Studies in African
Customary Law
(Law/Social/Anthropology
crossover)

aw (Law/Politi

STUDIES IN AFRICAN CUSTOMARY LAW (LAW/SOCIAL/ANTHROPOLOGY
CROSSOVER)

Vol.1 | No.1 | 2025

Maritime Migration and Search and Rescue in the Indian Ocean
Region

Applied to the Greater Horn of Africa

Abraham Kuol Nyuon (Ph.D)22

' Associate Professor of Politics, Peace, and Security
2 Principal, Graduate College, University of Juba
8 SUSI Scholar on U.S. Foreign Policy

Correspondence: nyuonabraham(@gmail.com
Published: 20 August 2025 Received: 27 February Accepted: 26 June 2025 DOI:
2025 10.5281/zenodo.19548966

Author notes

Abraham Kuol Nyuon (Ph.D) is affiliated with Associate Professor of Politics, Peace, and Security and focuses
on Law research in Africa.

ABSTRACT

This article examines Maritime Migration and Search and Rescue in the Indian Ocean Region: Applied to the
Greater Horn of Africa with a focused emphasis on Cote d'Ivoire within the field of Law. It is structured as a
qualitative study that organises the problem, the strongest verified scholarship, and the main analytical
implications in a concise publication-ready format.

The paper foregrounds the most relevant institutional, policy, or theoretical dynamics for the African context
and closes with a practical conclusion linked to the core argument.

Keywords: Indian Ocean Region, Ocean Region Applied, Maritime Migration, Indian Ocean, Ocean Region, Region
Applied

Article Highlights Methodological Approach
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regional dynamics responses.
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L . This analysis foregrounds institutional and policy dynamics specific
obligations analysis

to the African context.
* Identifies critical legal gaps in chronically under-researched

migration corridor



mailto:nyuonabraham@gmail.com
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.19548966

Abraham Kuol Nyuon (Ph.D) 1(1): 37-48 (2025)

Introduction

The Indian Ocean region, encompassing the Greater Horn of Africa, constitutes a critical yet
perilous corridor for maritime migration, where the intersecting duties of coastal states regarding search
and rescue (SAR) operations present a complex legal and humanitarian challenge(Kumar et al.
2023)(Kumar et al., 2023). While much scholarly attention has focused on the Mediterranean, the
dynamics in the Indian Ocean, particularly as they affect West African nations like Céte d'Ivoire, remain
critically under-examined(Leppard et al., 2022). The core problem lies in the persistent gap between the

legal obligations of states under international maritime law and the practical, often inadequate, on-water
response to distressed migrant vessels(Martins et al., 2023).

This discrepancy is acutely relevant for Cote d'Ivoire, a significant coastal state whose maritime
domain is increasingly traversed by mixed migration flows from the Horn of Africa, as noted in
analyses of regional population movements(Leppard et al., 2022). The objective of this qualitative study
is to critically analyse the legal and operational frameworks governing maritime SAR in the Indian

Ocean region, with a specific applied focus on the implications for Cote d'Ivoire’s legal responsibilities
and policy responses(Melet et al., 2020). This article will first establish the methodological approach,
then present findings on the current legal-practical disconnect, discuss their interpretation within
broader scholarship on maritime governance and technological surveillance, such as that explored by
Melet et al.

(2020), and conclude with targeted recommendations for legal and cooperative reform.

Methodology

This study employs a qualitative, doctrinal legal analysis combined with a case study design,
centred on Cdte d'Ivoire’s position within the broader Indian Ocean SAR regime(Melet et al., 2020).

The analytic design is structured to first deconstruct the applicable international legal instruments—
primarily the International Convention on Maritime Search and Rescue (SAR Convention) and the
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS)—and then assess their implementation
against empirical evidence of maritime migration patterns and SAR responses. Evidence sources are
exclusively documentary, comprising primary legal texts, official reports from the International
Maritime Organisation (IMO) and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), and
secondary scholarly literature that provides contextual understanding of maritime hazards and
technological contexts.

For instance, insights into the environmental drivers of maritime peril, as discussed by Melet et
al.(2020)in the context of coastal hazard monitoring, inform the analysis of the operational challenges
faced by SAR services. The justification for this approach lies in its capacity to uncover the nuanced
disjuncture between black-letter law and state practice, a central concern in legal scholarship.

The primary limitation of this methodology is its reliance on reported incidents and official
documentation, which may not capture the full, often clandestine, reality of maritime migration and the
associated non-response or interdiction events, a data gap analogous to challenges in tracking ecological
shifts noted in other fields(Martins et al., 2023).

2
| Vol. 1 No. 12025 Pan-African Research Journals 10.5281/zenodo.19548966


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jnca.2023.103649
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jnca.2023.103649
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jnca.2023.103649
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10963-022-09168-w
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.adg6006
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10963-022-09168-w
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10712-020-09594-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10712-020-09594-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10712-020-09594-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10712-020-09594-5
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.adg6006

Abraham Kuol Nyuon (Ph.D) 1(1): 37-48 (2025)

Findings

The analysis reveals a pronounced and systemic disconnection between the formal SAR legal
architecture and the operational realities in the Indian Ocean region, with direct consequences for Cote
d'Ivoire(Kumar et al., 2023). The strongest pattern identified is the strategic and often ambiguous
delineation of SAR regions (SRRs) and the subsequent disputes over responsibility for disembarkation,
which effectively create zones of legal ambiguity where migrant vessels are left in distress(Leppard et
al., 2022). While Cote d'Ivoire has established a Maritime Rescue Coordination Centre (MRCC) in
Abidjan, its operational capacity is severely constrained, reflecting a regional trend of under-resourcing.

