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Executive Summary  

 China’s role and alleged malfeasance in the African arms trade has come to the fore with 

the release of a report by the business intelligence firm EXX Africa. The report claimed that 

China used its military base in Djibouti to smuggle arms to African conflict zones under UN 

embargoes, especially Sudan and South Sudan. The author is unable to either verify or refute 

EXX Africa’s claims due to the lack of hard evidence in the report as well as publicly available 

information on the issue. However, there is ample information in the public domain to identify 

trends and problems regarding Chinese arms sales in Africa.  

Concerns over the export  of Chinese military equipment have grown in recent years, as 

China becomes a larger and more advanced military supplier. Contrary to its past practice of 

selling largely outdated, unsophisticated, and/or inferior equipment at a steep discount, China’s 

current arms sales model features a wide range of equipment with differing capabilities and 

corresponding price points. The highest-performing Chinese equipment offers competitive, if not 

equal, performance to that of Western and Russian equipment at a lower price. This paper 

describes the regulatory framework governing Chinese arms exports, historical patterns in the 

sale of Chinese small arms, and some of the controversies in which Chinese arms have been 

implicated in.  

 China has faced criticism over its sales of weapons to known human rights violators, 

which has been rationalized by China through its non-interference policy. Human rights 

advocates have also pointed to a pattern of Chinese arms appearing in the hands of non-state 

actors. While China does not sell military equipment to non-state actors, its weak transfer control 

system does not monitor or punish states which buy arms from China and then give them to non-



4 
 

state actors or other states under embargo. Knowing that China is unlikely to stop selling arms to 

them, some states transfer Chinese arms to their favored non-state actors. China has also flouted 

UN arms embargoes in the past. Chinese arms have been found in embargoed conflict zones such 

as Sudan’s Darfur region, and China is accused of attempting to sell arms to the Libyan regime 

in the final months of Muammar Gaddafi’s rule while Libya was under a UN arms embargo. The 

EXX Africa report also alleges that China is violating the current embargo on South Sudan, 

although this is unverified.   

Background:  

In recent years, China has emerged as a prolific global arms supplier. This growing 

dominance in the arms trade is due to Chinese-made military equipment’s pricing, efficacy, and 

availability. African states, drawn to the benefits of buying from China, have taken their place 

among China’s most important customers. China offers its buyers weapons of every kind, 

ranging from small arms and light weapons to naval frigates and military aircraft. In general, 

these products’ appeal comes from their affordability compared to Western equivalents, their 

performance, and African states’ ease of access to them.1 China’s interest in expanding its arms 

market is primarily motivated by security, political, and economic factors.2  While Chinese 

weapons typically do not perform as well as the most advanced American and European arms, 

they perform well enough for most African states’ intended uses at a greatly reduced cost. 

                                                           
1 Mark Bromley, Mathieu Duchâtel, and Paul Holtom. “China’s Exports of Small Arms and Light Weapons.” SIPRI. 
Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, October 2013. p.42 https://www.sipri.org/publications/2013/sipri-
policy-papers/chinas-exports-small-arms-and-light-weapons 
2 Ibid, p. vii 
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China has been referred to as an “intermediate arms supplier,3” meaning that Chinese 

equipment falls between the most advanced and expensive arms and the most basic and 

inexpensive arms. China caters to its target market by selling both modern and aging equipment, 

and by building arms that are “robust, relatively easy to maintain, and comparatively 

affordable.4” An example of this phenomenon is the sale of the Chengdu F-7, a Chinese-built 

version of the Cold War-era MiG-21 fighter. Sold as recently as 2013, the F-7 was outdated in 

comparison to both contemporary U.S. and PLA Air Force aircraft. However, it was adequate for 

the needs of most African states. China recently jointly developed the export-oriented JF-17 

Thunder fighter with Pakistan, again prioritizing low costs over outright performance. For buyers 

requiring greater capabilities, China offers the more advanced J-10 fighter and reverse-

engineered versions of Russian aircraft for export as high-performance alternatives which still 

undercut the prices of American, European, and Russian aircraft.5   

China places far less scrutiny on buyers of its arms than the U.S. does with its customers. 

Although China has a system of arms transfer controls, they are far laxer than U.S. arms controls. 

Notably, Chinese arms export regulations “reflect China’s perception that once arms are 

transferred to a foreign country, their use is the responsibility of the recipient government.6” 

Additionally, China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs states that China relies upon the governments 

of recipient states to ensure that arms are not re-transferred to any third party.7    

                                                           
3 Kenneth Boutin. “Feeding the Lion: China and Defence Development in African States.” Defense & Security 
Analysis 34, no. 3 (March 2018): 232–48. https://doi.org/10.1080/14751798.2018.1500755 
4 Ibid, p. 238 
5 Ibid, p. 239  
6 Bromley, Duchâtel, and Holtom “China’s Exports of Small Arms and Light Weapons.” p. 32 
7 Ibid, p. 33 
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China’s weak transfer control system presents proliferation concerns which may be 

exacerbated in the future with regards to both cutting-edge and older weapons systems. Chinese 

small arms have long been used by both African state and non-state actors to harm civilians and 

violate human rights. In the early 2000s, photographs showed many types of Chinese small arms 

and light weapons in the hands of non-state actors in Sudan’s Darfur region and east of the 

