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ABSTRACT 

The spread of arms and light weapons is a growing phenomenon in Nigeria. The spread has gone beyond national 

security concerns to endangering the stability of the society, threatens the very foundation of democracy, good 

governance and development of the nation. This call for our concern based on the premise that the proliferation of 

small arms and light weapons in Nigerian societies result to the problems of prolong conflicts, spiral violence, 

increase death toll in conflicts and flood of refugee thereby threatens the human and developmental needs of the 

nation. Also the uncontrolled presence of small arms and light weapons makes insecurity persist through banditry 

and violent settlement of scores, armed robbery being rampant, secret cults thriving in our institutions of learning 

and coercive protection and vigilante justices replacing the incapacitated state security measures. This study has the 

objectives of identifying the sources and proliferation of small arms and light weapons, the links to the escalation of 

criminal activities in Nigeria, and examination of the magnitude of impact of the problems caused by small arms and 

light weapons on national security and the efforts made to curb the problems. This leads us to our research questions 

such as; what are the sources of small arms and light weapons? What are the threats that they poses to national 

security? What are the links between small arms and light weapons and the escalation of criminal activities? What 

are the magnitude of problems caused and the effects to curb the problems? And how can the proliferation be 

controlled? The study used the radical approach to analyze data obtained from the secondary source. The study 

reveals that small arms proliferation in Nigeria does threatens and endangers national security and by implication 

affects the civil societies, hampered growth and development of the nation. We therefore suggest a holistic measure 
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to curb the proliferation of small arms and light weapons in Nigerian societies, criminal activities and insecurity of 

lives and properties in the country. 

Keywords: Small Arms; National Security, Arms Proliferation, Security threats, Nigeria. 

INTRODUCTION 

The spread of small arms and light weapons and their usage in conflicts, elections, criminality and settlement of 

scores in recent years have disastrously shattered the philosophy behind arms production and acquisition. In place of 

enhanced security, virulent internal conflicts accompanied by unprecedented civilian casualties and gross violations 

of human rights have emerged at an alarming rate. The local roots and causes of conflicts are numerous and diverse. 

However, in nearly all of these conflicts in Nigeria, the diffusion of small arms has played a decisive role in the 

escalation, intensification and resolution. The emerging regime of violence attests to the role of weapons as stimulus 

to conflict and a harbinger of massive human right violation and humanitarian crisis. In many cases, the availability 

of weapons has engendered violent conflicts, which otherwise may not have occurred. The present age of 

globalization and the new private order makes the trafficking of small arms a cheap and robust business. The 

accessibility to small arms has made them a weapon of choice. Small arm are no longer the preserves of military and 

police force but have fallen into the hands of ordinary criminals, cultists, terrorists, ethnic militias and gangsters 

around the world and Nigeria is no exception. 

The experience of the two world wars (first and second world wars), had made leaders and nations to concentrate on 

placing restrictions on the sale and transfer of big and conventional weapons especially nuclear, biological, chemical 

and atomic weapons. But small arms proliferation was not part of the agenda or was tragically ignored. Most 

researches over the past decades have focused on the transfer of conventional weapons like tanks, heavy artillery, 

aircraft, warship and missiles (Michael, 1995). It should be noted that while the international system, including the 

United Nations‘ machinery, has succeeded in preventing major outbreak of war on a global scale, the proliferation of 

small arms has significantly endangered national and international peace and security. In his foreword to the report 

by the panel of government experts on small arms, the United Nations former Secretary General, Kofi Annan, 

emphasized that: 
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Readily available and easy to access, small arms and light arms have been the primary or sole 

tools of violence in almost every recent conflictdealt with by the United Nations. In the hand of 

irregular troops operating with scant respect for international and humanitarian law, these 

weapons have taken larger toll on human lives, the women and children accounting for nearly 

80% of the casualties (UN Expert Report, 1998: 3). 

