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About the
 Small Arms
Survey

The Small Arms Survey is a global centre of excellence 
whose mandate is to generate impartial, evidence-based, 
and policy-relevant knowledge on all aspects of small 
arms and armed violence. It is the principal international 
source of expertise, information, and analysis on small 
arms and armed violence issues, and acts as a resource 
for governments, policy-makers, researchers, and civil 
society. It is located in Geneva, Switzerland, at the 
Graduate Institute of International and Development 
Studies.

Established in 1999, the Survey is supported by the Swiss 
Federal Department of Foreign Affairs and current or 
recent contributions from the Governments of Australia, 
Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, the 
Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Sweden, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States, as well as from the 
European Union. The centre is grateful for past support 
received from the Governments of Canada and Spain, as 
well as from foundations and many bodies within the UN 
system.
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The Survey has an international staff with expertise 
in security studies, political science, law, economics, 
development studies, sociology, and criminology, and 
collaborates with a network of researchers, partner 
institutions, non-governmental organizations, and 
governments in more than 50 countries.

A full list 
of Small 
Arms Survey 
publications 
can be found at 
the end of this 
report.
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 Introduction

This Update provides an overview of the international 
trade in small arms and light weapons in 2013. 

The first section of the Update reports on the total values 
and main categories of small arms1 transferred by top and 
major exporters and importers. This section also assesses 
changes in trade patterns from 2012 to 2013. 

The second section presents the 2016 edition of the 
Small Arms Trade Transparency Barometer, whose 
methodology and sourcing have been revised. As 
explained below, the Barometer now includes a 
new source—the Regional Report on Arms Exports, 
prepared by of the South Eastern and Eastern Europe 
Clearinghouse for the Control of Small Arms (SEESAC). 
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Introduction

Who were the top 
and major exporters 
and importers of 
small arms and light 
weapons in 2013? 

Which top and 
major exporters are 
the most and least 
transparent?

What were the 
main changes in 
small arms trade 
reporting practices 
between 2012 and 
2013?

Are there significant 
changes in the 
values and 
categories of small 
arms transferred in 
2013 in comparison 
with 2012?

This Update answers the following questions:
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Introduction

The main findings include the following:

•	 Data reported to UN Comtrade reveals international 
transfers of small arms by top and major actors worth 
an estimated USD 5.8 billion in 2013, a 17 per cent 
increase compared to 2012.

•	 In 2013, the top exporters of small arms and light 
weapons (those with annual exports of at least USD 
100 million) were (in descending order) the United 
States, Italy, Germany, Brazil, Austria, South Korea, 
Turkey, the Russian Federation, the Czech Republic, 
Israel, Belgium, Croatia, China, Switzerland, Japan, 
and Spain. 

•	 The Survey’s analysis of trade data going back to 2001 
reveals that 2013 witnessed the largest number of 
top exporters. Croatia surpassed the USD 100 million 
mark for the first time.

•	 In 2013, the eight top importers of small arms and 
light weapons (those with annual imports of at least 
USD 100 million) were (in descending order) the 
United States, Canada, Germany, the United Arab 
Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Australia, France, and Norway. 

•	 The United States imported more than USD 2.4 billion 
of small arms, maintaining its record high since 2001. 



Trade Update 2016: Transfers and Transparency

Small Arms Survey

15Trade Update 2016: Transfers and Transparency

Small Arms Survey

15

Introduction

•	 The 2016 edition of the Transparency Barometer 
identifies Germany, the United Kingdom, and the 
Netherlands as the most transparent top and major 
small arms exporters. Iran, North Korea, Saudi Arabia, 
and the United Arab Emirates are the least transparent 
exporters. 

•	 The average score in the 2016 Barometer is 11.16 out 
of 25 available points. This represents less than 50 
per cent of a perfect score, suggesting much room 
for improvement still exists. As demonstrated again in 
this year’s Barometer, information on export licences 
granted and refused remains especially scarce; of the 
countries under review, about one-half provided no 
information on approved licences, while almost two-
thirds did not report on the ones they denied.

•	 More than one-third of the countries under review 
improved their scores since the last edition of the 
Barometer. Among these, South Africa experienced 
the largest increase (+7.75 points), followed by Bosnia 
and Herzegovina with an increase of 4.25 points.
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Introduction

Note to the reader

The figures on the international small arms trade provided 
are based on an analysis of custom data that states 
provide voluntarily to UN Comtrade. UN Comtrade 
captures considerable levels of activity and contributes 
to important policy-relevant questions. This mechanism 
does not capture all activities as many states do not 
report on small arms transfers to UN Comtrade, or to 
do so only partially. If both an exporter and an importer 
of a specific transaction do not share any details of the 
transfer to UN Comtrade, the activity will not be picked 
up in this report. Moreover, some light weapons, light 
weapons ammunition, and accessories for small arms 
and light weapons are not discernible from the non-small 
arms trade that UN Comtrade tracks, and therefore are 
not covered in our analysis. Thus, the analysis is skewed 
toward documenting more transparent countries and 
underestimates the total value and extent of the global 
trade in small arms.
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Introduction