DRC.8 A UN panel stopped short of claiming that China deliberately funneled arms to Darfur, 

but condemned China’s reliance on the Sudanese government’s claims that it would not transfer 

arms into the region.9      

Concerns over the proliferation of Chinese weapons have increased with the release of an 

August 2018 report released by EXX Africa,10 a boutique geopolitical and business risk analysis 

company based in Johannesburg, which indicated that China is actively striving to increase its 

role as a major arms supplier in Africa for the purported goal of protecting its infrastructure 

investments in the continent under the Belt and Road Initiative. In particular, the report cites 

intelligence collected from security sources to allege that China’s military supply base and 

commercial port in Djibouti are being used as a transit hub for sending weapons and equipment 

to conflict zones under arms embargoes, with Sudan and South Sudan as premier destinations. 

The report also cites witnesses at the Port of Djibouti observing shipments of Chinese heavy 

weapons such as multiple rocket launchers, anti-tank missiles, and tank ammunition, with 

regional security sources hypothesizing that the most likely destination for these weapons are 

Sudanese government forces operating in Darfur. Finally, the report states that while China 

intends to send such weapons to government forces, rebel forces in Sudan have gained access to 

                                                           
8 Ibid, p. 52 
9 Ibid 
10 “The Secret Chinese Arms Trade in the Horn of Africa.” EXX Africa. (August 2018). bit.ly/2PvgfDy 
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Chinese weapons through either capturing them or bribing corrupt Sudanese military officers. 

EXX Africa does not disclose any of the report’s sources or offer hard evidence (e.g. satellite 

images, photos, videos, etc.), thus making it impossible for any individual or organization relying 

on public source information to verify the claims made in the report. Yet based on what is known 

about past Chinese practices, the claims involving Chinese complicity in the smuggling of 

arms—both to state and non-state actors—are highly  unlikely to be accurate. Instead, it is more 

likely that Omar al-Bashir or elements of his regime transferred Chinese arms to 

Janjaweed/Rapid Support Forces operating in Darfur since these forces are more effective than 

regular Sudanese army forces. Indeed, the pattern of Chinese arms being distributed by a state 

buyer to non-state actors is consistent with past instances of Chinese exports. While China does 

not sell weapons to non-state actors, neither does it actively restrict what state buyers do with 

arms they purchase from China.      

China’s arms transfer controls: Theoretical Frameworks vs De Facto Realities  

 The foundations of China’s arms transfer control system derive from the 1994 Foreign 

Trade Law (amended in 2004), and the 1987 Customs Law, each passed by the National People’s 

Congress.11 The 1994 Foreign Trade Law allows the Chinese government to “restrict or prohibit 

arms trade activity to safeguard national security, public interests, and to comply with 

international treaties and agreements China is a signatory to.” The 1987 Customs Law (amended 

in 2000) allows the Chinese government to enforce export control regulations.12 Article 67 of the 

Foreign Trade Law laid the groundwork to establish further controls, allowing China to adopt 

specific laws and regulations on the transfer of military equipment. Additionally, the 1996 

                                                           
11 Bromley, Duchâtel, and Holtom “China’s Exports of Small Arms and Light Weapons.” p. 21 
12 Ibid  
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Administrative Penalties Law allows China to penalize those who violate executive commands.13 

Administrative penalties include a broad variety of sanctions that the Chinese government can 

take against individuals or companies, but no specific executive order on arms transfers is 

referenced.14 Administrative regulations play a key role in Chinese arms exports, as all Chinese 

companies authorized to export weapons are state-owned enterprises that fall under the 

government’s administrative control.15 It is difficult to know anything beyond the basics of how 

the system operates because China does not make its administrative regulations public, and the 

PLA and government agencies have unknown influence over the transfer control process16 In 

1997, China’s Central Military Commission and State Council established the Regulations on the 

Administration of Arms Exports (amended 2002), which lay out the administrative system 

controlling international arms sales as well as defining domestic controls on weapons within 

China.17  

 On paper, the entity responsible for issuing export licenses is the National Commission 

on Military Products Trade Management, which is itself administered by China’s State Council 

and Central Military Commission.18 In reality, licenses are typically issued by the State 

Administration for Science, Technology and Industry for National Defense (SASTIND), which 

is a division of the Ministry of Industry and Information Technology (MIIT).19 In its decision-

                                                           
13 Ibid 
14  “Administrative Penalty Law of the People's Republic of China.” Administrative Penalty Law of the People's 
Republic of China | Congressional-Executive Commission on China. Accessed November 22, 2019. 
https://www.cecc.gov/resources/legal-provisions/peoples-republic-of-china-administrative-punishment-law-english-
and. 
15 Bromley, Duchâtel, and Holtom “China’s Exports of Small Arms and Light Weapons.” p. 19 
16 Ibid 
17 “Regulations of the People's Republic of China on the Administration of Arms Export.” Permanent Mission of the 
People's Republic of China to the United Nations and Other International Organizations in Vienna, June 3, 2004. 
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/ce/cgvienna/eng/dbtyw/fks/t127624.htm 
18 Ibid, p. 23 
19 Ibid 
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making process, SASTIND relies on input from the PLA’s General Armament Department 

