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THE ARMS TRAFFIC TO THE THIRD WORLD: U.S. ROLE 
Arms sales by industrialized countries are turning the Third World into an armed camp. Estimates suggest that three quarters of the 

current world trade in weapons is with the Third World nations of Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East. The arms bought 
by these countries are more often used against their own citizens than against foreign enemies. Moreover, as the levels of lethality and 
sophistication of the arms increase, so do the violence and bloodshed inflicted when fighting occurs. 

Military expenditures constitute a heavy economic burden on these Third World countries. Arms purchases represent a diversion of 
resources badly needed for social and economic development. The U.N. reports that Third World countries spend six times more on 
military hardware than what they invest in public health and social services. When added to the economic downswing in the developed 
countries, these expenditures adversely affect the goal of Third World economic development. 

Against this background of a darkened economic outlook, a greater awareness of the scarcity of resources and the fragility of the 
physical environment, the continued mindless and uninhibited wastage of the arms race becomes ever more incongruous and 
unacceptable. 

This ISSUE BRIEF begins with an interview of Stephen Goose, Senior Research Analyst at the Center for Defense Information, and 
examines the consequences 'of the arms trade with Third World Countries. D 

"One very telling statistic 
is that Africa's arms im
ports made up 6.6 percent 
of its total imports in 1983, 
a higher percentage than 
any region of the world ex
cept the Middle East's 12.2 
percent, and much greater 
than Latin America's 3 .5 
percent, Asia's 1.2 percent 
or Europe's 0.8 percent." Stephen Goose 

What is the magnitude of the arms sales to the Third 
World? 
GOOSE: In 1984, global arms sales to the Third World 
totalled about $32 billion. This represents a decrease from 
the record levels of $46 billion in 1980 and $45 billion in 
1982. The decline is primarily the result of deteriorating 
economic conditions in Third World nations. In just the 
past five years, Third World countries have taken deliv
ery of over 7000 tanks and self-propelled guns, 8000 artil
lery pieces, 400 combat ships and submarines, 3000 mili
tary aircraft, and 8500 surface-to-air missiles. Over the 
past ten years, the United States alone has provided about 
$100 billion in arms to the Third World, roughly one-third 
of the total. The top U.S. arms recipients in the Third 
World include Saudi Arabia, Israel, Egypt, South Korea, 
Taiwan and Pakistan. 

How would you compare the volume and nature of arms 
sales under the Carter and Reagan administrations? 
GOOSE: Arms sales to the Third World increased by 
about 25 percent during Reagan's first four years com
pared to the Carter years. There was a shift from a policy 
of nominal restraint to one of open promotion of arms 
sales abroad. There was also a shift away from Carter's 
emphasis on human rights and economic aid. Prohibitions 
on military aid to repressive governments in places like 
Pakistan, Argentina, and Chile were dropped. The Rea
gan administration clearly has emphasized military assis
tance over humanitarian aid. Under this administration, 
military aid has been given a much higher priority than in 
the past. In general, we have seen a predilection on the 
part of the Reagan administration to rely on military initia-
tives to accomplish their foreign policy objectives around 
the world. 
What are the reasons for these arms sales? 
GOOSE: The stated purpose in providing all these weap
ons systems, as put forward by the United States and 
Third World countries themselves, is that these weapons 
are to provide for increased security, to deter aggression 
from neighbors, and to increase the efficiency of their 
armed forces. From a military perspective, the arms sales 
instead often tend to foster instability throughout the 
Third World; in Africa, Central America, Asia and the 
Middle East, these weapons increase tensions between 
neighbors instead of fostering peaceful, diplomatic resolu
tions to conflicts. They are used by dictatorial regimes to 
help bolster their power internally. Of the approximately 
50 military-dominated, repressive governments around 
the world, the United States, in any one year, supplies 

· weapons to about 30. The major objective of the United 
States and the Soviet Union in supplying arms to the Third 



