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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

o promote debate and help improve U.S.

decisionmaking about arms sales, we created

the Arms Sales Risk Index, now in its fifth

year. By measuring the factors linked to
negative outcomes of arms sales, such as dispersion,
diversion, and the misuse of weapons by recipients, the
index provides a way to assess the risk involved with
selling arms to another nation. Though this sort of
assessment is by no means an exact science, and we focus
here only on the potential downsides of sales, the Arms
Sales Risk Index can help policymakers consider the
dangers of U.S. arms sales policy more rigorously and
make better decisions about which nations should and
should not receive U.S. weapons.

This year’s report has three sections. In the first, we

present this year’s data. We find little evidence that selling
more American weapons to a country correlates with a
decrease in that nation’s risk score over time.

In the second section, we show that the Biden administra-
tion has not departed from the American tradition of selling
arms to risky nations. That said, compared with the George
W. Bush, Barack Obama, and Donald Trump presidencies,
Biden’s sales have been relatively low risk.

Finally, in the third section, we present three brief
case studies to examine one of the most common argu-
ments in favor of arms sales: their ability to produce
leverage over recipients. We show that arms sales do not
produce much leverage and that the risks of reverse
leverage—recipient nations influencing American

behavior—are underappreciated.

JORDAN COHEN is a policy analyst in defense and foreign policy at the Cato Institute. A. TREVOR THRALL is a senior fellow
in defense and foreign policy at the Cato Institute.



2022 TRENDS IN ARMS SALES RISK

Arms sales are a fundamental way that presidents conduct
foreign affairs. Since 2009, the United States has delivered
over $444 billion in arms sales to foreign countries. Nonethe-
less, these sales can draw the United States into wars, lead
to weapons dispersion arming enemies, and fuel instability
around the world. Congress recently has tried to reduce these
risks by legislating against the president. In the 2023 House
version of the National Defense Authorization Act, there were
25 pieces of legislation that attempted to reduce risks in arms
sales. Due to the sheer number of sales, the risks associated
with those sales, and congressional interest in this aspect of
foreign policy, understanding the negative consequences is
key to passing effective legislation in the future.

Historically, the actual dollar figure of weapons delivered
to foreign countries has been significantly less than what
was initially authorized. This is because most weapons
sales occur before the weapons are built, and the informal
hold process before congressional notification can result
in changes to the initial sale.! Because arms sales deliver-
ies occur years after the sale, these data inherently lag by
multiple years, which means that there would be time for
an arms sales notification to affect a recipient’s risk score.
For example, the United States announced the transfer
of National Advanced Surface-to-Air Missile Systems
(NASAMS) to Ukraine and an official sale in May 2023.
Despite sped-up arms deliveries during the war, two of the
NASAMS were not delivered until November 2022, and the
remainder will take years to deliver.? The lag between noti-
fications and deliveries of weapons allows us to examine

the correlation between risk data and arms sales.

Mapping Risk

We constructed the Arms Sales Risk Index by identifying
four different causal pathways by which arms sales might lead
to negative outcomes. These four “risk vectors” include a coun-
try’s level of corruption, its level of instability, its treatment of
its people, and the level of conflict, both internal and external,
in which it is engaged. To measure these and to calculate the
overall risk score for each nation, presented in Table 1, we
average their scores on six independent indices (two factors
combine two indices, whereas the other two rely on a single

index). See Appendix A for a complete methodology.

Corruption: Corruption makes it more likely that weap-
ons will be stolen or sold to unintended customers.® To
assess this factor, we rely on Transparency International’s
Corruption Perceptions Index, which ranks 180 countries
and territories by their perceived levels of corruption.

Instability: Instability also correlates with a much higher
likelihood of weapons being stolen or misused by govern-
ments and other groups.* We assess instability using the
Fragile States Index, produced by the Fund for Peace.

Domestic human rights: States that have a poor record
of human rights and/or regularly use violence against their
citizens pose a greater risk of misusing weapons.® We rely
on two indices to measure these factors: Freedom House’s
Freedom in the World Index and the Cato Institute and
Fraser Institute’s Human Freedom Index’s expression and
information score.

Conflict: States engaged in conflict are inherently riskier
when it comes to factors such as dispersion, blowback,
entanglement, and human rights abuses.® To assess these
risks, we rely on the Global Terrorism Index and the Uppsala
Conflict Data Program/Peace Research Institute Oslo Armed
Conflict Dataset.

As Tables 1 and 2 show, the United States’ five biggest
customers have received an average of nearly $14.3 billion
in weapons since 2009. They also demonstrate that the
United States sells to a variety of clients that are incredibly
risky, notably Saudi Arabia.

Table 1 provides a global view of risk index scores on a scale
of 1t0 100, with 1 being the lowest risk and 100 the highest
risk. In 2021, the average country’s risk score was 45, up three
points from the prior year. Table 2 shows the arms deliveries
in billions of U.S. dollars for the top-10 U.S. buyers since 2009.

Figure 1 shows the level of risk throughout the world,
high-risk zones are somewhat predictable year to year.
Figure 2 shows the top U.S. customers and their risk scores.

According to the Security Assistance Monitor, in 2021,
the Biden administration brokered weapons sales through
the Foreign Military Sales process worth nearly $74 billion,
or a total that is 44 percent lower than the final year of the
Trump administration.” It is difficult to tell whether Biden’s
changes will be permanent, but there have been signs of a

decreased tolerance for risk since he took office. For example,

(Text continues on page 8)



Table 1
Arms Sales Risk Index scores

Countr Arms sales in millions of Risk score | Risk score | Risk score | Risk score Year-on-year risk
y U.S. dollars (2009-2021) 2021 2020 2019 2018 score change
92 86 87 87

Afghanistan 1,234 6
Albania 39 39 32 32 32 7
Algeria 359 61 59 59 59 2
Angola 13 55 54 54 57 1
antigua and 4 21 20 21 22 1
Argentina 367 31 27 27 29 4
Armenia 26 41 39 41 46 2
Australia 10,956 26 23 22 30 3
Austria 101 28 26 22 24 2
Azerbaijan 27 70 59 60 61 11
Bahamas 3 20 20 20 20 0]
Bahrain 798 72 70 71 73 2
Bangladesh 45 63 61 62 62 2
Barbados 7 20 20 18 17 0
Belarus 0 60 48 45 46 12
Belgium 634 25 25 27 36 0
Belize 11 21 20 23 23 1
Benin 3 53 45 45 37 8
Bhutan 0 43 36 37 37 7
Bolivia 5 41 34 34 33 7
ngggg‘,’fﬁa 40 47 45 47 47 2
Botswana 14 31 25 25 26 6
Brazil 895 35 33 34 32 2
Brunei 219 46 45 45 45 1
Bulgaria 80 34 28 28 27 6
Burkina Faso 3 59 57 56 53 2
Burundi 1 83 79 80 80 4
Cambodia 8 69 58 58 58 11
Cameroon 12 85 84 76 83

Canada 4,935 26 23 23 32

Cape Verde 1 23 23 23 25

i 2 63 65 66 59 -2
Chad 9 82 81 72 71 1
Chile 654 27 24 23 22 3
China 0 62 62 65 67 0
Colombia 1,905 55 53 54 46 2
Comoros 0 54 54 53 45 0]



Table 1 (continued)
Arms Sales Risk Index scores

Countr Arms sales in millions of | Risk score | Risk score | Risk score | Risk score Year-on-year risk
y U.S. dollars (2009-2021) 2021 2020 2019 2018 score change
18 19 16 16 16

Costa Rica 3
Cote d'lvoire 3 49 47 44 45 2
Croatia 43 26 23 24 23 3
Cuba 0 48 38 38 39 10
Cyprus 2 24 22 21 21

Czech Republic 140 29 27 27 28

Efgoorfégtio Republic 5 75 71 70 76 4
Denmark 1,027 18 16 18 19 2
Djibouti 25 68 67 66 65 1
Dominica 3 18 18 18 18 0
Dominican Republic 20 39 33 34 33 6
Ecuador 49 37 36 38 41 1
Egypt 8,517 73 72 71 71 1
El Salvador 52 53 43 41 41 10
Equatorial Guinea 0 62 50 50 50 12
Eritrea 0] 64 52 71 71 12
Estonia 89 24 20 20 21 4
Ethiopia 23 73 71 72 76 2
Fiji 0 37 35 35 35 2
Finland 1,025 17 16 17 19 1
France 2,083 32 31 32 41 1
Gabon 10 46 45 45 45 1
Gambia 1 56 a7 a7 48 9
Georgia 175 32 30 30 31 2
Germany 2,779 27 26 25 26 1
Ghana 9 51 43 43 43 8
Greece 2,459 33 30 30 31 3
Grenada 3 27 27 27 28 0
Guatemala 30 58 48 49 40 10
Guinea 1 65 53 53 54 12
Guinea-Bissau 0] 53 45 44 53 8
Guyana 3 34 28 28 29 6
Haiti 10 53 44 44 43 9
Honduras 20 53 44 43 41 9
Hungary 101 32 30 39 39 2
Iceland 4 13 10 10 10 3
India 2,677 57 56 55 54 1
Indonesia 896 52 49 49 50 3



