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ABSTRACT:

This study investigates the proliferation of Small Arms and Light Weapons (SALW) in Nigeria from 2010 to 2025 and its
implications for national security, guided by the Failed State Theory and the Human Security Theory. Using secondary data
from ACLED, UNODC, the Small Arms Survey, and Nigerian government reports, the research identifies key drivers of SALW
proliferation, including porous borders, insurgency dynamics, organized criminal networks, and persistent corruption. Findings
show that the proliferation of SALW has fueled armed conflict, resulting in over 3.3 million internally displaced persons by
2023, with more than half being children, and imposing significant humanitarian and fiscal burdens on the state. Although
tactical interventions such as arms seizures have had short-term effects, systemic weaknesses have prevented sustainable
security improvements. In conclusion, the study confirms that SALW proliferation poses both structural and human security
threats. Consistent with the Small Arms Survey (2023), the study recommends strengthening institutional capacity and
enhancing border control to effectively curb the flow of illicit arms.
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INTRODUCTION
1.1 Background

The pursuit of national security is a
fundamental imperative for state sovereignty and
socioeconomic development, forming the very core
of the social contract between the state and its
citizenry  (Hobbes, 1651/2008). Within the
contemporary Nigerian context, however, this
imperative is profoundly undermined by the
pervasive and uncontrolled movement of Small
Arms and Light Weapons (SALW). Defined by the
United Nations as easily portable conventional
weapons designed for individual or crew use, the
proliferation of SALW constitutes a critical
challenge, shifting the balance of coercive power
away from the state and into the hands of non-state
actors (UN Report, 1997). This phenomenon has
systematically exacerbated existing fault lines,
transforming localized communal disputes into
large-scale, lethal conflicts.

The scale of the crisis in Nigeria is
quantitatively ~ staggering and  qualitatively
devastating. Current estimates suggest that the
country harbors approximately 6.2 million civilian-
held firearms, a figure that drastically outweighs the

combined inventories of state security agencies by a
ratio of roughly 28 to one (Small Arms Survey,
2024). This accumulation is not merely a localized
problem; Nigeria acts as the primary hub for illicit
arms trafficking in the West African sub-region,
reportedly accounting for over 70 percent of all
illegal SALW in circulation (Aluko & Ajala, 2021;
Ogundele, 2020). The consequences are palpable
across all six geopolitical zones. From the protracted
Boko Haram insurgency in the North East to the
devastating armed banditry across the North West,
and the resurgence of communal violence in the
North Central, the availability of these weapons has
dramatically increased the lethality and duration of
conflicts (Eze, 2020).

Crucially, the proliferation is fueled by a
complex interplay of exogenous and endogenous
factors. Externally, the porous borders, which
stretch for over 4,000 kilometers with neighboring
states like Niger, Chad, and Cameroon, serve as
critical conduits for illicit flow, often facilitated by
transnational criminal networks (Okeke, 2019). The
regional spillover effect, particularly following the
Libyan crisis in 2011, injected massive stockpiles of
sophisticated weaponry into the Sahel, a significant
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portion of which has filtered into the Nigerian black
market (Rimmey, 2018). Internally, the demand is
driven by deep-seated issues of weak governance,
high rates of poverty and youth unemployment, and
the resultant erosion of public trust in state security
institutions (Ayantayo, 2019). The resort to self-
defense, fueled by a perceived failure of the state to
protect its citizens, creates a vicious cycle of arms
acquisition and heightened insecurity (Jacob, 2017).

Consequently, the impact on Nigeria’s
national security extends beyond the immediate
casualties of violence. It involves the sabotage of
critical economic infrastructure, such as the
estimated $15 billion annual loss due to militant
activities in the Niger Delta (Amadi & Wokoma,
2022), the mass displacement of communities, and
the complete disruption of agricultural activities,
directly threatening food security. While national
efforts, including the establishment of the National
Centre for the Control of Small Arms and Light
Weapons (NCCSALW) and adherence to the
ECOWAS Convention on SALW, represent
institutional commitment, scholarly consensus
suggests that these mechanisms are largely
undermined by weak implementation, institutional
corruption, and outdated legal frameworks, such as
the insufficient Firearms Act of 1990 (Aluko &
Ajala, 2021; Usman et al.,2020). This seminar paper
is therefore strategically poised to move beyond a
descriptive account of the problem to offer a critical
analysis of the causal mechanisms and the efficacy
of current state responses.

1.2 Statement of the Problem

Despite decades of policy initiatives and
regional cooperation frameworks, the proliferation
of small arms and light weapons (SALW) remains
an acute threat to Nigeria’s national security and
stability. Empirical studies estimate that of the over
500 million illicit small arms circulating globally,
more than 350 million are found in Africa, with
Nigeria accounting for nearly 70% of such weapons
in West Africa alone (Small Arms Survey, 2023;
Edeko, 2011). This alarming trend correlates
directly with elevated incidences of armed violence,
ranging from insurgency and terrorism in the
northeast, militancy in the Niger Delta, banditry in
the northwest, to herder-farmer clashes and urban
criminality nationwide (Adejo-Andrew et al.,2020).
For example, between 2011 and 2022, Nigeria
recorded over 63,111 deaths linked to small arms-
facilitated conflicts and crimes (Nigeria Security
Tracker, 2024).

Despite national efforts such as ratifying
the ECOWAS Convention on SALW and
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establishing the National Centre for the Control of
Small Arms and Light Weapons implementation
remains weak due to porous borders, corruption
within security agencies, socio-political instability,
and an entrenched culture of impunity (Akinyemi &
Edeko, 2021). Prior research highlights these
regulatory and enforcement gaps but often omits
nuanced analyses of contemporary trafficking
methods, the socio-economic dimensions fueling
demand, and the localized impact on community
safety (Eze, 2020; Benedict & Peters, 2022). The
persistent and escalating rate of arms proliferation
not only destabilizes communities, displaces
populations, and undermines governance, but also
signals a critical gap in the existing scholarship: an
urgent need for an updated, multidimensional
examination of the drivers, impacts, and policy
responses to SALW proliferation in Nigeria. This
study therefore seeks to address these gaps by
critically interrogating the root causes, evaluating
the real-time effectiveness of current control
mechanisms, and offering empirically grounded
recommendations for national and sub-national
intervention strategies.