Map 1
Small Arms Trade Transparency Barometer 2016, based on 2013 trade
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Authorized 

 Authorized
 transfers

The analysis of authorized transfers is based on the 
financial value of small arms2 import and export activities 
registered at customs and reported by states to the 
United Nations Commodity Trade Statistics Database (UN 
Comtrade), as compiled by the Norwegian Initiative on 
Small Arms Transfers (NISAT, n.d.).3 Based on this data, top 
and major exporters (countries exporting at least USD 10 
million in small arms annually) accounted for USD 5.8 
billion worth of small arms exports in 2013. This figure 
represents a 17 per cent increase over the 2012 value, 
when USD 5 billion worth of small arms was traded.

Top and major exporters in 2013

Between 2012 and 2013, the number of top and major 
exporters increased slightly, from 38 to 40. The number 
of top exporters (exporting at least USD 100 million 
worth of small arms annually) rose to 16, compared to 13 
in 2012. The top exporters in 2013 were, in descending 
order, the United States, Italy, Germany, Brazil, Austria, 
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Authorized transfers

TOP EXPORTERS

SMALL ARMS and
LIGHT WEAPONS

2013

United States • Italy • Germany 
Brazil • Austria • South Korea 
Turkey • Russian Federation 

Czech Republic • Israel 
Belgium • Croatia • China 

Switzerland • Japan • Spain
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Authorized transfers

South Korea, Turkey, the Russian Federation, the Czech 
Republic, Israel, Belgium, Croatia, China, Switzerland, 
Japan, and Spain (see Table 1). 

In particular, Germany increased its exports by 18 per 
cent, from USD 472 million to USD 557 million, and thus 
joined the United States and Italy in the upper tier of 
exporters. The financial value of the small arms exports  
of states in this tier increased by 55 per cent from 2012  
to 2013. 

The new top exporters in 2013 were Croatia (whose 
exports increased from USD 88 million to USD 139 
million), Israel (USD 89 million to 145 million), Spain (USD 
89 million to USD 103 million), and Switzerland (USD 76 
million to USD 107 million). In contrast, Norway became 
a major exporter, rather than a top exporter, as its exports 
dropped by 76 per cent, from USD 129 million to USD 31 
million.  

In 2013, four countries newly qualified as major exporters, 
with at least USD 10 million in annual exports, in 
comparison with 2012: Bosnia and Herzegovina (whose 
exports increased from USD 9 million to USD 10 million), 
Peru (USD 7 million to USD 11 million), Slovakia (USD 4 
million to USD 12 million), and South Africa (USD 7 million 
to USD 21 million). This marks Peru’s first appearance 
among major exporters, as revealed by the Small Arms 
Survey’s analysis of NISAT’s annual trade figures, which 
currently cover 2001–13. 

The exports 
of the United 
States, Italy, 
and Germany 
alone 
represented 
almost 40 per 
cent of all 2013 
exports.
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Authorized transfers

In contrast, Denmark and Singapore dropped below 
the USD 10 million export threshold, as Danish exports 
declined from USD 11 million to USD 9 million between 
2013 and 2012, while Singapore saw a decrease from 
USD 25 million to USD 4 million during the same period. 

Table 1
Exporters of small arms based on UN Comtrade, 2013, with transparency indicators

Category Value (USD) Exporters (listed in descending order of value exported)

Top 
exporters

Tier 1
≥500 

million
3

United 
States

Italy Germany

Tier 2
100–499 

million
13

Brazil Austria
South 
Korea

Turkey
Russian 

Federation

Czech 
Republic

Israel Belgium Croatia China

Switzerland Japan Spain

Major 
exporters

Tier 3
50-99 
million

8
Finland France Canada

United 
Kingdom

Mexico

Serbia India Sweden

Tier 4
10–49 
million

16

Portugal Bulgaria Philippines Norway Ukraine

Hungary Poland Taiwan Australia
South 
Africa

Romania Argentina Slovakia Cyprus Peru

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

LEVEL 1 
(20.25–25.00)

LEVEL 3 
(10.25–15.00)

LEVEL 2
(15.25–20.00)

LEVEL 4 
(5.25–10.00)

LEVEL 5 
(0.00–5.00)

Sources: NISAT (n.d.); Small Arms Survey (2016b).  

Note: Transparency indicators are based on Small Arms Trade Transparency Barometer 2016 scores.
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Authorized transfers

Overall, top and major exporters accounted for 82 per 
cent and 17 per cent of all international small arms 
transfers, respectively. The exports of the United States 
(USD 1.1 billion), Italy (USD 644 million), and Germany 
(USD 557 million) alone represented almost 40 per cent 
of all 2013 exports. The financial value of exports by top 
exporters increased by 24 per cent, from USD 3.9 billion 
to USD 4.8 billion, between 2012 and 2013, while the 
exports of major exporters decreased by 9 per cent, from 
USD 1.1 billion to USD 1 billion. 

