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According to the latest SIPRI report (2018), in 2017 the first 100 global companies producing 

weapon systems totalled $ 398.2 billion in sales, recording an increase of 2.5% over the previous 

year and 44% compared to 2002. This overall trend in the sale of arms in 2017 was driven by the 

increase in spending for the supply of new weapons systems by various actors, especially the 

United States and Russia1, and by the general increase in global spending for the Defense sector2.  

Since 2010, Russian military exports have been stable above $ 10 billion annually3. In 2017, 

it recorded an increase for the third consecutive year, reaching almost $ 16 billion4. This trend was 

maintained also in 2018, with $ 19 billion in exports, as confirmed by Rostec, the only state-owned 

holding company (which includes the monopolist military export companies) responsible for 

supplying and exporting Russian weapons and military equipment abroad5. Even in 2019 Moscow 

should maintain an export level of over $ 10 billion: Rosoboronexport's CEO, Alexander Mikheyev, 

claims that since the beginning of the year (2019) the Russian Federation has already exported 

arms for an amount of $ 8.5 billion, half of which represent aviation and air defence systems, 

sectors that have always been driving Russian military exports6. Mikheyev himself predicts that, 

thanks to the aerospace exhibition MAKS 2019 – traditional showcase for the new Russian military 

and civilian aircraft7, held between August 27th and September 1st – by the end of the year further 

contracts will be signed for the export of other airplanes, helicopters and air defence systems. 

Dmitry Shugayev, Head of the Federal Service for Military and Technical Cooperation, argues that 

Russia will permanently maintain the position of second global exporter in the sector (after the 

USA) and will increase the annual $ 15 billion in exports, thanks to the expansion of the geography 

of deliveries, as well as the range of products supplied8. The intervention in Syria in support of 

Bashar al-Assad allowed Moscow to test and show off part of the new equipment and technologies 

in the military field, persuading several Middle Eastern and other actors to look at the Russian 

weapon systems to modernize their Armed Forces. In addition, Moscow can also count on a 

surplus of hardware inherited from the Soviet Union, largely obsolete for a modern armed force but 

still functional for medium-level performance in low and medium intensity conflicts, so that it can be 

sold cheaply to those countries with a limited Defence budget9. 

Since 2007, Russia has worked to consolidate its military industry, creating larger companies 

which  operate  in  specific defence-related  sectors  (for example, United Aircraft Corporation and  
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United Shipbuilding Corporation, which were the second and third largest producer of Russian 

weapons in 2017). In 2017, the United Instrument Manufacturing Corporation underwent a merger 

process with the state-owned Russian Electronics, leading to the establishment of a new company 

that continues to operate under the name Russian Electronics and entered the top 100 (47th) 

international companies of the sector. Overall, the first Russian company in terms of revenues from 

the sector continues to be the state-owned Almaz-Antey, ranked 10th in 2017 ($ 8.57 billion).               

To follow, in order of greater sale of arms, among the top 50 Russian global companies there are 

the United Aircraft Corporation (almost entirely state-owned, with revenues of $ 6.44 billion), the 

United Shipbuilding Corporation (public company, with revenues of $ 4.98 billion), Tactical Missiles 

Corporation (100% state-owned, revenues of $ 3.60 billion), Russian Helicopters (owned by the 

state-owned holding company Rostec, with revenues of $ 3.17 billion), High Precision Systems (a 

subsidiary of Rostec, with revenues of $ 2.83 billion), the United Engine Corporation (a subsidiary 

of Rostec, with revenues of $ 2.57 billion)10.  

Therefore, in the Russian case, state or para-state companies play a prominent role in the 

global arms sales market. As a matter of fact, similarly to most of the major military powers, the 

industrial-defensive complex of Russia – having decades of know-how inherited from the Soviet 

experience in the sector – retains a significant capacity to independently produce the equipment its 

Armed Forces needs, but in the recent past it has also had a certain degree of exposure to 

cooperation and (inter)dependence with foreign suppliers of specific niche technologies, such as 

Ukraine, Belarus and some Western European countries11. Despite Moscow is still partially 

dependent on imports for some niche sectors connected to Defence (some machinery and 

industrial robots, together with some type of chemical, textile and printing equipment)12, the 

Russian Defence Industry is essentially enrollable to a paradigm of a self-sufficient kind and the 

Western sanctions of recent years have reinforced this propensity13.  

As mentioned before, Russia has transformed its Defence Industry into an important tool, 

which allows Moscow to generate revenues for the state coffers and to strengthen bilateral 

cooperation with countries, which sign such agreements. In fact, the bilateral agreement for the 

purchase of arms represents a peculiar way of guaranteeing the maintenance – or even the 

strengthening – of friendly relations, not to mention a certain level of influence by the exporting 

country on the importer. This is one of the main reasons for which States with an advanced 

Defence Industry try to be self-sufficient producing what they need14. In the light of this strategic 

assumption (also reported in the Russian Strategy for National Security of December 201515) 

Russia, as well as the United States (and also China, in recent years16), is investing many 

resources in the competition for export markets, especially those connected in some way to 

Moscow's political and strategic interests. Among the most significant agreements, both at the 
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economic level and in terms of potential strategic impact, we must especially mention the 

acquisition of the Russian anti-aircraft system S-400 by China, India and Turkey.  

With India, in particular, in 2019 Russia has significantly strengthened cooperation in the 

sector: since last year, also due to renewed tensions with Pakistan, New Delhi has become the 

largest buyer of Russian military hardware, reaching the record figure of $ 14.5 billion in 

purchases17. In addition to the contract concerning the S-400 (about $ 5 billion), Moscow and New 

Delhi are negotiating the granting of a local production license (in India) of the same S-400, as well 

as the Su-30 fighter jets and T-90 tanks. The Indian Ministry of Defence has also signed an 

agreement with Rosoboronexport to modernize the radar and missile systems of the Indian navy 

ships of the Delhi class18, and has formalized an agreement for the delivery of Vympel R-27 air-to-

air missiles, worth about $ 218 million. Furthermore, it signed a $ 700 million agreement for the 

supply of 300 R-73 “AA-11 Archer” short-range air-to-air missiles and 400 medium-range RVV-AE 

air-to-air missiles (export version of the R-77 "AA-12 Adder")19. We also report the recent 

intergovernmental agreement ($ 3.3 billion) for the Indian purchase of a third nuclear-powered 

attack submarine, Akula class, which will be called Chakra-3 and will replace Chakra-220. 

Furthermore, Russia and India have developed weapons systems through joint ventures: most 

recently the next generation of the (supersonic) cruise missile BrahMos-NG, jointly conceived by 

the Russian NPO Mashinostroyeniya and the Indian Defense Research and Development 

Organization through the joint venture BrahMos Aerospace Limited21. 

In perspective, another promising market for Russian military exports is the Middle East, 

especially towards those states once linked to the Soviet Union. Among these actors, Egypt has 

recently signed a contract for over $ 2 billion which involves the purchase of 20 Sukhoi Su-35 

fighters, 4++ generation (Flanker-E), which adds to the previous Egyptian acquisitions of dozens of 

MiGs - 29, Ka-52K helicopters and coastal defence units. Algeria also increased its import of 

Russian weapons by 66% in the 2014-2018 period22, confirming this trend in 2019 with the recent 

purchase of another 16 units of the Su-30MKA fighter and 14 units of the MiG-29M/M2, for a total 

of almost $ 2 billion23. Among the other relevant importers of Russian armaments, there are 

Indonesia (Su-35), Iraq (T-90) and Vietnam (T-90). 
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