Table 1 (continued)
Arms Sales Risk Index scores

Countr Arms sales in millions of Risk score Risk score Risk score Risk score Year-on-year risk
y U.S. dollars (2009-2021) 2021 2020 2019 2018 score change
0 81 79 79 78 2

Iran

Iraq 10,445 75 74 74 84 1
Ireland 26 22 20 11 11 2
Israel 8,949 43 46 47 39 =3
Italy 2,350 36 34 35 34 2
Jamaica 16 27 22 23 23 5
Japan 12,840 18 16 17 13 2
Jordan 2,286 56 55 55 63 1
Kazakhstan 30 48 48 50 51 0
Kenya 150 69 68 69 69 1
Kosovo 24 30 31 31 33 -1
Kuwait 3,773 39 38 45 46

Kyrgyzstan 6 46 44 43 43 2
Laos 0 53 55 56 57 -2
Latvia 109 33 27 27 28 6
Lebanon 558 51 49 49 58 2
Lesotho 0 42 35 35 35 7
Liberia 20 54 45 45 45 9
Libya 10 73 80 64 73 -7
Lithuania 62 30 28 27 25

Luxembourg 132 9 9 9 9

Macedonia 32 32 31 34 39

Madagascar 1 48 50 51 53 -2
Malawi 1 50 43 44 51 7
Malaysia 568 38 36 35 46 2
Maldives 1 45 44 48 49 1
Mali 5 75 73 71 69 2
Malta 3 26 25 25 25 1
Mauritania 27 56 54 55 57 2
Mauritius 88 22 21 21 21 1
Mexico 1,994 51 49 50 42 2
Moldova 12 34 33 34 35 1
Mongolia 27 31 26 26 26 5
Montenegro 6 39 33 32 31 6
Morocco 1,978 47 45 62 63 2
Mozambique 2 66 65 63 52 1
Myanmar 0 74 65 66 64 9
Namibia 3 29 24 25 25 5
Nepal 10 55 54 54 55 1



Table 1 (continued)
Arms Sales Risk Index scores

Countr Arms sales in millions of Risk score | Risk score | Risk score | Risk score Year-on-year risk
y U.S. dollars (2009-2021) 2021 2020 2019 2018 score change
4

Netherlands 2,164

New Zealand 268 17 14 24 7 3
Nicaragua 11 51 47 47 48 4
Niger 27 63 61 61 59 2
Nigeria 137 74 72 71 71 2
North Korea 0 64 51 52 53 13
Norway 1,766 19 17 18 16 2
Oman 1,505 48 40 40 40 8
Pakistan 3,660 69 67 76 76 2
Panama 40 31 26 26 26 5
rapua New 2 40 35 35 35 5
Paraguay 10 41 40 40 42 1
Peru 115 40 34 36 37 6
Philippines 613 62 60 59 67 2
Poland 1,609 24 22 22 21 2
Portugal 439 24 20 20 20 4
Qatar 2,290 43 36 36 53 7
Republic of Congo 0 62 52 52 52 10
Romania 388 36 34 35 37 2
Russia 66 74 72 72 73

Rwanda 0 59 58 58 45

S e 0 33 33 33 33 0
Saudi Arabia 26,889 73 72 74 75 1
Senegal 11 44 41 43 44 3
Serbia 10 41 34 34 33 7
Seychelles 1 27 27 29 29 0
Sierra Leone 3 61 52 52 53 9
Singapore 2,977 32 27 26 27 B
Slovakia 42 24 21 22 22 3
Slovenia 23 21 16 16 16 5
Solomon Islands 0] 37 37 37 37 0]
Somalia 19 91 90 91 92 1
South Africa 163 40 38 39 41 2
South Korea 7,917 20 18 19 20 2
South Sudan 5 68 66 69 70 2
Spain 1,482 33 32 32 25 1
Sri Lanka 12 55 54 55 49 1



Table 1 (continued)
Arms Sales Risk Index scores

Countr Arms sales in millions of | Risk score | Risk score | Risk score | Risk score Year-on-year risk
y U.S. dollars (2009-2021) 2021 2020 2019 2018 score change
6 6 6 6 0

St. Kitts and Nevis

St. Lucia 3 18 18 18 18 0
oL Vincent and the 2 18 18 18 18 0
Sudan 11 72 70 74 78

Suriname 1 32 32 32 32

Swaziland 1 58 48 48 49 10
Sweden 718 20 18 20 20 2
Switzerland 761 23 19 18 19 4
Syria 0] 96 95 94 94 1
Taiwan 9,489 14 13 13 14 1
Tajikistan 0 61 59 60 61 2
Tanzania 2 60 58 56 60 2
Thailand 1,062 63 62 63 65 1
Timor-Leste 7 35 30 31 31 5
Togo 1 58 49 49 48 9
Tonga 2 11 11 11 11 0]
Trinidad and Tobago 18 26 22 22 22 4
Tunisia 381 49 46 48 49 3
Turkey 5,493 74 65 66 67 9
Turkmenistan 3 50 48 50 52 2
Uganda 13 76 63 65 65 13
Ukraine 171 50 49 51 53 1
United Arab Emirates 10,504 57 55 56 57 2
United Kingdom 8,121 30 29 28 37 1
Uruguay 9 16 14 12 13 2
Uzbekistan 31 a7 45 46 48 2
Vanuatu 25 26 25 25 -1
Venezuela 1 63 60 60 59 3
Vietnam 31 51 50 49 52

Yemen 59 89 88 89 89 1
Zambia 69 58 57 40 11
Zimbabwe 58 49 49 49 9

Sources: “UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset,” Uppsala Conflict Data Program, Peace Research Institute Oslo; Sarah Repucci and Amy Slipowitz, “Freedom
in the World 2022: The Global Expansion of Authoritarian Rule,” Freedom House, 2022; “Fragile States Index,” Fund for Peace, 2022; lan Vasquez et al.,
Human Freedom Index 2022 (Washington and Vancouver, British Columbia: Cato Institute and Fraser Institute, 2022); Global Terrorism Index 2022:
Measuring the Impact of Terrorism (Sydney, Australia: Institute for Economics and Peace, March 2022); Corruption Perceptions Index 2021 (Berlin:
Transparency International, 2022); Security Assistance Monitor, Center for International Policy; A. Trevor Thrall and Caroline Dorminey, “Risky Business: The
Role of Arms Sales in U.S. Foreign Policy,” Cato Institute Policy Analysis no. 836, March 13, 2018; A. Trevor Thrall, Caroline Dorminey, and Jordan Cohen,
“The 2019 Arms Sales Risk Index,” Cato Institute, September 10, 2019; A. Trevor Thrall, Caroline Dorminey, and Jordan Cohen, “2020 Arms Sales Risk
Index,” Cato Institute, October 27, 2020; and Jordan Cohen and A. Trevor Thrall, “2021 Arms Sales Risk Index,” Cato Institute, January 18, 2022.



Table 2
Arms sales for top-10 U.S. customers, 2009-2021

Arms sales in
millions of U.S. dollars m

Saudi Arabia 26,889
Japan 12,840
Australia 10,956
United Arab Emirates 10,504
Iraq 10,445
Taiwan 9,489
Israel 8,949
Egypt 8,517
United Kingdom 8,121
South Korea 7,917

18
26
57
75
14
43
73
30
20

Year-on-year
risk score change

844
286
126
303
514
137
-3 433
576
166
214

R RN W N

[EN

Sources: “UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset,” Uppsala Conflict Data Program, Peace Research Institute Oslo; Sarah Repucci and Amy Slipowitz, “Freedom
in the World 2022: The Global Expansion of Authoritarian Rule,” Freedom House, 2022; “Fragile States Index,” Fund for Peace, 2022; lan Vasquez et al.,
Human Freedom Index 2022 (Washington and Vancouver, British Columbia: Cato Institute and Fraser Institute, 2022); Global Terrorism Index 2022:
Measuring the Impact of Terrorism (Sydney, Australia: Institute for Economics and Peace, March 2022); Corruption Perceptions Index 2021 (Berlin:
Transparency International, 2022); Security Assistance Monitor, Center for International Policy; A. Trevor Thrall and Caroline Dorminey, “Risky Business: The
Role of Arms Sales in U.S. Foreign Policy,” Cato Institute Policy Analysis no. 836, March 13, 2018; A. Trevor Thrall, Caroline Dorminey, and Jordan Cohen,
“The 2019 Arms Sales Risk Index,” Cato Institute, September 10, 2019; A. Trevor Thrall, Caroline Dorminey, and Jordan Cohen, “2020 Arms Sales Risk
Index,” Cato Institute, October 27, 2020; and Jordan Cohen and A. Trevor Thrall, “2021 Arms Sales Risk Index,” Cato Institute, January 18, 2022.

the president’s recently released “Memorandum on United
States Conventional Arms Transfer Policy” stated, “United
States foreign policy and national security objectives are best
advanced by facilitating arms transfers to trusted actors who
will use them responsibly. . .. When not employed responsi-
bly, defense material can be used to violate human rights and
international humanitarian law, increase the risk of civil-

ian harm, and otherwise damage United States interests.”®
However, it is possible that this is a sign of Washington’s big-
gest customers becoming less risky and not a specific policy
change. Most of the top-10 buyers’ risk scores have decreased.
The top-25 buyers average risk score decreased by an average
of three points over five years, bringing that average below the
global average (43 compared to 45).

