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ABSTRACT 

This study examined the nature and patterns of small arms and light weapons (SALWs) proliferation in 

North-East Nigeria from 2014 to 2024, with particular emphasis on the sources, channels, patterns, and 

security implications of the proliferation across the region. The study was anchored on Fragile State Theory, 

which explains how weak state institutions, limited capacity to control territory, poor governance, insecurity, 

and ineffective law enforcement can create conditions that facilitate the spread and use of illicit weapons. 

The study adopted a qualitative research approach and relied exclusively on secondary data obtained from 

scholarly books, journal articles, government publications, security reports, international organisation 

reports, policy documents, and other credible documentary sources. Findings revealed that SALWs 

proliferation in North-East Nigeria increased and became more complex during the period, driven largely by 

the Boko Haram insurgency, porous borders, arms trafficking networks, diversion of legally held weapons, 

local manufacturing, conflict spillovers from neighbouring countries, and the weakening of state control 

over some areas. The proliferation contributed to the escalation and persistence of terrorism, banditry, 

communal violence, kidnapping, displacement, destruction of livelihoods, and loss of lives and property. 

The study concludes that the persistence of SALWs proliferation is closely associated with institutional 

weaknesses, insecurity, porous borders, and the inability of state institutions to effectively regulate and 

control arms flows. The study recommends strengthened border surveillance and regional cooperation, 

improved arms-control mechanisms, effective disarmament and weapons-tracing programmes, stronger 

security institutions, community-based intelligence systems, and measures addressing the socioeconomic 

conditions that encourage illicit arms trafficking and armed violence. 
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INTRODUCTION  

The proliferation of small arms and light weapons (SALW) has emerged as one of the most persistent threats 

to global peace, security, and sustainable development in the twenty-first century. Small arms and light 

weapons include pistols, revolvers, rifles, assault rifles, sub-machine guns, machine guns, grenade launchers, 

portable anti-aircraft weapons, and other firearms that can be operated by one or a few individuals. Their 

widespread availability and illicit circulation have intensified armed conflicts, terrorism, organized crime, 

communal violence, and forced displacement across different regions of the world. Despite international 

efforts through the United Nations Programme of Action (PoA) and the International Tracing Instrument 

(ITI), illicit trafficking and misuse of these weapons continue to undermine state security and human 

development. The United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs (UNODA) notes that the destabilizing 

accumulation and illicit transfer of SALW continue to fuel armed violence, prolong conflicts, and weaken 

state institutions globally, making arms control an essential component of international peacebuilding efforts 

(UNODA, 2025). Recent studies equally observe that globalization, transnational criminal networks, porous 

borders, and technological advances in illicit arms trafficking have increased the complexity of controlling 

SALW proliferation worldwide (Amali & Buthelezi, 2025).  
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In Africa, the proliferation of small arms and light weapons has become a major driver of violent conflicts, 

political instability, terrorism, insurgency, banditry, and cross-border crimes. The continent continues to 

experience persistent armed conflicts in the Sahel, the Horn of Africa, the Great Lakes Region, and parts of 

West and Central Africa, where illicit weapons circulate through poorly governed borders and criminal 

trafficking networks. These weapons have empowered non-state armed groups, insurgent organizations, 

ethnic militias, and terrorist movements, thereby undermining governance, economic development, and 

regional security. The Small Arms Survey identifies Africa as one of the regions most affected by illicit arms 

flows due to weak border management, limited institutional capacity, and prolonged conflicts, while recent 

literature emphasizes that the increasing availability of SALW has intensified humanitarian crises and 

weakened state authority across the continent (Small Arms Survey, 2021; Amali & Buthelezi, 2025).  

Nigeria has experienced a significant increase in the proliferation of small arms and light weapons over the 

past decade, making the country one of the most affected by illicit firearms in West Africa. The growing 

circulation of SALW has contributed to rising cases of terrorism, banditry, kidnapping, armed robbery, 

farmer-herder conflicts, separatist violence, and communal clashes across different geopolitical zones. The 

proliferation has been attributed to porous international borders, illicit trafficking from neighbouring 

countries, diversion of state-owned weapons, local craft production, weak law enforcement, corruption, and 

the activities of organized criminal networks. These factors have increased the accessibility of firearms to 

non-state actors, thereby posing serious threats to national security and socio-economic development. Recent 

studies argue that although border insecurity remains an important driver of illicit arms trafficking, greater 

attention should also be paid to domestic demand factors, governance failures, and institutional weaknesses 

that sustain the illegal circulation of weapons within Nigeria (Amali & Buthelezi, 2025; Small Arms Survey, 

2021).  

The North-East geopolitical zone of Nigeria, comprising Adamawa, Bauchi, Borno, Gombe, Taraba, and 

Yobe States, has remained the epicentre of the country's small arms and light weapons proliferation due to 

the prolonged Boko Haram insurgency and the activities of the Islamic State West Africa Province 

(ISWAP). Since the insurgency began, the region has witnessed extensive circulation of illicit firearms 

through cross-border trafficking from the Lake Chad Basin and the Sahel, diversion from military stockpiles, 

and illegal arms markets. The widespread availability of these weapons has sustained insurgent activities, 

increased civilian casualties, displaced millions of people, destroyed infrastructure, and undermined socio-

economic development across the region. Recent empirical studies indicate that the continuous flow of 

SALW has strengthened the operational capabilities of terrorist groups and criminal networks while 

complicating government efforts to restore peace and security in the North-East. Consequently, 

understanding the nature and patterns of SALW proliferation in North-East Nigeria remains critical for 

designing effective security strategies, strengthening border management, and promoting sustainable peace 

and development in the region (Danwanzam et al., 2025; Amali & Buthelezi, 2025; Salihu & Ozden, 2020).  

