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China's position in the global arms and military equipment market: history and modernity 
Abstract
[bookmark: _Hlk208754943][bookmark: _Hlk209520644]Research background: The global trade in arms and military equipment (AME) is the most important segment of global trade as a whole. The world leaders in the production of a wide range of AME are traditionally the USA, Russia, France, and Germany. Other countries may also be among the leaders in the production of individual segments of AME. In recent decades, new major players have emerged on the global AME trade markets, such as China, India, South Korea, Japan, and others. The authors of the article have repeatedly studied various aspects of global arms markets in their previous works. 
Purpose of the article: To study the role of Russia in the development of China not only as a traditional importer of Russian weapons, but also as an independent major exporter of military equipment, and also to analyze China’s current positions and prospects in the global arms markets.
Methods: The analysis of the situation in this article is mainly based on the use of statistical data from the website of the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI). SIPRI has been collecting statistics since 1950 in areas related to military expenditure, military production enterprises, arms exports and imports.
Findings & Value added: The use of statistical methods allowed the authors to identify current trends and determine the future prospects of China as a new major exporter of weapons and military equipment. The emergence of a new strong competitor in the global arms and military equipment markets may lead to a global redistribution of these markets in the near future.
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[bookmark: _Hlk48155042]1 Introduction
The overwhelming majority of weapons and military equipment supply on the global market comes from three players: the United States, Russia, and united Europe. They have long established multi-sector military-industrial complexes, spend enormous sums on military expenditures, and have long and successfully produced a full range of weapons and military equipment, a significant portion of which they supply to the global market. Their positions in the global market, their share of total weapons and military equipment sales, and the customer base for their products are quite stable (Tulyakova et al., 2021; Zainullin, 2023; Parubina, 2025). 
At the same time, the global arms and military equipment export market is increasingly seeing the emergence of new players. In today's complex, conflict-ridden world, countries cannot ensure military security without military potential. This potential presupposes not only the maintenance of a national army but also the ability to arm it through procurement or domestic production. The ability to produce world-class weapons is a prerequisite for a country aspiring to regional or global leadership. Some, like China, have already made serious claims to being a major arms exporter (Bitzinger, 2016; Wang et al., 2019), while others have great potential to become such in the very near future (South Korea, the UAE, India, and Japan).
The country's transformation from an importer of weapons and military equipment to an exporter is undoubtedly initially linked to a long-term increase in military spending. Some countries aspiring to regional and even global leadership began by purchasing military products from their traditional partners. For example, for several decades in the 20th and even 21st centuries, China and India were the largest consumers of Russian weapons. Having established their own diversified military production systems, they have now begun actively supplying some of their own weapons and military equipment to other countries, creating competition for the "leading three" in third-country markets (including in Africa, Latin America, and the Middle East). 
The analysis of global arms markets as a whole and their individual segments, as well as the positions of individual countries and blocs in these markets, has long been the area of ​​scientific research of the authors of this article. As examples, we can cite the articles by Tulyakova (2016), Tulyakova et al. (2017), Tulyakova and Dengov (2018), Dengov et al. (2018), Tulyakova et al. (2019), Dengov et al. (2020), Gregova et al. (2020), Dengov et al. (2021), Gregova et al. (2021), and others.
2 Research methods and sources
[bookmark: _Hlk209445646]The complexity of arms market research lies in the fact that global arms trade think tanks use different analytical methods. Estimating the value of weapons and military equipment flows requires price data, which is not always publicly available. Furthermore, the use of different calculation and pricing mechanisms for different types of weapons leads to significant discrepancies in the figures.
The analysis in this article is primarily based on statistical data from the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) website. SIPRI has been collecting statistics since 1950 on military spending, military production facilities, and arms exports and imports. 
The statistics provided by this agency are used by many researchers and are completely open, but have their own specific evaluation methodology. According to SIPRI's methodology, similar types of weapons are valued using so-called "trend indicators," and identical types of weapons, regardless of nationality, are assigned the same value. On the one hand, this leads to financial flows being overstated for some countries and understated for others. On the other hand, this methodology more objectively reveals trends in arms transfer dynamics. 
The article utilizes statistical methods as analytical tools. Methods of comparative analysis, forecasting, and evaluation are also employed.
3 Results
In the first decade of China's independence, the foundations of military production were laid with the assistance of just one country: the USSR. The USSR was the only country that not only supplied China with weapons but also helped build military factories and trained specialists to work there (see Table 1). 