1.3 Research Questions

i What are the major drivers of small arms
and light weapons proliferation in Nigeria?
il. How does the proliferation of small arms
and light weapons affect Nigeria’s

national security?

iii. How  effective are ~ Nigeria’s current
mechanisms in controlling the
proliferation of small arms and light
weapons in Nigeria?

1.4 Research Objectives

1.4.1 Main Obijective is to:

Analyse the proliferation of small arms and light
weapons and its implication on Nigeria’s national
security.

1.4.2 Specific Objectives are to:
i To identify the major drivers of the
proliferation of small armsand light
weapons in Nigeria.

il. To evaluate the effect of small arms and
light weapons proliferation on
Nigeria’s national security.

iii. To examine the effectiveness of existing

control mechanisms in addressing the
proliferation of small arms and light
weapons in Nigeria.

1.5 Significance of the Study
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This study is significant for both scholarly
inquiry and national security practice. First, the
findings will provide evidence-based insights that
can support policy makers in designing more
effective arms control measures. Second, the study
contributes to academic debates on security
governance and armed violence by presenting new
empirical data and up to date analysis. Third,
security agencies and strategic planners will benefit
from a clear understanding of the drivers that sustain
weapon circulation and the institutional weaknesses
that undermine control efforts. Finally, the study
will assist civil society actors and international
partners working on peace building and security
reform to design targeted interventions that can
reduce illicit weapon flows.

1.6 Scope of the Study

The study focuses on the proliferation of
small arms and light weapons within Nigeria and the
resulting implications for national security. The
temporal scope covers the period from 2010 to 2024,
a timeframe marked by heightened insurgency,
banditry, and cross border criminal activity.
Geographically, the study adopts a national focus
while drawing specific examples from regions most
affected by illicit weapons, such as the north east,
north west, and middle belt. Methodologically, the
study considers both drivers of proliferation and the
effectiveness of control mechanisms implemented
by Nigerian authorities and regional actors.

1.7 Key Definition of Terms

Small Arms and Light Weapons: These are
portable weapons such as pistols, rifles, submachine
guns, and other firearms that can be operated by one
or a few individuals. The United Nations describes
them as weapons commonly used in community
level conflicts and criminal activities (UN, 2020).

Proliferation: This refers to the widespread and
uncontrolled spread of weapons across state and
non-state actors. In this study, it relates to the
increasing circulation and availability of small arms
within Nigeria (Adejumo, 2023).

National Security: This denotes the ability of a state
to safeguard its citizens, protect territorial integrity,
maintain peace, and prevent internal or external
threats. National security in this study refers to the
stability of Nigeria’s political system, economy, and
society in the face of growing armed violence
(GIATOC, 2023).

Illicit Weapons: These are firearms produced,
imported, or transferred without legal authorization.
They include smuggled weapons, stolen weapons,
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and locally fabricated firearms used in criminal or
insurgent activities (Sampson, 2019).

LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Conceptual Clarifications

The study on Proliferation of Small Arms
and Nigeria's and its implications on Nigeria’s
national security requires a clear conceptual
understanding of the two central variables: Small
Arms and national security.

2.1.1 Small Arms and Light Weapons

Small arms and light weapons (SALW)
represent a class of portable firearms and explosive
weapons designed primarily for personal or crew use
in combat and conflict environments. The United
Nations defined small arms as "weapons designed
for individual use" and light weapons as "those
intended for use by several persons serving as a
crew," with typologies that include pistols,
revolvers, assault rifles, submachine guns, and light
machine guns (United Nations, 2020). The
Economic Community of West African States
(ECOWAS) further contextualizes SALW as those
weapons most commonly linked to armed conflict,
organized crime, and societal instability in sub-
Saharan Africa (ECOWAS, 2022).

Recent scholarly work has added nuance to
these definitions. Bevan (2019) argued for the
inclusion of craft-produced and improvised firearms
in the assessment of SALW, noting their growing
prevalence in West Africa’s informal security
economy. According to Berman and Small Arms
Survey (2021), the typology of SALW now covers
not only factory-produced weapons from recognized
arms manufacturers but also those crafted locally
and improvised for diverse illicit uses. Such
distinctions are crucial in Nigeria, where a
significant proportion of firearms in circulation are
locally fabricated or modified to evade law
enforcement scrutiny (Nkwachukwu, 2022). For the
purposes of this study, SALW is defined as portable,
lethal weapons including both factory-produced and
craft-produced that are easily acquired, concealed,
and operated by individuals or small groups, with
relevance for both criminal and conflict-driven
violence in the Nigerian environment (Berman &
Bevan, 2021; ECOWAS, 2022; Nkwachukwu,
2022). This definition reflects international,
regional, and local realities and supports a
comprehensive assessment of Nigeria’s arms
landscape.

2.1.2 Concept of Proliferation
Proliferation refers to the uncontrolled
accumulation and spreads of weapons among state
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and non-state actors, often in violation of established
laws and protocols. Akinkuotu (2020) identifies
proliferation as the “illegal, excessive, and
indiscriminate expansion” of SALW, typically
linked to rising insecurity and systemic governance
failures. Yusuf and Ojo (2021) further distinguish
proliferation from simple distribution, emphasizing
that it involves not merely the movement of
weapons but their persistent embedding in societal
and conflict structures, often resulting in cycles of
violence and destabilization.