World is to gain influence in these countries, although 
they may be secondarily concerned about their respective 
security problems. On the whole , one can argue that the 
two super-powers have the same objective in supplying 
arms to the Third World : the more influence they can 
acquire , the easier it will be for them to accomplish their 
foreign policy objectives. 
What are some of the consequences and/or trade-offs that 
Third World countries experience by devoting so much of 
their resources to arms purchases? 
GOOSE: The basic point is that economic progress is 
inhibited . Internal economic problems are far more seri
ous for most Third World nations than any threat from an 
external power. Economic problems are frequently the 
root causes of political instability in the Third World; 
arms sales compound these problems. With rampant pov
erty and huge foreign debts, Third World countries slip 
further into the economic doldrums by devoting so much 
revenue to arms and not to social-economic programs. It 
is virtually impossible for some Third World countries to 
devote so much money to arms purchases and still have 
enough to take care of the basic needs of their people. 
Funds devoted to weapons absorb economic resources 
and consume a large portion of the scarce foreign ex
change of poor nations', thereby undermining develop
ment programs. 

"Arms sales do not prevent war. At best they 
may delay it or create a temporary stand-off. In 
fact, the recipient may come to believe that if 
only it can get more and better weapons, it can 
solve all its problems . ... " 

What are some of the other dangers of arms sales? 

GOOSE: Massive arms sales tend to spur regional arms 
races . This is most clear in the Middle East, but is also 
true of Africa where the U.S. arms Somalia, the Soviets 
arm Ethiopia; the U.S. arms Egypt, the Soviets arm Lib
ya. Arms transfers also lead to an increase in the destruc
tive capabilities of the recipient and in the level of vio
lence in the area. Future conflicts are li~ely to be much 
more destructive with more casualties and more damage 
to the civilian population and property. Arms sales do not 
prevent war. At best they may delay it or create a tempo-
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rary stand-off. In fact , the recipient may come to believe 
that if only it can get more and better weapons, it can 
solve all its problems-which could mean greater intransi
gence and refusal to seek political and economic 
solutions. 

The U.S. and other suppliers have very little control 
over how their weapons are used once delivered. Ameri
can weapons have been used to launch attacks on neigh
bors-Morocco against the Polisario for example, or Isra
el against Iraq-and to suppress internal dissent. 
Who are the world's largest arms merchants to the Third 
World? 
GOOSE: The United States and the Soviet Union have 
been the "Big Two" for a long time. Throughout most of 
the post World War II period, the United States was the 
major supplier, but the Soviet Union began to catch up in 
the 1970s, then surpassed the U.S. from 1979-1982. The 
U.S . regained the number one spot in 1983, but the Soviet 
Union-edged back in front in 1984. Non-communist na
tions combined provide far more weaponry to the Third 
World than communist nations combined-$113 billion 
versus $72 billion for the past five years . In 1984, non
communist nations accounted for 63 percent of the arms 
provided to Third World nations. Other key western na
tions that supply arms are France, Britain, Italy, and West 
Germany. 
Where does Africa fit into global arms trade? 
GOOSE: The Middle East/Persian Gulf region (including 
Egypt) dominates global arms trade, with roughly half of 
worldwide arms deliveries going there and about three
fourths of deliveries to the Third World. In 1983, Africa's 
share of global arms imports was 13 percent, a greater 
share than Asia's 9 percent or Latin America's 7 percent. 
In 1973 Africa's share was only 3.4 percent. Over the past 
five years, African nations have imported $28 billion 
worth of arms, twice the amount of the previous five 
years. Libya alone accounted for $12 billion in arms. The 
other major arms importers are Algeria and Morocco in 
northern Africa, and Ethiopia, Angola, and Nigeria in 
sub-Saharan Africa. One very telling statistic is that Afri
ca's arms imports made up 6.6 percent of its total imports 
in 1983, a higher percentage than any region of the world 
except the Middle East's 12.2 percent, and much greater 
than Latin America's 3.5 percent, Asia's 1.2 percent or 
Europe's .8 percent. This indicates a very heavy military 
burden and high degree of militarization in Africa. 0 

The Center for Defense lnformanon is a private, non-profit research 
organization in Washington, D.C. headed by retired military offi
cers. CDI supports a strong defense, but opposes excmve expendi
tures for weapons and policies that increase the danger of nuclear or 
conventional war around the globe. CDI believes that strong social, 
economic and political structures contribute equally to national 
security and are essential to the strength and welfare of the United 
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THE GROWTH OF U.S. ARMS SALES TO THE THIRD WORLD 
------------------~---