In terms of items traded, exports of sporting and hunting 
firearms saw the largest value increase from 2012 to 2013 
(an increase of USD 208 million or 19 per cent), followed 
by small arms parts and components (an increase of USD 
193 million or 30 per cent) and ammunition (an increase 
of USD 192 million or 10 per cent) (see Figure 1).

Top and major importers in 2013

In 2013, 57 countries qualified as top or major importers, 
with at least USD 10 million worth of imports annually 
(see Table 2). Compared to 2012, the number of countries 
increased by one. 

The top importers, importing at least USD 100 million 
worth of small arms annually, were, in descending order, 
the United States, Canada, Germany, the United Arab 

Exports of 
sporting 
and hunting 
firearms saw 
the largest 
value increase 
from 2012 to 
2013: a growth 
of 19 per cent.
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Authorized transfers

Figure 1
Financial values of global small arms exports by category, 2012–13

USD (million)

0 500

2012

1,000

Ammunition

Pistols

Military firearms

Light Weapons

Parts and
components

Sporting and hunting
rifles and pistols

1,500 2,000 2,500

2013

Source: NISAT (n.d.) 
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Authorized transfers

TOP IMPORTERS

SMALL ARMS and
LIGHT WEAPONS

2013

United States • Canada  
Germany • United Arab 
Emirates • Saudi Arabia  

Australia • France • Norway
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Authorized transfers

Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Australia, France, and Norway. 
Altogether, the value of small arms imported by the top 
importers increased by 23 per cent compared to 2012, 
from USD 3.0 billion to USD 3.8 billion. This increase is 
largely due to imports by the United States, which rose to 
USD 2.5 billion from USD 1.9 billion. 

Table 2
Importers of small arms based on UN Comtrade, 2013

Category Value (USD) Importers (listed in descending order of value exported)

Top 
importers

Tier 1
≥500 

million
1 United States

Tier 2
100–499 

million
7

Canada Germany
United Arab 

Emirates
Saudi Arabia Australia

France Norway

Major 
importers

Tier 3
50-99 
million

13

United 
Kingdom

Thailand
Russian 

Federation
Indonesia Italy

Turkey Belgium Malaysia Mexico Jordan

Spain Israel Philippines

Tier 4
10–49 
million

36

Austria Lebanon Denmark Colombia Switzerland

Sweden Portugal Netherlands Pakistan South Africa

Czech 
Republic

South Korea Egypt Poland Slovakia

Finland New Zealand Japan Singapore Ukraine

Estonia Kuwait Kazakhstan Chile Qatar

Guatemala Brazil Paraguay Peru Argentina

Oman Hungary Iraq Latvia Sudan

Dominican 
Republic

Source: NISAT (n.d.) 
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Authorized transfers

The new top importers are Norway (whose imports 
increased from USD 64 million to USD 105 million 
between 2012 and 2013), Saudi Arabia (USD 54 million to 
USD 161 million), and the United Arab Emirates (USD 71 
million to 168 million). 

In contrast, the value of imports to Indonesia, the United 
Kingdom, and Thailand decreased by approximately 
25 per cent, such that these countries moved from the 
top to the major importer category. From 2012 to 2013, 
imports fell from USD 111 million to USD 81 million in 
Indonesia, from USD 121 million to USD 91 million in 
the UK, and from USD 116 million to USD 88 million in 
Thailand. 

Among new major importers, with at least USD 10 million 
worth of small arms imports in 2013, Qatar stands out 
with a dramatic increase, from USD 2 million to USD 
16 million between 2012 and 2013. This rise follows a 
regional pattern. In 2013 the small arms imports of top 
and major importers in Western Asia were worth 84 per 
cent more than in 2012: the value rose from USD 342 
million to USD 630 million.4

Top and major importers accounted for 95 per cent of 
the global trade in 2013: 63 per cent and 32 per cent, 
respectively. In 2013, the imports of the United States 
alone represented 42 per cent of all small arms imports. 

In 2013 the 
small arms 
imports of 
top and major 
importers in 
Western Asia 
were worth 84 
per cent more 
than in 2012.
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Authorized transfers

TOP AND MAJOR 
IMPORTERS 

ACCOUNTED FOR  
95 PER CENT OF 

THE GLOBAL TRADE 
IN 2013

GLOBAL TRADE
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The Small Arms
Trade Transparency
 Barometer

This section presents the 2016 edition of the Small Arms 
Trade Transparency Barometer. The Barometer assesses 
the transparency of top and major exporters—states that 
are believed to have exported at least USD 10 million 
worth of small arms and light weapons, including their 
parts, accessories, and ammunition, for at least one 
calendar year since 2001. 

The assessment is based on information gathered from 
the following sources: 

•	 national arms export reports;5 

•	 �the UN Register of Conventional Arms (UN Register);

•	 and UN Comtrade (NISAT, n.d.). 