According to the Small Arms Survey
(2021), pathways for proliferation in Nigeria
encompass smuggling across porous borders, cross-
border trafficking via transnational criminal
networks, and increased local production of craft
firearms. As confirmed by Frimpong (2019), recent
dynamics show widespread local fabrication,
particularly in the Middle Belt and Delta regions,
further complicating disarmament efforts and
contributing to persistent insecurity. For this study,
proliferation is understood as the illicit, largely
uncontrolled expansion and entrenchment of SALW
among diverse Nigerian actors, arising from cross-
border trafficking, domestic fabrication, and weak
institutional controls (Akinkuotu, 2020; Frimpong,
2019; Small Arms Survey, 2021).

2.1.3 Concept of National Security

National security, in its traditional sense,
denotes the protection of a state's territorial integrity,
sovereignty, and the maintenance of public order
against external and internal threats. However,
contemporary perspectives expand this scope to
include political, social, and economic dimensions
as well as human security concerns (Ogunnubi &
Isike, 2021). Adeyemo (2022) asserts that national
security is the “ability of a nation to preserve the
safety of its people, defend its interests, and promote
sustainable development in the face of persistent
threats.”

Critical security studies, meanwhile, view
national security as a fluid concept contingent on the
interplay of local, regional, and global dynamics,
reflecting not only state-centric interests but also the
lived realities of vulnerable populations (Ezeala,
2021). In Nigeria, where the proliferation of SALW
is both a symptom and a cause of insecurity, the
concept evolves to address threats to social
cohesion, economic activity, and the legitimacy of
state authority. This research adopts Adeyemo’s
(2022) broad definition of national security while
integrating critical insights on governance, societal
resilience, and multidimensional threats (Ogunnubi
& lIsike, 2021; Ezeala, 2021).
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2.2 Empirical Review
2.2.1 Drivers of Small Arms Proliferation in
Nigeria

Adebayo and Obasi (2022) conducted a
study titled “Transnational Factors and the
Proliferation of Small Arms in Northern Nigeria,”
with the primary objective of analyzing the external
and internal forces driving arms inflow. Utilizing a
mixed-methods approach combining GIS mapping
of trafficking routes and interviews with border
officials and community leaders (sample size: 215),
they found that porous borders with Niger and
Cameroon, along with the fallout from the Libyan
conflict, serve as major conduits for illicit arms. The
study concluded that effective border governance
and enhanced regional intelligence sharing are
critical for stemming proliferation.

Ehigie et al. (2021), in “Local Production
and Self-Defense Militias: Inside Nigeria’s Craft
Arms Economy,” investigated the dynamics of
domestic firearm fabrication and its local demand.
Drawing on qualitative fieldwork in Benue and
Zamfara States involving 54 artisan gunsmiths and
vigilante members, the authors revealed that local
socioeconomic deprivation and distrust in state
security forces fueled the rise in arms production
and community demand. Their findings highlighted
the intersection of youth unemployment, the failure
of policing, and emerging local markets for made-
in-Nigeria arms. The study called for targeted policy
interventions addressing rural poverty alongside
supply-side controls.

Salihu (2019), in his research “Corruption
and the Security Sector: Effects on Small Arms
Control,” employed content analysis of anti-
corruption reports, interviews with police officers,
and document reviews. With a sample covering six
northern states, the study found institutional
corruption—ranging from illegal weapon diversion
to bribery during confiscations—significantly
undermined arms control measures. Salihu
concluded that stricter accountability frameworks
and vetting within security agencies were essential,
citing persistent collusion between officials and
traffickers. A critical gap across these studies is the
insufficient mapping of newly emerging,
technology-driven trafficking networks, such as
digital arms sales and crypto-enabled transactions,
which are increasingly relevant but underexplored in
Nigerian literature from 2018-2024.

2.2.2 Effect of Small Arms Proliferation on
National Security

Musa and Ibrahim (2023), in their paper
“Small Arms Proliferation and the Escalation of
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Banditry in Northwestern Nigeria,” sought to
empirically map the link between illicit arms
availability and banditry-related violence. Using
Nigeria Security Tracker casualty data and field
interviews in Zamfara and Kaduna (sample: 197
residents and local authorities), they established that
70 percent of mass abductions and rural attacks
since 2020 were conducted with illicit firearms. The
study concluded that unregulated arms directly
correlated with surges in rural displacement and
school closures.

Uche and Okoli (2021) explored “Armed
Violence, Insurgency, and the Socioeconomic Costs
in North East Nigeria.” Adopting mixed quantitative
and qualitative analysis—household  surveys
(n=321) and expert interviews—they identified that
arms proliferation contributed to over 3 million
internally displaced persons and more than $10
billion in regional economic losses between 2018
and 2021. They further noted the trauma endured by
civilian populations, although the psychological
dimension was not comprehensively analyzed.

Olayinka and Eme  (2020) in
“Militarization, Communal Conflicts, and Human
Security in Nigeria’s Middle Belt” used statistical
trend analysis and NGO data to reveal a strong link
between arms flows and lethal communal conflicts.
Their findings attributed over 8,000 deaths between
2018 and 2020 in Plateau and Benue states to the
widespread use of SALW, with attacks frequently
perpetrated by criminal militia equipped with assault
rifles. The authors stressed the need for robust
civilian-military trust-building efforts. A recurrent
gap in these studies lies in the limited exploration of
the long-term psychosocial impact of armed
violence on affected communities, and the
underrepresentation of the effect of arms
proliferation on civil-military relations in the most
current analysis.

2.2.3 Effectiveness of Arms Control Mechanisms
in Nigeria

Obioma and Lawal (2022) published “Post-
2021 Arms Control Reforms and Implementation
Challenges in Nigeria,” focusing on the
effectiveness of the National Centre for the Control
of Small Arms and Light Weapons (NCCSALW).
Using policy analysis and stakeholder interviews
(n=28, including security officials and civil society
leaders), they showed some improvement in
coordination but highlighted ongoing problems with
data sharing and resource gaps. Most interviewees
perceived a lack of political commitment as a major
obstacle to impact.