 

The spread of small arms according to Dikshit (1994) has reached critical dimensions that go beyond national 

security concerns, endangering the stability of civil society. The global spread of a culture of violence threatens 

national security and development. The genesis of today‘s increased small arms and light weapons can be traced to 

the Cold War era. Both superpowers then pushed arms into various parts of the world in pursuit of their immediate 

and selfish goals. While the former Soviet leaders justified supply of weapons to communist‘s movements as 

‗material support to comrades engaged in overthrowing various exploitative regimes‘ and establishing the rule of the 

proletariat‘, the United States did the same in the name of containing and combating the menace (Dikshit, 1994).. 

Even after the end of the Cold War these pipelines have remained open.  Hence Rana, (1993) argues that in Africa, 

for instance, there is a well defined channel of arms flow down the eastern and western part of the world; and that 

approximately 1.5 million AK — 47 rifles are unaccounted for in Mozambique alone. The extent of proliferation of 

small arms and light weapons causes no surprise in a situation which is both congenial and permits easy access to 

the sophisticated arms markets of North America, especially in the United State. The presence of private security 

agencies and private armies that generate huge demand for small arms are contributory factors to the spread of small 

arms and light weapons. 

However, it would be incorrect to put the blame for weapons proliferation only on Cold War politics. The post-cold 

war has witnessed an unprecedented growth of industries for all kinds of products (Buzan, 1993). The prevailing 

philosophies especially in the developed countries are expected to actively support the trade of the ir products all 

over the globe. These aggressive market policies have resulted in the production of many undesirable goods, 

including small arms. At present, about 300companies produce small arms and light weapons, most of them in 

Europe and America (Rana, 1993: 4). 
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The global proliferation of small arms has resulted in serious intra-state violence; ethnic, religious and other 

conflicts all over the world in 1993. In these conflicts, 90% of the deaths were the result of small arms and 90% of 

the people who died in these conflicts were civilians (Rana, 1993:8). 

Nigeria is a confluence of criminal flows of small arms and light weapons among other nations in the African 

continent. According to International Alert, cited in Imobighe (1990), one source of Nigeria‘s illicit small arms and 

light weapons proliferation can be traced back to the failure of the federal government to implement an arms 

collection programme after the civil war 1967 – 1970.  Subsequently, numerous internecine violent-conflicts have 

contributed to the militarization of the Nigerian society. After a second military interregnum that lasted sixteen years 

between 1983 and 1999, 

Nigeria returned to civil rule on May 29, 1999. The civilian administration inherited a myriad of problems ranging 

from social, economic, political, religious etc. In the North the adherence to Islamic Sharia law caused tensions and 

religious conflict. 

The oil-rich Southern states suffered from problem related to oil exploration, exploitation and pollution. Tensions 

also mounted in the South-East from the aftermath of the Biafra war and issue of marginalization with lasting 

hostility towards proper federalism in Nigeria. So too has been the South — West agitation for true practice of 

federalism and others. These problems, coupled with high expectation on the part of the civil population, 

traumatized by prolonged military rule, accounted for the wide spread of illicit small arms and light weapons in 

Nigeria. Some have argued that the new found democracy became to some extent a source of insecurity and 

lawlessness, as rights were misconstrued and exercised without restraint. 

The eight years of the Obasanjo government witnessed an increase in the wave of crime, conflicts and threats of 

insecurity involving the use of different kind of small arms and light weapons leading to the destruction of lives and 

properties in various parts of the country. The proliferation of small arms and light weapons in Nigeria could be seen 

not only to the economic strain and the social situation but also to the high rate of trafficking and smuggling of 

weapons into the country. The high rate of criminality, the development of secret cults, the emergence of private 

security, and the electoral and political violence demonstrates as well as feed the culture of violence, which is 

strongly related to small arms and light weapons. Hence this paper probes into the sources of these weapons. 
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Statement of Problem 

Nigeria‘s fourth republic had witnessed inter and intra ethnic conflicts, assassination, robbery, political thuggery and 

the likes with attendant use of small arms that have made political, ethnic and religious conflicts very violent even at 

very early stages. Thus 80 - 90 percent of all casualties of recent wars have been produced by the uncontrolled 

proliferation of arms and light weapons (Musa, 1991). 