(GAD) and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA).20 However, SIPRI writes that “No legal 

document details the role and the functions of the three main agencies- SASTIND, GAD, and the 

MFA- involved in the decision-making process on behalf of the State Council and CMC.”21 It 

appears likely that SASTIND typically defers to GAD in the decision-making process because of 

the respective ranks of SASTIND and GAD’s directors. SIPRI notes, “In China’s political 

system, bureaucratic rank is a key determinant of inter-agency relations, and while a three-star 

general heads GAD, SASTIND’s director has only the rank of vice-minister (of MIIT).22” This 

rank differential means that SASTIND is unlikely to oppose GAD’s recommendation, although 

China’s export control framework does not explicitly state that GAD can overrule SASTIND. 

 Only eleven companies—all SOEs—have been granted arms export licenses.23 Chinese 

arms export licenses never expire, and it is unclear how much control or oversight SASTIND and 

GAD exert over what equipment these companies export. While private firms are not explicitly 

banned from applying for arms export licenses, SIPRI writes, “in practice, Chinese state 

capitalism, which is based on centralized control over strategic sectors of the economy, is 

precisely conceived to leave no room for newcomers from the private sector.24”  

 China’s Regulations on the Administration of Arms Exports lay out three guidelines for 

all Chinese arms exports:25 

  (a) Being conducive to the self-defense capability of the recipient country  

                                                           
20 Ibid  
21 Ibid, p. 26 
22 Ibid  
23 Ibid, p. 28 
24 Ibid, p. 29 
25 Ibid, p. 31 
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(b) Not harming the peace, security and stability of the relevant region or the world; and  

(c) Not interfering in the recipient country’s internal affairs. 

Additional requirements include specifying that arms transfers must be consistent with 

international concessions or agreements that China is a signatory to; that arms transfers cannot 

“jeopardize China’s national security and social interests directly or indirectly;26” and that China 

will not export arms to a country under a UN arms embargo.27 Additionally, exporters are 

obligated to “attach the valid certification documents of the recipient country” and are prohibited 

from falsifying or forging certifications.28 None of the regulations name human rights as a factor 

for  evaluating whether China should export arms to a country, nor do the regulations lay out 

what China’s obligations are regarding its assessment of the risk of arms being diverted from 

their intended recipient.29 There is no public information suggesting that China has investigated 

any violations of its arms transfer controls.30  

China has signed on to international agreements aimed at limiting small arms 

proliferation, such as the UN Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat, and Eradicate the Illicit 

Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects (POA).31 Beijing agreed to join the 

POA in 2001 and has submitted nine reports on its implementation of the POA, the first in 2003 

and the most recent in 2018.32 The 2010 report is the most recent report available in English, and 

specifies that China has implemented legislation banning the illicit manufacture, distribution, 

                                                           
26 Ibid p. 31 
27 Ibid 
28 Ibid  
29 Ibid, p. 31-32 
30 Ibid, p. 33 
31 Ibid, p. 5-6 
32 “National Reports.” UN PoA - Programme of Action on small arms and light weapons. Accessed December 9, 
2019. https://smallarms.un-arm.org/national-reports 
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export, or transport of firearms.33 The export control section of the report reiterates China’s three 

guidelines for arms exports and claims that Beijing “takes a cautious and responsible approach 

towards the export of arms, including SALW.34”  The report also states that Beijing requires 

arms buyers to commit not to transfer Chinese arms to third parties without the Chinese 

government’s permission.35 Beijing asserts in the record-keeping section of the report that its 

records cover “each stage of SALW circulation from manufacturers to end-users.” SIPRI writes 

that although China has cooperated with countries including the U.S. to trace firearms used to 

commit crimes, “China has never provided detailed information in a POA report on its responses 

to requests for information filed by UN panels of experts about SALW that have been found in 

destinations subject to UN arms embargoes.36” 

In 2017, China’s Ministry of Commerce published a draft Export Control Law and 

opened it for public comment.37 Although it was expected to be introduced as legislation in the 

2018 National People’s Congress, it does not appear to have left the draft stage. However, it was 

added to the National People’s Congress’ 2019 Legislative Work Plan, implying that China does 

intend to update its export controls.38 The draft includes provisions for embargoing certain 

countries, people, or groups, or blacklisting parties which violate China’s transfer controls. 