Table 1.  Arms imports of China for the period 1950-1968 (in millions of dollars and %)
	
	1950-1968 
	%

	Export from the USSR
	32 305
	100

	Total exports to China
	32 305
	100


[bookmark: _Hlk209521343]Source: SIPRI data (https://milex.sipri.org/sipri) 
Interaction in the area of ​​procurement of military equipment with other countries began only after the start of the policy of reforms and openness, i.e. in the 1980s (see Table 2).
Table 2.  Suppliers of AME to China in the period from 1979 to 1991 (millions of dollars and %)  
	Suppliers
	1979-1991 
	%

	France
	632
	45

	Soviet Union
	353
	25

	USA
	172
	12

	Germany
	117
	8,3

	Israel
	55
	3,9

	Japan
	45
	3,2

	Italy
	26
	1,9

	Canada
	8
	0,5

	United Kingdom
	5
	0,4

	Total exports to China
	1414
	100


Source: SIPRI data (https://milex.sipri.org/sipri) 
[bookmark: _Hlk191906395]A new stage in relations with Russia began in 1991. By this time, China had fully utilized all the military developments it had received from the USSR and needed new ones. Throughout its history, China had not only purchased weapons but also sought to develop its own models based on foreign designs. Once again, Russia was among the main suppliers not only of new weapons but also of new ideas for domestic Chinese production (see Table 3).
Table 3. Suppliers of AME to China in the period from 1991 to 2001 (millions of dollars and %)
	[bookmark: _Hlk191905400]Supplier
	1991-2001
	%

	Russia
	10826
	78

	France
	1567
	11

	Israel
	323
	2,3

	Switzerland
	260
	1,9

	United Kingdom
	200
	1,4

	Ukraine
	192
	1,4

	Germany
	119
	0,9

	United States
	39
	0,3

	Total exports to China
	13794
	100


Source: SIPRI data (https://milex.sipri.org/sipri) 
Since its founding, the People's Republic of China has spent heavily on maintaining its military and on the production and procurement of weapons and military equipment. China's military expenditures reached $309.5 billion in 2023, almost six times higher than in 2000 (in constant 2023 prices). However, despite its rapidly growing GDP, this enormous military expenditure represents only about 1.8% of GDP, much less than, for example, the United States (3.4% in 2023) or Russia (5.9% in 2023). The share of military expenditures in government spending is also small (about 5%). For comparison, in Russia it is about 16%, and in the United States – over the past decade – more than 9% [SIPRI, 2025]. A very comprehensive overview of the impact of military spending on economic and social development can be found in the literature review (covering the period 2010–2024) by Marc von Boemcken & Rodrigo Bolanos Suarez (2025). An interesting study of the impact of war and military spending on economic growth using the extended Solow model is conducted in the article by Filipowichz et al (2025).
By spending enormous amounts of money on developing its military potential, China has now become a major arms producer. In the annual ranking of the 100 largest global companies by arms sales revenue, three Chinese companies have been in the top ten for several years now (see Table 4).
Table 4. The world's largest military companies by revenue from sales of weapons and military equipment in 2023 (millions of dollars)
	Rank
	Company

	Country

	Arms revenues
	Arms revenues as a % of total revenues

	1.
	Lockheed Martin Corp.
	US
	60810
	90%

	2.
	RTX
	US
	40660
	59%

	3.
	Northrop Grumman Corp.
	US
	35570
	91%

	4.
	Boeing
	US
	31100
	40%

	5.
	General Dynamics Corp.
	US
	30200
	71%

	6.
	BAE Systems
	UK
	29810
	98%

	7.
	Rostec
	Russia
	21730
	65%

	8.
	AVIC
	China
	20850
	25%

	9.
	NORINCO
	China
	20560
	27%

	10.
	CETC
	China
	16050
	29%


[bookmark: _Hlk191910027]Source: SIPRI data (https://www.sipri.org/databases/armsindustry)