The Barometer measures the provision of arms export 
information, but it does not verify the accuracy of that 
information. 
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Introducing the revised Barometer

This edition institutes two changes in the Barometer. The 
first concerns the lag time for publishing the Barometer, 
while the second involves the inclusion of a new, 
subregional source of information, SEESAC’s Regional 
Report on Arms Exports for South-east Europe.

The Small Arms Survey published previous editions 
of the Barometer approximately 18 months following 
the end of the year under review—the year in which 
licences were issued or denied, and in which deliveries 
or actual transfers took place. In part to accommodate 
production requirements for the Barometer, which 
appeared in the Small Arms Survey from 2004 to 2014, 
covering trade activities undertaken from 2002 to 2012, 
the methodology was designed to give states 12 months 
to release arms export information, in particular their 
annual export reports. While most states issued their 
reports within this time frame, the time lag for multilateral 
reporting instruments, such as the UN Register and the 
EU Annual Report, tended to be longer, posing the risk 
that Barometer scores might reflect incomplete data 
(Holtom, Pavesi, and Rigual, 2014, p. 131; Pavesi and 
Rigual, 2013, p. 181).

The new 
Barometer 
offers a more 
complete 
picture of 
small arms 
trade reporting 
practices, 
especially those 
documented 
in multilateral 
instruments. 



Trade Update 2016: Transfers and Transparency

Small Arms Survey

34

The Small Arms Trade Transparency Barometer

Trade Update 2016: Transfers and Transparency

Small Arms Survey

34

MOST TRANSPARENT

TOP and MAJOR SMALL 
ARMS EXPORTERS

Germany
United Kingdom

Netherlands
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The 2016 Barometer reviews information on trade 
activities that states carried out in 2013 and made public 
during the course of the following calendar year (2014).6  
In contrast to its predecessors, it also takes account 
of any global or regional report covering 2013 trade 
activities that was released within Barometer publication 
deadlines. In this way, the new Barometer offers a more 
complete picture of small arms trade reporting practices, 
especially those documented in multilateral instruments. 

The second change in the Barometer relates to the 
inclusion of the Regional Report on Arms Exports, 
which is coordinated, compiled, and disseminated by 
SEESAC. Available to the public free of charge, the report 
gathers information on deliveries as well as licences 
that have been authorized and denied, as provided by 
Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, the Former 
Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Montenegro, and 
Serbia. Of these countries, only Croatia, as a current 
EU member, contributes to the EU Annual Report; the 
others are or have applied to become candidates for EU 
membership. The SEESAC report reflects the desire of 
countries in the subregion to strengthen transparency 
and also to demonstrate their willingness and capacity to 
comply with the arms transfer obligations of EU Council 
Common Position 2008/944/CFSP (SEESAC, n.d.).

The second 
change in the 
Barometer 
relates to the 
inclusion of 
the Regional 
Report on 
Arms Exports 
for South-east 
Europe.
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The 2016 Transparency Barometer 

The 2016 Barometer evaluates the reporting practices 
of 49 countries7 (see Table 3). It identifies Germany, 
the United Kingdom, and the Netherlands as the most 
transparent major small arms exporters. The least 
transparent are Iran, North Korea, Saudi Arabia, and 
the United Arab Emirates, each of which scored zero 
points. The Netherlands is among the top three due to 
improvements in reporting through its monthly arms 
export reports, which now include new information on 
re-exports. For the first time since 2007, Switzerland 
has relinquished the top spot and is now the fifth most 
transparent exporter. Its lower score in comparison with 
previous years reflects less complete reporting to UN 
Comtrade and a lack of information on licence denials. 

Other changes in the Barometer 

include the entry of Belgium (7th), 

Portugal (8th), Poland (9th), and 

Sweden (10th) into the top ten; 

these countries have replaced 

Norway (which is now 13th), Italy 

(16th), and Croatia (18th).
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TOP and MAJOR SMALL 
ARMS EXPORTERS

Iran
North Korea 
Saudi Arabia

United Arab Emirates

LEAST TRANSPARENT
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More than one-third of the countries under review 
improved their scores since the previous edition of the 
Barometer:

•	 South Africa saw the largest increase in its score—a 
jump of 7.75 points—due to its adoption of a new 
reporting template, which includes the seven UN 
Register categories and a clearer description of 
transferred items. 

•	 Bosnia and Herzegovina’s score rose by 4.25 points 
based on its submission to the SEESAC Regional 
Report (SEESAC, 2015). This contribution includes 
new information on Bosnian export licences and 
actual exports. The country’s score remains low, 
however, since, in contrast to all of the top scorers, it 
does not issue a national report. 

•	 Portugal and Poland increased their scores by 4.00 
and 2.25 points, respectively, as a result of the 
provision of basic information on export licences 
refused and, in the case of Portugal, new information 
on transit and transhipment. 

•	 Taiwan improved its score by 2.75 points due to new 
information on exports and re-exports, as provided by 
its customs administration. 

•	 Japan gained 2.25 points by submitting data on 
transfers of small arms ammunition to UN Comtrade.

