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EUROPE’S DEADLY TRADE:

ARMS EXPORTS

It is impossible to determine the number of firearms in circulation in the world, but one 
thing is certain: there have never been so many! According to recent estimates, there 
are now more than one billion firearms in existence. And if you consider the number of 
guns leaving the arsenals each day, this flow is not about to decrease.

European states bear a great share of responsibility for this situation. Weapons made 
in Europe are used to kill, harm and displace people around the globe. While people 
lose their lives, their health, their relatives and their homes in armed conflicts, arms-
producing companies generate profits. The European arms industry is an opaque sector 
that violates laws, exerts influence on decision-makers and shirks responsibility. 

However, there is insufficient control of the arms trade in Europe, and once a weapon has 
been exported nobody can guarantee anything. Between the preservation of economic 
interests and respect for human rights, between commitments made at the international 
level and the reality in practice, there are gaps and contradictions.

Faced with this complexity, GRIP and the Rosa-Luxemburg-Stiftung Brussels Office felt 
it was important for citizens to discover some of the inner workings of the system,  
to enable them to better understand and perhaps influence the decisions that  
the authorities make in this area. This comic book explains the international arms trade, 
shows what’s wrong with it and offers insights into how we can address this problem. 
We invite you to immerse yourself in this little-known world of the arms trade...  

Follow the guide!
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The Rosa-Luxemburg-Stiftung is an internationally operating, left-wing non-profit 
organisation providing civic education. It is affiliated with Germany’s «Die Linke» (Left 
Party). Active since 1990, the foundation has been committed to the analysis of social 
and political processes and developments worldwide. 

The Stiftung works in the context of the growing multiple crises facing our current 
political and economic system.  In  cooperation  with  other  progressive  organisations  
around  the  globe,  the  Stiftung  focuses  on  democratic  and  social  participation,  
the  empowerment  of  disadvantaged  groups,  and  alternative  economic and social 
development. 

The Stiftung’s international activities aim to provide civic education by  means  of  
academic  analyses,  public  programmes,  and  projects  conducted  together  with  
partner  institutions. The Rosa-Luxemburg-Stiftung works towards a more just world and 
a system based on international solidarity.

www.rosalux.eu

BRUSSELS OFFICE

http:// www.rosalux.eu


The Group for Research and Information on Peace and Security (GRIP) was established in 
1979 out of a desire to provide objective and impartial information on issues such as the 
Cold War, East-West power relations and the balance of terror (missile crisis). In the 1980s, 
GRIP became particularly well known for its analyses and reports on the arms race.

From the 1990s onwards, following the end of the Cold War, GRIP focused its work on 
broader security issues, acquiring recognised expertise on questions of armament and 
disarmament (production, transfer control and regulations, non-proliferation), conflict 
prevention and management (particularly in Africa), and European integration in the field 
of defence and security.

GRIP is an independent research centre, recognised as a continuing education 
organisation by Belgium’s French Community. The team is made up of around 20 
permanent employees, including researchers, publications and communications officers, 
and administrative and secretarial staff. Its research activities are also supported by a 
number of associate researchers, both in Belgium and abroad. GRIP is an active member 
of many international research networks.

www.grip.org

http://www.grip.org 
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Benjamin Vokar, a journalist by training, joined the 
GRIP team in 2013, where he is responsible for 
communications and publications.

A fan of comics, he came up with the idea for this 
book and wrote the script with the help of GRIP 
researchers with expertise in arms transfers, 
trafficking and trading.

Philippe Sadzot, aka Fifi, is an author, cartoonist 
and press illustrator who publishes fanzines in 
Liège (Belgium). A visual arts graduate, he studied 
at the art college ESA Saint-Luc Liège, where he 
now teaches drawing and cartoon illustration. 

Fifi has experience in all areas of comic-book 
production and has been involved in the world of 
independent comics for over 15 years. He also 
set up the publishing house poil dans la main, for 
which he regularly produces personal fanzines as 
well as silkscreen posters and postcards.

You can view his work on his blog  
fifisadzot.tumblr.com, which he updates regularly.

After training as a cartoonist at ESA Saint-Luc 
Liège, where he met Fifi, Tomasz plunged 
headlong into the rough-and-tumble world of 
the comic strip.  He contributed to a number of 
fanzines before becoming an editor at the comic-
book collective Atelier 24, which publishes a high-
quality magazine with an emphasis on inclusivity. 

Now a teacher and a colleague of Fifi, Tomasz 
expresses himself creatively as a cartoonist, 
engraver and colourist. 

You can discover his latest creations on his 
Instagram account @scraboudjas.