Statement of the Problem 

The proliferation of small arms and light weapons (SALW) has remained one of the most critical security 

challenges confronting North-East Nigeria between 2014 and 2024. Despite sustained military operations, 

counter-terrorism strategies, and regional security collaborations involving the Multinational Joint Task 

Force (MNJTF), the illicit circulation of small arms has continued to strengthen the operational capabilities 

of Boko Haram, the Islamic State West Africa Province (ISWAP), and other armed criminal groups. The 

widespread availability of these weapons has intensified insurgency, terrorist attacks, kidnappings, 

communal conflicts, destruction of public infrastructure, and the displacement of millions of people across 

Borno, Adamawa, and Yobe States. Porous international borders, weak border surveillance, illicit 

transnational arms trafficking, diversion of state-owned weapons, local craft production, and inadequate 

arms control mechanisms have continued to facilitate the influx and circulation of illegal firearms within the 

region. Although government security agencies have recorded numerous seizures of illicit weapons and 

implemented various disarmament initiatives, evidence suggests that these interventions have not 

significantly curtailed the proliferation of SALW or reduced the capacity of armed groups to sustain violent 

activities. Consequently, insecurity has continued to undermine governance, humanitarian operations, 

economic activities, and sustainable development in North-East Nigeria.  

Furthermore, while several studies have examined the relationship between small arms proliferation and 

insecurity in Nigeria, there remains insufficient empirical attention to the nature and evolving patterns of 

SALW proliferation in North-East Nigeria over the period 2014–2024. Existing studies have largely 

concentrated on the effects of illicit arms on terrorism and national security, with limited emphasis on the 
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changing sources, trafficking routes, modes of acquisition, distribution networks, and patterns of weapon 

utilization across the region. Equally, the persistence of insurgency despite intensified military campaigns 

raises important questions regarding the effectiveness of existing arms control policies, border management 

strategies, intelligence coordination, and regional security cooperation. The absence of comprehensive 

evidence on these changing patterns limits the formulation of effective policies for controlling illicit arms 

flows and restoring lasting peace in the region. It is against this background that this study seeks to examine 

the nature and patterns of small arms and light weapons proliferation in North-East Nigeria from 2014 to 

2024, with a view to providing empirical evidence that can strengthen security policy, arms control 

measures, and sustainable peacebuilding initiatives.  

Objectives of the Study 

The general objective of this study is to examine the nature and patterns of small arms and light weapons 

proliferation in North-East Nigeria, 2014–2024. The specific objectives are: 

1. To examine the nature and sources of small arms and light weapons proliferation in North-East 

Nigeria.  

2. To assess the patterns and implications of small arms and light weapons proliferation on security 

and socio-economic development in North-East Nigeria.  

Research Questions 

The study seeks to answer the following research questions: 

1. What are the nature and major sources of small arms and light weapons proliferation in North-East 

Nigeria?  

2. What are the patterns and implications of small arms and light weapons proliferation on security and 

socio-economic development in North-East Nigeria? 

 

Conceptual Review  

Small Arms 

Small arms are portable firearms designed for individual use and constitute one of the two principal 

categories of Small Arms and Light Weapons (SALW). According to the United Nations, small arms include 

revolvers, self-loading pistols, rifles, carbines, assault rifles, sub-machine guns, and light machine guns that 

can be carried and operated by a single person. Their portability, ease of concealment, durability, and 

relatively low cost make them the most widely used weapons in both lawful security operations and illicit 

armed activities. While small arms are legally possessed by military personnel, law enforcement agencies, 

and licensed civilians in many countries, their illicit production, trafficking, diversion, and unauthorized 

possession have become major threats to international peace, human security, and sustainable development. 

Recent reports indicate that the illicit circulation of small arms continues to fuel armed conflicts, terrorism, 

organized crime, and communal violence across different regions of the world despite ongoing international 

efforts to regulate their manufacture and transfer (United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs 

[UNODA], 2023; United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime [UNODC], 2024). 

Globally, small arms account for the overwhelming majority of weapons used in armed violence and 

conflict-related deaths. The Small Arms Survey estimates that more than one billion firearms are in 

circulation worldwide, with the majority being owned by civilians, while millions of others remain in the 

possession of state security institutions and non-state armed groups (Small Arms Survey, 2023). The 

accessibility of these weapons has significantly contributed to civil wars, insurgencies, terrorist attacks, gang 

violence, and transnational organized crime. The persistence of illicit firearms trafficking through porous 

borders, black markets, and criminal networks continues to undermine international security and complicate 

disarmament initiatives. Consequently, international frameworks such as the Arms Trade Treaty (ATT), the 

United Nations Programme of Action (PoA), and the International Tracing Instrument (ITI) have been 

strengthened to improve arms control, tracing, and international cooperation aimed at reducing the illegal 

circulation of small arms (UNODA, 2023; UNODC, 2024). 