Weighting each customer’s risk score by the monetary
value of each sale allows us to calculate the average cus-
tomer risk score for a given seller. By restraining sales to
Saudi Arabia earlier on and selling less to risky countries
than previous administrations, the Biden administration has
reduced risk in the U.S. weapons sales process.

Using the 2021 risk index score as a base year and then
weighting each customer’s risk score by the monetary value of

each sale, Biden’s average customer risk is the lowest score on

record, 38.4. The Barack Obama administration had the high-
est average customer risk with a score of 45, followed by the
Donald Trump administration at 41.13, and the George W. Bush
administration at 40.71. There are two reasons for this. First,
Afghanistan has ranked as one of the five riskiest customers for
every risk index, but Trump and Biden sold fewer weapons to
Afghanistan than Obama. During the last year of the Obama
administration, the United States delivered over $322 million in
weapons to Afghanistan and over $1 billion across his admin-
istration. By comparison, the Biden administration delivered
roughly $200 million less than Obama’s final year.

Second, Biden’s biggest customers have tended to be
some of the least risky. Out of his administration’s top-10
customers, five of the major recipients are Australia (risk
score of 26), Japan (risk score of 18), Taiwan (risk score of
14), South Korea (risk score of 20), and the United Kingdom
(risk score of 30). In essence, half of the Biden administra-
tion’s top customers are fairly low risk.

From a total value perspective, military aircraft and their
parts continue to make up most U.S. exports over the past
year, with ground vehicles coming in second and bombs and
missiles third. Figure 3 provides a detailed breakdown of

arms sales categories for 2019 and 2020.



Figure 1
Global view of the Arms Sales Risk Index
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Sources: “UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset,” Uppsala Conflict Data Program, Peace Research Institute Oslo; Sarah Repucci and Amy Slipowitz, “Freedom
in the World 2022: The Global Expansion of Authoritarian Rule,” Freedom House, 2022; “Fragile States Index,” Fund for Peace, 2022; lan Vasquez et al.,
Human Freedom Index 2022 (Washington and Vancouver, British Columbia: Cato Institute and Fraser Institute, 2022); Global Terrorism index 2022:
Measuring the Impact of Terrorism (Sydney, Australia: Institute for Economics and Peace, March 2022); Corruption Perceptions Index 2021 (Berlin:
Transparency International, 2022); Security Assistance Monitor, Center for International Policy; A. Trevor Thrall and Caroline Dorminey, “Risky Business: The
Role of Arms Sales in U.S. Foreign Policy,” Cato Institute Policy Analysis no. 836, March 13, 2018; A. Trevor Thrall, Caroline Dorminey, and Jordan Cohen,
“The 2019 Arms Sales Risk Index,” Cato Institute, September 10, 2019; A. Trevor Thrall, Caroline Dorminey, and Jordan Cohen, “2020 Arms Sales Risk
Index,” Cato Institute, October 27, 2020; and Jordan Cohen and A. Trevor Thrall, “2021 Arms Sales Risk Index,” Cato Institute, January 18, 2022.

Figure 4 shows the weighted risk of arms sales for each
administration. As noted, Biden’s average customer risk
score is lower than previous presidential administrations.

Nonetheless, it is impossible to tell if this diminishing
risk is sustainable, and it is important to note that the Biden
administration is still transferring significant amounts of
weapons to risky clients. Out of the buyers who purchased
more than $1 billion in U.S. weapons since 2009, the aver-
age risk score is 43, and states that rank in the top quartile of
the risk index play a prominent role. Out of these countries,
some of the riskiest countries that the Biden administration

has delivered weapons to include

Saudi Arabia (risk score of 73, over $3.4 billion in
weapons received since 2021);

India (risk score of 57, over $1.15 billion in weapons
received since 2021);

United Arab Emirates (risk score of 57, over

$1.14 billion in weapons received since 2021);

Turkey (risk score of 74, over $728 million in weapons
received since 2021);

Egypt (risk score of 73, over $368 million in weapons
received since 2021);

Pakistan (risk score of 69, over $324 million in weap-

ons received since 2021);



Figure 2
Risk scores of the top-25 U.S. arms sales customers
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Sources: “UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset,” Uppsala Conflict Data Program, Peace Research Institute Oslo; Sarah Repucci and Amy Slipowitz, “Freedom
in the World 2022: The Global Expansion of Authoritarian Rule,” Freedom House, 2022; “Fragile States Index,” Fund for Peace, 2022; lan Vasquez et al.,
Human Freedom Index 2022 (Washington and Vancouver, British Columbia: Cato Institute and Fraser Institute, 2022); Global Terrorism Index 2022:
Measuring the Impact of Terrorism (Sydney, Australia: Institute for Economics and Peace, March 2022); Corruption Perceptions Index 2021 (Berlin:
Transparency International, 2022); Security Assistance Monitor, Center for International Policy; A. Trevor Thrall and Caroline Dorminey, “Risky Business: The
Role of Arms Sales in U.S. Foreign Policy,” Cato Institute Policy Analysis no. 836, March 13, 2018; A. Trevor Thrall, Caroline Dorminey, and Jordan Cohen,
“The 2019 Arms Sales Risk Index,” Cato Institute, September 10, 2019; A. Trevor Thrall, Caroline Dorminey, and Jordan Cohen, “2020 Arms Sales Risk
Index,” Cato Institute, October 27, 2020; and Jordan Cohen and A. Trevor Thrall, “2021 Arms Sales Risk Index,” Cato Institute, January 18, 2022.

® Colombia (risk score of 55, over $252 million in weap- increase regional stability, for example, or to help govern-
ons received since 2021); and ments contain terrorism and insurrection.'” Lower risk

® Afghanistan (risk score of 92, over $122 million in scores might also occur because arms sales provide the
weapons received since 2021).° United States leverage to stop countries’ risky behavior.

An example of this is the Philippines. The Congressional

Figure 5 shows the countries that have the 10 largest :  Research Service argues that “at various times during the past
increases and decreases in risk scores over the five years that : decade and a half, Congress has restricted military and other
we have collected data. ©  security assistance to the Philippines in order to encourage

improvements in human rights practices of the Philippine

military, police, and government.”" We only have five years

THE ARMS SALES/RISK
CONNECTION: TESTING THE
ASSUMED STRATEGIC BENEFITS

of risk score data, but if advocates are correct, then we should
expect to start seeing some degree of improvement in risk fac-

tors among the nations receiving U.S. weapons.

Arms sales advocates’ hope that countries receiving The world is riskier by three points since we began collect-
U.S. weapons eventually have lower risk scores. The :  ingdatain 2018. Figure 6 breaks arms-purchasing countries
United States has sold weapons with the intention to © into quintiles.
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Figure 3
U.S. arms sales by category, January-June 2022
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Source: Lauren Woods, “Issue Brief: U.S. Arms Sales: 2021-Early 2022,” Center for International Policy, July 2022.

Figure 4
Presidents’ arms sales weighted risk scores
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Sources: “UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset,” Uppsala Conflict Data Program, Peace Research Institute Oslo; Sarah Repucci and Amy Slipowitz, “Freedom
in the World 2022: The Global Expansion of Authoritarian Rule,” Freedom House, 2022; “Fragile States Index,” Fund for Peace, 2022; lan Vasquez et al.,
Human Freedom Index 2022 (Washington and Vancouver, British Columbia: Cato Institute and Fraser Institute, 2022); Global Terrorism Index 2022:
Measuring the Impact of Terrorism (Sydney, Australia: Institute for Economics and Peace, March 2022); Corruption Perceptions Index 2021 (Berlin:
Transparency International, 2022); Security Assistance Monitor, Center for International Policy; A. Trevor Thrall and Caroline Dorminey, “Risky Business: The
Role of Arms Sales in U.S. Foreign Policy,” Cato Institute Policy Analysis no. 836, March 13, 2018; A. Trevor Thrall, Caroline Dorminey, and Jordan Cohen,
“The 2019 Arms Sales Risk Index,” Cato Institute, September 10, 2019; A. Trevor Thrall, Caroline Dorminey, and Jordan Cohen, “2020 Arms Sales Risk
Index,” Cato Institute, October 27, 2020; and Jordan Cohen and A. Trevor Thrall, “2021 Arms Sales Risk Index,” Cato Institute, January 18, 2022.
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Figure 5

Countries with the largest arms risk score fluctuations between 2017 and 2021
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Sources: “UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset,” Uppsala Conflict Data Program, Peace Research Institute Oslo; Sarah Repucci and Amy Slipowitz, “Freedom
in the World 2022: The Global Expansion of Authoritarian Rule,” Freedom House, 2022; “Fragile States Index,” Fund for Peace, 2022; lan Vasquez et al.,
Human Freedom Index 2022 (Washington and Vancouver, British Columbia: Cato Institute and Fraser Institute, 2022); Global Terrorism Index 2022:
Measuring the Impact of Terrorism (Sydney, Australia: Institute for Economics and Peace, March 2022); Corruption Perceptions Index 2021 (Berlin:
Transparency International, 2022); Security Assistance Monitor, Center for International Policy; A. Trevor Thrall and Caroline Dorminey, “Risky Business: The
Role of Arms Sales in U.S. Foreign Policy,” Cato Institute Policy Analysis no. 836, March 13, 2018; A. Trevor Thrall, Caroline Dorminey, and Jordan Cohen,
“The 2019 Arms Sales Risk Index,” Cato Institute, September 10, 2019; A. Trevor Thrall, Caroline Dorminey, and Jordan Cohen, “2020 Arms Sales Risk
Index,” Cato Institute, October 27, 2020; and Jordan Cohen and A. Trevor Thrall, “2021 Arms Sales Risk Index,” Cato Institute, January 18, 2022.