''[President Jimmy] Carter believed that arms sales are basically immoral 
and he discouraged official support. That negativism on trying to help our 
friends and allies has disappeared." -Air Force Lt. Gen. James Ahmann, 
Northrop Corporation executive and former head of the Defense Security 
Assistance 

During the 1950s and 60s, U.S. foreign military sales to 
the Third World were relatively small, averaging $230 
million a year. But under the Nixon administration, key 
restraints were dropped and arms sales shot up. U.S. 
foreign military sales to the Middle East and South Asia 
jumped from $265.5 million during fiscal year 1970 to 
$857 .3 million in fiscal 1971, and $1.3 billion in 1972; other 
Third World regions experienced similar increases. U.S. 
foreign military sales to the Third World totalled $351.8 
million in fiscal 1970; in fiscal 1978 they amounted to $11 
billion, or 81 percent of America's worldwide total of 
$13.5 billion. In fact, between 1975 and 1979, U.S. eco
nomic assistance to developing coJmtries totalled $24.1 
billion, and its arms sales were nearly $23.6 billion. The 
increase in arms sales under Nixon was connected to a 
growing balance of payments problem and to the need of 
arms makers to offset the drop in weapons orders for the 
Vietnam war. Arms sales also fitted in with the Nixon 
doctrine-a new foreign policy placing emphasis on send
ing weapons and equipment rather than American troops 
to protect U.S. interests abroad. 

Jimmy Carter, who campaigned on a pledge "to in
crea~ the emphasis on peace and to reduce the commerce 
in weapons,'' on 19 May 1977, issued a series of guidelines 
aimed at curbing arms sales. But Carter's new controls 
did not cover "commercial" exports, i.e., direct sales by 
U.S. companies to foreign governments, as opposed to 
"foreign military sales" which are arranged through the 
Pentagon. Nor did they include military construction 
work and other technical services. Carter's policy also 
allowed exceptions for "extraordinary circumstances" 
and for countries with which the United States had "ma
jor defense treaties." The official rationale for arms ex
ports, as stated in the Carter administration's fiscal 1979 
presentation to Congress, was that "by assisting friendly 
and allied nations to acquire and maintain the capability to 
defend themselves, we serve our world-wide interests in 
collective security and peace." During the Carter presi
dency, American yearly arms sales to Third World coun
tries averaged at under $10 billion. 

When the Reagan administration took office, it rejected 
the Carter policy of restraint in U.S. arms sales and sub
stituted a new policy in which arms sales, rather than 
economic assistance, became "weapons of diplomacy" in 
U.S. dealings with the Third World. For the 198~81 peri
od, total U.S. foreign economic aid was $8.6 billion com
pared to $9.5 billion in military sales to Third World coun
tries; to ease the burden on poor, debt-ridden Third World 
countries seeking arms, the administration offered either 

'I outright grants or eased lending terms. In 1982, a Special 
Defence Acquisition Fund was created for this purpose. 

~
uring the same year, the U .S.transferred $14.9 billion) 

worth of arms to the Third World, compared to $5. I bil
on in e_conomic a~sistance. In addition, Official Develop-

ment Assistance (ODA) from the U.S . increased from 
0.20 percent ofihe GNP in 1981 to a marginal 0.27 percent 
in 1982. Under the Reagan administration, the U.S. has 
limited its contribution to the International Development 
Association (IDA) to $750 million " ... for three years 
beginning fiscal 1985." This contribution represents 
roughly 8 percent of the total $9 billion in aid to Third 
World countries through the IDA-a sum which World 
Bank President A. W. Clausen describes as being "much 
lower, even in nominal terms, than that agreed to in 1979 
for the last IDA replenishment." 

The development assistance for social services is fur
ther negated by the fact that the World Bank allocates 
only about 5 percent of its lending for education; and 
despite the high incidence of " absolute poverty" in the 
Third World, the Bank allocates less than one percent of 
its total lending to population, health, and nutrition 
programs. 