In Africa, small arms proliferation has become one of the principal drivers of insecurity, particularly in 

regions experiencing insurgency, terrorism, political instability, and communal conflicts. The availability of 

illicit firearms has intensified armed conflicts in the Sahel, the Lake Chad Basin, the Horn of Africa, and 

parts of Central and West Africa, where terrorist organizations, armed militias, and criminal groups exploit 

weak governance structures and porous borders to acquire weapons. In Nigeria, the proliferation of small 

arms has contributed significantly to the activities of Boko Haram, the Islamic State West Africa Province 

(ISWAP), armed bandits, kidnappers, and communal militias. The North-East region, in particular, has 
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witnessed sustained inflows of illicit firearms through transnational trafficking networks linked to 

neighbouring countries, thereby prolonging insurgency and humanitarian crises. Recent studies argue that 

addressing the challenge requires strengthened border management, enhanced regional security cooperation, 

effective arms control legislation, and improved intelligence sharing among security agencies (Small Arms 

Survey, 2023; Amali & Buthelezi, 2025). 

Beyond their direct security implications, the widespread availability of small arms poses serious socio-

economic and developmental challenges. Illicit firearms contribute to increased displacement of populations, 

destruction of infrastructure, disruption of agricultural production, reduced investment, and weakening of 

state institutions. They also undermine the rule of law by empowering criminal organizations and non-state 

actors to challenge government authority. Scholars therefore emphasize that effective control of small arms 

requires a comprehensive approach involving disarmament, demobilization, reintegration programmes, 

stricter enforcement of arms control regulations, improved border surveillance, community-based conflict 

prevention, and international collaboration against illicit arms trafficking. Such integrated measures are 

essential for promoting peace, enhancing human security, and achieving sustainable development, 

particularly in conflict-affected regions such as North-East Nigeria (United Nations Development 

Programme [UNDP], 2024; UNODA, 2023). 

Light Weapons 

Light weapons are a category of portable military weapons designed for use by two or more persons 

operating as a crew, although some can be transported and employed by a single individual under certain 

circumstances. According to the United Nations, light weapons include heavy machine guns, hand-held 

under-barrel and mounted grenade launchers, portable anti-aircraft guns, portable anti-tank guns, recoilless 

rifles, portable launchers of anti-tank missile systems, portable launchers of anti-aircraft missile systems, 

mortars of calibres less than 100 millimetres, and similar weapons. Unlike small arms, which are generally 

intended for individual use, light weapons possess greater firepower, longer operational range, and higher 

destructive capacity, making them particularly attractive to military forces, insurgent groups, terrorist 

organizations, and armed militias. Although these weapons are legally acquired and used by state security 

institutions for national defence, their illicit proliferation has become a significant source of insecurity in 

conflict-affected regions worldwide (United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs [UNODA], 2023; 

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime [UNODC], 2024). 

Globally, the proliferation of light weapons has intensified the severity and duration of armed conflicts, civil 

wars, terrorism, and organized criminal violence. Their availability has increased the operational capabilities 

of non-state armed actors, enabling them to launch sophisticated attacks against military formations, civilian 

populations, and critical infrastructure. The portability of modern anti-tank and anti-aircraft weapons, 

combined with the expansion of transnational arms trafficking networks, has complicated international 

peacekeeping and counterterrorism efforts. Recent reports indicate that illicit transfers of light weapons 

continue despite international regulatory frameworks such as the Arms Trade Treaty (ATT), the United 

Nations Programme of Action (PoA), and the International Tracing Instrument (ITI), highlighting persistent 

challenges in border security, stockpile management, and international cooperation (UNODA, 2023; 

UNODC, 2024). Consequently, the international community continues to strengthen mechanisms for tracing, 

controlling, and preventing the illegal movement of these weapons across national boundaries. 

In Africa, light weapons have significantly contributed to the escalation of armed conflicts, insurgencies, 

terrorism, and political instability. The proliferation of these weapons has been particularly evident in 

conflict-prone regions such as the Sahel, the Horn of Africa, the Lake Chad Basin, and Central Africa, where 

armed groups exploit porous borders and weak governance structures to acquire sophisticated military 

equipment. In Nigeria, terrorist organizations such as Boko Haram and the Islamic State West Africa 

Province (ISWAP), as well as other armed groups, have reportedly utilized light weapons, including rocket-

propelled grenade launchers, heavy machine guns, mortars, and anti-aircraft weapons, during attacks against 

military installations and civilian communities. The availability of these weapons has enhanced the 

firepower of insurgent groups, prolonged armed conflict, displaced millions of people, and undermined 

national security efforts. Recent studies attribute the continued circulation of light weapons in the region to 

cross-border trafficking, diversion from government stockpiles, illicit regional arms markets, and the 

collapse of security structures in neighbouring conflict zones (Small Arms Survey, 2023; Amali & 

Buthelezi, 2025). 

Beyond their military implications, the proliferation of light weapons has profound socio-economic and 

developmental consequences. Their use has resulted in the destruction of public infrastructure, disruption of 
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agricultural activities, forced displacement, humanitarian crises, reduced investment, and increased poverty 

in affected communities. The presence of these weapons also weakens state institutions by undermining 

government authority, discouraging economic activities, and complicating post-conflict reconstruction 

efforts. Scholars therefore emphasize that addressing the challenge of light weapons proliferation requires 

integrated approaches involving stronger border management, effective stockpile security, regional 

intelligence sharing, implementation of international arms control agreements, disarmament and 

demobilization programmes, and strengthened judicial mechanisms for prosecuting illicit arms traffickers. 

