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 Illicit arms flows continue to destabilise the 
African continent, fuelling crime, confl ict, and 
terrorist activities. Subregions affected by 
recurrent armed confl ict experience the most 
organised forms of illicit arms 
trafficking, sometimes 
involving large quantities of 
weapons and specialised 
armed groups.  

Throughout the continent an 
‘ant trade’ in small quantities 
of weapons contributes to 
meeting local demand fuelled 
by low-level criminality, 
poaching, and the need for 
self- protection. Cross-border 
trafficking by land is the most 
prominent type of illicit arms flow 
in Africa.  

Though many of the illicit weapons on the 
continent are legacies from past conflicts, recent 
seizures of newer models show that the arms 
trade is fuelled by weapons diverted from national 

stockpiles and peacekeeping forces, as well as 
arms imported from other regions. 

According to a 2019 report published by the AU 
and Small Arms Survey , the value of reported 1

imports appears to be increasing. From 2001 to 
2014 the annual value of SSA small arms imports 
recorded nearly tripled from US$62 million to 

US$144 million, with 2014 
imports reported in Southern 
Africa at US$58 million, West 
Africa at US$41 million, East 
Africa at US$36 million and 
Central Africa at US$9 million.   

According to GFI  illicit arms 2

trafficking estimated to 
represent 10 to 20 % of the 
legal arms trade and 
estimated in 2014 to therefore 
be worth US$14.4 - US$28.8 

million.  

According to the OCI , arms 3

trafficking is mostly prevalent across the region in 
the DRC, Nigeria, South Sudan, South Africa, 
Burundi, CAR, Ivory Coast and Kenya. 

 

Extracts from Individual Country Threat Assessments by FCN 

The following extracts are taken from Deep Dive Threat Assessments on Sub Saharan African Countries 
relating to Arms Trafficking: For more details see: https://thefinancialcrimenews.com/topics/ssa-
threat-assessment/  

Nigeria: The NRA assessed the ML threat of illegal arms trafficking as “Medium High”. Small arms and 
light weapons are becoming endemic in Nigeria and the rate of accumulation is increasing which is in turn 
having a destabilising effect.  

Herdsmen, armed robbers, cult groups, kidnappers and Boko Haram carry out violence with illegal arms, 
which they obtain easily. Nigeria is a destination and a hub of illicit trade in firearms in Africa, largely due 

 See: http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/fileadmin/docs/U-Reports/SAS-AU-Weapons-Compass.pdf1
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to its porous borders. In 2013, the former Minister of Interior disclosed that there were over 1,499 
irregular (illegal & unmanned) and 84 regular (legal & manned) officially identified entry routes into 
Nigeria, confirming the very porous state of these borders which permit or allow illicit transnational arms 
trafficking. Terrorists, smugglers and other criminals take advantage of the unmanned borders to smuggle 
arms, resulting in the influx of over 70% of about 8 million illegal weapons in West Africa. (NRA). The 
Nigerian government has estimated that at least, 350 million illegal weapons were in the country in 2018 . 4

South Africa: At a November 2019 press briefing , the Minister of Police, General Bheki Cele, said that 5

the 2018/2019 crime statistics confirmed that firearms were the instruments most commonly used in the 
commission of crimes, especially violent crimes.  He announced a gun amnesty until May 2020 to 
encourage gun owners to surrender their illegal and unwanted firearms to the SAPS. Police complicity in 
the gun crisis has been persistently cited as contributor to the scourge amid ongoing allegations that 
police weapons were falling into the hands of syndicates, and in particular, gangs in the Western Cape. 
Cele said that the SAPS had lost more than 9.5 million rounds of ammunition and 4,357 firearms over the 
last 6 years . Security companies have also been implicated in illegal gun smuggling in South Africa, and 6

investigative journalists  have alleged that “suspected gang members and businessmen with links to the 7

underworld had infiltrated the private security industry legally, to access more firearms and, in some cases, 
to try and mask illegal operations…. The security company and guards were then used to protect the 
gangsters and intimidate rivals”. The security industry was thrust further into the limelight when a bloody 
underworld turf war broke out in Cape Town in 2017 that resulted in several shootings .  8

Good Governance Africa  reflected on the nexus between poaching and   9

 the “militarisation of anti-poaching efforts” and suggested that that poachers source their weapons  
from farm attacks, armouries and evidence lock-ups, as well as from Mozambique, via firearm 
consignments linked to the US and Czech Republic, with Portugal used as a transshipment point. 

Kenya: According to the OC Index, “Kenya is a transit point for weapons being trafficked across borders 
into confl ict zones. The proliferation of weapons is regarded as being of added concern, given the 
reported collusion of government officials with militant group al-Shabaab.” 

In 2019, ENACT  reported on increased levels of local conflict on Kenya's northern border County of 10

Marsabit as well as links between the possession of illicit arms and cattle rustling. “The illicit weapons are 
believed to come from several sources, including the Ethiopian rebel Oromo Liberation Front (OLF). Other 
sources include Somali terrorist group al-Shabaab and rebel groups in South Sudan.” Illicit small arms are 
reportedly trafficked from South Sudan through Lake Turkana and from Somalia to the town of Wajir to 
Marsabit County. Corrupt security officials allegedly allow the the arms through security check points. 
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According to the 2018 Annual Crime report , “The effect of having illegal arms and ammunitions in the 11

wrong hands in Kenya continues to be a matter of concern to security agencies”.  

Ethiopia: The NRA identifies arms trafficking as a “medium” threat to money laundering in Ethiopia. The 
2019 OC Index  recognised arms trafficking as the most significant in Ethiopia, scoring the highest 12

(6.5/10) among the identified criminal markets “mainly due to the trafficking of arms across the border with 
Sudan; and reports that Ethiopia has armed forces in Somalia outside the control of the federal 
government, in contravention of UN notifications requirements”. 

Arms trafficking is a particular concern across Ethiopia’s eastern border and is connected to the country’s 
military presence as part of an African Union peacekeeping force. Arms trafficking activity has increased in 
the country over the past few years. It was reported that in 2018, Ethiopian authorities seized 21 machine 
guns, more than 33,000 handguns, 275 rifles and 300,000 bullets in different parts of the country. In 
January 2020 , in response to a spike in small arms trafficking, the Ethiopian parliament enacted new gun 13

control legislation, which prohibits the sale and transfer of firearms, establishes a registration and 
licensing regime for current firearms owners, and increased punishment for violations of the gun control 
measures from 3-15 years.  

Ivory Coast: Due to the country’s recent confl icts, it has experienced an increase in the flow of arms, with 
arms trafficking rates high according to OCI   at 7/10. The presence of a substantial numbers of 14

weapons, no longer required in the Ivory Coast, has led to the Ivory Coast being a source country 
supplying those requiring arms, in other conflict areas, across the region.  

The Ivory Coast’s representative to the UN in 2019 in a debate on small arms, said the “proliferation of 
small arms and light weapons is a cause of major concern because it is linked to drug and mineral 
trafficking and to terrorism, constituting an impediment to peace, security and development.  More than 
100 million illegal small arms are currently circulating in Africa, 10 million of them in the Sahel region, 

fuelling insecurity .”  15

 See: http://www.nationalpolice.go.ke/crime-statistics.html11

 See: https://ocindex.net12

 See: http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2020-01/11/c_138694880.htm13

 See: https://ocindex.net/country/cote-divoire/ 14

 See: https://www.un.org/press/en/2019/gadis3635.doc.htm15
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