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IV. The financial value of states’ arms exports 

MARK BROMLEY AND LUCIE BÉRAUD-SUDREAU 

Table 5.8 presents official data on the financial value of states’ arms exports 
in the years 2003–12. The countries included in the table are those that 
provide official data on the financial value of ‘arms exports’, ‘arms export 
licences’ or ‘arms export agreements’ for at least 6 of the 10 years covered 
and for which the average of the values given exceeds $10 million. The data 
is taken from reports by, direct quotes from, or direct communication with 
governments or official industry bodies. The stated data coverage reflects 
the language used by the original source. National practices in this area 
vary, but ‘arms exports’ generally refers to the financial value of arms actu-
ally delivered; ‘arms export licences’ generally refers to the financial value 
of licences for arms exports issued by the national export licensing author-
ity; and ‘arms export agreements’ refers to the financial value of agreements 
signed for arms exports. Neither the licences nor the agreements neces-
sarily lead to actual deliveries, and their reported values are likely to be an 
overestimate. In addition, even if they lead to actual deliveries, those are 
likely to be spread over several years. Thus, a high or low value for licences 
or agreements in one year (e.g. the very high value of agreements for the 
USA in 2012) is not necessarily indicative of a trend change.  

According to the SIPRI Arms Transfers Database, the countries that pro-
duce official data on the financial value of their arms exports account for 
over 90 per cent of the total volume of deliveries of major conventional 
weapons. By adding together the data in table 5.8 it is therefore possible to 
arrive at a rough estimate of the financial value of the global arms trade. 
However, there are significant limitations in using the data in this way. 
First, the data sets used are based on different definitions and method-
ologies and are not directly comparable.1 Second, several states (including 
the United Kingdom) release no data on ‘arms exports’, while others 
(including China) release data on neither ‘arms exports’, ‘arms export 
licences’ nor ‘arms export agreements’. However, by adding together the 
data that states have made available on the financial value of their ‘arms 
exports’, it is possible to estimate that that the total value of the global arms 
trade in 2012 was at least $58 billion. The true figure is likely to be higher.2  

 
1 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. 
Moreover, there is no standardized methodology concerning how to collect and report such data. 
E.g. some states collect data on ‘arms exports’ by using information on export licences used, while 
other states use data collected from customs agencies. 

2 It is worth noting that this figure refers to the sum of the monetary value of goods exported and 
that certain goods will be counted twice. In particular, many goods will be exports of components 
that are integrated into larger weapon systems that are then re-exported to another destination. 
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