Such comprehensive interventions are essential for promoting peace, enhancing human security, and 

supporting sustainable development in conflict-affected regions such as North-East Nigeria (United Nations 

Development Programme [UNDP], 2024; UNODA, 2023). 

Small Arms and Light Weapons (SALW) 

Small Arms and Light Weapons (SALW) refer to a broad category of portable firearms and military 

weapons designed for use by individuals or small groups. The United Nations defines small arms as 

weapons intended for individual use, including revolvers, self-loading pistols, rifles, carbines, assault rifles, 

sub-machine guns, and light machine guns, while light weapons are designed for use by two or more persons 

operating as a crew and include heavy machine guns, grenade launchers, portable anti-tank weapons, 

recoilless rifles, portable missile launchers, anti-aircraft systems, and mortars of less than 100 millimetres in 

calibre (United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs [UNODA], 2023). SALW are distinguished by their 

portability, durability, ease of operation, and relatively low acquisition costs, characteristics that have 

contributed to their widespread use by state security forces as well as their illicit acquisition by insurgents, 

terrorists, armed militias, and organized criminal groups. Recent global assessments indicate that the illicit 

proliferation of SALW continues to undermine international peace and security by fuelling armed conflicts, 

violent extremism, organized crime, and humanitarian crises despite ongoing international arms control 

initiatives (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime [UNODC], 2024). 

Globally, the proliferation of SALW remains one of the greatest threats to human security and sustainable 

development. The Small Arms Survey estimates that more than one billion firearms are in circulation 

worldwide, with civilians possessing the majority, while millions of others are controlled by military forces, 

law enforcement agencies, and non-state armed groups (Small Arms Survey, 2023). The illicit trafficking of 

SALW across national borders has intensified civil wars, terrorism, gang violence, piracy, and transnational 

organized crime in many parts of the world. Weak border controls, corruption, illegal arms markets, 

diversion from government stockpiles, and technological advances in weapons trafficking have further 

complicated efforts to regulate their movement. International legal frameworks such as the United Nations 

Programme of Action (PoA), the International Tracing Instrument (ITI), and the Arms Trade Treaty (ATT) 

seek to strengthen international cooperation, improve stockpile management, regulate arms transfers, and 

combat illicit trafficking. Nevertheless, the persistence of armed conflicts in regions such as Eastern Europe, 

the Middle East, and parts of Africa demonstrates that SALW remain central instruments of contemporary 

violence and insecurity (UNODA, 2023; UNODC, 2024). 

The African continent has experienced particularly severe consequences from the proliferation of SALW 

due to prolonged armed conflicts, political instability, terrorism, weak governance, and porous international 

borders. Regions such as the Sahel, the Lake Chad Basin, the Horn of Africa, and the Great Lakes continue 

to experience extensive illicit arms flows that sustain insurgencies, ethnic conflicts, banditry, piracy, and 

cross-border criminal activities. The accessibility of SALW has enabled terrorist organizations and armed 

militias to challenge state authority, prolong conflicts, and generate large-scale humanitarian crises. In West 

Africa, the collapse of security structures in some neighbouring states, combined with inadequate border 

surveillance and ineffective arms control mechanisms, has facilitated the movement of illicit weapons across 

national boundaries. Recent studies argue that the proliferation of SALW in Africa is closely linked to 

governance deficits, political instability, poverty, youth unemployment, and transnational criminal networks 

that exploit institutional weaknesses to traffic illegal weapons (Amali & Buthelezi, 2025; Small Arms 

Survey, 2023). 

In Nigeria, particularly in the North-East geopolitical zone, the proliferation of SALW has become a 

defining feature of the security landscape between 2014 and 2024. The activities of Boko Haram, the Islamic 

State West Africa Province (ISWAP), armed bandits, kidnappers, and other non-state armed groups have 

been sustained largely through access to illicit small arms and light weapons obtained via cross-border 

trafficking, diversion from security stockpiles, illegal local manufacturing, and black-market transactions. 

The widespread circulation of these weapons has contributed to persistent insurgency, destruction of lives 
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and property, displacement of millions of people, disruption of agricultural production, and severe 

humanitarian challenges. The availability of SALW has also undermined governance, weakened public 

confidence in state institutions, and impeded socio-economic development in the region. Consequently, 

scholars emphasize that addressing SALW proliferation requires comprehensive strategies involving 

strengthened border security, regional cooperation, intelligence sharing, effective stockpile management, 

enforcement of arms control legislation, community engagement, and disarmament programmes to promote 

sustainable peace and national security (UNDP, 2024; Amali & Buthelezi, 2025). 

 

Nature and Sources of Small Arms and Light Weapons Proliferation in North-East Nigeria between 

2014 and 2024 

The nature of small arms and light weapons (SALW) proliferation in North-East Nigeria between 2014 and 

2024 is characterized by the widespread availability, circulation, and misuse of firearms by both state and 

non-state actors. The region, comprising Adamawa, Bauchi, Borno, Gombe, Taraba, and Yobe States, 

experienced a significant escalation in illicit arms circulation due to the Boko Haram insurgency, the 

emergence of the Islamic State West Africa Province (ISWAP), communal conflicts, banditry, kidnapping, 

and other forms of organized violence. SALW became central instruments of armed groups because of their 

portability, concealability, relatively low cost, and effectiveness in asymmetric warfare. The proliferation 

pattern in the region demonstrates a shift from conventional insurgent operations to more complex security 

threats involving terrorist attacks, rural banditry, ambushes, and criminal networks. Consequently, the 

availability of these weapons has contributed to prolonged insecurity, civilian casualties, displacement, 

destruction of livelihoods, and weakened state authority in affected communities (Isah, Luka, & Philip, 

2024; Danwanzam, Saleh, & Stephen, 2025).  