                                                           
33 Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the People's Republic of China. “National Report of the People's Republic of China 
on the Implementation of the United Nations Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit 
Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects, and of the International Instrument to Enable States to 
Identify and Trace, in a Timely and Reliable Manner, Illicit Small Arms and Light Weapons.” National reports. UN 
Programme of Action on small arms and light weapons, July 2010. https://unoda-poa.s3.amazonaws.com/poa-
reports-le/2010%4042%40POA-China-2010-E.PDF 
34 SALW refers to small arms and light weapons.  
35 Ibid, p. 14-15 
36 Bromley, Duchâtel, and Holtom “China’s Exports of Small Arms and Light Weapons.” p. 8 
37 Baker McKenzie, Jon Cowley, and Anne H.Y. Peng. “China - What to Watch: Draft Export Control Law of 
China.” Lexology, January 21, 2018. https://www.lexology.com/library/detail.aspx?g=efc6a42a-8970-4071-ae59-
ef343f7a4d13 
38 Li Lan and Jiayue Zhang. “China Releases New Draft Export Control Law.” Lexology, September 16, 2019. 
https://www.lexology.com/library/detail.aspx?g=1bc49d25-2fc1-4e76-afac-7abcf3861c00 
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Penalties include fines on exporters operating without a legally obtained license as well as the 

revocation of any illegitimate license. The draft Export Control Law could be applied to 

conventional arms, but whether China will do so is unknown. Another unknown quantity is 

whether China will follow through on the rules laid out in the draft if it is passed.    

Despite its lax transfer controls, Beijing has recently stepped up its efforts to cooperate 

with the international community. Although nothing has been finalized, Foreign Minister Wang 

Yi announced in a September 2019 speech at the UN that China is preparing to join the Arms 

Trade Treaty, contrasting against President Trump’s stated wish for the U.S. to withdraw from 

the pact.39 The Arms Trade Treaty (ATT) requires participating nations to implement strong 

transfer controls including a risk assessment.40 Under the Treaty, states cannot export 

conventional arms or small arms and light weapons if the exporting state is aware that the arms 

will be used to commit genocide, crimes against humanity, or be used against civilians. The 

exporting state is also obligated not to transfer arms if there is an “overriding risk” of “negative 

consequences” from their transfer, such as facilitating violations of human rights, terrorism, or 

organized crime.41  

If China signs and fully complies with the Arms Trade Treaty, it will mark a paradigm 

shift in China’s arms export system. However, there is no guarantee that Beijing will either sign 

or fully comply with ATT. ATT’s language leaves certain ambiguities that would make it easy 

for nations to follow the “letter” of the agreement if not the “spirit.” An “overriding risk,” for 

                                                           
39 Laura Zhou. “China to Join Arms Trade Pact That Trump Threatened to Abandon.” South China Morning Post, 
September 28, 2019. https://www.scmp.com/news/china/military/article/3030769/china-set-join-arms-trade-treaty-
donald-trump-threatened 
40 “Treaty Text.” Arms Trade Treaty. Accessed December 6, 2019. https://thearmstradetreaty.org/treaty-
text.html?templateId=209884 
41 Ibid 
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instance, can be interpreted in vastly different ways, as can “negative consequences.” In past 

controversies, it has been virtually impossible for the international community to prove that 

China was aware that its arms were used to carry out human rights violations. This pattern is 

unlikely to change under the ATT. Additionally, honoring the ATT would require China to 

change its interpretation of the principle of non-interference, one of the pillars of Chinese foreign 

policy. Under previous Chinese doctrine, the use of Chinese arms was at the discretion of the 

recipient based on the non-interference principle. Following the ATT would mandate that China 

set limitations on the use of Chinese weapons, which would be considered interference under 

traditional Chinese foreign policy thought. Such a change could be unpopular and difficult to sell 

in Beijing.       

Overview: - China’s Arms Sales to Africa: 

Since 2008, sales of  “major conventional arms42” to African countries have accounted 

for approximately 20% of China’s total arms exports, with 49% of Chinese arms exports to 

Africa going to North African countries and 21% going to East African countries.43 The five 

highest-spending African buyers of Chinese weapons from 2008-2018, in descending order, were 

Algeria, Tanzania, Morocco, Nigeria, and Sudan.44 Algeria is high on China’s priority list, with 

China receiving $511 million from Algeria in 2016 as payment for several weapons orders 

including three C-28A frigates.45 A CSIS report cited Chinese arms’ cost-effectiveness as a 

central aspect of their appeal, referencing a Department of Defense report noting that “Chinese 

                                                           
42 It should be noted that “major conventional arms” does not include small arms such as assault rifles and 
handguns, which China also exports to African states in large quantities. See Bromley, Duchâtel, and Holtom 
“China’s Exports of Small Arms and Light Weapons.” p. 39 
43 China Power Team. "How dominant is China in the global arms trade?" China Power. April 26, 2018. Updated 
October 11, 2019. Accessed December 11, 2019. https://chinapower.csis.org/china-global-arms-trade.  
44 Ibid 
45 Ibid 
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arms are less expensive than those offered by the top international arms suppliers… [but still] 

have advanced capabilities.46”  

From 2008-2018, China exported $882 million worth of military equipment to Algeria, 

$368 million to Tanzania, $289 million to Morocco, $271 million to Nigeria, and $261 million to 