Overall 
transparency 
increased 
slightly, with 
an average 
score of 11.01 
out of 25 
possible points 
compared 
to 10.88 for 
the previous 
edition of the 
Barometer.
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Countries whose scores dropped significantly in the 2016 
Barometer include Croatia (whose score decreased by 
4.25 points), Norway (2.00 points), and Denmark (2.00 
points). As a new member of the European Union, Croatia 
contributed to the EU Annual Report on arms exports for 
the first time; however, it lost points because its national 
export report for 2013 provided less detailed information 
on the values and quantities of small arms authorized for 
export and actually exported than did its previous reports. 

Overall transparency increased slightly, with an average 
score of 11.16 out of 25 possible points compared to 
10.88 for the previous edition of the Barometer—a 2.6 
per cent increase. Improvements in reporting were 
observed for 17 countries (35 per cent), while 20 (41 
per cent) saw their scores decrease. In terms of specific 
practices, there were improvements in access to and 
consistency of reporting (+7 per cent), as well as in 
the clarity of information provided (+4 per cent), the 
comprehensiveness of data on small arms transfers, 
including re-exports and transit/transhipment (+11 per 
cent), and the provision of information on the denial of 
export licences (+16 per cent). 

Of the 
exporters under 
review, 49 per 
cent provided 
no information 
on licences 
granted while 
61 per cent 
did not report 
on those they 
refused.
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MOVING UP

MORE THAN ONE-THIRD 
OF COUNTRIES IMPROVED 

THEIR SCORES

Belgium • Portugal  
Poland • Sweden 

ENTERED THE TOP TEN
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Nevertheless, export authorizations remain the most 
opaque dimension of small arms reporting; 49 per cent of 
exporters provided no information on licences granted, 
while 61 per cent did not report on those they refused. 
This poor performance reflects the fact that a limited 
number of countries—26 of 49—produced a national 
arms export report on their 2013 trade activities. In 
contrast to UN Comtrade and UN Register submissions, 
these reports provide information on licences granted 
and refused.

Improvements 
in reporting 
were observed 
for 17 countries.
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 List of
 Abbreviations

NISAT	� Norwegian Initiative on Small Arms Transfers

SEESAC	� South Eastern and Eastern Europe Clearinghouse for the 

Control of Small Arms and Light Weapons

UN Comtrade	� United Nations Commodity Trade Statistics Database

UN Register	� United Nations Register of Conventional Arms 
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  Endnotes

1.	 The term ‘small arms’ is used to refer to small arms, light weapons, and 

their ammunition (as in ‘the small arms trade’) unless the context indicates 

otherwise, whereas the terms ‘light weapons’ and ‘ammunition’ refer 

specifically to those items.

2.	 The UN Comtrade commodity categories used in the analysis of the small 

arms trade are the following: 930100, 930120, 930190, 930200, 930320, 

930330, 930510, 930520, 930521, 930529, 930621, and 930630. This list 

includes categories that were replaced by newer ones in the latest Harmonized 

Classification System, but that are still being used by some states in their 

reports to customs. 

3.	 NISAT considers countries’ self-reported exports as well as mirror data—

imports reported by destination countries—to generate a single value by 

transaction; see Marsh (2005). 

4.	 The top and major importers of small arms in this region are Iraq, Israel, Jordan, 

Kuwait, Lebanon, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and the United Arab 

Emirates. The financial value of imports for all these countries—except for Iraq 

and Oman—increased between 2012 and 2013.

5.	 These sources feature information that EU member states provided for 

inclusion in the EU Annual Report on military exports (CoEU, 2015) as well as 

contributions to the SEESAC Regional Report (SEESAC, 2015).
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Endnotes

6.	 The new cut-off date for annual national reports is 13 months following the 

year of trade activities under review (that is, 31 January). An exception is made 

for regional reporting mechanisms. For more information, see Small Arms 

Survey (2016a).

7.	 Unlike previous editions, the 2016 Barometer uses only UN Comtrade data 

for pure small arms categories to determine if a country reached the USD 10 

million threshold in any year since 2001. The exclusion of mixed—small arms/

non-small arms—Comtrade categories from the assessment has caused the 

number of countries under review to drop from 55 (as in the 2013 and 2014 

Barometers) to 49. The countries excluded were Colombia, Egypt, Greece, 

Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malawi, and Montenegro.
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 Online resources

Most Small Arms Survey publications are available for free download 

from our website at: 

www.smallarmssurvey.org/publications

Many Small Arms Survey publications are available in languages other 

than English at: 

www.smallarmssurvey.org/languages

A range of online tools concerning small arms and armed violence—

including weapons identification and tracing resources, data-rich maps, 

and interactive guides—can be accessed at:

www.smallarmssurvey.org/tools

To receive regular email updates on publications and other news, sign up 

for eAlerts at:

www.smallarmssurvey.org/eAlerts
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Online resources

www.facebook.com/SmallArmsSurvey

We are keen to receive feedback on how Small Arms Survey research is 

used, and how we can improve our publications and other resources. 