One major source of SALW proliferation in North-East Nigeria is cross-border trafficking through the Sahel 

and Lake Chad Basin region. The geographical location of the North-East places it close to countries such as 

Chad, Niger, and Cameroon, where weak border monitoring, political instability, and existing conflict 

networks have facilitated the movement of illicit weapons. Following conflicts in Libya and other parts of 

the Sahel, large quantities of firearms entered regional black markets and were subsequently trafficked 

across porous borders into Nigeria. Terrorist organizations such as Boko Haram and ISWAP have exploited 

these trafficking routes to acquire assault rifles, machine guns, explosives, and other military-grade 

weapons. The region’s vast ungoverned spaces and limited presence of security agencies have further 

created opportunities for arms smugglers and criminal networks to operate with relative ease (Small Arms 

Survey, 2021; Amali & Buthelezi, 2025).  

Another significant source of SALW proliferation is diversion from government security stockpiles and 

battle-field capture of weapons. During prolonged military engagements between Nigerian security forces 

and insurgent groups, terrorist organizations have obtained firearms and ammunition through attacks on 

military formations, police stations, and security checkpoints. The seizure of weapons during raids and 

clashes has strengthened the capacity of armed groups to sustain violent operations. In addition, weak 

accountability mechanisms in arms management, inadequate stockpile protection, and corruption within 

security systems have been identified as factors contributing to the diversion of legally acquired weapons 

into illegal circulation. Beyond external trafficking, Nigeria’s National Small Arms and Light Weapons 

Survey also highlights direct purchase from illegal markets, illicit supply networks, and local craft 

production as important sources of firearms within the country (Small Arms Survey, 2021; Isah et al., 2024).  

Furthermore, local manufacturing, criminal networks, and community-based demand for self-protection 

have contributed to the persistence of SALW proliferation in North-East Nigeria. Local blacksmiths and 

artisanal producers have historically manufactured crude weapons, including locally fabricated firearms, 

which are often used by criminal groups and community militias. The rise of insecurity has also increased 

civilian demand for weapons due to declining trust in state security protection, thereby expanding illegal 

arms markets. Armed groups involved in kidnapping, cattle rustling, and banditry have exploited these 

networks to obtain firearms and ammunition. Scholars argue that the continued proliferation of SALW in 

North-East Nigeria is not solely a supply problem but also a consequence of governance failures, poverty, 

unemployment, weak border controls, and inadequate conflict prevention mechanisms. Therefore, 

addressing the challenge requires comprehensive approaches that combine effective arms control, improved 

security governance, regional cooperation, and socio-economic interventions aimed at reducing the 

incentives for illicit arms acquisition (Amali & Buthelezi, 2025; Danwanzam et al., 2025).  
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Patterns and Implications of Small Arms and Light Weapons Proliferation on Security and Socio-

Economic Development in North-East Nigeria 

The proliferation of small arms and light weapons (SALW) in North-East Nigeria between 2014 and 2024 

has exhibited distinct patterns characterized by the increasing militarization of non-state armed groups, 

cross-border arms trafficking, the expansion of insurgent networks, and the diversification of violent 

criminal activities. The region has remained the epicentre of the Boko Haram insurgency and the Islamic 

State West Africa Province (ISWAP), both of which have relied heavily on illicit firearms to sustain attacks 

against military formations, civilian populations, humanitarian workers, and public infrastructure. Beyond 

terrorism, SALW have increasingly been used in kidnapping, cattle rustling, armed robbery, communal 

clashes, and attacks on farming communities, indicating that the proliferation of these weapons has extended 

beyond insurgency into broader criminality. The availability of assault rifles, machine guns, rocket-propelled 

grenade launchers, and other military-grade weapons has significantly enhanced the operational capacity of 

armed groups while complicating military counterinsurgency operations. Recent studies indicate that these 

patterns have evolved through transnational trafficking networks operating across the Lake Chad Basin and 

the Sahel, facilitated by porous borders, weak border governance, and regional instability (Isah, Luka, & 

Philip, 2024; Danwanzam, Saleh, & Stephen, 2025). 

One of the most significant implications of SALW proliferation has been the deterioration of security across 

North-East Nigeria. The widespread availability of illicit weapons has prolonged insurgency by enabling 

terrorist organizations to launch coordinated attacks against security agencies and civilian settlements. 

Thousands of civilians have been killed or injured, while millions have been displaced into internally 

displaced persons (IDP) camps within Nigeria and neighbouring countries. The proliferation of weapons has 

also undermined state authority by weakening law enforcement institutions, overstretching military 

resources, and reducing public confidence in government security efforts. In addition, humanitarian 

organizations operating in conflict-affected communities have frequently become targets of armed attacks, 

thereby restricting humanitarian access and worsening the living conditions of vulnerable populations. 

Scholars argue that the persistence of illicit firearms has transformed the security environment from 

localized insurgency into a complex humanitarian and governance crisis requiring coordinated regional and 

international responses (United Nations Development Programme [UNDP], 2024; United Nations Office on 

Drugs and Crime [UNODC], 2024). 

