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machine guns appeared on the streets of Khartoum following protests sur-

rounding the death of SPLA leader John Garang in August 2005; they were 

also seen in larger numbers in a Sudanese military parade held in Khartoum 

in December 2007.24 

  It seems, then, that the GNU’s major arms acquisitions continue to derive 

from military relationships familiar since the North–South civil war, when 

from the mid-1990s onwards Russian and Chinese military vehicles and weap-

ons systems were reportedly supplied to Khartoum, in some cases with Iranian 

financing of Chinese equipment (HRW, 1998).25 

Small arms and light weapons: China and Iran
What roles do these established government–military relationships play in the 

supply of small arms and light weapons to GNU forces? Customs data from 

UN Comtrade suggests that transfers from Iran and China of small arms and 

light weapons, and other military weapons, escalated between 2003 and 2005, 

and that they have remained at relatively high levels since then (see Tables 2–4). 

Table 2 Reported exporters to Sudan of SALW, SALW ammunition, military weapons 

and parts, 2003–08, in USD, according to UN Comtrade

Reported by exporting states Reported by Sudan

China 774,089 43,136,048

Egypt 1,846 1,147,410

France 1,746,079 10,824

Germany 295,000 364,644

Hong Kong 1,015,973

Iran 4,452,577 17,524,249

Italy 285,776

Saudi Arabia 240 783,411

Senegal 5,906,755

Turkey 241,524 152,337

UAE 63 390,139
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Table 3 Sources of Sudanese-reported imports of SALW, SALW ammunition, military 

weapons and parts, 2003–08, in USD, according to UN Comtrade

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008

China 2,824,999 19,864,146 23,292,923 9,546,241 5,976,229 102,902

Egypt 9,934 40,127 82,816 564,530 384,513 1,846

Germany 68,712 34,863 46,965 214,104 128,000

Hong 
Kong

1,015,973

Iran 15,800,514 1,242,676 452,069 183,247 817,530

Italy 2,880 281,078 1,818

Kuwait 31,260 21,742 82,380

Russian 
Federation

182,875

Saudi 
Arabia

8,258 9,825 156,850 587,474

Turkey 10,733 281,142 14,396 87,471 582,001

UAE 2,636 4,261 32,385 285,596 65,261

TOTALS 18,725,786 22,675,165 24,212,272 10,953,280 8,628,930 232,748

Table 4 Sources of exporter-reported exports of SALW, SALW ammunition, military 

weapons and parts, 2003–08, in USD, according to UN Comtrade

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008

China 420,438 176,245 35,920 38,584 102,902

Cyprus 139 25,969 31,041 47,560 88,618 41,591

France 124,505 468,861 83,364 266,132 422,637 380,580

Germany 21,000 25,000 121,000 128,000

Iran 4,452,577

Senegal 5,906,755

Turkey 14,765 31,221 39,521 89,992 66,025

TOTALS 559,847 5,154,873 6,117,601 467,268 698,280 653,073
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Notes for Tables 2–4:

Only countries with cumulatively reported transfers during this period of over USD 100,000 have been included 
(see Box 1 for a discussion of the limitations to Comtrade customs data).

Comtrade codes included:

SALW		  930200	 Revolvers and pistols					   
		  930320	 Sporting/hunting/target-shooting shotguns, including combination 
			   shotgun-rifles (excluding muzzle-loading)
		  930330	 Rifles, sporting, hunting, or target-shooting		
		  930510	 Parts and accessories of revolvers or pistols		
		  930521	 Shotgun barrels
		  930529	 Parts and accessories of shotguns or rifles

SALW ammunition	 930621	 Shotgun cartridges and parts thereof			 
		  930630	 Other cartridges and thereof bombs, grenades, torpedoes, mines, missiles,
 			   and similar munitions of war			 

Military weapons	 930100	 Military weapons, other than handguns, swords, etc.		
and parts 		  930111	 Artillery weapons (e.g. guns, howitzers, and mortars), self-propelled
		  930119	 Artillery weapons (e.g. guns, howitzers, and mortars), other than self-propelled
		  930120	 Rocket launchers; flame-throwers; grenade launchers; torpedo tubes and
			   similar projectors				  
		  930590	 Parts and accessories of weapons
		  930630	 Other cartridges and thereof bombs, grenades, torpedoes, mines, missiles,
			   and similar munitions of war
		  930690	 Munitions of war, ammunition/projectiles, and parts

Transfers to Sudan erroneously reported in Comtrade as originating from Switzerland in 2003, 2004, and 2005 
have been allocated to China.26

Sudan’s own customs reporting of arms imports—much fuller than corre-
sponding reporting by other states of exports to Sudan—suggests that these 
two countries have come to dominate Sudan’s reported imports of military 
weapons, and particularly small arms and light weapons, since 2003.
  For reasons outlined in Box 1, customs data on its own cannot demonstrate 
the state-sanctioned supply of arms to Sudan’s armed forces. Chinese and 
Iranian small arms and light weapons observed in Sudan provide further 
evidence of such supply. Given the prevalence of Chinese-origin arms held 
by state and non-state actors in neighbouring parts of Africa and beyond, and 
the complexities of small arms and light weapons circulation in the regions 
bordering Sudan,27 the prevalence of Chinese-origin weapons and munitions 
observed in Sudan is not itself evidence of Chinese arms transfers to Sudan.28 
However, Chinese-made small arms and ammunition of recent production or 
late model have been observed both in SAF holdings and in the holdings of 
GNU-backed non-state actors, a likely indication that the supply chain to those 
actors is relatively short, if not necessarily direct. Indeed, the appearance of 
‘latest-model’ Chinese-made small arms and light weapons and ammunition 