Nonetheless, because our conflict vectors include a cat-
egorical variable (the Uppsala Conflict Data Program/Peace
Research Institute Oslo Armed Conflict Dataset), there are
potential for outliers. This is the case with Kuwait, which when
we started collecting data was supporting the Saudi Arabian
war in Yemen but stopped shortly thereafter. This meant that
its conflict score decreased from 100 (an active participantin
war) to 1 (no participation in war whatsoever). Figure 7 looks
atrisk scores of all countries in the data set but removes the
conflict variable. It shows that countries receiving the most
U.S. weapons are increasingly risky. This is because the conflict
variable tends to be static—war and war termination are both

rare and take time. In other words, while U.S. weapons are not

12

necessarily making conflict more or less likely, they are corre-
lated with the other risks in our data set getting worse.

The lack of relationship between U.S. weapons deliver-
ies and reduction in risk casts doubt on the idea that the
United States has used weapons sales to influence its part-
ners’ risk-proneness: who they ally with, how democratic
their governments are, how they treat their citizens, or
whether they engage in conflict. We do not claim that our
analysis provides a complete assessment of the issue. For
example, proponents of these weapons sales might argue
that without them many countries would have become
even riskier or more troubled. More risk data and more

analysis will be necessary to untangle the relationship.



Figure 6
Quintiles of weapons-purchasing countries

30

20

10

-10

Risk score change over 5 years
o

-20

Bottom 20% Second 20%

Middle 20%

Fourth 20% Top 20%

Quintiles of U.S. arms purchasers by total arms deliveries

Sources: “UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset,” Uppsala Conflict Data Program, Peace Research Institute Oslo; Sarah Repucci and Amy Slipowitz, “Freedom
in the World 2022: The Global Expansion of Authoritarian Rule,” Freedom House, 2022; “Fragile States Index,” Fund for Peace, 2022; lan Vasquez et al.,
Human Freedom Index 2022 (Washington and Vancouver, British Columbia: Cato Institute and Fraser Institute, 2022); Global Terrorism Index 2022:
Measuring the Impact of Terrorism (Sydney, Australia: Institute for Economics and Peace, March 2022); Corruption Perceptions Index 2021 (Berlin:
Transparency International, 2022); Security Assistance Monitor, Center for International Policy; A. Trevor Thrall and Caroline Dorminey, “Risky Business: The
Role of Arms Sales in U.S. Foreign Policy,” Cato Institute Policy Analysis no. 836, March 13, 2018; A. Trevor Thrall, Caroline Dorminey, and Jordan Cohen,
“The 2019 Arms Sales Risk Index,” Cato Institute, September 10, 2019; A. Trevor Thrall, Caroline Dorminey, and Jordan Cohen, “2020 Arms Sales Risk
Index,” Cato Institute, October 27, 2020; and Jordan Cohen and A. Trevor Thrall, “2021 Arms Sales Risk Index,” Cato Institute, January 18, 2022.

INCREASING INSTITUTIONAL
PERMISSIVENESS: WHY THE
UNITED STATES IS THE WORLD'S
LEADING ARMS DEALER

Why does the United States remain the world’s leading
exporter of weapons? As President Biden notes, Washington’s
diplomacy should be “rooted in America’s most cherished
democratic values: defending freedom, championing oppor-
tunity, upholding universal rights, respecting the rule of law,
and treating every person with dignity.””

In some cases, current U.S. weapons transfer policies do
not align with Biden’s rhetoric. These sales open the door to
entanglement (involving the United States in a conflict), dis-
persion (weapons falling into the wrong hands), and reverse
leverage (being influenced by weapon sales recipients). Recent
examples include the Saudi intervention in Yemen and weap-

ons dispersion in the Northern Triangle of Central America.

In Yemen, Riyadh uses U.S. ammunition and warheads with
laser guidance to target innocent civilians."” Selling weapons
to a country that abuses human rights at home or abroad
directly contradicts the Biden administration’s rhetoric about
building a foreign policy based on democratic values.

Arms sales have played a central role in U.S. foreign pol-
icy since the end of World War II. Following 9/11, however,
their use as a tool of foreign policy has expanded.™ Since
2009, the United States has authorized over $1 trillion in
weapons sales.”” Presidents turn to arms sales repeatedly
because they are marketed as a flexible, relatively inex-
pensive, and politically low-risk way to achieve U.S. goals
compared to other options, such as security guaranties and
troop commitments.

Another important reason the United States sells so many
weapons is that the institutional arrangements surrounding

arms sales have made it increasingly easy for presidents to
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Figure 7
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sell them. Though both the Constitution and federal legisla-
tion give Congress the ability to manage or block arms sales,
in practice Congress has offered little resistance to presiden-
tial arms sales policy. For example, despite passing a joint
resolution of disapproval of sales to Saudi Arabia following
their documented killings of innocent civilians in Yemen,
President Trump simply vetoed the resolution, and arms
were transferred to Riyadh.

Existing legislation creates the illusion that Congress and
the federal bureaucracy have input into the arms sales process.
The Arms Export Control Act of 1976 (AECA) requires that the
U.S. government generate a risk assessment to confirm that
potential sales will not produce unwanted outcomes. After the
assessment, the presidential administration then decides if
it wishes to notify Congress. If notified, Congress has 30 days
to review the sale and pass a joint resolution if it wishes to

prevent the weapons transfer. If it does not, then the president
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issues a Letter of Offer and Acceptance.'® In theory, this legisla-
tion creates both bureaucratic and legislative checks on the
president’s ability to sell weapons abroad.

The biggest obstacle to making this work in practice is
the process to pass a joint resolution of disapproval stop-
ping a foreign military sale. These sales make up the largest
financial value of U.S. transfers and are the public sales that
Congress could, in theory, most likely prevent. Yet, there are
two related bureaucratic hurdles within the AECA that make
stopping these transfers nearly impossible. First, because
Congress must pass a resolution rejecting the sale, this
requires prioritizing a relatively inconspicuous foreign policy
matter over other issues. Beyond that, it also means that any
successful resolution can then be vetoed by the president—
the person who already agreed to the sale.

The second reason is that the AECA does not include a

procedure for discharging a joint resolution from the House



Foreign Affairs Committee. What this means in practice is
that unlike in the Senate where any senator can bring up a
resolution of disapproval, only members of the House Foreign
Affairs Committee can do so. Consequently, the 51 members
of the House committee must vote to bring a resolution of
disapproval, and by the time this is discussed within the com-
mittee, it often is past the initial 30-day review. Thus, it is very
difficult to debate most weapons sales in the House. These
two institutional problems explain why Congress has not
stopped a single weapons sale since the passage of the AECA.
Recent changes have tilted the institutional balance of power
even further in the president’s direction.

In 2020, the Trump administration put into place regula-
tions that changed the export oversight process of certain
semiautomatic firearms, their ammunition, and other select
small arms and light weapons from Categories I-III on the
U.S. Munitions List to the Commerce Control List. This seem-
ingly small change has had vast, reverberating effects.

First, the Commerce Department’s export requirements are
more permissive than those of the State Department, which
previously determined such requirements. For example,
according to a 2019 Government Accountability Office report,
between 2013 and 2017, the State Department reviewed
68,690 application licenses for these weapons and approved
nearly 87 percent of those licenses, which adds up to approv-
als of around $30 billion, or $6 billion per year.”” In 2020 and
2021, the Commerce Department approved 94.6 percent of
11,967 license applications—for a value of $15.7 billion, or
$7.85 billion per year.'® In other words, the Commerce Depart-
ment reviewed fewer applications but allowed a greater value
in total licenses per year.

Second, this change increased the number of countries
with license exceptions, making it easier for these some-
times risky countries to gain lethal weapons. The transition
from the State Department to the Commerce Department
increased the number of countries with license exceptions
from only Canada, the United Kingdom, and Australia to 37
nations.”” The Commerce Department estimates that several
hundred license applications will be approved under its
license exceptions. This means that more countries can get
weapons more easily and with less regulation.

Unfortunately, arms control legislation designed to check
presidential power has made little headway. Thanks to

an increasingly permissive institutional environment, the

president can easily overpower Congress on Foreign Military
Sales policies. Making matters worse, Congress faces other
legislative hurdles, a lack of transparency surrounding direct
commercial sales and Commerce Control List sales, and a
lack of post-transfer oversight. This structural permissive-
ness means that for the system to improve, Congress would

need to exercise authority to remove these barriers.

Arms Sales: Who Gets
Leverage against Whom?

A common argument in favor of arms sales is that they
provide the United States with an important form of lever-
age over weapons recipients. Advocates expect that if
recipient nations depend on continued American arms sales
enough that they will comply with American demands at
either the domestic or foreign policy level.?! In some cases,
this happens. In many, however, it does not. Unfortunately,
Washington rarely stops to reevaluate this belief when arms
sales fail to generate compliance.