The socio-economic implications of SALW proliferation have been equally severe. Persistent armed 

violence has disrupted agricultural production, which remains the primary source of livelihood for most 

households in North-East Nigeria. Farmers have abandoned farmlands because of repeated attacks by 

insurgents and armed groups, leading to declining food production, food insecurity, unemployment, and 

rising poverty levels. The destruction of markets, schools, healthcare facilities, roads, and other public 

infrastructure has significantly reduced economic activities and limited access to essential social services. 

Private investments have also declined as businesses relocate or suspend operations due to insecurity, 

resulting in reduced government revenue and slower regional economic growth. Furthermore, the 

displacement of millions of people has increased pressure on host communities, humanitarian agencies, and 

government institutions responsible for providing shelter, healthcare, education, and other basic services. 

The World Bank (2023) and the UNDP (2024) observe that prolonged insecurity continues to undermine 

human capital development and delay post-conflict recovery across the North-East region. 

Furthermore, SALW proliferation has had profound consequences for governance, social cohesion, and 

long-term development in North-East Nigeria. The persistence of armed violence has weakened public 

institutions, eroded the rule of law, and created an environment where criminality and impunity flourish. 

Communities affected by conflict have experienced growing mistrust among ethnic and religious groups, 

increasing social fragmentation and making reconciliation more difficult. Young people, particularly those 

facing unemployment, poverty, and limited educational opportunities, remain vulnerable to recruitment by 

insurgent and criminal organizations that exploit the availability of illicit weapons. Scholars therefore argue 

that sustainable solutions to SALW proliferation must extend beyond military responses to include 

strengthened border management, improved intelligence sharing, effective implementation of arms control 

legislation, regional cooperation among Lake Chad Basin countries, community-based peacebuilding, youth 

employment programmes, and post-conflict reconstruction initiatives. Such integrated approaches are 

essential for restoring security, rebuilding livelihoods, and promoting sustainable socio-economic 

development in North-East Nigeria (Amali & Buthelezi, 2025; Small Arms Survey, 2021). 
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Theoretical Framework   

The Fragile State Theory provides a relevant framework for explaining the nature and patterns of small arms 

and light weapons (SALW) proliferation in North-East Nigeria between 2014 and 2024. The theory emerged 

from studies of state weakness, governance failure, and political instability, with scholars such as Robert I. 

Rotberg (2004), Stewart and Brown (2009), and Call (2011) arguing that fragile states are characterized by 

weak institutional capacity, inability to provide security and public services, declining legitimacy, and 

limited control over their territories. According to Rotberg (2004), the primary responsibility of the state is 

to provide security, maintain law and order, and protect citizens; when a state fails to perform these 

functions effectively, non-state actors and criminal networks exploit the resulting governance gaps. In the 

context of North-East Nigeria, the theory explains how weak state presence, inadequate security 

infrastructure, poor border management, and institutional limitations created conditions that facilitated the 

spread and use of SALW by insurgents, criminal groups, and other armed non-state actors. Studies on 

Nigeria’s SALW challenge similarly emphasize that weaknesses in state capacity and inability to control 

both the demand and supply factors of illicit weapons have contributed to insecurity in the northern region.  

Fragile State Theory explains that the proliferation of SALW is often a symptom and consequence of 

declining state authority. Where governments are unable to effectively control their territories, enforce laws, 

secure borders, or regulate weapons circulation, armed groups can establish alternative systems of power and 

security. In North-East Nigeria, the emergence and expansion of Boko Haram and the Islamic State West 

Africa Province (ISWAP) between 2014 and 2024 illustrate how state fragility contributed to the growth of 

armed non-state actors. Weak surveillance along the borders with Niger, Chad, and Cameroon, coupled with 

instability within the Lake Chad Basin and the Sahel region, created opportunities for illicit arms trafficking 

networks to operate. These conditions enabled insurgent groups to acquire assault rifles, machine guns, 

explosives, and other light weapons through illegal markets, cross-border smuggling, and battlefield capture. 

The continued circulation of SALW demonstrates how fragile governance environments provide 

opportunities for armed groups to challenge state authority and sustain violent campaigns.  

The theory further explains the patterns of SALW proliferation through the relationship between institutional 

weakness, insecurity, and the emergence of self-help security mechanisms. In fragile states, communities 

and individuals often seek alternative means of protection when state security institutions are perceived as 

ineffective. In North-East Nigeria, prolonged insecurity encouraged the growth of vigilante groups, 

community defence organizations, and informal security arrangements, some of which contributed to the 

wider circulation of firearms. At the same time, insurgent groups exploited poverty, unemployment, weak 

social institutions, and limited government presence to recruit members and expand their operational 

networks. Consequently, SALW proliferation became characterized by multiple sources, including 

transnational trafficking, diversion of government weapons, illegal arms markets, and local manufacturing. 

The increasing accessibility of firearms strengthened criminal activities such as kidnapping, banditry, 

communal conflicts, and attacks on civilians, further weakening state legitimacy and reinforcing the cycle of 

fragility and insecurity.  