Please fill out a short questionnaire at:

www.smallarmssurvey.org/feedback

Follow the Small Arms Survey

Let us know what you think

www.twitter.com/SmallArmsSurvey

www.smallarmssurvey.org/podcasts
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Introduction
While it was in power the Qaddafi regime tightly regulated the Libyan domestic arms trade, and local black  
market sales were virtually unheard of. Supplies were constrained as well—international sanctions prohibited the  
legal importation of arms into Libya from 1992 to 2003.1 Even when sanctions were lifted in September 2003 and  
international arms exports began to flow again (supplementing the Qaddafi regime’s already massive govern-
ment arsenal), the domestic arms trade was stagnant (Jenzen-Jones and McCollum, forthcoming). 

The Libyan revolution deposed the Qaddafi regime in 2011 and with it 
brought to an end the Libyan state’s regulation of the arms trade. Military 
stockpiles were raided, and small arms and light weapons made their way 
into the hands of non-state armed groups and private sellers. 

From a virtually non-existent domestic market, the revolution and its 
aftermath paved the way for a large illicit arms trade to emerge. Many of 
the players in this new market began to use new technologies to hawk 
their wares. Online sales via social media platforms are one of the tools 
currently being used for this purpose.

This Dispatch examines the trade in light weapons (see Box 1) in the new  
online marketplace. Building on research undertaken for a forthcoming 
Small Arms Survey Working Paper, the Dispatch relied on a database 
developed by Armament Research Services (ARES) to examine the on-
line arms trade in Libya. The database contains information about both 
groups and individual traders active on popular social media and com-
munication platforms. Much of this information was exchanged among  
private or hidden groups and was thus inaccessible to the public at large.  
Information on 97 trades or sales over an 18-month period (September 
2014–March 2016) was used to examine the sellers and the types of light 
weapons being offered for sale.2

Key findings include:

•	 Large and important population centres remain the most active areas for the illicit online arms trade.

•	 The availability of light weapons in online markets may reflect the needs of Libya’s non-state armed groups: 
evidence suggests that some purchasers and sellers have ties to armed groups and their purchases are related 
to the needs of these groups, while sales may be designed to dispose of unwanted, unusable, or obsolete arms 
from these groups.

•	 Light weapons are more expensive than small arms, which may indicate that the market for light weapons is 
limited to well-financed armed groups rather than individuals.

    Box 1   Light weapons

There is no universally accepted defini-
tion of a ‘small arm’ or a ‘light weapon’.  
The Small Arms Survey largely adopts the 
proposal put forward by the 1997 UN Pan-
el of Governmental Experts (UNGA, 1997), 
which considers portability a defining 
characteristic. 

The UN Panel lists the following as light 
weapons: heavy machine guns; hand-
held under-barrel and mounted grenade 
launchers; portable anti-aircraft guns; 
portable anti-tank guns; recoilless rifles; 
portable launchers of anti-tank missile 
and rocket systems; portable launchers of 
anti-aircraft missile systems (MANPADS); 
and mortars of calibres of less than 
100 mm.

To this list, the Survey has added single-
rail-launched rockets and 120 mm mortars 
as long as they can be transported and 
operated as intended by a light vehicle. 

Source: Small Arms Survey (n.d.)
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by Savannah de Tessières, a joint publication of the UNDP, the Commission 

Nationale de Lutte contre la Prolifération et la Circulation Illicite des Armes 
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la région de la CEDEAO

edited by Nicolas Florquin and Eric Berman, co-published with GRIP, March 2006, 

ISBN 2-87291-023-9 

Targeting Ammunition: A Primer
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The deployment of United Nations (UN) 
Blue Helmets (comprising police and 
military personnel) has reached record 

highs, numbering at least 100,000. More than 
one in four Blue Helmets serving in the 16 cur-
rent UN peacekeeping operations is deployed 
in South Sudan or Sudan. The Small Arms 
Survey recently reviewed the 11 peace opera-
tions1 undertaken in these two countries from 
2002 to 2014. It focused on those authorized 
by the African Union (AU) and the UN. As in 
other similar undertakings, peacekeepers in 
Sudan and South Sudan have worked in envi-
ronments that are often hostile and in inhospi-
table terrain where there is little or no peace to 
keep. Given the nature of their operations, and 
despite carrying out their duties ably and pro-
fessionally, these peacekeepers have lost2 weap-
ons and ammunition, often because of simply 
being in the ‘wrong place at the wrong time’.