The traffic of small arms domestically and internationally is problematic, as the exact size of the trade is not 

reported in statistics and the weapons are very easy to move around. And because they are relatively cheap, 

accessible, rugged and easy to operate even by untrained persons, they are also difficult to control. There is a direct 

link between small arms and the escalation of criminal activities in conflict areas so much that very often it is 

difficult to distinguish between criminal activities and the conflicts that had made it possible for militants to arm 

themselves. 

Small arms have an addictive capacity because they easily become a way of life whenever they have been employed 

in conflicts even long after the crises had ended. This nurtures a dysfunctional socialization process that tends to 

redefine success from the perspective of violence thus creating long term damage to all social values of societies 

than the instant bloodshed anguish caused by the conflicts. 

Our research problem centres on some puzzles. The puzzles are centered on the complexity of sources of small arms 

and light weapons and why is the spread of these unabated. Why is the control difficult despite internal and 

international measures? 

Research Questions 

1.  What are the sources of small arms and light weapons? 

2.  What motivates the acquisition and use of small arms and light weapons? 

3.  What are the impact problems caused by small arms and light weapons? 

4.  How can small arms and light weapons proliferation be controlled orstopped? 

Objectives of Study 

The objectives of this study are as follows: 

1.  To identify the sources and spread of small arms and light weapons. 

2.  To critically examine the threat of the spread of small arms and light weapons to our national society. 
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3.  To examine the links between small arms and light weapons and the escalation of criminal activities in 

conflict areas in Nigeria. 

4.  To examine the magnitude of impact of problems caused by small arms and light weapons on national 

security and the efforts made to curb the problems. 

5.  To offer suggestions that will assist concerned authorities and stakeholders to curb the menace of 

uncontrolled small arms and light weapons proliferations in Nigeria. 

Theoretical Framework 

The classical and modern view of conflict (small arms) had been regarded as inherent in human nature, while at the 

same time based upon rational choice and the pursuit of interest (Reno.2000). The period 1999-2007 have seen a lot 

of research focused upon small arms proliferation, prevention and resolution in different levels of analysis over a 

range of issues. The recent development, however, reflect still unresolved classical debates including the inherent 

nature of man, structural nature of most of the small arms proliferation and the pursuit of power as a dominant 

determinant of conflict and small arms. 

In looking at the issue at hand, we are taking cognizance of the emergence of various disciplines since the beginning 

of the last century, a very significant extent have altered the instruments with which the roots of small arms/conflict 

as well as small arms prevention and resolution are analyzed. It is evident also that today, the interpretation of the 

context in which small arms proliferation/conflict took place has also changed. The Nigerian society is one deep-

rooted in small arms crises reflecting long held feelings of alienation, power inequalities and asymmetries that range 

from perceived economic, social cultural and political injustice (Reno, 2000:48).The psychological dimensions of 

the small arms crisis (Musa, 1999) reflects the consequences of the perceptions and misperception, with structural 

undermining and reflecting the effects of institutional and organizational behavior with a future multi-centrism that 

may well lead to a conflict. 

To this extent, it is necessary for the government to enact laws as regard small arms. This according to the Marxist, 

are not the expression of ‗value consensus but are expression of ―ruling class ideology‖ which ―serves to legitimize 

the use of ruling class power‖ (Dokubo, 2005). This research work is of the view in line with the Marxist theory that 

the proliferation of small arms could be seen as fallout of the capitalist class domination and suppression of the 

proletariats class through divide and rule tactics. This can be explained with the increase use of small arms and light 

weapons in the series of crises in various parts of the nation, the elections situations characterized with the use of 
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thugs;  the use of poor jobless youths as agents of assassination against opponents or oppositionists and other crime 

of injustice against those who do not owe and control means of production. 