Ngr. J. Multi. vol-2, issue-7 (July-2026) pp-383-398

Ogunbiyi and Sharehu (2021), in “Border
Management Reforms and Illicit Arms Inflow:
Insights from Nigeria’s Northwest,” analyzed
border closure policies and joint ECOWAS patrols
using field surveys and customs agency records.
Their findings showed temporary reductions in arms
seizures during coordinated operations (2019-2020)
but little sustained impact after relaxation of
controls, due to insufficient follow-through and
inter-agency rivalry.

Ayoola (2020) explored legal reforms in
“The Firearms Act and Arms Control Policy in
Contemporary Nigeria.” His documentary review,
combined with elite interviews (n=15), revealed that
the Firearms Act is poorly enforced, outdated, and
ill-suited to address current patterns of proliferation,
especially with new digital trafficking methods. The
study concluded that meaningful reform requires
regular legal updates and rigorous enforcement. A
key empirical gap is the paucity of up-to-date, post-
2021 research that rigorously evaluates recent

structural reforms, with hardly any studies
employing large-scale, nation-wide empirical
datasets or capturing real-time enforcement

dynamics at multiple administrative levels.

2.3 Theoretical Framework

The theoretical foundation of this study is
anchored on two complementary perspectives that
help illuminate the drivers, consequences, and
control  complexities associated with  the
proliferation of small arms and light weapons in
Nigeria. These theories are the Failed State Theory
and the Human Security Theory. Each provides a
distinct analytical lens for interpreting how
institutional weaknesses and human vulnerabilities
contribute to escalating insecurity.

2.3.1 Failed State Theory

Failed State Theory emerged prominently
in post Cold War scholarship, with early
contributions from scholars such as Helman and
Ratner (1992) who used the concept to describe
states that could no longer perform basic sovereign
responsibilities. The theory was further developed
by Rotberg (2002, 2004), who argued that a state
fails when it loses the capacity to maintain internal
order, ensure security, protect borders, and
guarantee the welfare of its citizens. Subsequent
scholars including Zartman (2019) and Call (2021)
expanded the framework by highlighting the link
between institutional decay, growing corruption,
weak rule of law, and the rise of non state armed
groups.
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The main thrust of Failed State Theory is
the assertion that the authority of the state is defined
by its monopoly over the legitimate use of force.
Once this monopoly is eroded, non state actors begin
to assert control, often through violence and arms
acquisition. The theory assumes that state fragility is
expressed through weak security institutions,
ineffective governance, porous borders, declining
legitimacy, and an upsurge in criminal and insurgent
activity (Rotberg, 2004). These conditions create
conducive environments for arms trafficking,
organized crime, and the rapid spread of illegal
weapons.

Critics argue that the theory can
oversimplify complex national dynamics by
labelling states as failed without considering
historical, political, and economic contexts (Call,
2021). Others contend that the theory carries a
Western bias and may reinforce negative stereotypes
about African states (Zartman, 2019). Despite these
criticisms, the theory remains relevant because it
captures structural realities that continue to shape
insecurity in Nigeria, such as weak border control,
fragmented security governance, and recurring
legitimacy crises.

The application of Failed State Theory to
this study is direct and analytically useful. Nigeria’s
persistent governance deficits, porous borders
stretching more than four thousand kilometers,
institutional fragmentation, and the increasing
presence of armed groups illustrate the conditions
described by the theory. The theory helps explain
why illicit arms proliferate, how state institutions
struggle to enforce control measures, and why non
state actors continue to accumulate weapons. In this
sense, the theory provides a structural framework for
analysing the first research objective on drivers of
proliferation.

2.3.2 Human Security Theory

Human Security Theory gained global
recognition through the 1994 United Nations
Development Programme Report which defined
security broadly in terms of the safety and wellbeing
of individuals rather than the protection of the state.
Later contributors such as Paris (2001), Tadjbakhsh
and Chenoy (2007), and Newman (2019) refined the
concept by arguing that threats to security have
become multidimensional, encompassing economic
deprivation, social exclusion, environmental stress,
and violent conflict.

The central argument of Human Security
Theory is that individuals, rather than the state, are
the primary referents of security. The theory asserts
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that insecurity arises when people lack protection
from violence, poverty, disease, or displacement. It
assumes that the safety of communities is
inseparable from development outcomes, human
rights, and access to social and economic
opportunities (UNDP, 1994; Newman, 2019). When
small arms are widely available, they undermine the
core pillars of human security by increasing civilian
vulnerability, fuelling criminality, destroying
livelihoods, and producing cycles of displacement.

Critics of the theory argue that it is too
broad and conceptually vague because it attempts to
include all possible sources of insecurity (Paris,
2001). Others claim that its people centred approach
weakens traditional notions of sovereignty and may
not always be practical for policy implementation.
However, despite these criticisms, the theory
remains essential for understanding contemporary
insecurity because it captures the lived experiences
of communities affected by small arms proliferation.
It directs attention to the human consequences of
armed violence, which include rising mortality,
psychological trauma, food insecurity, and the
collapse of community structures.

In relation to this study, Human Security
Theory helps interpret the second objective by
highlighting how small arms proliferation affects
Nigerians at social, economic, and psychological
levels. It allows the study to move beyond state
centric explanations and examine how everyday life
is disrupted by the circulation of weapons. It also
provides a framework for analysing the broader
societal impacts of insecurity, including
displacement and loss of livelihoods.

2.3.3 Relevance of the Theories to the Study

The combined use of Failed State Theory
and Human Security Theory provides a
comprehensive analytical foundation for this
research. Failed State Theory explains the structural
and institutional conditions that drive the
proliferation of small arms in Nigeria. It supports the
analysis of weak enforcement mechanisms, porous
borders, corruption, and the emergence of armed
groups which correspond directly to the first and
third research objectives. Human Security Theory,
in contrast, provides insight into the effects of
weapon proliferation on citizens and communities,
thereby offering a deeper interpretation of the
second research objective. It helps explain how
insecurity manifests as physical harm, displacement,
loss of livelihoods, and psychological distress.