This Research Note documents the scale 
and scope of arms and ammunition diverted 
from peacekeepers in missions in Sudan and 
South Sudan. It is based on research the Small 
Arms Survey has undertaken over the past ten 
years on arms proliferation and arms holdings 
in Sudan and South Sudan as part of its Human 

Diversion of Arms and Ammunition 
in Peace Operations
Observations based on Missions in Sudan and South Sudan
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Security Baseline Assessment (HSBA) project. 
The Note summarizes findings from the most 
recent HSBA study (Berman and Racovita, 2015; 
see Figure 1), and draws on a new Small Arms 
Survey Diversion Dataset that comprises infor-
mation from various sources, including UN 
and AU reports, media articles, academic works, 
and more than 100 interviews with key inform-
ants. It seeks to help peace operations to be 
more effective by examining the little-studied 
issue of the diversion of their weapons and 
ammunition (see Berman and Racovita, 2013). 

This Note uses a working definition of diver-
sion as the ‘unauthorized change in possession 
or use of military materiel (arms, ammunition, 
parts, and explosives), from holdings or trans-
fers, occurring domestically and internationally’. 
While recognizing that the diversion of other 
materiel such as communications equipment, 
uniforms, and vehicles can also have negative 
effects on force protection, the study does not 
address such losses.

Diversion of materiel is not  
infrequent or negligible
From 2004, when peacekeeping forces with arms 
and ammunition were first deployed in Sudan, 
through 2014, there were at least 22 notable 
incidents of diversion (see Map 1). Losses have 
occurred during patrols, convoys, and at fixed 
sites. This represents an average of one such 
event every six months. The study defines  
‘notable’ as those cases in which peacekeepers 
lose ten or more firearms or 500 or more rounds 
of ammunition. These events are divided into 
three categories: Category I (10–49 firearms or 
500–2,499 rounds of ammunition); Category II 
(50–99 firearms or 2,500–4,999 rounds of ammu-
nition); and Category III (100 or more firearms 
or 5,000 or more rounds of ammunition).

Almost half of the 22 recorded notable inci-
dents were Category II or III events. One such 
incident alone resulted in the loss of more than 
500,000 rounds of ammunition. Four other inci-
dents probably involved losses of at least 10,000 
cartridges. The overrunning and mass looting 
of the AMIS II-E Haskanita base in 2007, for 
instance, almost certainly involved the loss of 
over 100,000 rounds of ammunition. Very little R
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Dribs and Drabs 
The Mechanics of Small Arms Trafficking  
from the United States

Introduction
There are over 550 million fire-
arms in worldwide circulation. 
That’s one firearm for every 12 
people on the planet. The only 
question is: How do we arm the 
other 11? (Lord of War, 2005)

This iconic line from the 2005 film 
Lord of War conveys widely held  
assumptions about international arms 
traffickers: that they are ambitious, 
well-connected, globe-trotting entre-
preneurs who single-handedly arm 
criminals and militias throughout the 
world. The film’s fictional protagonist, 
Yuri Orlov, is based on five actual arms 
dealers, including Russian businessman 
Viktor Bout, whose vast global network 
of shell companies and unsavoury 
clients earned him the moniker ‘the 
Merchant of Death’ (Gilchrist, 2005). 
The composite image of Bout and his 
peers has become the archetypal arms 
trafficker, the image that comes to 
mind whenever the illicit arms trade 
is discussed. Yet most arms traffickers 
bear little resemblance to that image.

The ‘merchants of death’ do indeed 
fuel conflicts and stock the arsenals of 
dictators,1 but there is little evidence to 
suggest that they dominate the illicit 
arms trade. Most arms trafficking is 
less flashy, less centralized, and even 
more difficult to stop. The following 
Issue Brief analyses this side of the 
illicit small arms trade, which receives 
far less attention than the multi-ton 
shipments arranged by rogue brokers. 
To this end, the Small Arms Survey 
compiled a database from hundreds  
of pages of documentation on 159 
prosecutions of arms smugglers in  

US courts. These documents reveal, 
often in great detail, the modes of 
transport, concealment methods, and 
smuggling techniques employed by 
the arms traffickers studied, few of 
whom conform to the ‘merchant of 
death’ stereotype. 

The main findings of this Issue Brief 
include the following:

 Robust arms export licensing  
regimes are necessary but not  
sufficient for stopping small arms 
trafficking. Many of the traffickers 
studied did not apply for arms  
export licences or attempt to exploit 
licensing exemptions; they simply 
bypassed the licensing system  
entirely. At the same time, recent 
examples of attempted and success-
ful diversion of authorized small 
arms exports highlight the contin-
ued need for rigorous licensing and 
post-shipment end-use monitoring. 

 Arms trafficking from the United 
States goes well beyond gun-running 
to Mexico. Traffickers in the 159 cases 
studied shipped weapons, parts, 
ammunition, and accessories to at 
least 46 countries and foreign ter-
ritories on six continents. Intended 
recipients of these items range from 
Honduran farm workers to a Finnish 
motorcycle gang.

 The illicit trade in parts and acces-
sories for small arms is more  
significant than commonly assumed. 
Networks that traffic in firearms 
parts are among the most prolific 
and geographically expansive of 
the smuggling operations studied.

 Partnerships between law enforce-
ment and the private sector are 

essential to preventing arms traffick-
ing and to dismantling trafficking 
networks. In many of the cases 
studied, trafficking schemes were 
first detected by shipping compa-
nies, firearms retailers, or other 
commercial entities. 