Significance of study 

This study is significant based on the exigency of the time, owing to the fact that the Nigeria which has come to an 

end witnessed upsurge of ethnic and communal violent conflicts in various parts of the country. Years of pent-up 

anger suppressed by years of military misrule found outlets as a result of expansion of the democratic space. So the 

availability/proliferation of small arms led to the escalation of most of the already existing tension, thereby making 

conflicts to assume violent/destructive dimension, being threat to the security of lives, property and development of 

the country. 

This study is also significant because it is in collaboration with national and global search for peace through research 

activities embarked by individuals, civil liberty groups and others, to curb the menace/problems associated and 

caused by the proliferation of small arms in the country resulting into the high spate of insecurity of lives and 

properties characterized by the cycle of violence, ethnic militias, self-protection syndrome/personalized security. 

While the communities have set up armed vigilantes and neighborhood watch, there are still high rate of 

criminalities such as robbery, assassination and many others fuelled by the availability of small arms and light 

weapons. 

Finally, we hope to contribute to the existing knowledge and literature of small arms and light weapons proliferation 

and its threat to national security in Nigeria. A study of this sort is imperative for library documentation, the general 

knowledge seekers, researchers and others peace seekers. 

Scope and Limitations of Study 

The focus of this study is on arms proliferation and its threat on security in Nigeria with effect from the 1999 

democratic dispensation. Under this period the study looks at the different bloody conflicts indifferent parts of the 

country characterized by the use of small arms and light weapons. Some wide spread example of those conflicts 

include the Zango-Katafconflict in Kaduna, Katsina, Jos, Zaria, and others that lead to displacement, destructions 

and several deaths involving the use of small arms and light weapons. 
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Also to look at the intra-Yoruba conflicts between the Ife and Modakeke; the unrest in the Niger Delta and numerous 

conflicts resulting from economic rivalries, accusation of crime or other wrong doings by rival ethnic group, 

communal conflagration such as those involving Odua Peoples‘ Congress (OPC), the Arewa Congress youth group, 

the Egbesu militant youth and others whose activities involves the wide spread misuse of small arms and light 

weapon to terrorize innocent and law abiding citizens. At a more localized level, the fragrant misuse of small arms 

and light weapon by youth to commit crime and criminality such as armed robbery, assassination, cult induced 

violence and many others which pose as threats to security in Nigeria. 

The study would be limited by the volume of data available within the reach of the researchers to carry out the 

research. That is to state that the availability of necessary materials to carry out the research is limited. However, 

efforts would be made to curb the limitation of material through rigorous search to enrich the outcome of the study. 

Methodology 

The methodology used in this research is the content analysis. This involves examining what have already been 

written on the subject matter and also providing fresh insight where necessary. The study is tailored to examine data 

obtained from the secondary sources which include the use of library materials such as textbooks, journals, articles, 

official documents, records, dailies and magazines to ascertain the security implication of uncontrolled availability 

of small arms and light weapons in the Nigerian society. The radical approach is used in interpreting all data 

obtained from the secondary sources. 

Sources of Small Arms and Light Weapons in Nigeria 

According to Dokubo (2005) sources of elicit small arms and light weapons come into circulation in Nigeria from a 

number of sources. There is evidence of an underground craft industry from the evidence of weapons surrendered at 

an amnesty in Port-Harcourt. Oil company funds are considerable sources of weapons in Nigeria. Weapons bought 

with oil funds are provided in return for illegal bunkers within the oil industry. The oil industry also creates 

opportunity for protection from private security actors. They use oil company funds to buy weapons, which overtime 

enables them to expand the outreach of their activities across other communities and across state boundaries. If these 

sources are known then why have they not been controlled? 
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Small arms control in Nigeria during military and civilian rule is characterized by wide range of corruption and 

politicization. The military become thoroughly politicized at times with ethnic undertones. While abuse of political 

offices and direct theft of public fund took place among the senior echelons, their subordinates within the rank and 

files resorted to criminal activities involving firearms. Corrupt security officials are known to have hired and sold 

weapons that they had seized to robbers and other criminals (Hutchful, 2000). And there are allegations of direct 

participation in robberies by security officers. The phenomenon has outlived military rule. In December 2002, 

former President Olusegun Obasanjo acknowledged that most of the ammunition circulating illegally had come from 

state security agencies such as the military and the police. For example, 3,000 round of ammunition were sold in 

