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IV. The financial value of states’ arms exports

PIETER D. WEZEMAN AND MARK BROMLEY

Official data on the financial value of states’ arms exports in the years 2009-18
is presented in table 9.10. The data is taken from reports by—or direct quotes
from—national governments. The stated data coverage reflects the language
used by the original source. National practices in this area vary, but the term
‘arms exports’ generally refers to the financial value of the arms actually
delivered; ‘arms export licences’ generally refers to the financial value of the
licences for arms exports issued by the national export licensing authority;
and ‘arms export agreements’ or ‘arms export orders’ refers to the financial
value of contracts or other agreements signed for arms exports.

The arms export data for the states in table 9.10 is based on national defini-
tions and methodologies and is thus not necessarily comparable. There is no
internationally agreed definition of what constitutes ‘arms’ and governments
use different lists when collecting and reporting data on the financial value
of their arms exports. In addition, there is no standardized methodology
concerning how to collect and report such data, with some states reporting
on export licences issued or used and other states using data collected from
customs agencies.

According to the STPRI Arms Transfers Database, countries that produce
official data on the financial value of their arms exports accounted for over
90 per cent of the total volume of deliveries of major arms. By adding together
the data in table 9.10 it is therefore usually possible to attain a rough estimate
of the financial value of the global arms trade. There are significant limitations
in using this data to make such an estimate. First, as noted above, the data sets
used are not directly comparable. Second, several states (e.g. the United King-
dom) do not release data on arms exports but only on arms export licences,
while other states (e.g. China) do not release any data on either exports,
licences, agreements or orders. Nonetheless, by adding together the data that
states have made available on the financial value of their arms exports, as well
as estimates for those that only provide data on arms export licences, agree-
ments or orders—for earlier years when the latest data is not available—it is
possible to estimate the total value of the global arms trade.

For 2018, part of the data for the United States, which generally accounts for
around 25 per cent of the overall figure, had not been published at the time of
writing. An estimate for 2018 is thus not possible. The estimate of the financial
value of the global arms trade for 2017, the latest year for which US data is
available, was atleast $95 billion.! However, the true figure is likely to be higher.

1 For a full description of the methodology used to calculate this figure see the ‘Financial value of the
global arms trade’ page of the SIPRI website.
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