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UK’s Role in the Arms Trade

Worldwide, only few countries supply the majority of weapons sold in the arms 
trade. Among them is the UK and other permanent members of the UN 
Security Council like the US, China, France, and Russia. 

• The UK government has its own body, the Defence and Security 
Organisation (DSO), which helps the arms and security industries to sell 
their products around the world.
• 70 arms and security companies have regular meetings with the UK 
government, involving 28 different departments and thereby giving the 
arms industry a huge political influence.
• Since 2008, the UK has been licensing over £69bn worth of arms.
63% of the arms exported by the UK go to the Middle East, where they are 
used in conflict areas and by human rights abusing regimes.
• The UK abides by arms embargos imposed by UN and EU laws on 
countries such as Libya, Iraq, and Syria. However, many importers of UK arms 
do not, making the UK an indirect supplier of weapons to these conflict 
areas.

The UAE and the Arms Trade

• The United Arab Emirates (UAE) is the second largest importer of weapons 
in the Middle East and has been listed as the world’s third largest importer 
of weapons between 2012 and 2016. 

The UAE is a highly authoritarian regime where human rights abuses occur 
daily. Freedom of speech is not guaranteed and anyone acting on their right 
to it risks imprisonment. Arbitrary detention, enforced disappearances, and 
the torture of detainees are part of the way the government cracks down on 
human rights defenders. In 2016 alone, around 300 people were detained 
for expressing their dissenting opinions on social media.

• In the last three years, the UK licensed £350m arms to be exported to the 
United Arab Emirates, although the UAE is a known violator of UN arms 
embargos. 
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UK and UAE’s relationship

• The UK and the UAE have strong trade relationships. In 2015, the UAE was 
the UK's 4th largest export market outside of Europe and bilateral trade was 
£12.4bn. 

• The London ExCel Centre, which regularly hosts an arms fair called Defence 
and Security Equipment International (DSEI), is owned by the UAE, like 
many other buildings in London. 

• BAE systems, the world’s third largest arms producer with its headquarters 
in the UK, sold cyber-surveillance tools to the UAE, where they are used to 
spy on citizens and arrest them for dissenting opinions.

DSEI is one of the world’s largest arms fairs. Every two years, it takes place in 
the ExCel Centre London, the next one being in September 2017. The UK 
government supports this arms fair financially, logistically, and politically, 
especially through its arms sales unit DSO. 

• In order to put pressure on the UK government, in 2015 the UAE 
threatened to block million-pounds arms deals, stop inward investment, 
and cut intelligence cooperation if David Cameron did not act against the 
Muslim Brotherhood, which would be in the UAE government’s interest.

"UK companies have profited from war and oppression around the world. The 
message it sends is that human rights are of less importance than arms 
company profits." (CAAT)

Take Action!

• Write to your MP and ask them to urge the UK government to stop selling 
arms to the UAE (template letter on our website)
• Use the hashtag #StopDSEI to raise awareness about the Arms Fair


