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Abstract

The military-industrial complex is a group which consists of defence
companies, individuals present in the US Congress, and defence
institutions that cooperate to sustain excessive military spending and
enable corporate immunity from failure. Focusing on the United States as
the central case, the paper analyses the operation of the ‘iron triangle,’ the
global reach of the US military power and the structural conditions that
render defence contractors ‘too big to fail.” Through the case studies of the
Lockheed bribery scandal, the BAE-Tanzania deal and contemporary
arms transfers linked to the Gaza conflict, it further analyses how
corruption, weak oversight, and geopolitical leverage enable powerful
companies to profit while externalizing costs onto weaker states and
civilian populations. The analysis further highlights how poor states
become entangled in long-term dependency through military aid,
procurement practices, and resource extraction networks. The paper
concludes by identifying policy gaps and outlining practical reforms to
strengthen accountability, reduce dependency and restore democratic
control over defence policy.

Keywords: Military-industrial complex, iron triangle, defence
contractors, Congress, defence procurement, too big to fail, developing
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Introduction

From Congressional backrooms to international arms deals, the military-
industrial complex has become one of the most powerful and least
accountable forces shaping global politics and economics today. The
military-industrial complex is a network of individuals and institutions
involved in the production of weapons and military technologies. It
typically works to gain political support for continued or increased
military spending by the national government.! This research examines
how the entrenched alliance between Congress and the defence industry,
where lawmakers secure electoral and economic advantages by approving
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ever larger weapons programmes and contractors in turn finance
campaigns and offer lucrative post-service opportunities, perpetuates a
self-reinforcing cycle of militarization that diverts public resources from
pressing social needs, deepens both domestic and global inequalities and
renders major defence firms immune to failure.2 By examining bribery
scandals, campaign contributions and the long-term effects of
militarization, this paper argues that systemic reform is urgently needed
to restore transparency, equity and accountability.

The United States has spent more money on its military than any
other country. Even after the Cold War ended in 1991, its defence budget
continued to grow, often beyond presidential requests. In 2022, a
bipartisan Congressional agreement added roughly 45 billion dollars to
president Biden’s request.? Forty-five billion dollars is more than twice
what it would cost to end homelessness in the United States, just to put
that into perspective.4 This shows us that increased military spending is
one of the few areas where Republicans as well as Democrats broadly
agree, even though recent polls show that more than a third of Americans
believe the US is already spending too much on defence.?

The American military has a global footprint of bases and it maintains
around 750 military bases in at least 80 countries. Japan hosts about 120
of these bases on its territory. It costs the American tax payers tens of
billions of dollars annually to maintain.6 While many host governments
accept these bases as a source of additional security, as shown in the
frequent protests in Okinawa, large numbers of residents oppose the
presence of foreign troops in their communities.”

The concept of the military-industrial complex is often explained
through the lens of the ‘iron triangle.” So on one side stands Congress,

2 William D. Hartung, Prophets of War: Lockheed Martin and the Making of the
Military-Industrial Complex (New York: Nation Books, 2011), pp.205-250.

3 Alexander Bolton and Ellen Mitchell, ‘Senate Sends $858 Billion Defence Bill to
Biden’s Desk,” The Hill, 16 December 2022,
https://thehill.com/policy/defense/3777271-senate-sends-858-billion-defense-bill-
to-bidens-desk/

4 National Alliance to End Homelessness, State of Homelessness 2022
(Washington DC: National Alliance to End Homelessness, 2022).

5 Gallup, ‘Military/National Defense,” May 2024,
https://mews.gallup.com/poll/1666/military-national defense.aspx

6 Justin McCurry, ‘Okinawa Protests over US Military Base Plan Escalate,” The
Japan Times, 5 August 2023,
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2023/08/05/national/okinawa-protests-us-
base/

7 Ibid.
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which approves and funds military budgets. At another sits the executive
branch, the Department of Defense, which allocates and uses these funds.
The last is the defence industry, represented by contractors such as
Lockheed Martin and Boeing, which design, produce and supply military
technologies. These three corners support each other in ways that
strengthens the system as a whole.

Now this produces conflicts of interest. Legislators who receive
campaign contributions from defence companies, prioritize the interests
of these defence companies rather than the public. Similarly, Pentagon
officials seek larger budgets that maintains their influence, while defence
corporations pursue profit. The ‘revolving door’ of personnel moving
between Congress, the Department of Defense and industry further
reinforces this cycle.

Although other nations also display elements of this triangle, the US
is its most prominent example. The term itself became famous after
president Dwight D. Eisenhower’s 1961 farewell address, where he
warned against the growing influence of what he called an ‘immense
military establishment and a large arms industry’.? Eisenhower accepted
that a strong military was necessary, but he urged against the risk of
misplaced power that could threaten democratic governance. His words
remain a critical point of reference for debates about militarization today.

Iron Triangle of the
Military Industrial Complex

Congress

Large Military e Fundsd Gortracts Department
Contracturs L ] of Defense

The idea of the ‘iron triangle’ helps explain how the military-industrial
complex operates within the United States. At one corner of the triangle
is Congress, which authorizes and approves funding for defence. At
another is the executive branch, represented by the Department of
Defense, which allocates and manages this funding. The third corner is

8 ‘President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s Farewell Address (1961).” 2021. National
Archives. September 29, 2021, https:/www.archives.gov/milestone-
documents/president-dwight-d-eisenhowers-farewell-address?utm_source.com
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made up of defence contractors such as Lockheed Martin, Boeing and
Northrop Grumman, who supply weapons and technology. Each side of
the triangle depends on the others, creating a self-reinforcing system that
benefits all three.?