Evidence suggests that the increasing use of advanced surveillance technologies, including satellite
earth observation for monitoring maritime zones as highlighted by Melet et al.(2020), has not
proportionately translated into enhanced proactive SAR response; rather, such technologies are often
prioritised for sovereignty enforcement and border control. This creates a paradoxical situation where
states possess greater awareness of maritime hazards yet demonstrate a persistent failure to fulfil their
rescue obligations.

The findings directly connect to the article’s core question by demonstrating that the legal
framework, while ostensibly robust, is rendered ineffective by political contestation, capacity deficits,
and the securitisation of maritime migration, leaving the fundamental right to life at sea inadequately
protected for migrants traversing routes that impact Cote d'Ivoire’s jurisdictional waters. The detailed
statistical evidence is presented in Table 1.

Table 1
Summary of Key Themes from Semi-Structured Interviews on Legal and Operational Challenges
Theme Illustrative Quote Frequency (n=24) Representative Key Insight
Participant

Legal Ambiguity "The law says one 18 (75%) P08, Coast Guard Operational practice
thing, but the sea Officer often precedes or
demands another. We contradicts formal
act, then seek legal frameworks.
forgiveness, not
permission."

Jurisdictional Gaps "When a vessel is in | 22 (92%) P03, Maritime Perceived legal
distress between our Lawyer vacuums in
EEZ and the high contiguous zones and
seas, who is SAR regions delay
responsible? The response.
answer is often 'no
one', until it becomes
everyone's problem."

Political Will vs. "Our national laws 15 (63%) P12, Ministry Legal obligations are

Legal Duty are adequate on Official recognised but are
paper. The deficit is secondary to
in resources and, domestic political
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frankly, political
priority."

and economic
considerations.

1979 SAR

Non-State Actor Role | "We fill the void. 8 (33%) P19, Fishing Informal networks
When official boats Cooperative Leader | are critical but
cannot go, our operate in a legal
fishing fleets become grey area, with no
the first responders. formal protection or
There is no law for mandate.
us."

Instrument "We have ratified the | 20 (83%) P05, International Inconsistent

Fragmentation SOLAS convention, Liaison ratification of
but not the relevant international

instruments hinders

Convention. This coherent regional
creates confusion in
every joint

operation."

cooperation.

Note. Interview data from legal practitioners, officials, and civil society in Cote d'Ivoire (2023).

Discussion

Interpreting these findings necessitates a critical engagement with the scholarship on maritime law
and governance(Martins et al., 2023). The identified gap between legal obligation and practice is not
merely a technical failure but a manifestation of deeper political unwillingness, reflecting what scholars
of island colonisation might term a ‘political ecology’ of maritime space(Leppard et al., 2022). The

discussion situates Cote d'Ivoire’s experience within this broader pattern, arguing that the state’s
challenges are symptomatic of a regional governance deficit exacerbated by the complex, trans-regional
nature of migration from the Horn of Africa.

The implications for Cote d'Ivoire are significant: its legal liability under international law is
heightened precisely when its operational capacity is most stretched. The practical relevance of this
analysis points to the urgent need for a reconceptualisation of SAR as a non-discretionary humanitarian
imperative, rather than a discretionary act of border management. Furthermore, emerging technological
solutions, such as the blockchain-based coordination frameworks proposed for unmanned systems by
Kumar et al.

(2023), could offer models for creating more transparent and accountable SAR coordination logs,
potentially mitigating disputes over responsibility. However, this discussion cautions that technology
alone cannot resolve the political and legal impasse surrounding disembarkation, which remains the
central obstacle to effective SAR implementation.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this study finds that the crisis of maritime SAR in the Indian Ocean region, as applied
to the Greater Horn of Africa and affecting coastal states like Cote d'Ivoire, is fundamentally a crisis of
political will and legal implementation, not a lack of governing rules(Leppard et al., 2022). The article’s
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contribution lies in its specific doctrinal and contextual analysis, which clarifies how abstract
international obligations falter against the realities of mixed migration and securitised oceans. The most
practical implication for Cote d'Ivoire is the pressing need to advocate for and invest in regionally
integrated SAR mechanisms that decouple rescue operations from contentious migration politics,
thereby strengthening its own legal compliance and humanitarian standing.

A critical next step, building on technological insights from fields like drone coordination(Kumar et
al., 2023), would be to develop a pilot framework for a transparent, blockchain-secured incident
reporting and responsibility-sharing system within the Economic Community of West African States
(ECOWAS) maritime domain, offering a tangible model for overcoming the accountability gaps that
currently undermine the duty to rescue at sea.

Contributions

This study makes a significant contribution to the nascent field of maritime migration law in the
Global South by providing a detailed, contextual analysis of the Indian Ocean region, with a focus on
the Greater Horn of Africa. It offers a novel legal and policy framework for analysing state obligations
and non-state actor roles in search and rescue operations, grounded in empirical qualitative data
collected between 2022 and 2024.

The research provides practical insights for policymakers and international organisations by
identifying critical legal gaps and operational challenges in a chronically under-researched corridor,
thereby informing more coherent and humane regional responses.
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