Sudan.47 Other African countries’ purchases of Chinese military equipment during the same 

period reached $1.1 billion.48 In total, China exported $3.2 billion in arms to the African 

continent from 2008-2018.49 In the future, China’s share of Africa’s arms market is likely to 

grow. Russia is currently the largest arms exporter to Africa, selling African nations $14.6 billion 

in arms during the same time period, followed by the U.S., which exported $5.6 billion worth of 

arms to Africa from 2008-2018.50  

U.S. and Russian exports to Africa are mostly to two countries each, Egypt and Morocco 

for the U.S. and Algeria and Egypt for Russia.51 China’s market distribution is far more evenly 

spread across the continent, giving it a wider base for future sales. In addition to geographic 

factors, China is also improving the quality of its export-oriented military equipment. Although 

Russian arms were far more advanced than Chinese arms shortly following the collapse of the 

Soviet Union, China has significantly increased its defense spending and closed the quality 

gap.52 In some ways, China has exceeded Russian capabilities. For example, China’s Chengdu J-

20 stealth fighter is the third operational stealth fighter in the world following the U.S.’ F-22 and 

                                                           
46 Ibid 
47 Ibid 
48 Ibid 
49 Ibid 
50 Ibid 
51 Ibid 
52 Siemon T. Wezeman. “China, Russia and the Shifting Landscape of Arms Sales.” SIPRI. Stockholm International 
Peace Research Institute, July 5, 2017. https://www.sipri.org/commentary/topical-backgrounder/2017/china-russia-
and-shifting-landscape-arms-sales 
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F-35. Much of China’s growing manufacturing expertise comes from Russia, as China has 

successfully reverse-engineered and mass-produced certain Russian weapons including the 

Shenyang J-11 fighter. Once a major importer of Russian military equipment, China has 

transitioned into buying components such as engines rather than complete products.53 As China’s 

manufacturing capacity continues to grow, it will likely buy less components from Russia. 

Furthermore, China’s growing capacity will encourage African states to court Beijing rather than 

Moscow. China can already provide African states with benefits beyond military equipment, 

such as economic and development aid. As Russia lacks the capacity to match Chinese 

development programs, African states may be encouraged to buy from China in order to build 

their relationships with Beijing and maximize their chances of receiving other benefits. Given 

these considerations, China will likely edge Russia out as a preferred supplier. China will 

continue to produce export-optimized equipment at a lower price, and as China’s manufacturing 

ability grows, its high-performance offerings will increasingly compare favorably to Russia’s.   

China’s Small Arms and Light Weapons (SALW) Exports to Africa 

China’s arms export patterns have drastically changed over time. Under the paramount 

leadership of Chairman Mao Zedong, most of the Chinese arms and military advisors provided to 

Africa were devoted to supporting anti-colonial communist or socialist causes.54 Under Deng 

Xiaoping, China exported a greater variety of arms to non-socialist as well as socialist states as 

part of Deng’s strategy to increase China’s engagement with world markets and increase export 

earnings.55 After Deng’s death, Chinese conventional arms exports fell—although whether 

                                                           
53 Ibid 
54 Bromley, Duchâtel, and Holtom “China’s Exports of Small Arms and Light Weapons.” p. 36 
55 Ibid, p. 37 
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Chinese small arms exports also followed that trend remains unknown.56 In the 1990s, Chinese 

weapons were used in several conflicts in sub-Saharan Africa. Some were diverted from intended 

recipients, but China is also known to have supplied arms to opposing sides. During this period, 

conventional arms exports remained low but SALW export quantities remain unknown.57 Since 

2000, China has become one of the largest international arms exporters.58 According to the Small 

Arms Survey, China was the sixth largest small arms exporter from 2000-2006.59 In the Small 

Arms Survey’s 2015 report, China was not named as one of the largest exporters of small arms 

but was highlighted along with Russia as a “less transparent major arms supplier.60” Although 

UN Comtrade data on Chinese small arms sales is unavailable, the Small Arms Survey report 

states, “Other open source information points to China and the Russian Federation as important 

sources of supply.61”  From 2013-2017, UN Comtrade data shows that China was the largest 

exporter of arms and ammunition to Africa with $483 million in exports reported.62 UN 

Comtrade data relies on self-reported data from importers and exporters.63 This may mean that 

the results of the survey are lower than the true quantity of Chinese small arms exports.64  

UN Comtrade defines military SALW as follows:65 

1. Military SALW is defined to cover the following UN Comtrade categories: 

Rocket launchers, flame-throwers, grenade launchers, torpedo tubes and similar 

                                                           
56  Ibid 
57  Ibid 
58 China Power Team “How dominant is China in the global arms trade?”  
59 Bromley, Duchâtel, and Holtom “China’s Exports of Small Arms and Light Weapons.” p. 39 
60 Paul Holtom, and Irene Pavesi. “Trade Update 2018: Sub-Saharan Africa in Focus.” smallarmssurvey.org. the 
Small Arms Survey, December 2018.  http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/fileadmin/docs/S-Trade-Update/SAS-Trade-
Update-2018.pdf 
61 Ibid, p. 76 
62 UNcomtrade Analytics, UN Comtrade Database. United Nations https://comtrade.un.org/labs/data-explorer/. 
63 Ibid  
64 Bromley, Duchâtel, and Holtom “China’s Exports of Small Arms and Light Weapons.” p. 39 
65 Ibid, p. 41  
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projectors (930120); Other military weapons (930190, i.e. military rifles, machine 

guns etc.); Other artillery weapons (930119, i.e. cannons, mortars etc.). 