Beyond failing to generate leverage, recipient countries
also use Washington’s dependence on weapons sales
against the United States. We call this phenomenon “reverse
leverage.” Reverse leverage occurs when arms sales create a
relationship in which the United States feels it has become
dependent on the recipient—whether for security, strategic,
or economic needs—and the recipient exploits this relation-
ship to continue undertaking policies that endanger U.S.
security while still receiving American weapons. Recipient
states use reverse leverage to entangle the United Statesin a
recipient state’s conflict or aggressive policies. Reverse lever-
age happens in two ways.

The first way is when arms sales create a perceived inter-
dependence between the United States and an ally. One
example of this is President Biden’s 2021 and 2022 sale of
Patriot missiles to Saudi Arabia to help defend U.S. troops
stationed in areas that are vulnerable to rocket attacks by
the Houthis—Saudi Arabia’s opponent in Yemen.*

Another example is when the Government Accountability
Office found that the United States was selling specific
weapons to the Saudis to prevent Riyadh’s previous human
rights abuses in Yemen.* In other words, Saudi Arabia lever-
aged the security risks to U.S. troops from the war to receive

more weapons.

15



The second way this occurs is via what political scien-
tist Jennifer Spindel of the University of New Hampshire
calls “loyalty coercion.”>* U.S. recipients use their part-
nership with a different country—whether adversary
or ally—and U.S. concerns over reputation to leverage
Washington into sending more weapons. Many countries
relied on this strategy during the Cold War because the
world was divided into two blocs.* The recipient state’s
perceived strategic and geographic significance allows it
to convince great power patrons to acquiesce to policies
that they would otherwise oppose.?® An example is how
Saudi Arabia and Turkey used their perceived geostrate-
gic importance as leverage to receive more weapons and
deeper security commitments from the United States
at the beginning of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Biden
agreed to send more weapons to Saudi Arabia in exchange
for more diplomatic support, renewing a ceasefire in
Yemen, and increasing oil production to help the West’s
efforts against Russia. Without a security guarantee from
the United States, Saudi Arabia refused to consider such
measures.”’ Similarly, without U.S. weapons—of which
Saudi Arabia has received more than any other country
since 2009—the war in Yemen, where Biden wants a
ceasefire, would have never occurred.?®

The case of Turkey is equally interesting. When NATO
member-states were voting in 2023 to allow Finland to
become part of the alliance, Turkey was one of few countries
considering its vote. After Turkey voted to allow Finland’s
membership, the Biden administration began considering
selling Turkey F-16 fighter jets.*” This decision has long been
debated, especially because Turkey frequently threatens
to collaborate with Russia and sometimes follows through
when it feels the United States is not providing the weapons
that it wants.* This is another instance of a country using
its relationship with a U.S. rival to leverage Washington into
sending it more weapons.

Reverse leverage from U.S. weapons sales risks entangling
the United States in conflicts and partnerships that it should
avoid. This entanglement can include extracting more weap-
ons, supporting an authoritarian regime, or even entering
a conflict. Rather than simply being concerned with lever-
age, when the United States builds a relationship at least
partially because of weapons sales, Washington should be

cognizant that the opposite can happen.
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CAUTIONARY TALES: REVERSE
LEVERAGE, ENTANGLEMENT, AND
OTHER PERILS OF ARMS SALES

Though predicting the specific outcomes from arms sales
is impossible, the risk factors captured in the Arms Sales Risk
Index are connected to a host of negative consequences. In
the case studies that follow, we illustrate how arms sales may
give recipient countries freedom to continue engaging in risky
behavior that undermines U.S. goals and principles by empow-
ering authoritarian governments and criminal organizations.

Beyond looking at risk scores, these cases also introduce
countries’ “neighborhood risk” scores. We code a state as a
neighbor if it shares a land border or if it is separated by at
most 400 miles of water (the maximum distance at which
two 200-mile exclusive economic zones can intersect).

We then compile the total risk of every country’s neighbor
to create a neighborhood risk score. This allows us to check
the risk of countries that are in very risky neighborhoods but

otherwise are domestically stable.

Case Study 1: Saudi Arabia
and the War in Yemen

One of the key examples of reverse leverage during a con-
flict is Saudi Arabia’s war in Yemen. Saudi Arabia continues
to receive more arms from the United States and use this
assistance to demand more military support. Saudi Arabia
has used its purchases of weapons not only to expand its
war in Yemen but also to entangle the United States in the
conflict. As a result, the United States has become com-
plicitin one of the world’s worst humanitarian tragedies.
Figures 8-11 show Saudi Arabia’s neighborhood risk, its
risk score over the five years of the index, the dollar value
in arms that it has received since 2009, and the breakdown
of its risk matrices.

Since 2009, Saudi Arabia has been the largest purchaser
of U.S. weapons, receiving nearly $27 billion in U.S. weap-
ons. Riyadh purchases American-made weapons on an
unrivaled scale. U.S. aid has correlated with an increasing
role in the war in Yemen. In 2010, the Obama administra-
tion sold fighter jets to the Saudis as part of a $29 billion

deal. These same F-15SA fighters conducted airstrikes in

(Text continues on page 19)
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Neighborhood risk map for Saudi Arabia
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Arms Sales Risk Index score over time for Saudi Arabia, 2017-2021
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Figure 10

Arms deliveries to Saudi Arabia, 2009-2021
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Source: Security Assistance Monitor, Center for International Policy.
Note: The chart indicates total deliveries per year of direct commercial sales and foreign military sales. Data are currently available through October 1, 2022.

Figure 11
Arms Sales Risk Index vector component scores for Saudi Arabia
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Yemen as early as 2018. Under Trump and Biden, there
has been at least $2 million spent on F-15 parts and F-15
training for Saudi pilots.”

The conflict in Yemen has killed hundreds of thousands
of people, including tens of thousands of civilians—with
an air campaign alone that’s responsible for 15,000 casu-
alties.*® Furthermore, a U.S. government report notes that
the United States admits to not assessing the possibility
of its weapons killing innocent civilians in Yemen.* The
United States continues to train the Saudi coalition on how to
use American weaponry. The U.S. Air Force has participated
in joint exercises with at least 80 percent of Saudi Arabian air
squadrons in Yemen. Making matters worse, at least four of
these trainings took place on American soil.** Bruce Riedel,

a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution and a former

CIA analyst, noted that the United States withdrawing all
American military personnel and contractors would have

an “immediate and devastating” impact on the Saudis. He
further states that the Royal Saudi Air Force “would not be
able to keep aircraftin the air, let alone operational fighting
machines. The Saudi army and national guard would also be
crippled.”* In other words, without U.S. support, Saudi Arabia
could not fight this war.

The United States continues to send Saudi Arabia planes
and military devices such as radars and precision-guided
munitions. Despite knowing that the kingdom is killing
innocent civilians, Washington worries that Saudi Arabia
would be even less restrained without a partnership with
the United States.

For example, following an incident in which Saudi Arabia
killed hundreds because of what its state news wire anti-
septically dubbed “wrongly passed information,” the U.S.
government began denying that its support for Saudi Arabia
was a “blank check.”* Yet, in response, Washington contin-
ued approving sales of radar and precision-guided systems
in an effort to “reduce civilian harm” in the conflict.”’ In
short, the United States sent Saudi Arabia more weapons
in hopes of preventing civilian casualties, while the Saudis
have used those weapons wrongly or carelessly.

Another example occurred in 2022 after Houthi rebels began
attacking U.S. air bases in Saudi Arabia.*® In response, to pro-
tect Saudi and U.S. troops, the United States sent Patriot anti-
missile interceptors.* In other words, U.S. troops stationed

in Saudi Arabia to help it fight the war in Yemen allow Riyadh

another excuse to purchase U.S. weapons—for protecting
U.S. troops. If Saudi Arabia did not receive those missiles, U.S.
troops could face further attacks. Saudi Arabia is leveraging
U.S. security commitments to get even more weapons.

Saudi Arabia’s risk score is high not only because of the
conflict in Yemen. The kingdom also violates domestic
human rights on a large scale, having the eighth worst
domestic human rights vector in our index. U.S. weapons
have only reinforced the government’s authoritarian nature.

U.S. weapons have resulted in neither Saudi Arabia leav-
ing the war in Yemen nor Riyadh’s democratization. Instead,
Riyadh is using Washington’s military commitment to lever-
age greater support from the United States. Despite a ceasefire
and the temporary end of Saudi attacks on Yemen, the conflict
continues, and the risk of Riyadh continuing to use U.S. weap-

ons for attacks on civilian infrastructure endures.*°

Case Study 2: Playing Both Sides—
India, Geopolitics, and Arms Sales

India is another case of reverse leverage, though in a
slightly different manner than Saudi Arabia. Like Riyadh,
New Delhi is not liberalizing or democratizing after receiv-
ing U.S. weapons. But rather than using Washington’s
security commitment to aid it in a war, India uses the U.S.
desire to balance China as a tool to receive more weapons.
The U.S. relationship with India is primarily driven by great
power competition. The desire to have India as a partner in
competition with China results in Washington supplying it
with arms. The United States is creating the conditions for
continuous delivery of weapons to India by framing them as
a partner in competition with China. India, therefore, con-
tinues to receive a significant number of U.S. weapons while
also becoming riskier on several vectors. Figures 12—-15 show
India’s neighborhood risk, its risk score over the five years of
the index, the dollar value in arms that it has received since
2009, and the breakdown of its risk matrices.