The arms sales to the Third World has entailed severe 
socio-economic hardships. It has also generated social 
tensions, perverted democratic processes, and weakened 
those patterns of social evolution which represent the 
only genuine hope for the future of mankind. As a means 
of domestic repression , it is not least characteristic of 
countries where considerable social differences and ex
treme exploitation of large sectors of the population pre
vail. South Africa, the most militarized and aggressive 
nation in Africa, may serve as an extreme illustration; but 
a similar pattern, albeit without the racial dimension, can 
be found in at.her places. In such countries, it is not unusu
al to find for at least a period of time , a considerable rate of 
economic growth coupled with heavy armament expendi
tures. To conclude from such instances, however, that 
high military expenditure is consonant with economic 
growth, is to disregard the social ends for which growth is 
only a means . Recent events have shown that even the 
most "stable" dictatorship can erupt. The revolutions in 
Iran and Nicaragua serve as examples of what could well 
occur in Morocco, South Korea, the Philippines or any of 
the various other U.S. arms recipients. 

Nor should it be forgotten that India and Pakistan used 
U.S. weapons against each other in their 1965 and 1971 
wars; Turkey used U.S . arms in its 1974 invasion of Cy
prus; and Argentina and Britain fought each other, both 
using US-supplied aircrafts and missiles, during the Falk
lands/Malvinas dispute. 

While the demand for more sophisticated weaponry 
continues to be concentrated among a handful of Third 
World countries, the nature of the military hardware be
ing imported has been undergoing a gradual but distinct 
change across the board . Sophisticated aircrafts and war
ships, supposedly designed to meet external threats to the 
real or perceived national security needs of Third World 
countries, have been added to a growing list of equii-' 
ments designed primarily for paramilitary purposes . In
cluded also are some of the more modern instruments of 
social surveillance and repression , euphemisti::§jcally la
belled as "soft and gentle instruments for insurgency con-
trol." 0 
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THE DIVERSION OF SCARCE RESOURCES 
--------- ------ -------

"The time has come to free ourselves from the United States and the 
countries in Europe. It is a condition of security that each nation 
manufacture its own weapons." -Brazilian Air Force Minister, 
Joelmire Campos de Araripe Maceds, 1977. 

In 1978, developing countries spent U.S. $109.6 billion 
on military expenditures (MILEX), while their central 
government expenditures (CGE) totalled $462.2 billion. 
However, public health expenditures (PHE) were a mea
ger $22.5 billion, or 21 percent of their military expendi
tures ; and public education expenditures (PE), were $67 
billion or 61 percent of their military expenditures . In 
addition , rough calculations indicate that for the same 
year, MILEX was 5.5 percent of the GNP, and 22.1 per
cent of the CGE; PHE was only 1.2 percent of the GNP, 
and PE was 3.6 percent. Thus MILEX was 18 percent 
more than PHE and PE combined. In 1978, armed forces 
per 1,000 people in developing countries were 4.9; teach
ers per 1,000 people were less at only 4.8; the number of 
physicians per 1,000 people was at an alarming 0.4; 1978 
GNP per capita in these same countries was only $571 but 
MILEX per capita was $31 , an amount which soared to 
$55 in 1979. During that same year, Africa accounted for 
19 percent of world arms imports; the Middle East, 34 
percent; East Asia, 13 percent; Latin America, 7 percent; 
and Southeast Asia, 5 percent. Between 1978 and 1982, 
the top 20 Third World weapons importers spent a total of 
$48 billion. 

In Brazil, Chile, South Korea , the Phillipines, Singa
pore, India, Pakistan , Egypt, and Israel , planners are al
ready pinning their hopes on the rapid development of 
sophisticated manufactured products with an unseem
ingly unlimited market. Th~se products include tanks, ar
moured vehicles , counter-insurgency aircraft, assault ri
fles, cluster bombs. artillery pieces, and even advanced 
jet fighters . Iraq and Libya are continuing their efforts to 
produce a nuclear bomb, while in 1981 Nigeria decided 
that it had no alternative but to go nuclear and join the 
club ofnudear speculators. [As a first step toward acquir
ing nuclear technology, the politically unstable and eco
nomically strapped Nigerian government earmarked 
about $16 million for nuclear planning and research in its 
1981-1985 development plan.] 