Abuja by the police and in Jos by the military (Dokubo, 2005). 

Small arms and light weapons are also used by civilian population to settle personal scores. The privatization of 

security due to failure of the state and its security agencies to guarantee security has transformed this issue from a 

public good provided by the Government to a private necessity that individuals and groups have to provide for 

themselves through various means. This can largely explains the proliferation of private security companies and 

vigilante groups. In addition, corruption within the legal system has meant that criminals often escape justice. 

Particular alarming dimension of the trend is the involvement of law enforcement agents in the proliferation of small 

arms and light weapons and involvement in criminal activities related to small arms and light weapons. 

Manifestations of small arm and light weapons in violence are major outcome of this situation in the development of 

a cultural of violence which has manifested itself in significant ways, as demonstrated by ethnic conflicts, armed 

secret cults groups in tertiary institutions, armed robberies and electoral violence. In addition, the issue of oil related 

resources of distribution is a further cause of tension and arms acquisition especially in the Niger Delta area. 

Covert gun - running by government to foreign insurgent groups has been a major source of small arms 

proliferation. Precisely because of the un - accountable nature of covert arms supply, such operation feed directly 

into the global arms market. These transfer also fuel armed conflict as they are generally intended to destabilize and 

topple governments (Hutcful, 2000). 

MOTIVATION ON THE ACQUISITION AND USE OF SALW IN NIGERIA 

As Dokubo (2005) argued, oil exploration/oil companies‘ funds are considerable sources of proliferation of 

weapons. They are motivated to acquire arms in other to further their ambition or enlarge their exploration coast 

and, also to exchange the arms to militant groups for their protection to bunker oil in the high sea. Illicit sale and 
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procurement of oil in the high sea is one of the motivating factors for some oil cartels to deal on the illicit exchange 

of firearms. 

Criminal activities are another motivation for the proliferation of small arms. Corruption has eaten deep into the 

Nigerian system. The senior military officers use their position to acquire and amass wealth, while the rank and file 

resort to criminal activities to cope with their poor salary. Some rank and file officers hire their weapons for 

unlawful purposes, this is to enable them cope with the challenges of their work environment. 

Aside from the rank and file, there are other criminals whose profession is to rob and steal. They seek for small arms 

in other to perpetuate their crimes. They too are motivated by economic gains in seeking for small arms as a means 

of achieving their desire. Crime is therefore a motivating factor for the proliferation of small arms and light 

weapons. These crimes could range from robbery, gun- running, drugs peddling, kidnapping for ransom, and 

militancy. 

Protection of community facilities and its prevention from invasion is another motivating factor for the proliferation 

of small arms and light weapons. Most communities in Nigeria have vigilante or group of selected able bodied men 

to guard or secure the community from unnecessary harassment or for prevention of common crime at the rural 

level. Bakassi boys of Onitsha and Oodua People Congress are good examples of Vigilante. In Rivers — State, they 

are all over the communities and townships. Their duties are to guard the area and prevent crime and external attack 

or harassment. They start as civil group, but after facing some challenges, they will be constrained to arm 

themselves with small arms and light weapons, so that, they can be protected while executing their duties. 

The quest for political power and influence in the society is one of the motivations for the proliferation of small 

arms and light weapons. Politics in Nigeria is very volatile, politicians hire thugs, arm them to go and terrorize their 

opponent, scare voters for easy manipulation and electoral victory. After the election, they find it difficult to disarm 

the boys or thugs hence; the arms will later be used for crime and harassment. 