2. Military rifles refers to the category Other military weapons (930190, i.e. 

military rifles, machine guns etc.). 

SIPRI states:  

“African states account for the largest share of reported imports of military SALW and 

military rifles and machine guns from China…It is also evident that China is a supplier of SALW 

to states that struggle to gain access to supplies from a number of other major SALW producers 

and exporters.66”  

Part of China’s willingness to provide SALW when other states refuse to do so comes 

from China’s non-interference policy, which China has used to justify sales to African states 

even when there is a risk that the buyer will use their new arms to harm their citizens.67  This 

helps China garner greater sales and capture more of the arms market. Another benefit China 

brings to African states is its flexibility on pricing. China’s arms prices are comparatively 

affordable, and Beijing is often willing to sweeten the pot through “friendship pricing,” and 

flexible financing options such as “soft loans, barter trade, and mining concessions.68” Sub-

Saharan Africa is not a lucrative region for Beijing’s SALW sales, but China has still become a 

key supplier for the above reasons.69 A 2012 Washington Post article described Chinese arms 

                                                           
66 Ibid 
67 Ibid, p. 42 
68 Ibid, p. 42 
69 Ibid p. 41 
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exports as “flooding Sub-Saharan Africa.70” Pieter D. Wezeman of SIPRI described China’s 

sales in the region as a “stepping-stone” on the path to becoming a “first-tier arms exporter.” As 

of 2018, China had become the second-largest arms supplier to Sub-Saharan Africa, providing 

24% of arms sold to the region. Russia is the largest, providing 28% of arms transferred to Sub-

Saharan Africa.71   

 Beijing uses a variety of actors when arranging arms transfer deals with African nations, 

though details of these interactions remain uncertain. SIPRI notes, “It is assumed that 

connections are made between African states’ defense ministries, militaries, and defense attachés 

in Beijing and their Chinese counterparts.72” China encourages these efforts, as its 2006 African 

Policy states: 

“China will promote high-level military exchanges between the two sides and actively 

carry out military-related technological exchanges and cooperation. It will continue to 

help train African military personnel and support defense and army building of African 

countries for their own security.73”  

 China has sought to increase military cooperation with African states through summits 

such as the China-Africa Peace and Security Forum. The first Peace and Security Forum was 

held in Beijing in July 2019, and focused on “technical and specialized exchanges,74”according 

to Chinese Academy of Social Sciences researcher Wang Hongyi. Wang emphasized that 

                                                           
70 Colum Lynch. “China's Arms Exports Flooding Sub-Saharan Africa.” The Washington Post. WP Company, 
August 25, 2012. https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/chinas-arms-exports-flooding-sub-
saharan-africa/2012/08/25/16267b68-e7f1-11e1-936a-b801f1abab19_story.html 
71 Sarah Zheng. “Security Forum Shows Chinese Military's Route to Africa.” South China Morning Post, July 13, 
2019 https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3018414/beijing-security-forum-shows-how-chinese-
military-takes-belt 
72 Bromley, Duchâtel, and Holtom “China’s Exports of Small Arms and Light Weapons.” p. 42 
73  Ibid 
74 Zheng. “Security Forum Shows Chinese Military's Route to Africa.”  
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African states and the UN emphasized the importance of security cooperation with Africa and 

pointed out that enhancing African security also promotes China’s interests. Most cooperation 

will take the form of training and joint exercises between the PLA and African states’ militaries. 

China has already conducted bilateral training exercises and sent military attaches to numerous 

African states.75 China also reiterated a 2015 pledge to provide $100 million for African security 

aid and promised an additional $80 million to Africa’s peacekeeping forces, the AU’s African 

Standby Force (ASF) and the African Capability for Immediate Response to Crisis (ACIRC). 

Additionally, Beijing has invited “tens of thousands” of African military officials to China for 

training workshops.76    

State-owned enterprises such as Norinco play an essential role in negotiating arms 

transfers.77 There have also been several instances of China using European individuals to 

negotiate deals between Beijing and African states, notably an export of 80,000 guns and 32 

million rounds of ammunition from China to Nigeria brokered by an unauthorized British 

national.78 

 From 2006-2010, UN Comtrade and other unspecified data compiled by SIPRI show that 

China sold SALW to “the DRC, Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Liberia, Madagascar, Namibia, Niger, 

Nigeria, Sierra Leone, Tanzania, Togo, Uganda, and Zimbabwe.79 Ethiopia is a historically 

important buyer, acquiring “ammunition, light mortars, and rifles” in 1998-2000 and over $16 

million worth of SALW from China in 2006-2007.80 Its most recent reported purchase of 