This Issue Brief begins by provid-
ing brief summaries of the data and 
methodology applied in this research. 
It then offers an overview of the types 
of small arms trafficked in the cases 
studied, followed by an examination of 
the modes of transport, concealment 
methods, and smuggling techniques 
used by traffickers. The Brief con-
cludes with a policy-relevant analysis 
of the implications of these cases. Box 1 
presents key terms and definitions.

Data and methodology
The data used in this study was col-
lected from documentation on 159 
criminal cases tried in the United States 
from 2010 to 2015.2 The cases were iden-
tified through a systematic review of 
US government websites that feature 
information on US arms trafficking 
cases, including summaries of arrests, 
indictments, and convictions posted 
online by the US Attorney’s Offices in 
94 federal districts. Additional docu-
mentation on these cases is available 
through Public Access to Court Elec-
tronic Records (PACER), an online 
repository of documents from US  
federal courts. The Survey’s database 
does not include cases that consist 
solely of domestic trafficking or those 
in which the trafficked items were not 
shipped from or through the United 
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by Stéphanie Pézard and Savannah de Tessières, October 2009, published by the 

Geneva Declaration Secretariat, ISBN 978-2-940415-20-5 

Understanding Violence: The Role of Injury Surveillance Systems in Africa

by Diego E. Zavala and Jennifer M. Hazen, 2009, published by the Geneva 

Declaration Secretariat, ISBN 978-2-940415-21-2 



Trade Update 2016: Transfers and Transparency

Small Arms Survey

81

Publications

Trade Update 2016: Transfers and Transparency

Small Arms Survey

81

Measuring and Monitoring Armed Violence: Goals, Targets, and Indicators

by Elisa Gilgen, Keith Krause, and Robert Muggah, 2010, published by the Geneva 

Declaration Secretariat 

Urban Violence in an Urban Village: A Case Study of Dili, Timor-Leste

edited by Robert Muggah, 2010, published by the Geneva Declaration Secretariat, 

ISBN 978-2-940415-39-7 

Tackling Violence against Women: From Knowledge to Practical Initiatives

by Jennifer Milliken with Elisabeth Gilgen and Jasna Lazaravic, 2011, published by 

the Geneva Declaration Secretariat, ISBN 978-2-940415-75-5 

Contributing Evidence to Programming: Armed Violence Monitoring Systems

by Elisabeth Gilgen and Lauren Tracey, published by the Geneva Declaration 

Secretariat, 2011, ISBN 978-2-940415-78-6 

Global Burden of Armed Violence 2011: Lethal Encounters

by the Geneva Declaration Secretariat, 2011, published by Cambridge University 

Press, ISBN 978-1-107-60679-1 

Working Against Violence: Promising Practices in Armed Violence Reduction 

and Prevention

by Paul Eavis, 2011, published by the Geneva Declaration Secretariat, ISBN 978-2-

9700771-1-4 

A Deadly Cycle: Ethno-Religious Conflict in Jos, Plateau State, Nigeria

by Jana Krause, 2011, published by the Geneva Declaration Secretariat, ISBN 978-

2-9700771-0-7 

Guatemala en la Encrucijada: Panorama de una violencia transformada 

(Guatemala at the Crossroads: An Overview of Violence Transformed)

edited by Jorge A. Restrepo and Alonso Tobón García, July 2012, ISBN 978-958-

99146-2-5 (available in Spanish) 

Inclusive Security, Inclusive Cities

by Emilia Frost and Matthias Nowak, 2014, published by the Geneva Declaration 

Secretariat (also available in French and Spanish) 

Implementing the Geneva Declaration on Armed Violence and Development

April 2014, published by the Geneva Declaration Secretariat 



Trade Update 2016: Transfers and Transparency

Small Arms Survey

82

Publications

Trade Update 2016: Transfers and Transparency

Small Arms Survey

82

Instruments of Violence: Weapons Control Efforts to Reduce and Prevent Armed 

Violence

by Marcus Wilson, April 2014, published by the Geneva Declaration Secretariat 

(also available in French) 

Surviving Armed Violence

by Mireille Widmer, April 2014, published by the Geneva Declaration Secretariat 

(also available in French and Spanish) 

Global Burden of Armed Violence 2015: Every Body Counts

by the Geneva Declaration Secretariat, 2015, published by Cambridge University 

Press, ISBN 978-1-107-06993-0 

Visit the Human Security Baseline Assessment (HSBA) for Sudan and South 

Sudan website for a list of HSBA Working Papers and Issue Briefs:  

http://www.smallarmssurveysudan.org



The Small Arms Survey’s Trade Update 

identifies the world’s top and major 

exporters and importers of small arms 

and light weapons, highlights significant 

recent changes in the trade, and presents 

the latest Small Arms Trade Transparency 

Barometer, which ranks key exporters 

from the most to the least transparent.
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