Emergence of cult groups who fight for supremacy and attempt to protect their illicit businesses such as oil 

bunkering and drug trafficking motivate the proliferation of small arms and light weapons all over Nigeria and Niger 

Delta in particular. 
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PROBLEMS CAUSED BY SMALL ARMS AND LIGHT WEAPONS IN NIGERIA. 

Violation of the rule of law and breach of security is one of the effects cause by small arms and light weapons. We 

quite agree that the accumulation of small arms by themselves do not cause the conflict in which they are used, they 

still can be perceived as a security threat by the population. They can exacerbate and increase conflict. 

Proliferation of small arms and light weapons has lowered the trust in democratic institution, the security agents and 

the respect for the rule of law in general. By obstructing the rule of law, the future of democracy in Nigeria 

especially the Niger Delta region is also a target. The culture of dialogue and debate, inherent to a democratic 

culture is denied by the increasing use of weapons in order to solve conflict. Armed criminality in urban, rural and 

border areas is on the increase. 

The proliferation of small arms and light weapons has given rise to armed criminality in the Nigerian society.. 

Consequently, greater portion of the budget is allocated to security services. Monopolization of a large part of the 

budget by security is likely to prevent the improvement of the economic sector and the welfare services of the 

population. 

Military spending can discomfort the economies of developing countries, diverting scarce financial resources and 

trained personnel from projects that could create wealth and benefit the poor. 

The misuse of small arms and light weapons create security chaos that reduces economic activities e.g. those who 

operate their businesses up to eleven (11) p.m. can no longer operate till then. It has lowered their business and its 

patronage thereby, impacting on employment and cash flow. Besides, it equally discourages foreign investments and 

therefore damages the prospect of economic development. 

Hutchful (2000) observed that most states and region experiencing problem with armed violence stemming from the 

excessive and destabilizing accumulation and transfer of small arms and light weapons also have problems of 

poverty and lack economic development. 

Similarly, the proliferation of small arms and light weapons increase community conflict. Conflict is part of society, 

but communities who often have conflict may be due to boundary disputes, etc.; and with the proliferation, conflict 

are more readily resolved by force of arms. There is a spiral of insecurity as citizens‘ arm themselves against these 

effects of proliferation of arms and for self defense. So State experiencing these effects must expend scarce 

resources for increased security and health services. 
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Conclusion and Recommendation 

Accumulation of small arms by themselves does not cause the conflicts in which they are used, they still can be 

perceived as a security threat by the population. They can exacerbate and increase conflict. This study found out 

that, it is greed for economic expansion and benefit, criminal activities and quest for political power and influence 

plus cult rivalries that caused the proliferation of small arms and light weapons in Nigeria. 

The unregulated transfer of weapons and ammunition can raise tension, facilitate violation of International 

humanitarian law, heighten the number of civilian casualties and prolong the duration of conflicts. 

The proliferation of these weapons which cause untold hardship to the civilian populace, raise security issues like 

violation of the rule of law, pose threat to the development of democracy, impacts on economic development, and 

diverts more national and state budget to security, promotes crime and community crises and youth restiveness. 

The researchers hereby recommend the following to curb the proliferation of small arms and light weapons. There 

should be International control on the sale and movement of arms, light weapons and related ammunitions. 

Government should provide greater transparency around authorized small arms export. Authorized arms export 

should be properly escorted to their destinations so that; they will not fall into wrong hands and black market. There 

should be Security coorporation among government in the areas of policing and border control. Regional 

Organizations like African Union should have a unit in her structure or inter-governmental agencies that oversees 

illicit arms transaction. Regional Organizations should carry out concerted effort to ensure the imposition of 

moratorium on the manufacture, import and export of small arms and light weapons for ten years. Politicians linked 

to thuggery should be disqualified from the contest. 
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