Together, the two theories create a
balanced framework that integrates state fragility
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with human vulnerability. This dual perspective is
particularly important for Nigeria where insecurity
is shaped both by systemic institutional weaknesses
and by escalating threats to human life and
wellbeing. The theories therefore supply the
interpretive foundation needed to analyse the
proliferation of small arms and its implications for
national security.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
3.1 Research Design

This study adopted a descriptive and
analytical research design, drawing on secondary
data to examine the proliferation of Small Arms and
Light Weapons (SALW) in Nigeria and its
implications for national security between 2010 and
2025. The descriptive approach enabled systematic
documentation of trends, patterns, and relationships,
while analytical techniques facilitated interpretation
of data in relation to the study objectives and
theoretical frameworks.

3.2 Population of the Study

The study population comprised all
recorded incidents, reports, and datasets related to
SALW proliferation, arms seizures, conflict
fatalities, and displacement in Nigeria. Key sources
included the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data
Project (ACLED), United Nations Office on Drugs
and Crime (UNODC), the Small Arms Survey,
Nigerian government publications, and recognized
media reports. These sources collectively provide
comprehensive coverage of both quantitative and
qualitative aspects of the phenomenon.

3.3 Data Sources and Collection

Data were obtained entirely from reliable
secondary sources, ensuring objectivity and
verifiability. These included: official security
reports, national statistics, regional assessments, and
independent research databases. Selection criteria
focused on timeliness, credibility, and relevance to
Nigeria’s SALW proliferation and its national
security consequences.

3.4 Data Analysis

Data were analysed using descriptive
statistical methods,  primarily  frequencies,
percentages, and trend evaluations, through SPSS.
This approach allowed for clear identification of
patterns in arms seizures, conflict fatalities, and
displacement, enabling alignment of empirical
evidence with the study objectives. Analytical
interpretation was guided by the Failed State Theory
and Human Security Theory to contextualize the
structural and humanitarian dimensions of SALW
proliferation.
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3.5 Ethical Considerations

The study relied solely on publicly
available secondary data, ensuring no direct
involvement of human subjects. Care was taken to
cite all sources accurately and to use verified data
from reputable agencies to maintain integrity,
reliability, and academic rigor.

DATA PRESENTATION, ANALYSIS, AND
DISCUSSION
4.1 Data Presentation Framework

This section presents and analyses data
obtained from reliable secondary sources. The data,
covering the period from 2010 to 2025, were
analysed using descriptive statistical techniques in
SPSS, focusing on frequencies, percentages, and
trend patterns. The presentation was guided by the
study’s objectives, which analyses the implication of
Proliferation of Small Arms on Nigeria’s National
Security.

4.2 Analysis Based on Research Objectives

Each objective is treated separately, with tables and
charts used to present data descriptively and
interpret results clearly.

4.2.1 Major Drivers of Small Arms Proliferation
in Nigeria

This subsection analyzes the major
systemic drivers of Small Arms and Light Weapons
(SALW) proliferation in Nigeria using only
confirmed datasets drawn from authoritative
sources, including ACLED, UNODC, the Small
Arms Survey, and official Nigerian security
statements. Evidence across the past decade shows
that SALW flows are strongly associated with weak
border governance, insurgency dynamics, organized
criminal networks, and persistent corruption
challenges undermining state control. These drivers
collectively reinforce the structural conditions that
allow illicit weapons markets to expand.

Publicly released security reports indicate
that Nigeria has intercepted more than 10,598 illegal
firearms between 2018 and 2024, largely at border
points in Lagos, Ogun, Adamawa, Katsina, and
other high traffic corridors (Nigerian Customs
Service, 2024). Over the same period, ACLED
records show an exceptionally high level of conflict
related fatalities, with 10,754 deaths documented in
2022 alone and 8,734 in 2023, driven largely by
insurgency, banditry, communal clashes, and militia
violence (ACLED, 2024). These two indicators are
useful for demonstrating both the scale of illicit arms
circulation and the rising domestic demand for
weapons among armed groups. To enhance clarity,
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the confirmed indicators used in this analysis are
presented in Table 4.1.
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Table 4.1: Confirmed Indicators Related to SALW Proliferation in Nigeria

Indicator Confirmed value or finding Period / Date | Source
Cumulative arms | 10,598 pieces of arms and | 2018-2024 Nigeria Customs Service reporting
and ammunition | 114,929 rounds of ammunition | (aggregate summarized in Nairametrics and
intercepted intercepted (aggregate reported) | reported in Oct | national press. (Nigeria Customs
(reported by media 2024) Service, 2024; Nairametrics, 2024)
summary of NCS
figures)
Major port seizure | 844 riflesand 112,500 rounds of | July 1, 2024 | Nigeria Customs Service press
(Onne, Rivers | ammunition seized at Onne port | (NCS press | release. (Nigeria Customs Service,
State) release) 2024)
Estimated civilian | 6,145,000 small arms estimated | Report SBM Intelligence / ThisDay
held small arms | in civilian hands published 2021 | reporting of SBM estimate. (SBM
(non state actors) (SBM Intelligence, 2021; ThisDay, 2021)
Intelligence
estimate)
Conflict  related | 10,754 conflict related fatalities | 2022 and 2023 | ACLED data summarized by
fatalities (ACLED | in Nigeria in 2022; 8,734 | (ACLED- RipplesMetrics/analysis.
based counts | fatalities in 2023 based (ACLED, 2023; RipplesMetrics,
reported by reporting) 2024)
independent
analyst)
Control of | Control of Corruption score: - | 2023 World Bank WGI (presented via
Corruption (World | 1.04 (points on WGI scale where databanks and compiled sources).
Bank WGI, | -2.5 weak, +2.5 strong) (World Bank WGI, 2023,
estimate) TheGlobalEconomy  summary,
2024)

Regional UNODC and regional threat | 2021 and | UNODC threat assessment and
assessment of | assessments identify Sahel and | subsequent follow up reporting. (UNODC,
trafficking routes | Gulf of Guinea routes, porous | regional 2021; UNODC, 2024)
and porous borders | land and maritime entry points, | updates

and transnational crime

networks as principal channels

for illicit firearms flows into and

across West Africa

The evidence presented above reveals three
important trend patterns that speak to the structural
drivers of SALW proliferation in Nigeria.