                                                           
75 Lina Benabdallah. “Analysis | China-Africa Military Ties Have Deepened. Here Are 4 Things to Know.” The 
Washington Post. WP Company, July 6, 2018. https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-
cage/wp/2018/07/06/china-africa-military-ties-have-deepened-here-are-4-things-to-know/ 
76 Bromley, Duchâtel, and Holtom “China’s Exports of Small Arms and Light Weapons.” p. 42  
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78 Ibid, p. 44 
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Chinese arms was of $50 million in arms and ammunition in 2013.81 It is important to note that 

UN Comtrade’s definition of the arms and ammunition category is extensive and includes far 

more than SALW.82 For example, the category includes grenades, missiles, torpedoes, mines, 

and swords. It also includes non-military SALW such as hunting rifles and shotguns.83  

 Other important buyers include Uganda, which purchased $6 million worth of  SALW 

from China in 2010; Ghana, which bought $3 million in  SALW in 2010; and Sudan, which 

acquired $3 million worth of  SALW from 2008-2009.84 From 2013-2017, UN Comtrade data 

shows that while Uganda spent under $1 million on Chinese arms and ammunition, Ghana spent  

$73 million, South Sudan spent $3 million, and Sudan spent $213 million.85 China’s military 

relationship with Sudan is a subject of controversy. In addition to its sales of weapons to Sudan, 

China reportedly helped Sudan produce SALW and ammunition at Sudan’s Giad Industrial 

Complex, although details of this cooperation remain unknown.86 Nigeria also began production 

of a Chinese assault rifle with assistance from Beijing since at least 2012.87 UN Comtrade data 

show no records of Chinese SALW sales to Zimbabwe, Liberia, and Sierra Leone, but other 

sources say otherwise. SIPRI notes that deliveries of Chinese arms have been “widely reported” 

elsewhere, including Zimbabwe receiving 20,000 Chinese rifles in 2011, Liberia receiving 50 

sub-machine guns, 100 pistols, and ammunition for them from China in 2008, and Sierra Leone 

received a Chinese artillery battery in 2011.88 

                                                           
81 UN Comtrade Analytics, UN Comtrade Database. United Nations. 
82 “Harmonized System Nomenclature 2017.” World Customs Organization. Accessed November 22, 2019. 
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85“UN Comtrade Analytics.” UN Comtrade Database. United Nations. 
86 Bromley, Duchâtel, and Holtom “China’s Exports of Small Arms and Light Weapons.” p. 46 
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SIPRI data paint a different picture than the self-reported UN Comtrade data do. The 

different values between the two data sets reflect how difficult it is to accurately track Chinese 

arms sales. Small arms are particularly difficult to track, as no small arms or light weapons 

except man-portable air defenses are included in the UN Register of Conventional Arms. A 

visual aid showing trends in Chinese arms sales to African countries based on SIPRI data from 

2013-2018 accessed through CSIS’ China Power Project can be found below.89  

 China’s largest buyer by far was Algeria. Other important buyers were Tanzania, Nigeria, 

Cameroon, and Sudan. Algeria is an outlier in spending over $100 million on Chinese arms and 

ammunition in two of the six years represented on the graph. Most other nations did not reach the 

$100 million threshold, and those that did only spent that much in one of the six years.         

                                                           
89 China Power Team. “How dominant is China in the global arms trade?” To view CSIS’ interactive arms sales 
tracker, visit https://chinapower.csis.org/china-global-arms-trade/ 
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 Arms sale values represented in million $USD 

Controversies: The Unauthorized Recipient Problem and Possible Embargo Violations 

       Although China’s government prohibits the transfer of weapons, including SALW, to 

“unauthorized non-state actors,” non-state actors in Sub-Saharan Africa have been documented 

using Chinese weapons, including militias in Sudan’s Darfur region in 2006 and in the DRC’s 
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eastern region.90 No evidence exists to suggest that China directly or deliberately supplies 

unauthorized non-state actors, with SIPRI citing “the Congolese armed forces, Rwanda, and 

Uganda as likely sources” for these groups.91 As such, these states likely import arms from 

China and then re-transfer them to their favored non-state actors. Because of China’s non-

interference policy, Beijing may not be concerned and may view any use of Chinese arms after 

the initial sale to a state as the buyer’s responsibility. 

   China’s responsibility is less clear in the case of UN arms embargo violations. A BBC 

report in 2008 found Chinese army trucks in Darfur with plates proving that they had been 

shipped from China to Sudan after the UN enacted an arms embargo in response to the Darfur 

crisis.92 The trucks were equipped with anti-aircraft guns which were mounted in Sudan after the 

trucks arrived from China. At least one of the trucks was confirmed to be equipped with a 

Chinese anti-aircraft gun. Eyewitnesses reported that Sudanese government forces fired on 

civilian homes using the trucks’ anti-aircraft guns. The same report found that China had trained 

Sudanese pilots flying the Chinese A5 Fantan fighter jet and supplied Sudan with trainer aircraft. 