The application of Fragile State Theory to this study is significant because it highlights that SALW 

proliferation in North-East Nigeria is not merely an arms-control problem but also a manifestation of deeper 

governance challenges. The theory demonstrates that weak institutions, inadequate service delivery, poverty, 

unemployment, corruption, and limited state legitimacy create an environment where illicit weapons can 

thrive. However, while the theory effectively explains the relationship between state weakness and 

insecurity, it has been criticized for sometimes presenting fragile states as lacking capacity without 

sufficiently considering historical, international, and socio-economic factors influencing fragility (Call, 

2011). Despite this limitation, Fragile State Theory remains useful for understanding the nature and patterns 

of SALW proliferation in North-East Nigeria because it connects the availability of illicit weapons with 

broader issues of governance failure, institutional weakness, and the inability of the state to monopolize the 

legitimate use of force. Therefore, the theory provides an appropriate analytical foundation for examining 

how state fragility contributed to the persistence of SALW-related insecurity and socio-economic challenges 

in North-East Nigeria between 2014 and 2024. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

This study adopted a qualitative research design based on secondary sources of data collection to examine 

the nature and patterns of Small Arms and Light Weapons (SALW) proliferation in North-East Nigeria 

between 2014 and 2024. The use of secondary data was considered appropriate because the study focuses on 
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understanding historical trends, sources, patterns, and implications of illicit arms circulation within a 

conflict-affected region. Data were obtained from existing scholarly materials and documentary sources, 

including textbooks, peer-reviewed journal articles, conference papers, research reports, government 

publications, security documents, policy papers, international organizations’ reports, and relevant online 

databases. Specifically, materials from institutions such as the United Nations Office for Disarmament 

Affairs (UNODA), Small Arms Survey, United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), and 

Nigerian security-related agencies were consulted to provide empirical and contextual information on 

SALW proliferation.  

The collected secondary data were analysed using qualitative content analysis, which involved the 

systematic review, interpretation, and categorization of information based on emerging themes relevant to 

the objectives of the study. The analysis focused on identifying major patterns of SALW proliferation, 

including cross-border trafficking, illegal arms markets, diversion of weapons from state security agencies, 

local manufacturing, and acquisition by insurgent and criminal groups. It also examined the implications of 

SALW proliferation on security, governance, displacement, agriculture, livelihoods, and socio-economic 

development in North-East Nigeria from 2014 to 2024. Content analysis was adopted because it enables 

researchers to examine documentary evidence, identify recurring patterns, and develop explanations of 

complex security phenomena through existing knowledge and recorded events.  

Table 1: Nature and Sources of Small Arms and Light Weapons (SALW) Proliferation in North-East 

Nigeria (2014–2024) 

Nature/Source of SALW 

Proliferation 

Description Estimated Financial Value/Impact 

(₦) 

Cross-border arms 

trafficking 

Illicit movement of firearms through Chad, 

Niger and Cameroon into North-East Nigeria. 

₦180 billion annual illicit arms 

market 

Diversion from security 

stockpiles 

Weapons captured during attacks on military 

formations or diverted from government 

armouries. 

₦75 billion worth of military-grade 

weapons lost or diverted (estimated) 

Illegal local 

manufacture 

Production of locally fabricated firearms by 

illegal gunsmiths. 

₦12 billion estimated annual value 

Black market arms 

trade 

Sale of assault rifles, pistols, ammunition and 

explosives through criminal networks. 

₦95 billion estimated annual 

turnover 

Terrorist acquisition 

through raids 

Boko Haram and ISWAP acquisition of 

sophisticated weapons during attacks on 

security installations. 

₦60 billion estimated value of seized 

weapons 

Community self-defence 

acquisitions 

Purchase of firearms by vigilante groups and 

civilians because of insecurity. 

₦15 billion estimated expenditure 

Source: Compiled from UNODC (2024); Small Arms Survey (2021); SIPRI (2023); National Centre for the 

Control of Small Arms and Light Weapons (2024); Isah et al. (2024). 

 

Table 1 indicates that cross-border trafficking constituted the principal source of SALW proliferation in 

North-East Nigeria between 2014 and 2024, with an estimated illicit market value of approximately ₦180 

billion annually. This demonstrates that porous international borders linking Nigeria with Chad, Niger, and 

Cameroon remained major transit routes for illegal firearms. The black-market arms trade, valued at 

approximately ₦95 billion annually, further illustrates the existence of organized criminal networks 

facilitating the circulation of illicit weapons within the region. 

The table also shows that diversion of weapons from government security stockpiles, estimated at about ₦75 

billion, and terrorist acquisition through attacks on military formations, valued at approximately ₦60 billion, 

significantly strengthened the operational capabilities of Boko Haram and ISWAP. Although illegal local 

manufacturing and community self-defence acquisitions accounted for relatively lower estimated values of 

₦12 billion and ₦15 billion, respectively, they nevertheless contributed to the sustained availability of 

firearms within local communities. Overall, the findings suggest that the proliferation of SALW in North-

East Nigeria resulted from multiple interconnected sources involving transnational trafficking, institutional 

weaknesses, criminal markets, and growing civilian demand for self-protection. 
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Table 2: Patterns and Implications of Small Arms and Light Weapons Proliferation on Security and 

Socio-economic Development in North-East Nigeria (2014–2024) 

Pattern/Implication Description Estimated Economic 

Cost (₦) 

Destruction of public 

infrastructure 

Damage to schools, hospitals, roads, police 

stations and public buildings. 

₦2.8 trillion 

Agricultural losses Abandonment of farmlands, livestock losses 

and reduced food production. 

₦1.45 trillion 

Business and investment 

losses 

Closure of businesses and declining private 

investment. 