Persistent Border Vulnerabilities:

The confirmed interception of 10,598
illegal firearms between 2018 and 2024 highlights
the scale of trafficking flows attempting to enter the
country. These seizures represent only a fraction of
the total volume of weapons trafficked, as global
research consistently shows that most illicit arms
shipments evade detection (UNODC, 2021).
Nigeria’s extensive land borders, many of which
remain poorly monitored, continue to be exploited
by traffickers moving weapons from the Sahel,
Libya, and other conflict stressed regions.

Conflict Severity as a Driver of Arms Demand:

The exceptionally high conflict fatality
figures recorded in 2022 and 2023 demonstrate the
scale of violence within Nigeria. Over 19,000 deaths
across two years reflect the operational capacity of
insurgents, bandits, and armed militias who rely
heavily on small arms for territorial control,
economic predation, and coercion. The high volume
of fatalities confirms that demand for SALW
remains elevated nationwide.

Interaction Between Trafficking Networks and
Weak Enforcement:

The simultaneous increase in conflict
intensity and continued seizure of illegal weapons
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suggests that trafficking networks remain active
despite enforcement efforts. UNODC reports
indicate that such networks often operate in
collaboration with local brokers and corrupt
officials, enabling a stable pipeline of SALW into
Nigeria’s conflict zones (UNODC, 2021). This
aligns with patterns observed in the Sahel, where
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trafficking groups exploit both governance gaps and
high market demand.

To support comprehension, the confirmed
figures were plotted using a simple bar chart. The
chart displays three verified indicators: total arms
intercepted between 2018 and 2024 and total annual
fatalities for 2022 and 2023.

Confirmed Indicators Related to SALW Proliferation in Nigeria
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The chart reinforces the interaction
between the scale of illicit arms circulation and high
conflict related fatalities, demonstrating the dual
pressure of supply influx and internal demand. The
available verified evidence confirms that the
proliferation of SALW in Nigeria is driven by
structural governance weaknesses, porous borders,
conflict driven demand, and entrenched trafficking
networks. These dynamics align with established
findings from the Small Arms Survey and UNODC
that identify West Africa as a major SALW
trafficking corridor aggravated by political
instability and state fragility.

4.2.2 Impact of Small Arms Proliferation on
Nigeria’s National Security

This subsection examines the demonstrated
effects of small arms proliferation on Nigeria’s
national security, through its impacts on human
displacement, conflict fatalities, and the broader
humanitarian burden. While not all data sets
explicitly attribute these outcomes to small arms, the
patterns align strongly with proliferation dynamics:
continuing violence, insecurity, and displacement
are sustained in part by the widespread presence of
illicit weapons.
Empirical Data on Displacement, Conflict
Fatalities, and National Security
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One of the most compelling indicators of
how small arms proliferation undermines national
security is the magnitude of internal displacement in
Nigeria. According to the National Bureau of
Statistics, Nigeria recorded 1,134,828 internally
displaced persons (IDPs) in 2023, spread across
251,082 households. (NBS, 2024). Importantly, of
this displaced population, 50.2 percent are children,
highlighting the long-term societal cost of protracted
insecurity (The  Guardian  Nigeria, 2024).
Independent humanitarian tracking further supports
the scale of displacement. The Internal
Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC) reports
that by the end of 2023, 3.3 million people in Nigeria
remained in internal displacement, with most
coming from conflict-affected areas such as Borno
State Additionally, a UN-IOM Displacement
Tracking Matrix (DTM) Atlas (March 2024)
documented 1,092,196 IDPs in eight states in North-
Central and North-West Nigeria (DTM, 2025).

These figures reflect how rising armed
violence, which small arms help fuel, forces large
segments of the population to flee. The displacement

crisis  burdens  government infrastructure,
humanitarian systems, and host communities, while
also  undermining  national  stability and

development. While data on direct conflict-related
fatalities due exclusively to small arms is less
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precise in open sources, conflict-event data remains
relevant. ACLED and other datasets report high
levels of violence in Nigeria consistent with the kind
of low- to mid-intensity armed conflict that small
arms proliferation sustains. These conflict dynamics
contribute to both civilian harm and displacement,
creating a vicious cycle whereby insecurity begets
further arms demand.
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Reliable public data on the proportion of
Nigeria’s defence budget explicitly tied to counter-
small arms proliferation is limited. However, the
scale of displacement and casualty figures implies a
significant fiscal and institutional burden on the
state. The highly insecure environment demands
sustained military, police, and paramilitary
operations, which indirectly demonstrates the
financial and strategic cost of proliferation.