Since 2009, India has purchased over $2.6 billion in U.S.
weapons and has seen its risk score rise by six points, from
51to 57. This has been caused by increases in India’s state
violence and reductions in domestic freedoms over the last

five years.
(Text continues on page 22)
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Figure 12
Neighborhood risk map for India
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Arms Sales Risk Index score over time for India, 2017-2021
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Figure 14

Arms deliveries to India, 2009-2021
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Note: The chart indicates total deliveries per year of direct commercial sales and foreign military sales. Data are currently available through October 1, 2022.

Figure 15
Arms Sales Risk Index vector component scores for India
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During the past decade, the United States has been try-
ing to make India a key defense partner, via arms sales and
security agreements, to counter China.* The relationship
between the United States and India grew even closer after
Narendra Modi’s rise to power in 2014. Modi facilitated
strategic defense agreements, resulting in India becoming
a designated Major Defense Partner.*? During the Trump
administration, India was part of the Quadrilateral Security
Dialogue, which meant the United States viewed India as
a “democratic counter” to China’s rise.** The Biden admin-
istration has taken this one step further by sending U.S.
military representatives to New Delhi and accelerating joint
military exercises.**

The problem is that while Modi was willing to forgo Cold
War mindsets and work with Washington, he could not be
controlled. His rise also opened the door for illiberal poli-
cies, which saw “forced conversions, religious violence, and
hostility toward dissenting voices.”** Toward the end of the
Trump administration, Modi passed discriminatory citizen-
ship laws and used his military to repress dissent.*® The
consequence is that India’s domestic human rights vector
has worsened by 14 points over the last five years. India has
become more authoritarian and is transforming into a coun-
try where freedom of expression is quickly dissipating.

Furthermore, India’s role as a geopolitical balancer against
Russia and China is entirely unclear. Despite U.S. urging,
India has refused to stop buying $5 billion worth of Russian
S-400 anti-aircraft missiles. This program provides Russia
with large profits and helps allow Russia to continue the
S$-400 program.*’ Beyond that, during August 2022, months
after the start of the Ukraine conflict and weeks after Nancy
Pelosi’s visit to Taiwan, India participated in joint military
drills with Russia and China.*® Rather than provide balance
against Russia and China after receiving U.S. weapons, India
continues to work both sides against each other.

India therefore presents an interesting case of reverse
leverage. An increase in weapons sales has correlated with
India becoming a Major Defense Partner as well as becom-
ing a participant in U.S. strategic policies in Asia and Europe.
At the same time, India is not ending its relationships with
Washington’s great power competitors, and it is becoming
less democratic and less free, all while facing greater rates of
domestic terrorism. However, due to fears of “losing” India

to Russia, the United States continues its commitment to
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weapons transfers. India is an example of U.S. leverage over
India not being reflected in our data. If anything, the oppo-
site problem exists, where India is leveraging its strategic

position for more access to weapons.

Case Study 3: Afghanistan and
the Danger of Loose Weapons

Afghanistan illustrates the danger of focusing solely
on the expected near-term benefits of arms sales while
ignoring the potential risks. Afghanistan has purchased
and received billions of dollars in weapons over the past
two decades to defeat the Taliban. Nonetheless, post-U.S.
withdrawal, these weapons are arming the group that
they were sent to defeat. Figures 1619 show Afghanistan’s
neighborhood risk, its risk score over the five years of the
index, the dollar value in arms that it has received since
2009, and the breakdown of its risk matrices.

During the five-year period covered by the risk index,
Afghanistan’s government fell, and the Taliban took power.
This, in combination with America’s withdrawal from the
country, all but guaranteed that the Taliban would take pos-
session of U.S. weapons that have been sent to Afghanistan
since 2001. Over the last five years, Afghanistan’s risk score
has gotten worse by four points, dropping its rating from 84
to 88 and making it the second riskiest country in our data-
base. Since 2009, Afghanistan has received over $1.2 billion
in arms purchases and over $74 billion in total security assis-
tance from the United States.

The collapse of the Afghan government resulted in at least
$7.2 billion worth of American equipment falling into the
hands of the Taliban.*® Initially, the Taliban government
sold these weapons because they provided a source of rev-
enue.’® Beyond that, the Taliban also gained political ben-
efits by controlling who could access these weapons.” More
recently, Taliban leaders have used U.S. weapons to abuse
human rights, ensuring women do not go to school, and
held military showcases in cities as an attempt to convince
people to obey them.* Beyond using weapons to increase
their own authoritarianism, the Taliban in the past have
allowed U.S. weapons to disperse into the hands of terrorists

who wish to do harm to the United States.>

(Text continues on page 25)



Figure 16
Neighborhood risk map for Afghanistan
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Sources: “UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset,” Uppsala Conflict Data Program, Peace Research Institute Oslo; Sarah Repucci and Amy Slipowitz, “Freedom
in the World 2022: The Global Expansion of Authoritarian Rule,” Freedom House, 2022; “Fragile States Index,” Fund for Peace, 2022; lan Vasquez et al.,
Human Freedom Index 2022 (Washington and Vancouver, British Columbia: Cato Institute and Fraser Institute, 2022); Global Terrorism Index 2022:
Measuring the Impact of Terrorism (Sydney, Australia: Institute for Economics and Peace, March 2022); Corruption Perceptions Index 2021 (Berlin:
Transparency International, 2022); Security Assistance Monitor, Center for International Policy; A. Trevor Thrall and Caroline Dorminey, “Risky Business: The
Role of Arms Sales in U.S. Foreign Policy,” Cato Institute Policy Analysis no. 836, March 13, 2018; A. Trevor Thrall, Caroline Dorminey, and Jordan Cohen,
“The 2019 Arms Sales Risk Index,” Cato Institute, September 10, 2019; A. Trevor Thrall, Caroline Dorminey, and Jordan Cohen, “2020 Arms Sales Risk
Index,” Cato Institute, October 27, 2020; and Jordan Cohen and A. Trevor Thrall, “2021 Arms Sales Risk Index,” Cato Institute, January 18, 2022.

Figure 17
Arms Sales Risk Index score over time for Afghanistan, 2017-2021
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Sources: “UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset,” Uppsala Conflict Data Program, Peace Research Institute Oslo; Sarah Repucci and Amy Slipowitz, “Freedom
in the World 2022: The Global Expansion of Authoritarian Rule,” Freedom House, 2022; “Fragile States Index,” Fund for Peace, 2022; lan Vasquez et al.,
Human Freedom Index 2022 (Washington and Vancouver, British Columbia: Cato Institute and Fraser Institute, 2022); Global Terrorism Index 2022:
Measuring the Impact of Terrorism (Sydney, Australia: Institute for Economics and Peace, March 2022); Corruption Perceptions Index 2021 (Berlin:
Transparency International, 2022); Security Assistance Monitor, Center for International Policy; A. Trevor Thrall and Caroline Dorminey, “Risky Business: The
Role of Arms Sales in U.S. Foreign Policy,” Cato Institute Policy Analysis no. 836, March 13, 2018; A. Trevor Thrall, Caroline Dorminey, and Jordan Cohen,
“The 2019 Arms Sales Risk Index,” Cato Institute, September 10, 2019; A. Trevor Thrall, Caroline Dorminey, and Jordan Cohen, “2020 Arms Sales Risk
Index,” Cato Institute, October 27, 2020; and Jordan Cohen and A. Trevor Thrall, “2021 Arms Sales Risk Index,” Cato Institute, January 18, 2022.
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Figure 18

Arms deliveries to Afghanistan, 2009-2021
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Source: Security Assistance Monitor, Center for International Policy.
Note: The chart indicates total deliveries per year of direct commercial sales and foreign military sales. Data are currently available through October 1, 2022.

Figure 19
Arms Sales Risk Index vector component scores for Afghanistan
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Sources: “UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset,” Uppsala Conflict Data Program, Peace Research Institute Oslo; Sarah Repucci and Amy Slipowitz, “Freedom
in the World 2022: The Global Expansion of Authoritarian Rule,” Freedom House, 2022; “Fragile States Index,” Fund for Peace, 2022; lan Vasquez et al.,
Human Freedom Index 2022 (Washington and Vancouver, British Columbia: Cato Institute and Fraser Institute, 2022); Global Terrorism Index 2022:
Measuring the Impact of Terrorism (Sydney, Australia: Institute for Economics and Peace, March 2022); Corruption Perceptions Index 2021 (Berlin:
Transparency International, 2022); Security Assistance Monitor, Center for International Policy; A. Trevor Thrall and Caroline Dorminey, “Risky Business: The
Role of Arms Sales in U.S. Foreign Policy,” Cato Institute Policy Analysis no. 836, March 13, 2018; A. Trevor Thrall, Caroline Dorminey, and Jordan Cohen,
“The 2019 Arms Sales Risk Index,” Cato Institute, September 10, 2019; A. Trevor Thrall, Caroline Dorminey, and Jordan Cohen, “2020 Arms Sales Risk
Index,” Cato Institute, October 27, 2020; and Jordan Cohen and A. Trevor Thrall, “2021 Arms Sales Risk Index,” Cato Institute, January 18, 2022.
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These are just some of the consequences of sending
lethal weapons by the billions of dollars into countries in
conflict that have weak governance structures. The rise
of the Taliban certainly had major effects. For example,
Afghanistan’s domestic human rights vector has worsened
by 16 points over the last five years. Similarly, over the last
five years, Afghanistan has been the most conflict-prone
country, and as a result, its conflict vector has worsened by
five points.