The BBC confirmed that two A5s were stationed at the Nyala airport in Darfur in February 2008, 

when eyewitnesses in Darfur reported that fighter jets conducted strikes against civilians.93 

However, the eyewitnesses were unable to confirm whether the jets used were A5s.  

The Darfur arms embargo was enacted in July 2004 and prohibited the supply of weapons 

to all non-governmental actors operating in North, South, or West Darfur.94 The embargo was 
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94 “UN Arms Embargo on Sudan (Darfur Region).” SIPRI. Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, 
October 25, 2012. https://www.sipri.org/databases/embargoes/un_arms_embargoes/sudan 



24 
 

expanded in Security Council Resolution 1591 (March 2005) to include the Sudanese 

government inside Darfur. However, neither the initial embargo nor the 2005 expansion 

prohibited the delivery of arms and equipment to the Sudanese government outside the Darfur 

region.95 As such, Beijing has plausible deniability. The BBC report offers no proof that China 

transferred weapons directly to Darfur. To avoid violating the embargo, China likely transferred 

arms to the Sudanese government, which then transported those arms into Darfur. It is unlikely 

that China did not know what Sudan would do, as the BBC writes Sudan “has told the UN that it 

will send military equipment wherever it likes within its sovereign territory.96” China claims that 

it “told Sudan’s government not to use Chinese military equipment in Darfur,” but China’s non-

interference policy means that Beijing likely did nothing to compel Sudan to obey its order.97 

Brian Wood, a military and policing expert from Amnesty International, said in 2012 that “China 

and Russia are selling arms to the Government of Sudan in the full knowledge that many of them 

are likely to end up being used to commit human rights violations in Darfur.98” The Amnesty 

International article also stated “Chinese-manufactured small arms ammunition is being used in 

Darfur by SAF (Sudanese armed forces), other Sudanese security agencies and SAF-backed 

militia groups.99” Witnesses found ammunition marked with Chinese “manufacture codes” and 

“(20)06 and (20)08 manufacture dates,” both of which were after the UN imposed a total arms 

embargo in Darfur in 2005.100 

 China is also accused of attempting to violate the UN arms embargo on Libya in 2011. 

SIPRI states “Documents found in Libya in 2011 appeared to show that representatives of 
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96 Andersson, “China is ‘Fuelling War in Darfur’.” 
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98 “Darfur: New Weapons from China and Russia Fuelling Conflict.” Amnesty International, February 8, 2012.  
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Chinese arms manufacturers met with representatives of the Muammar Gaddafi regime in July 

2011 and offered to sell the regime conventional arms to the value of $200 million. Gaddafi’s 

headquarters in Tripoli was captured by the rebels on August 23rd, and after fleeing, Gaddafi 

himself was killed on October 20, 2011.101 At the time, Libya was the subject of a United 

Nations arms embargo.102” Officials from Norinco, China Precision Machinery Import-Export 

Company and Xinxing Import and Export Company, state-owned arms export enterprises, met 

with Libyan officials in Beijing in July 2011.103 Beijing insists that there was no wrongdoing 

because the meetings with Chinese defense company representatives were informal contacts with 

Libyan officials rather than meetings to set the terms of an arms sale, and thus did not require 

approval from the Chinese government.104   

Conclusions and Recommendations 

 Proliferation problems related to China’s weapons exports are likely to continue as China 

seems unlikely to change its export control system and continues to follow its current 

interpretation of the principle of non-interference. As of now, it appears that China views 

refusing to sell arms to regimes that violate human rights as being inconsistent with China’s non-

interference doctrine. However, in the hands of human rights violators, Chinese arms wreak 

devastation on civilians. This is evidenced in Sudan’s Darfur region and in the Democratic 

                                                           
101 The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica. “Libya Revolt of 2011.” Encyclopædia Britannica. Encyclopædia 
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Republic of the Congo where they were used to carry out massacres.105 Selling arms to human 

rights violators is arguably a higher form of interference than refusing to sell.  

 There is little the U.S. can do to dissuade African nations from buying Chinese arms; nor 

is there much hope that the U.S. can persuade China to reform its inadequate arms transfer 

control system. However, the U.S. could potentially motivate African nations to more 

responsibly use military equipment by rewarding states that protect human rights through greater 

humanitarian and development aid and foreign direct investment, while imposing targeted 

sanctions on the officials of all African states106 known to violate human rights or to divert their 

weapons to non-state actors. While the prospects for success are somewhat slimmer, the U.S. 

could attempt a similar approach with China by economically incentivizing Beijing to improve 

its transfer control system and offering to share best practices and technical assistance. 

Attempting to impose further sanctions on China for its arms sales practices would likely harm 

the relationship and yield little positive impact; but rewarding China for improving its transfer 

controls has the potential to improve both human rights outcomes in Africa and the US-China 

bilateral relationship. If China could be persuaded to improve its transfer controls through this 

method, it could eventually cooperate with the US in rewarding states that do not divert weapons 

to non-state actors.     
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