₦920 billion 

Humanitarian expenditure Government and donor spending on 

internally displaced persons (IDPs). 

₦650 billion 

Increased security 

expenditure 

Additional military operations and 

counterterrorism campaigns. 

₦3.6 trillion 

Reduced regional economic 

productivity 

Decline in employment, income generation 

and GDP contribution. 

₦1.2 trillion 

Source: Compiled from World Bank (2023); FAO (2023); National Bureau of Statistics (2023); UNHCR 

(2024); IOM (2024); Federal Government Budget Reports (2014–2024). 

 

Table 2 reveals that the proliferation of SALW imposed substantial security and socio-economic costs on 

North-East Nigeria during the period under review. The highest financial implication was increased security 

expenditure, estimated at approximately ₦3.6 trillion, reflecting the enormous resources committed by the 

Federal Government to military operations, intelligence gathering, and counterinsurgency campaigns. 

Similarly, the destruction of public infrastructure resulted in estimated losses of ₦2.8 trillion, indicating 

extensive damage to schools, healthcare facilities, roads, and government buildings caused by insurgent 

attacks. 

The findings further show that agricultural losses, estimated at ₦1.45 trillion, significantly undermined food 

production and rural livelihoods as many farmers abandoned their farmlands due to insecurity. In addition, 

reduced regional economic productivity (₦1.2 trillion), business and investment losses (₦920 billion), and 

humanitarian expenditure (₦650 billion) demonstrate the broader developmental consequences of SALW 

proliferation. These findings indicate that the widespread circulation of illicit weapons not only prolonged 

insecurity but also weakened economic growth, increased public expenditure, discouraged investment, 

intensified humanitarian crises, and slowed socio-economic development in North-East Nigeria between 

2014 and 2024. 

 

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS  

The findings of this study revealed that the nature of small arms and light weapons (SALW) proliferation in 

North-East Nigeria between 2014 and 2024 was characterized by widespread illicit circulation of firearms 

through cross-border trafficking, diversion from government security stockpiles, illegal local manufacture, 

black-market transactions, and the acquisition of weapons by insurgent groups such as Boko Haram and the 

Islamic State West Africa Province (ISWAP). The study established that porous borders linking Nigeria with 

Chad, Niger, and Cameroon, coupled with weak border management and institutional deficiencies, 

significantly contributed to the sustained inflow of illicit weapons into the region. These findings are 

consistent with those of Isah, Luka, and Philip (2024), who found that cross-border trafficking and weak 

security governance were the principal drivers of SALW proliferation in North-East Nigeria. Similarly, the 

findings corroborate Small Arms Survey (2021), which reported that illicit firearms entered Nigeria 

primarily through transnational trafficking networks and illegal domestic markets. The study also agrees 

with Amali and Buthelezi (2025), who argued that governance failures, corruption, and inadequate arms 

control mechanisms have facilitated the continuous circulation of SALW, thereby strengthening the 

operational capabilities of terrorist and criminal organizations across northern Nigeria. 

The study further found that the proliferation of SALW had profound implications for security and socio-

economic development in North-East Nigeria. The widespread availability of illicit weapons contributed to 

increased insurgent attacks, destruction of public infrastructure, forced displacement, agricultural decline, 

business closures, humanitarian crises, rising government security expenditure, and reduced regional 

productivity. These findings support those of Danwanzam, Saleh, and Stephen (2025), who concluded that 
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the persistent availability of SALW significantly prolonged insurgency and undermined peacebuilding 

efforts in North-East Nigeria. The findings also align with the United Nations Development Programme 

(UNDP, 2024), which reported that insecurity fueled by illicit weapons has severely affected livelihoods, 

education, healthcare, and human development across the region. Furthermore, the findings are consistent 

with the World Bank (2023), which observed that prolonged armed violence in North-East Nigeria has 

discouraged private investment, weakened agricultural production, increased poverty, and slowed economic 

recovery. Collectively, these findings demonstrate that SALW proliferation remains both a major security 

threat and a significant impediment to sustainable socio-economic development in North-East Nigeria. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The study concluded that the proliferation of small arms and light weapons (SALW) in North-East Nigeria 

between 2014 and 2024 was driven primarily by cross-border arms trafficking, diversion of weapons from 

security stockpiles, illegal local manufacture, black-market transactions, and the activities of insurgent 

groups. The widespread availability of these weapons sustained terrorism, insurgency, and other forms of 

organized violence in the region. The study further concluded that the continued proliferation of SALW had 

severe implications for security and socio-economic development, including increased insecurity, 

destruction of infrastructure, displacement of populations, disruption of agricultural and commercial 

activities, rising government security expenditure, and declining economic productivity. Unless effective 

measures are implemented to curb the illicit flow of weapons, the challenges to peace, security, and 

sustainable development in North-East Nigeria will likely persist. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. The Federal Government of Nigeria should strengthen border security and arms control mechanisms 

through improved surveillance technology, enhanced intelligence sharing, and closer collaboration 

with neighbouring countries in the Lake Chad Basin to prevent the illicit trafficking and circulation 

of small arms and light weapons into North-East Nigeria.  

2. Government should complement military operations with comprehensive socio-economic 

development programmes, including post-conflict reconstruction, youth employment, community-

based peacebuilding, and strengthened law enforcement institutions, in order to reduce the demand 

for illicit weapons, promote sustainable livelihoods, and enhance long-term peace and security in the 

region. 
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