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Introduction 

The structure of the defence industry in eastern and southern Africa is largely 

underdeveloped and dependent from international markets for access to military hardware.           

An important exception is represented by South Africa, which was able to develop a quasi-autarchy 

regime during the Apartheid years. With the end of the Cold War and the opening of the African 

continent to multipolar competition, new military cooperation programmes along a South-South 

axis have begun to undermine Western hegemony in the African arms market. Over the past 

decade, countries such as Kenya, Ethiopia and Angola have taken significant steps to attract 

foreign investment in the military sector in joint ventures with the state, so as to create the 

foundations of a national military-industrial system. The South African industry, at the same time, 

has taken advantage of this trend to establish itself as a privileged partner in the process of 

Africanization of military industrial systems. 

 

The trajectory of the arms industry in South Africa 

The defence industry in South Africa played a central role in the national economy during the 

Apartheid years. The need to develop an industrial pole that would protect Pretoria from the risks 

of an international embargo, as well as the aggressive foreign policy towards its neighbours, have 

for a long time guaranteed large public support to the sector, to the extent that in 1989 the country 

had reached a high degree of autarchy for its military needs. The end of the Cold War and the 

reduction of internal orders forced a restructuring of business strategies. Since the 2000s, a 

growing number of companies have gradually expanded their business horizons to the civil sector - 

especially mining - and broadened their range of activities beyond national borders, with the aim of 

gaining access to new markets1.  

Sub-Saharan Africa is the privileged theatre of this process of internationalisation, as can be 

seen from the 2017 document of the South Africa National Defense Industry Council2. Pretoria 

justifies its ambitions in the sector by virtue of its experience in the production of equipment that 

has been specifically designed to operate in an African context. Moreover, it can exploit the 

principle of "African solutions for African problems" to legitimize its own commercial strategy from a 

diplomatic point of view, placing itself as a champion of South-South cooperation. The tendency of 

South African multinationals to establish joint ventures in the destination countries is high, and is 

brought as a proof of the mutually beneficial nature of these investments. 

A paradigmatic example of this trend is African Explosives Limited-South Africa, which since 

2003 has undertaken a strategy of expansion in southern and eastern Africa3. The company began 

through the subsidiary African Explosives Zambia, before developing a series of joint ventures in 

Ethiopia, Tanzania, Mali, Zimbabwe and Botswana4. The relocation of the production process has 

accelerated since 2013, when the collapse of the price of raw materials and its impact on the South 

African mining sector have prompted shareholders to seek new business niches outside the 

country5. Another example is the Osprea Logistics company, operating in Mombasa since 2012 

with an investment of 41 million dollars for the production of armoured vehicles. 
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The success of South African companies is partly linked to their ability in intercepting partner 

countries’ technical assistance requests in the development of a low-tech military industrial system, 

able to meet the primary needs of the armed forces. For example, Kenya established an 

ammunition factory in Eldoret in 1997, placing the company under the ownership of the Ministry of 

Defence. A similar path has been followed by Tanzania - whose Ministry of Defence owns an 

ammunition factory in Morogoro - and Ethiopia, where the parastatal company METEC produces 

ammunition for machine guns and mortars. Another success factor is the supply of equipment 

particularly suited to the operational theatres of the African armed forces, as well as the readiness 

of South African firms to accept delocalization. The Osprea plant in Mombasa was designed to cut 

the cost of supplying and providing technical assistance for the Mamba MK5, the armoured vehicle 

used by the Kenyan army in the AMISOM mission in Somalia6.  

The defence industry of Pretoria has been pushing for expansion well beyond the boundaries 

of the African continent. Examples of joint ventures in the civil sector stem from Chile, where the 

explosives manufacturer Sasol South Africa signed a strategic cooperation agreement with the 

Chilean mining company ENAEX SA7. Another growing market is the Saudi one. In 2019, 

Paramount Group signed a collaboration agreement with Saudi Arabian Military Industries for the 

development of joint industrial systems in Saudi Arabia, as part of the programme to strengthen the 

Arab monarchy's military industry8. Relations with Saudi Arabia are not limited to the case of 

Paramount Group. The state company Denel has for long looked at Riyadh as a potential partner 

in the event of privatization. Rumours of a Saudi takeover bid have been circulating since 2018, 

due to the company's extreme financial situation and difficulties in ensuring the regular payment of 

wages. Nevertheless, the success of the acquisition process is hampered by internal political 

factors. The importance of the arms industry to employment levels in South Africa and the close 

relations between the ANC and trade unions have so far led authorities to accept the grievances of 

the trade union organisations, which fear the negative effects of privatisation on workers’ 

employment conditions9.   

 

Other types of partnerships 

While the countries of Eastern and Southern Africa - with the aforementioned exception of 

South Africa - remain dependent on foreign countries for the equipment of their armed forces, this 

dependence has been nonetheless calmed down by the trend towards diversification of military 

partners. This is certainly not new for Ethiopia, which has always resorted to a wide range of 

international donors to avoid excessive reliance on a single supplier. Addis Ababa has taken full 

advantage of its freedom of action on the international scene, forging links with "rogue" countries 

such as North Korea to obtain access to low-cost technologies that were critical for the foundations 

of a national military industry. Pyongyang's assistance has been instrumental in the establishment 

and management of the Homicho Ammunition Industry explosives and ammunition factory, located 

in the Oromia region. In 2014, a UN report suggested that Homicho was still working with North 

Korean partners through the Korea Mineral Trading Corporation, in violation of international 
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sanctions against Pyongyang10. Another company set up thanks to North Korean support is Gafat 

Armament Engineering, near Debre Zeit, where AK 47 are produced11. Relations with North Korea 

have not prevented Addis Ababa from receiving US military assistance in the name of the fight 

against terrorism in Somalia. Over the past year, the government of Abiy Ahmed laid the 

foundations for the further diversification of its military partners by entering into new agreements 

with France and Italy. 

Angola has also maintained a privileged military partnership with former Cold War partners 

such as China and Russia. At the beginning of 2019, the Angolan Minister of Defence confirmed 

the intention to deepen cooperation with Beijing within the framework of the Joint Cooperation 

Committee on Science, Technology and Defence12. Russia, on the other hand, is a point of 

reference in the process of military industrialization: in April, the Angolan President, Joao 

Lourenço, announced the intention to open a factory for the production of Russian arms in Angolan 

territory, in light of the large quantity of military equipment imported from Moscow13 . 
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