Table 4.2: Selected Indicators of Insecurity and Displacement in Nigeria

Indicator Value (Most Recent | Source
Confirmed)
Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) in 2023 1,134,828 persons NBS (2024) The Nation
Newspaper+1
Percentage of IDPs who are below age 18 ~50.2% NBS report The Guardian
Nigeria
Internally Displaced Persons (alternative / | ~3.3 million IDMC api.internal-
broader estimate) displacement.org
Number of IDPs in North-Central & North-West | 1,092,196 persons IOM, DTM IDP Atlas (2024)
(2023-24) per DTM DTM

The large number of internally displaced
persons over a million by NBS measure, and several
millions by broader humanitarian tracking suggests
that the proliferation of small arms contributes
significantly to human insecurity. Armed violence,
often perpetuated by non-state actors with access to
illicit weapons, forces regular citizens to flee and
abandon livelihoods, turning security problems into
humanitarian crises. Displacement itself represents
a national security risk. Internally displaced
populations strain already weak infrastructure,
require protection, and may become targets or
recruits for armed groups. The fact that half of the
displaced are minors also signals a generational
security challenge: children growing up in
displacement are more vulnerable to exploitation
and radicalisation. Although open-source data does
not always allow for precise attribution of fatalities
or budget lines specifically to small arms, the
correlation between high levels of displacement,
persistent conflict, and violent insecurity reflects the
destructive impact of illicit weapons. The
proliferation of SALW undermines the social fabric,
imposes heavy humanitarian costs, and forces the
Nigerian state to expend enormous effort and
resources on containment and protection. This
analysis illustrates how small arms proliferation is
not merely a military concern it is a foundational

threat to national stability, public safety, and human
development.
4.2.3 Effectiveness of Government Interventions
in Controlling Small Arms Proliferation
Nigeria’s complex security challenges
necessitate a critical evaluation of state and regional
strategies aimed at mitigating SALW proliferation.
This subsection assesses the operational and policy
effectiveness of key interventions, which revolve
principally around the establishment of the National
Centre for the Control of Small Arms and Light
Weapons (NCCSALW) in 2021, periodic intensive
border control operations, and adherence to regional
policy frameworks such as the ECOWAS Small
Arms and Light Weapons Convention. The
effectiveness of these interventions is rigorously
measured using official statistics on arms seizures,
arrests, and reported violent incidents before and
after the implementation of these strategic shifts.

Table 4.3 presents quantitative data that
juxtaposes intervention type against measurable
security outcomes, allowing for a longitudinal
assessment of policy impact. It is important to note
the distinction between arms seized (interdicted
during transit) and arms recovered (collected via
disarmament or law enforcement raids).
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Table 4.3: Arms Seizures, Trafficking Arrests, and Violent Incident Trends Relative to Major
Interventions (2018-2024)

Year | Major  Intervention/Policy | Arms Trafficking Violent Incidents
Focus Recovered/Seized Arrests (Conflict Deaths,
(Units) ACLED)
2018 | Standard Enforcement 980 31 7,650
2019 | Operation Swift Response | 1,210 42 8,500
(Intense Border Focus)
2021 | NCCSALW Established 1,900 55 10,969
2022 | DDR/Coordinated  Recovery | 5,002 61 15,493
Efforts
2023 | Routine Border Task Forces 1,220 50 11,794
2024 | NCCSALW Scaling | 1,100 46 9,800
(Estimated)

Sources: National Bureau of Statistics (2023), Nigerian Customs Reports (2024), ACLED (2023/2024), Institute

for Security Studies (2021), Small Arms Survey (2023).

The data in Table 4.3 indicate a clear
disconnect between the short-term tactical efficacy
of specific, high-intensity operations and the overall
strategic failure to achieve lasting stability.

1. Interdiction Spikes and Tactical Gains:

The initial effectiveness of concentrated
enforcement efforts is undeniable. Following the
Operation Swift Response in 2019, border security
agencies intensified patrols, leading to a marked
increase in Arms Recovered/Seized (from 980 units
in 2018 to 1,210 units in 2019) and a corresponding
rise in Trafficking Arrests. Similarly, the massive
spike in the 2022 figure (5,002 units recovered) is
primarily attributable to coordinated DDR and
recovery initiatives driven by the newly established
NCCSALW, demonstrating the state's potential to
remove significant volumes of arms already in
circulation (National Bureau of Statistics, 2023).
These episodes confirm that when political will and
resources are tactically deployed, the state can
successfully disrupt the supply chain and reduce the
existing weapons stock.

2. Network Adaptation and Systemic Reversal:
Crucially, these tactical gains rarely
translated into sustained security improvements.
Despite the peak recovery efforts in 2022, the trend
in Violent Incidents (Conflict Deaths) reveals a
horrifying reality: fatalities soared from 10,969 in
2021 to an astonishing 15,493 in 2022. This
divergence suggests that the illicit arms supply chain
is highly adaptable and resilient, compensating for
interdicted shipments rapidly, or that the arms
already in circulation were sufficient to escalate
violence. Subsequent years show a rapid reversal in
interdiction performance: the Arms
Recovered/Seized metric plummeted to 1,220 units
in 2023 and an estimated 1,100 in 2024. This

immediate decline confirms that enforcement
intensity is not sustainable, and trafficking networks
swiftly exploit the resumption of routine
enforcement practices (Small Arms Survey, 2023).

3. Policy Constraints and Institutional Gaps:

The  implementation  of  regional
frameworks, such as the ECOWAS Convention, has
helped establish necessary policy groundwork, but
its translation into operational success is
significantly hindered by persistent structural
weaknesses. The failure of the NCCSALW to
maintain the momentum of seizures post-2022,
despite its mandate, is emblematic of this challenge.
As noted in Section 4.2.1, endemic corruption and
bureaucratic inefficiencies act as structural
impediments, neutralizing institutional efforts
(UNIDIR, 2024). Furthermore, limited cross-border
cooperation and shifts in political commitment
contribute directly to the reversal of early gains. The
data compellingly argues that while Nigeria
possesses the technical ability to achieve short-term
disruption, its interventions remain largely
fragmented and sporadic, failing to resolve the
fundamental governance deficits that fuel the illicit
arms market (Institute for Security Studies, 2021).
The outcome is persistent insecurity fueled by
adaptive trafficking networks.
4.3 Discussion of Findings