Thanks also go to Quentin Carez, who worked on the final pages of the comic during his 
time as an intern. His work can be found on his Instagram account @goot_of_the_rain.

About the authors

http://blog fifisadzot.tumblr.com
http://blog fifisadzot.tumblr.com
https://www.instagram.com/scraboudjas/?hl=fr
https://www.instagram.com/goot_of_the_rain/


In the language of the arms industry, weapons do not exist. We speak of «defence 
products or technologies», whose purpose is not to kill but to «protect». We do not 
talk about deaths either, but about «increased lethality», «impressive qualitative 
contribution» or «innovation representing great export opportunities».

But beyond these marketing notions, the reality is far less rosy. The weapons we 
produce here in Europe cause death on the other side of the world. And yes, when we 
export weapons to a «sensitive country» when all indications are that we should not, 
we are partly responsible when they «fall into the wrong hands» and cause misery and 
destruction.

The arms trade is opaque, vast and complex. Colossal sums of money are involved, 
there is a certain cult of secrecy and it is not always clear what is legal and what is not. 
A world that is not well known, that we invite you to discover... Follow the guide!

This is not a weapon.

(but a defence technology with  
high export potential)
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1. In 2020, almost 90 percent of the victims of explosive weapons used in populated areas were civilians. Protection of civilians 
in armed conflict, Report of the Secretary-General of the United Nations, 3 May 2021.

https://undocs.org/en/S/2021/423
https://undocs.org/en/S/2021/423
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1. The US and Pakistani secret services collaborated to secretly arm the Afghan mujahideen. These were Soviet weapons, so  
that there would no evidence of US involvement.

2. The Pentagon’s $2.2 Billion Soviet Arms Pipeline Flooding Syria, Investigation by the Balkan Investigative Reporting  
Network (BIRN) posted on its website Balkan Insight, Ivan Angelovski and Lawrence Marzouk, 12 September 2017.

https://balkaninsight.com/2017/09/12/the-pentagon-s-2-2-billion-soviet-arms-pipeline-flooding-syria-09-12-2017/
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1. Reporting requirements vary in frequency and level of detail from country to country. Trade update 2019. Transfers, Transparency, 
and South-east Asia Spotlight, Small Arms Survey report, Michael Picard, Paul Holtom and Fiona Mangan, December 2019.

http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/fileadmin/docs/S-Trade-Update/SAS-Trade-Update-2019.pdf
http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/fileadmin/docs/S-Trade-Update/SAS-Trade-Update-2019.pdf
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1. Full text: Council Common Position 2008/944/CFSP of 8 December 2008 defining common rules governing control of exports of 
military technology and equipment.

Full text:  Council Common Position 2008/944/CFSP of 8 December 2008 defining common rules governing control of exports of military technology and equipment


24

1. The Arms Trade Treaty was adopted by the UN General Assembly on 2 April 2013. Following its signature by 130 states, it entered 
into force on 24 December 2014.

https://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=XXVI-8&chapter=26&clang=_en
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1. This international sanction involves a partial or total restriction of arms transfers to one or more recipients. It aims to encourage 
the combatants to negotiate an end to hostilities. For more details, check out the GRIP database of arms embargoes.

https://embargo.grip.org
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1. Such as Conflict Armament Research, a British organisation that carries out investigations in conflict zones to find the  
origin of weapons and ammunition.

2. The iTrace tool, for example, funded by the European Union and Germany, provides a clearer overview of the provenance  
of weapons and ammunition recovered in war zones.

http://Conflict Armament Research
https://itrace.maps.arcgis.com/apps/opsdashboard/index.html#/71e05fa765964469a7f02d010d59a247
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1. There have been several instances where receiving states have ordered weapons for their government forces, only to then 
illegally transfer them to armed groups serving their geostrategic interests. In early 2020,  for example, the United Arab Emirates 
flew more than 150 cargoes of weapons to Libya to support Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar’s forces. Report of the (UN) Panel of 
Experts on Libya, 8 March 2021.

https://undocs.org/en/S/2021/229
https://undocs.org/en/S/2021/229
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1. Yemen Papers, investigation by investigative journalism NGO Disclose in partnership with Mediapart, Konbini, Radio France,  
Arte and The Intercept, April 2019.

http:// Yemen Papers, investigation by investigative journalism NGO Disclose in partnership with Mediapart, Konbini, Radio France, Arte and The Intercept, April 2019.
http:// Yemen Papers, investigation by investigative journalism NGO Disclose in partnership with Mediapart, Konbini, Radio France, Arte and The Intercept, April 2019.
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1. World’s largest arms exporters in 2015–19, SIPRI database, Stockholm International Peace Research Institute.