According to SIPRI, total global arms production in 2023 amounted to $632 billion. Of this, nine Chinese military companies in the top 100 produced $102.89 billion worth of arms (more than 16%). Moreover, Chinese companies are highly diversified, producing only a third military products and two-thirds civilian [SIPRI, 2025].
As a result, China, which was a major importer of military equipment in the 20th century, has become a major exporter in the current century (see Table 5). 
Table 5. China's AME exports in the 21st century (USD billion and % of global total)
	
	2000
	2005
	2010
	2015
	2020
	2022
	2023

	China's AME exports
	0,3
	0,4
	1,5
	1,8
	0,7
	2,1
	2,4

	Worldwide AME exports
	19,4
	21,4
	25,9
	28,4
	23,8
	33,5
	29,1

	In % of world AME exports
	1,6
	1,9
	5,8
	6,3
	2,9
	6,3
	8,2


[bookmark: _Hlk191910096]Source: SIPRI data (https://armstransfers.sipri.org/ArmsTransfer/CSVResult)
 
China supplies weapons to countries such as Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Myanmar, becoming their leading exporter (2010-2023). The share of Chinese arms exports to Bangladesh is 71%, to Pakistan 67%, and to Myanmar 50%. These countries have also become China's main arms trade partners: Pakistan accounts for 44% of Chinese arms exports, Bangladesh for 11%, and Myanmar for 6.8%. Chinese arms exports include all types of arms. 
Russia has also recently been purchasing weapons from China. China accounts for 2% of Russia's military equipment imports. Between 2018 and 2022, China supplied Russia with 28 engines for Russian corvettes.
In the ranking of global arms exporters, China has recently occupied the top positions, although it is still present in the top ten importers. 
Discussions 
By increasing its arms exports to certain countries and regions, China is exerting strategic influence on their foreign policies, particularly in the Indo-Pacific region (Raj et al., 2025). Li & Matthews (2017) examine China's four-stage strategy for penetrating arms export markets. American think tanks have also shown great interest in China's arms export strategy (Raska and Bitzinger, 2020). Karki (2022) assesses the impact and consequences of Chinese arms exports to countries in Southeast and Central Asia (Pakistan, Bangladesh) from the perspective of China's natural rival, India. Béraud-Sudreau (2024) offers a European perspective on the changes taking place in global arms export markets. 
Another challenge Russian researchers of global arms markets have faced in recent years is the source of actual data. Access to global databases on arms production and trade is difficult for well-known reasons. SIPRI databases are practically the only exception. However, when using SIPRI statistics, it is important to keep in mind that SIPRI uses so-called Trend Indicator Values ​​(TIVs) to estimate arms transfers. This approach assigns the same value to similar military products, regardless of the country of manufacture. This distorts the assessment of the financial return on arms sales for individual countries, but more accurately reflects the physical volumes of goods sold. For example, similar weapons produced in China and the United States have different prices; however, if the same quantity of weapons is supplied, these volumes are estimated by SIPRI as having the same value. As a result, data obtained from SIPRI tends to overstate the figures obtained from countries supplying cheaper types of arms. 
Conclusions 
Thus, the analysis conducted in this article allows us to draw the following conclusions:
First. Three global players continue to hold leading positions in global arms and military equipment markets: the United States, Russia, and united Europe (led by France and Germany). At the same time, new players are entering global export markets, vying for regional or even global leadership. These include, primarily, China, South Korea, Japan, India, and the UAE.
Second. The complexity of researching arms markets lies in the fact that global arms trade think tanks employ different analytical methods. Furthermore, the use of different calculation and pricing mechanisms for different types of weapons leads to significant discrepancies in the figures. An additional complication for Russian researchers is the limited access to global databases.
Third. Over the past 75 years, China has transformed itself from a major importer of military equipment (primarily Soviet and then Russian) into a major exporter of its own weapons to individual countries and entire regions (Southeast and Central Asia). Chinese military companies are increasingly gaining ground among the top 100 largest global companies. At the same time, Chinese military spending as a percentage of GDP and government spending is lower than that of the United States and Russia.
Fourth, China uses its own arms exports to exert long-term strategic influence on the foreign policies of its partners, particularly in Southeast Asia. China's strengthening position in global arms export markets is causing concern among traditional leaders in these markets. 
When pursuing an export policy in the field of military equipment and thereby helping to develop the military-industrial complex in other countries, we must keep in mind that, in the long term, this will contribute to the emergence of strong competitors in areas where our positions are traditionally strong.
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