Afghanistan is a clear example of a country that should
not have been receiving nearly as many weapons as the
U.S. government provided it. While in the short term these
weapons allowed for successful missions, providing them
was a risky endeavor that is now arming an enemy of the

United States and of Afghanistan’s own people.

CONCLUSION

To date, the Biden administration is, on average, approv-
ing weapons sales to less risky recipients than the Trump
and Obama administrations did, but that hardly suggests
the recipient list is safe. Rather, the Biden administration
continues sales to Saudi Arabia, keeps sending weapons to
authoritarian regimes such as Egypt and the Philippines,
and fails to prevent dispersion of weapons in Mexico.

Beyond that, the Biden administration has signaled no
intent to enact policies that would improve the end-use
monitoring of weapons. There has been no intent to rejoin
the Arms Trade Treaty, which has shown modest success at
reducing illegal weapons dispersion.** The administration
also has not tried to fix end-use monitoring legislation that
results in U.S. weapons being used to violate human rights
or be dispersed to unsavory groups.*

Moving forward, the United States can reduce the poten-
tial risks of arms sales through a series of policy changes and
institutional reforms. An obvious first step would be to halt
sales to the riskiest nations: those with the highest overall
risk scores as well as those scoring at the bottom of any of
the risk index metrics. Extreme problems on any one of the
risk vectors should be seen as red flags. There are certain
cases where security concerns outweigh risks, and sales can
be seen as having strategic benefits. For example, the Biden
administration clearly believes this is the case in Ukraine.

Weapons are being transferred, and the administration is

acknowledging that dispersion is a threat—but one worth
dealing with given the supposed strategic implications of the
conflict.*® In October 2022, Biden’s State Department noted
that “thus far, intense internal demand for use on the battle-
field by Ukrainian military and security forces within Ukraine
is assessed to be impeding black-market proliferation of small
arms and guided infantry weapons such as [Man-Portable
Air Defense Systems] and [anti-tank guided missiles] from
Ukraine.”’ Policymakers should continue keeping their eyes
wide open, however. Worldwide, arms sales to governments
that are serial violators of human rights, nations at war, and
extremely fragile or corrupt states generate the most predict-
able negative consequences.

Distinguishing exceptions from rules sounds simple in
theory, but it rarely occurs in practice. Policy practitioners and
analysts voice concerns that by stopping sales to risky clients,
the United States might lose partnerships to its great power
adversaries. They believe that by maintaining relations, the
United States can restrain its partners.*® The data we show in
the risk index, while not disproving this theory, inspire skepti-
cism when it comes to accepting the leverage argument. Our
data show that there is an absence of evidence that U.S. weap-
ons sales can be leveraged to reduce an average country’s risk
score. Given that, the long-term risks associated with giving
risky countries weapons cannot easily be written off. Doing
so results in a variety of negative factors, including recipients
being able to leverage the United States for more weapons,
weapon dispersion, human rights abuses, and increasing
authoritarianism. Thus, the long-term risks must be weighed
more heavily than they currently are.

Second, the United States should “flip the script” on
arms sales. This would eliminate the president’s unilateral
freedom to make arms sales. Under the status quo, follow-
ing presidential notification of a sale, Congress must pass a
joint resolution of disapproval. This process is an easy victim
to both partisan gridlock and a presidential veto. Flip-the-
script legislation would change the status quo and force
Congress to approve sales, rather than disapprove them.
Currently, the president holds all the power over arms sales,
relegating Congress to a rubber-stamping role. Instead, if
all arms sales were null unless Congress approved them, the
presidential veto threat would no longer exist. Legislators
supporting the sale would need to defend it publicly, which

would pose a greater challenge for the riskiest sales.
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Third, the United States should either move regulation
of small arms and light weapons licenses back to the State
Department or vastly improve the Commerce Department’s
transparency. The Commerce Department has been work-
ing on the latter.” Switching regulation back to the State

Department or improving the Commerce Department’s

transparency would reduce the number of weapons that need
to be tracked and would provide more protection against
unsavory actors gaining access to U.S. weapons.

While the United States must also account for other
considerations, history shows that the risks involved with

weapons sales must be taken more seriously.

APPENDIX A: ARMS SALES RISK INDEX METHODOLOGY

Constructing the Index

The Arms Sales Risk Index (ASRI) contains four risk
vectors. Each vector, in essence, represents a causal
mechanism or an explanation of how arms sales can lead
to negative consequences. We take what we believe to be a
conservative approach based on straightforward assump-
tions, using available data, about the correlations between
risk factors and negative outcomes. We do not claim to
make precise predictions about the probability of spe-
cific outcomes based on the ASRI. The ASRI’s immediate
usefulness lies in helping policymakers incorporate the
consideration of risks in decisions about selling and trans-
ferring U.S. weapons abroad. In the longer run, the ASRI
is an important step in developing a more comprehensive,
empirically grounded assessment of the consequences,
both positive and negative, of arms transfers.

We measure the strength of the four risk vectors by assess-
ing six different indices. The risk vectors include a state’s
level of corruption, the state’s stability, the state’s treatment
of its people, and the level of conflict, both internal and
external, in which the state is engaged.

To be included in the ASRI, a risk factor must meet the fol-

lowing criteria:

® Jtmust be mentioned in the literature on the effective-
ness of arms sales, or logic must strongly recommend
its inclusion.

® It must be something people can measure in a consis-
tent fashion.

® The data source it came from must be one that is regu-
larly updated.

® The data source must be a credible one that uses

transparent methodology.
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® The component must complement and not overlap

too much with other components already in the index.

The first risk vector we consider is the corruption of the
recipient nation’s regime. We assume that states that prevent
their citizens from earning income, have fake elections, and
have questionable business practices pose a greater risk of mis-
using weapons, permitting weapon dispersion, and abusing
human rights. To assess this vector, we rely on Transparency
International’s Corruption Perceptions Index, which ranks 180
countries and territories by their perceived levels of corruption.
Itincludes 16 different surveys from 12 different institutions to
create a composite “corruption perception score.”

The second risk vector we consider is the fragility of the
recipient nation. We assume that fragile states with tenuous
legitimacy that also lack the ability to deliver services and
cannot manage conflict within their own border pose a greater
risk for dispersion and misuse of weapons. The Fragile States
Index, produced by the Fund for Peace, examines international
conditions that lead to state fragility. It examines when these
pressures outweigh a state’s capacity to maintain stability.

It uses 12 indicators (security apparatus, factionalized elites,
group grievance, economic decline and poverty, uneven
development, human flight, state legitimacy, public services,
human rights, demographic pressures, refugees, and external
intervention) to create a composite score for “state fragility.”

The third risk vector we examine is a state’s violence toward
its citizens. States that have a poor record of human rights
and/or regularly use violence against their citizens pose a
greater risk of misusing weapons. We rely on two indices
to measure these factors: Freedom House’s Freedom in the
World index and the Cato Institute and Fraser Institute’s

Human Freedom Index’s expression and information score.



The Freedom House index includes measurements for elector-
al process, political pluralism and participation, functioning
of government, freedom of expression, associational rights,
rule of law, and personal autonomy.

The Cato Institute and Fraser Institute’s Human Freedom
Index’s expression and information score is comprised of nine
components and includes variables measuring killings of press
members, jailing of press members, freedom of academic and
cultural expression, harassment of journalists, government
censorship, internet censorship, media self-censorship, media
freedom, and freedom of expression. For this data set, the 2020
data are used for both 2020 and 2021. This is because the data
set has data only up to 2020. The use of this data set in the
index is to examine state violence against individual rights.

Finally, for the fourth risk vector, we consider conflict as
a critical vector for negative consequences. States currently
engaged in conflict are inherently riskier when it comes
to factors such as dispersion, blowback, entanglement,
and human rights abuses. To assess these risks, we rely on
the Global Terrorism Index and the Uppsala Conflict Data
Program/Peace Research Institute Oslo (UCDP/PRIO) Armed
Conflict Dataset. The Institute for Economics and Peace
(IEP) annually publishes the Global Terrorism Index, which
provides a comprehensive summary of global trends and
patterns in terrorism since 2000. It looks at the total number
of terrorist incidents each year, the total number of fatalities
caused by terrorism in a given year, the total number of inju-
ries caused by terrorism in a given year, and the approximate
level of total property damage caused by terrorism in a given
year. It combines these factors to create a composite score
that ranks the amount of terrorism facing 163 countries.

This year, we changed how we are scoring the terrorism
index because of a new data source for terrorism scores.