https://www.sipri.org/databases
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1. Top 100 arms industry companies, SIPRI database, Stockholm International Peace Research Institute.

https://www.sipri.org/databases
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1. Low estimate by SIPRI, The SIPRI Top 100 Arms-producing and Military Services Companies, 2018. December 2019.

https://www.sipri.org/publications/2019/sipri-fact-sheets/sipri-top-100-arms-producing-and-military-services-companies-2018
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1. Israeli company Elbit Systems, for instance, boasts that its drones have been combat proven in Gaza... (Corporate Watch and 
Elbit Systems website).

https://corporatewatch.org/elbit-systems-company-profile-2/
https://elbitsystems.com/products/uas/


41

1. The investigation was conducted in 2018 by Mediapart, Der Spiegel and La Repubblica, based on WikiLeaks documents.  
See in particular: Fabrice Arfi, «De la corruption à la guerre au Yémen, l’histoire secrète des chars français», Mediapart,  
28 September 2018.

https://www.mediapart.fr/journal/international/280918/de-la-corruption-la-guerre-au-yemen-l-histoire-secrete-des-chars-francais?onglet=full
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1. «As for the Leclerc tanks, I can assure you that their deployment in Yemen has made a big impression on military personnel in 
the region.» Nexter CEO Stéphane Mayer during a hearing at the French National Assembly (in French), 2 March 2016.  

2. Jean Guisnel, Armes de corruption massive: secrets et combines des marchands de canons, La Découverte, 2011; Compendium 
of Arms Trade Corruption, World Peace Foundation.

http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/cr-cdef/15-16/c1516037.asp
https://www.editionsladecouverte.fr/armes_de_corruption_massive-9782707153074
https://sites.tufts.edu/corruptarmsdeals/compendium-cases/
https://sites.tufts.edu/corruptarmsdeals/compendium-cases/
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1. Another benefit for exporting states is that it makes importing countries dependent on their suppliers, especially for high-tech 
armaments, meaning guaranteed maintenance contracts for decades to come...
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1. There are various tools tracking current conflicts.

2. Forced displacement passes 80 million by mid-2020, UNHCR, 9 December 2020.
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1.  In 2007, the United States Government Accountability Office found that 110,000 of the 185,000 AK-47 rifles supplied to the Iraqi 
security forces were no longer in the official arsenals in Baghdad. This is a very compelling example of what can go wrong. DOD 
Cannot Ensure That U.S.-Funded Equipment Has Reached Iraqi Security Forces, Report to Congressional Committees, July 2007.

https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-07-711.pdf
https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-07-711.pdf
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1. For more information about this initiative, see humanium-metal.com.

http://humanium-metal.com
http://humanium-metal.com
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1. Small Arms Survey database – Global Firearms Holdings.

http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/de/weapons-and-markets/tools/global-firearms-holdings.html
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1. Figures taken from SIPRI Yearbook 2021, published by the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute.

2. Achieving Zero Hunger: The critical role of investments in social protection and agriculture, Report of the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations, July 2015.

https://sipri.org/yearbook/2021
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1. «The potential for the disastrous rise of misplaced power exists and will persist. We must never let the weight of this 
combination endanger our liberties or democratic processes...», Extract from President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s Farewell 
Address, delivered on 17 January 1961.

https://www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php?flash=false&doc=90&page=transcript
https://www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php?flash=false&doc=90&page=transcript
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1. Quote from Bob Hunter, one of the founding members of Greenpeace.



Illustrations © Frédéric Thiry



   Further reading

•  European Network Against Arms Trade and Rosa-Luxemburg-Stiftung, Brussels Office (2021):  
A militarised Union 
Understanding and confronting the militarisation of the European Union 
rosalux.eu/a-militarised-union 

•  Transnational Institute (2021):  
Smoking guns 
How European arms exports are forcing millions from their homes  
tni.org/en/publication/smoking-guns

•  Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) (2021):  
SIPRI Yearbook: Armaments, Disarmament and International Security 
sipri.org/yearbook

•  Campaign Against Arms Trade (2021):  
EU Export Data Browser 
caat.org.uk/data/exports-eu

•  Centre Delàs, ECP and IDHC (2020):  
Arms trade, conflicts and human rights.  
Analysis of European arms exports to countries in armed conflict and human rights violations  
centredelas.org/publicacions

http://rosalux.eu/a-militarised-union
http://tni.org/en/publication/smoking-guns 
http://sipri.org/yearbook
http://caat.org.uk/data/exports-eu
http://centredelas.org/publicacions 
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