With a $2 billion annual income from arms sales, Brazil 
is the world's fifth largest arms exporter. By contrast, the 
country has one of the highest foreign debts in the devel
oping world-$104.4 billion-with a debt service ratio of 
46.5 percent; a life expectancy of 61 years; a declining 
GNP, an annual inflation rate of 217 percent; an infant 
mortality rate of75.4 per 1,000 live births; one physician 
per 1,000 inhabitants; and a labor force participation rate 
of only 29.3 percent. 

Argentina has the most advanced nuclear program in 
Latin America. Its foreign debt though stands at $48 bil
lion, with a debt service ratio of 95.6 percent; it has an 
annual inflation rate of 1,010 percent (June 1985); high 
unemployment; an infant mortality rate of 62 per 1,000 
Ii ve births: a !if e expectancy of 69. 7 years: and one physJ 
cian per 400 people. 

In addition to Brazil and Argentina, India, Egypt and 

Israel each have exceeded $1 billion in arms sales abroad 
in recent years . India, which detonated a nuclear "device" 
in 1974, has a GNP per capita income of only $260, a 
growth rate of only 1.8 percent between 1973 and 1982; a 
life expectancy of 55 years; an infant mortality rate of94; 
a foreign debt of $20 billion; and an inflation rate of 9 
percent. 

Egypt with a GNP per capita income of $700 and a 
growth rate of 6.6 percent, has a life expectancy of 57 
years; an infant mortality rate of 104; a foreign debt of $28 
billion; a 20 percent inflation rate; and military expendi
tures representing 15 .8 percent of the per capita income. 

Israel, on the other hand, has a GNP per capita income 
of $5,360 with a 0.2 percent growth rate. Life expectancy 
is 74 years, with an infant mortality rate of only 16 per 
1,000. The Israeli economy, however, is heavily depen
dent on aid from 'the United States; the foreign debt stands 
at $23 billion; inflation is 500 percent, and the income per 
capita going toward military expenditures is an enormous 
31.6 percent. According to the London Institute for Stra
tegic Studies, Israel weapons exports totalled $1.4 billion 
in 1980, thus making Israel the seventh largest arms trader 
in the world. 

In 1982, Third World countries as a whole accounted 
for almost 15 percent of world arms export-up from a 
minute 0.25 percent in 1964. Today their foreign debt ap
proximates $1 trillion, with Latin America and the Carib
bean accounting for about $400 billion, and Africa for 
roughly $170 billion. 

This level of non-development has been fostered and 
perpetuated to a considerable extent, by the nature of the 
advice and development assistance which developing 
countries have received from the United States and the 
international institutions dominated by it. As the world's 
number one arms merchant, the United States bears a 
heavy responsibility for the militarization of the Third 
World. 

The arms race-of which the military build-up in the 
Third World is only one aspect-represents a waste of 
resources, a diversion of the economy from humanitarian 
purposes a hindrance to national development efforts, and 
a threat to democratic processes. For example, the re
sources devoted to medical research world-wide are only 
one-fifth of those devoted to military research and devel
opment. In all cases , the resources consumed in the mili
tary sector are very large compared with the social expen
ditures of governments, even in such important fields as 
education and health-indicating the shameful priorities 
that govern the allocation of public funds throughout the 
world. 

The above discussion is only a crude indication of the 
sacrifices in terms of social and economic progress that 
the arms race entails . A more adequate assessment would 
require a survey of the needs for increased resources for 
social and other non-military purposes and a comparison 
of the . costs of meeting those needs with the costs of 
military programs. While no such systematic survey can 
be conducted here, a few examples will indicate the mag
nitude of the needs and show that even a small proportion 
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fof available fund-s would go a long way toward the allevia-
1 tion of the problem: 

I 
Nutrition And Health 

The most alarming situation of all is in the area of nutri
tion. Half a billion people throughout the world are se-
verely malnourished and millions more subsist on diets 
that are far below minimal needs. A large proportion of 
young children in developing countries are blocked in 
their physical and mental development because of diet 
deficiencies; this means incalculable consequences for 
the next generation. In recent times, famine has struck 
entire regions of the world, and on a per capita basis, food 
production in the developing countries has been declin
ing. Yet the poorest countries (those with per capita in
comes below $200) and generally those whose military 
expenditures are modest in relation to the GNP, neverthe
less, spend about as much on military activities as they 
spend on social services. 

