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