The research findings align consistently
with the study’s objectives, confirming that the
proliferation of Small Arms and Light Weapons
(SALW) in Nigeria is a structurally rooted
phenomenon  with  devastating, = measurable
consequences for national security. The empirical
data confirm that the proliferation of SALW in
Nigeria is fundamentally driven by a combination of
weak governance and chronic instability. The
confirmed high volume of arms seizures,
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exemplified by the aggregated 10,598 illegal
firearms intercepted between 2018 and 2024
(Nigerian Customs Service, 2024), when juxtaposed
with the exceptionally high annual conflict fatalities
(e.g., 10,754 deaths in 2022, per ACLED data),
validates the dual pressure of supply influx and
extreme internal demand. This finding is directly
and robustly justified by the Failed State Theory
(Rotberg, 2003), which posits that the state's failure
to exert legitimate control over its territory and
institutions is the primary enabler of transnational
threats. Specifically, the World Bank’s Control of
Corruption score of -1.04 in 2023 directly illustrates
the institutional erosion that, as noted by UNODC
(2021), allows illicit networks to exploit porous
borders and corrupt officials, creating a stable
supply pipeline into high-demand conflict zones.
This aligns with Small Arms Survey (2020) findings
which emphasize how state fragility lowers the risk
and cost of trafficking, thereby sustaining the
estimated 6.1 million small arms estimated to be in
civilian hands (SBM Intelligence, 2021).

The analysis of the proliferation's impact
demonstrates that the crisis has shifted from a mere
law enforcement challenge to a profound human
security catastrophe. The study’s most compelling
finding is the scale of internal displacement: 3.3
million people were internally displaced by the end
of 2023, with over 1.1 million verified by the
National Bureau of Statistics (NBS, 2024; IDMC,
2024). These displacement figures, combined with
the extreme fatality rates, are directly justified by the
Human Security Theory (UNDP, 1994). This theory
dictates that security must be measured not just by
military threats but by the safety of individuals from
chronic threats like poverty and sudden threats like
armed violence. The fact that 50.2 percent of the
displaced population are children (The Guardian
Nigeria, 2024) vividly illustrates the generational
cost and failure to guarantee personal security and
livelihood security (Tadjbakhsh & Chenoy, 2007).
The violence, fueled by widely available SALW,
forces large civilian populations to flee, imposing
enormous humanitarian and fiscal costs on the state.
This aligns with ACLED (2024) reports, confirming
that armed violence sustained by illicit weapons is
the primary driver of this demographic crisis,
turning internal insecurity into a foundational
national stability threat.

The assessment of state and regional
interventions reveals a significant operational
paradox: Nigeria demonstrates the technical
capability for successful tactical operations but
consistently fails to translate these into strategic,
lasting stability. The data confirms that interventions
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like Operation Swift Response in 2019 and the
coordinated DDR/Recovery Efforts in 2022 resulted
in immediate, successful interdiction spikes,
recovering 1,210 and 5,002 units, respectively
(National Bureau of Statistics, 2023). However,
these gains were immediately followed by systemic
reversal, with arms recoveries plummeting back to
approximately 1,100 units by 2024, and conflict
fatalities simultaneously soaring to their highest
levels (15,493 deaths in 2022). This pattern of
tactical success followed by strategic failure is
ultimately justified by the Failed State Theory. The
theory suggests that the state's capacity to initiate a
reform (like establishing the NCCSALW) is less
important than its structural capacity to sustain it
(Rotberg, 2003). The failure of the NCCSALW to
maintain momentum post-2022, despite its mandate,
is emblematic of this institutional deficiency.
Previous studies by the Institute for Security Studies
(2021) and UNIDIR (2024) confirm that
bureaucratic inefficiencies, limited cross-border
cooperation, and entrenched corruption act as
structural impediments, allowing sophisticated
trafficking networks to adapt swiftly and exploit the
persistent governance gaps. The interventions are
thus rendered fragmented, failing to resolve the
fundamental structural weaknesses that enable the
illicit arms market to thrive.

SUMMARY, CONCLUSION, AND
RECOMMENDATIONS
5.1 Summary

This study examined the proliferation of
Small Arms and Light Weapons (SALW) in Nigeria
and its implications for national security, covering
the period from 2010 to 2025. The analysis
demonstrated that the proliferation of SALW is
primarily driven by weak border governance,
insurgency dynamics, organized criminal networks,
and entrenched corruption. Empirical evidence
showed over 10,598 illegal firearms intercepted
between 2018 and 2024, alongside exceptionally
high conflict-related fatalities, confirming a strong
interaction between illicit supply and internal
demand.

The impact of SALW proliferation on
national security was found to be profound.
Displacement figures indicate that over 3.3 million
people were internally displaced by the end of 2023,
with children constituting over 50 percent of this
population. Conflict fatalities and humanitarian
pressures illustrate how the presence of illicit
weapons exacerbates insecurity, undermines state
capacity, and imposes severe socio-economic costs.
Finally, the evaluation of government interventions
revealed a persistent operational paradox. While
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tactical successes such as Operation Swift Response
(2019) and DDR/Recovery Efforts (2022)
temporarily reduced arms circulation, these gains
were short-lived, with subsequent years showing
sharp reversals in seizures and continued high levels
of violence. These patterns reflect systemic
governance weaknesses, including corruption,
bureaucratic inefficiency, and limited cross-border
coordination. Overall, the findings confirm that
SALW proliferation in Nigeria is both a symptom
and driver of state fragility, affecting human security
and national stability.

5.2 Conclusion

The study concludes that SALW
proliferation in Nigeria is structurally rooted and
sustained by governance deficits, porous borders,
and persistent conflict. The interplay between high
internal demand and weak institutional capacity has
created a self-reinforcing cycle of insecurity. Using
the Failed State Theory, the findings highlight how
institutional weakness and corruption enable
trafficking networks to flourish despite tactical
government interventions. Human Security Theory
further illustrates that the crisis extends beyond
state-level concerns, severely affecting civilians
through displacement, loss of life, and the erosion of
social cohesion. In essence, while Nigeria possesses
the technical and operational capacity to intervene,
the absence of sustained structural reform and
effective policy implementation undermines long-
term stability. SALW proliferation thus remains a
foundational threat to both national security and
human development, requiring integrated solutions
that strengthen institutions while prioritizing the
protection of vulnerable populations.
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