The infant mortality rate is 142 in LDCs, compared to 
94 in developing countries as whole and 30 in industrial
ized nations. Average life expectancy in LDCs is 45 years, 
as opposed to 53 years in the developing world as a whole 
and 72 years in the industrialized nations. Less than one 
third of the population of LDCs has access to safe water; 
diarrheal diseases are rhe main causes of death amongst 
children in these countries. A United Nations' report 
warns that ''the LDCs will not achieve their objectives if 
their population, and particularly their active labor force, 
does not enjoy levels of health which permit it to become 
more productive." 

Education 

Only one in four adults in developing countries can read 
or write. In some of the less developed countries (LDCs), 
99 percent of all women are illiterate. Only 50 percent of 
all children even begin school; most of them are forced to 
drop out before completing primary education. Second
ary school enrollment is a low 17 percerit. 

Agriculture 

Agricultural production in LDCs has been constantly 
declining, with output per worker now amounting to less 
than half the developing world's average. LDCs have now 
become major importers of food, which commands rough
ly 28 percent of all export earnings. If present trends con
tinue, the food deficit of LDCs as a group is likely to 
exceed 10 million tons per annum by the year 1990. 

Conclusion 

I 
It is of course easier to identify the bad effects of the 

arms traffic in the Third World than it is to devise ways to 
i end it. It is clear, however, that this misguided emphasis 

U
n weapons must be ended and the scarce resources of 

. our world channeled into more humane uses. For this to 
appen. change must come in both the countries which 
·--- --- --- -·--·-·--·-·---------·-- ---

profit from arms sales and among the Third World elites 
who seek these arms largely to protect their power and 
privileges. 

Periodically, opportunities for the U.S. to assist in the 
de-emphasis of arms build-up arise. Argentina under Pres
ident Raul Alfonsin and Guatemala which recently elected 
Marcos Cerezo Arevalo president are perhaps the two 
most exciting prospects today. Unfortunately, the arms 
sales policy of the Reagan administration gives no reason 
to hope that these leaders will be encouraged in their 
efforts to reverse this discredited direction. 0 

Table 1 
U.S. ARMS SALES AND AID (in US$ billions) 

FY Worldwide Third World 
1975 17.4 9.8 
1976 15.8 13.l 
1977 8.3 5.3 
1978 10.0 6.3 
1979 14.5 10.5 
1980 17.2 9.9 
1981 10.2 7.5 
1982 22.9 13.5 
1983 20.9 10.3 
1984 17.0 8. 1 
1985* 19.9 11.0 
1986* 17.6 10.9 

* Estimated figures. 

Note: Figures respresent agreements in current dollars and include gov
ernment cash sales, loans and grants through various government pro
grams, plus private commercial sales. 

Sources_- Department of Defense, Congressional Research Service. Re
produced from Center for Defense Information FACT SHEET, Septem
ber 1985. 

Table 2 
TOP RECIPIENTS OF U.S. ARMS IN THE THIRD 

WORLD FY 1975-1984 (in US$ billions) 

I. Saudi Arabia 46.7 
2. Israel 10. 1 
3. Egypt 6.8 
4. South Korea 5_. l 
5. Iran* 4.9 
6. Taiwan 4.7 
7. Pakistan 2.3 
8. Jordan 2.0 
9. Thailand 1.9 

10. Kuwait 1.2 

*The U.S . stopped arms sales to Iran after FYl979. 

Other top recipients include Singapore ($925 million), Morocco ($921 
m.), Venezuela ($843 m.), Lebanon ($726 m.), United Arab Emirates 
($707 m.), El Salvador ($554 m.), Tunisia ($542 m.), Indonesia ($515 m.), 
Philippines ($448 m.), Malaysia ($423 m.), and Sudan ($403 m.). 

Note: Figures are in current dollars and include weapons, spares, other 
military equipment, construction, training and other services. 

Source: Department of Defense; reproduced from Center for Defense 
Information FACT SHEET, September 1985. 
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