IEP switched its data source from the Global Terrorism
Database to the TerrorismTracker, so we weighted the
TerrorismTracker scores to be in line with the Global
Terrorism Database to create an index score. We did this
because “the way the TerrorismTracker classifies violent
events means that the number of terrorism incidents and
fatalities obtained from this source tend to be lower.”*° As

a result of this shift in measurement, many countries’ risk
scores declined drastically. To account for this, we standard-
ized the data using 2022 as a base year and adjusted it for

the average of the previous four years combined.

GT I

+ GTIQUZQ
GTIaverage 2018—-2021

Terror score adjusted =

We then used the normalization method that we later dis-
cuss to convert it to the same scale as the rest of our risk index.
The UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset is used to track
the severity of armed conflict. It uses three measures (high
level, low level, and no conflict) to assess the strength of a
conflict in a given location. Larger conflicts are inherently
riskier because of the longer duration and greater damage.

There is some overlap across indices as demonstrated in
Table 3. For example, the Human Freedom Index and the
Freedom in the World data sets clearly positively correlate
with each other. But as the correlation matrix below indi-
cates, even though the variables are positively correlated
with one another, all of them appear to bring something
different to the Arms Sales Risk Index.

This year, we changed one of our data sets to both stan-
dardize and normalize the data on a consistent scale from
the first year to the fifth year. Instead of using the State
Department’s Country Reports on Human Rights Practices
data, we are now using the Human Freedom Index’s
expression and information score. The State Department’s
country reports used an interval scale rather than a con-
tinuous one. That meant that changes over time in that
score were more drastic when standardizing everything to
a base year. Because the Human Freedom Index measures
the same thing but is continuous, there is more nuance in
using its data.

We did not want to standardize the data last year because
the conflict and state violence score (which had a correlation
coefficient with the risk index at 0.829 and 0.913, respective-
ly) would have been overweighted in the risk index.

Nevertheless, by changing one data set, we continue to feel
confident that because the scale remains 1-100, where 1is
always the lowest and 100 is always the highest, it provides an
easy reference point for policymakers to start evaluating risk
profiles of countries to which the United States sells weapons.
The only change is that because we also standardized the data
on a 1-100 scale by only using data sets that use said scale or
aversion of it (i.e., 1-10). As a result, we feel confident that our
standardization allows us to evaluate year-to-year trends.®

Our normalization process remains the same. To com-

bine each of the risk factors, which are constructed using a
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Table 3

Arms Sales Risk Index factors correlation matrix

Factor Risk 2021 .State Conflict Terrorism Fragility Corruption Freedom A.rms.
violence deliveries
Risk 2021 1
State 0.790 1
violence *ok ok
Conflict 0.638 0.312 1
* k% * % %
. 0.548 0.160 0.431
Terrorism . .rx 1
Fragility 0.851 0.608 0.308 0.389 1
% ok k %k k k kk ok % 3k sk
Corruption 0.768 0.610 0.160 0.243 0.894 1
* k% * ok % * * % * % %
Freedom 0.857 0.903 0.312 0.158 0.748 0.733 1
%k k ok ok kk ok ok ok ok ok
Arms 0.008 0.113 0.164 0.037 -0.190 -0.260 -0.009 1
deliveries * * * k%

* p-value < 0.05

** pvalue < 0.01

*** p-value < 0.001

Sources: “UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset,” Uppsala Conflict Data Program, Peace Research Institute Oslo; Sarah Repucci and Amy Slipowitz, “Freedom
in the World 2022: The Global Expansion of Authoritarian Rule,” Freedom House, 2022; “Fragile States Index,” Fund for Peace, 2022; lan Vasquez et al.,
Human Freedom Index 2022 (Washington and Vancouver, British Columbia: Cato Institute and Fraser Institute, 2022); Global Terrorism Index 2022:
Measuring the Impact of Terrorism (Sydney, Australia: Institute for Economics and Peace, March 2022); Corruption Perceptions Index 2021 (Berlin:
Transparency International, 2022); Security Assistance Monitor, Center for International Policy; A. Trevor Thrall and Caroline Dorminey, “Risky Business: The
Role of Arms Sales in U.S. Foreign Policy,” Cato Institute Policy Analysis no. 836, March 13, 2018; A. Trevor Thrall, Caroline Dorminey, and Jordan Cohen,
“The 2019 Arms Sales Risk Index,” Cato Institute, September 10, 2019; A. Trevor Thrall, Caroline Dorminey, and Jordan Cohen, “2020 Arms Sales Risk
Index,” Cato Institute, October 27, 2020; and Jordan Cohen and A. Trevor Thrall, “2021 Arms Sales Risk Index,” Cato Institute, January 18, 2022.

variety of scales, we normalize the scores for each risk factor
using min-max methods. This means that we adjust the data
to the rest of the data by placing all six indices on one scale.
This helps us avoid weighting one factor more than another.
Unless otherwise noted, normalization follows the following
formula. In the equation, s’, represents the normalized score

of the measurement variable s for observation k.

Sk — Smin
S;{; = 100 x _°k ~ Omin_
Smaz — Smin

After normalization, for each measure, every country has
a score of between 1 (the lowest risk) and 100 (the highest
risk). We then weight each of the six components equally,

averaging them to find the composite risk score for each
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country. We weight the six components equally rather than
the four vectors because we do not yet have an empirical or
theoretical reason to consider different weighting systems
and because although they are similar, the pairs of factors
that measure state behavior and conflicts measure very dif-
ferent types of specific data. While two countries may have
the same overall score, they may be risky for different rea-
sons. Thus, it is important to pay attention to the individual

components as well as their risk index scores.

Calculating Neighborhood Risk Scores
Neighborhood risk uses the Correlates of War Direct
Contiguity data set that codes a state as a “neighbor if it

shares a land border or if they are separated by 400 miles



of water” (the maximum distance at which two 200-mile
exclusive economic zones can intersect).

We then compile the total risk of every country’s neigh-
bor to create a “neighborhood risk score.” This allows us
to check the risk of countries that are in risky neighbor-
hoods but otherwise are domestically stable. An example
of this is Greece, which is in the 25th riskiest neighbor-
hood, but it has only the 123rd highest overall risk score.

Additionally, the neighborhood risk metric allows us to track
which regions are the riskiest. Countries in the Persian Gulf and
Middle East tend to receive a lot of government-to-government
weapons sales, but the neighborhood itself amplifies the risk of
these sales. In Central America, while the individual countries
see significant individual risk, they also see equal neighbor-
hood risk—an unfortunate trend given that the region receives

a substantial amount of direct commercial sales.

Calculating the Average
Customer Risk Score
As its name suggests, the average customer risk score is

a common-sense measure of how risky the average arms

sales customer of any given arms-exporting nation is in
a given year. The more weapons a nation sells to riskier
nations, the higher its score will be. If a nation mostly sells
weapons to low-risk clients, the average customer risk score
will also be low. We calculate the score by multiplying each
recipient country’s risk score by the dollar amount of sales
it purchased and then dividing by the total sales in dollar
amounts made that year.

For example, if the United States only sold $1 million
of weapons to a nation with a risk score of 100, the
U.S. average customer risk score would be (100 x
1,000,000)/1,000,000 = 100. If the United States sold
$1 million of weapons to a nation with a risk score of 100
and $1 million to a nation with a risk score of 1 the average
customer’s risk score would be (100 x 1,000,000) + (100
x 0)/(1,000,000 +1,000,000) = 50. Where it gets more
interesting is when the dollar amounts vary, as they do
in the real world. For example, if the United States sells
$2.5 million of weapons to a nation with a risk score of 0
but sells $7.5 million to a nation with a risk score of 100, the
average customer risk score would be (100 x 7,500,000) +

(0x2,500,000)/(7,500,000 + 2,500,000) = 75.

APPENDIX B: DATA, DATA SOURCES, AND REFERENCES

Data

Cato’s 2021 Arms Sales Risk Index data set

Data Sources for Arms Sales
and the Risk Index

Arms Sales

Security Assistance Monitor

Risk Index Factors

Freedom House, Freedom in the World 2022

Transparency International, Corruption Perceptions Index
2021

The Fund for Peace, Fragile States Index 2022

Cato Institute and Fraser Institute, Human Freedom Index
2022

Uppsala Conflict Data Program/Peace Research Institute
Oslo Armed Conflict Dataset

Institute for Economics and Peace, Global Terrorism Index
2022: Measuring the Impact of Terrorism

For the neighborhood risk index, we also utilized the
Correlates of War Project’s version 2 of its Direct Contiguity

Data from 1816 to 2016.
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https://www.cato.org/sites/cato.org/files/2022-01/2021-Arms-Sales-Risk-Index.xls
http://securityassistance.org/
https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/2022-02/FIW_2022_PDF_Booklet_Digital_Final_Web.pdf
https://www.transparency.org/en/cpi/2021
https://www.transparency.org/en/cpi/2021
https://fragilestatesindex.org/
https://www.cato.org/human-freedom-index/2022
https://www.cato.org/human-freedom-index/2022
https://www.prio.org/Data/Armed-Conflict/UCDP-PRIO/
https://www.prio.org/Data/Armed-Conflict/UCDP-PRIO/
https://www.visionofhumanity.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/GTI-2022-web-09062022.pdf
https://www.visionofhumanity.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/GTI-2022-web-09062022.pdf
https://correlatesofwar.org/data-sets/direct-contiguity
https://correlatesofwar.org/data-sets/direct-contiguity
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