For members of Congress, the defence budget provides opportunities
for political and electoral gain. Legislators often support larger budgets
not only because of national security concerns but also because of
campaign contributions from defence companies.l© In addition, contracts
are frequently steered towards factories and bases in their constituencies,
allowing representatives to claim that they have created job
opportunities.!

For the Department of Defense, securing increased budgets is equally
important. A larger budget sustains operations, expands programmes
and reinforces the Pentagon’s influence in policymaking circles. Senior
officers who retire from military service often move into high-ranking
positions within the defence industry, a phenomenon described as the
‘revolving door.” In 2021, at least 36 officials left the Pentagon to join
private defence firms. Those firms received over $89 billion in contract
obligations in 2021. A striking recent example of the Pentagon revolving
door at work involved private defence contractor Boeing hiring Heidi
Grant, who most recently served as the director of the Defense Security
Cooperation Agency (DSCA), the agency within the Department of
(DOD) tasked with reviewing and advocating for foreign military sales.
From 2017 to 2020, the DSCA’s portfolio averaged $50.9 billion annually.
Quite literally overnight, Grant became Boeing’s lead on the firm’s
defence, space and government services portfolio.12 This practice blurs the
boundary between public service and private gain.

Finally, for defence contractors, profit is the primary motivation.
Large companies rely on continuous streams of government contracts and
therefore have strong incentives to lobby Congress and maintain close
ties with Pentagon officials. In 2022 alone, major defence contractors

9 Gordon Adams, The Iron Triangle (London: Transaction Publishers, 1981),
p. 17.

10 Wooten, Savannah, and Rick Claypool. ‘Military-Industrial Complex Clinches
Nearly 450,000 per cent Return on Investment’ Public Citizen’, 7 July 2022,
https://www.citizen.org/article/military-industrial-complex-contributions-report/

11 Rebecca U. Thorpe, The American Warfare State: The Domestic Politics of
Military Spending (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2014), p.4.

12 Ryan Summers, ‘The Pentagon’s Revolving Door Keeps Spinning: 2021 in
Review’, Project on government oversight, 20 January 2022,
https://www.pogo.org/analyses/the-pentagons-revolving-door-keeps-spinning-
2021-in-review
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spent more than 100 million dollars on lobbying in Washington, showing
the scale of influence they seek to exert.13

The iron triangle illustrates how institutional arrangements can
create conflicts of interest. When legislators, government officials and
corporations all benefit from higher military spending, the public interest
is often neglected. This lining up of incentives means that military
programmes can continue even when they are inefficient, overpriced, or
unnecessary. It also explains why cutting defence budgets is politically
difficult, regardless of broader economic or social priorities.

Global reach of US military power

The US has created an enormous military footprint that stretches well
beyond its own territory. With hundreds of overseas military bases,
thousands of ships at sea and an array of military alliances and
agreements, American military power is deeply woven into the fabric of
global security. While the scope of this reach is primarily to protect
America's national interests, it also serves to create a mechanism
through which the US can shape the course of international relations and
economics.14

Military bases are one important component of this broad-based reach.
It is estimated that there are approximately 750 foreign American
military bases located in more than 80 different countries. Ranging from
tiny forward operating sites designed for use by small teams of
intelligence personnel, to large-scale logistics bases that support the
movement of tens of thousands of troops, these bases represent a physical
manifestation of America's ability to extend its military reach across the
globe. Many of these bases foster resentment among the populations
living near them due to various forms of environmental degradation,
increased levels of violent crime and loss of national sovereignty.
However, these bases enable the US to rapidly deploy military assets
across vast expanses of space, thereby allowing America to quickly react
to crisis situations anywhere in the world.!?

13 Bernie Sanders, ‘Defense Contractors Are Bilking the American People,” 27
February 2024, https://www.sanders.senate.gov/op-eds/defense-contractors-are-
bilking-the-american-people

14 David Vine, Base Nation: How US Military Bases Abroad Harm America and
the World (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2015), p.1.

15 David Vine, Patterson Deppen and Leah Bolger, ‘Drawdown: Improving U.S.
and Global Security Through Military Base Closures Abroad,” Quincy Institute
for Responsible Statecraft, QI Briefs #16, 20 September 2021.
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Alliances enable this global reach such as the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (Nato) which remains one of the most important frame-
works, with American bases and its forces stationed in Europe since the
Second World War.16 These deployments have been justified as necessary
for deterrence against Russia, but they also serve to lock in American
influence over European defence policy. In Asia, bilateral alliances with
Japan, South Korea and the Philippines provide similar advantages.l?
Military exercises and joint training not only strengthen partnerships but
also ensure that allied militaries remain dependent on American
equipment, technology and logistics.

American naval capabilities continue to extend its reach still further,
with 11 aircraft carrier battle groups deployed to various locations
throughout the world.!® Aircraft carriers themselves function as highly
mobile versions of conventional bases. They enable air strike missions to
gather vital information via reconnaissance activities and conduct
deterrence missions, all while remaining at considerable distances from
American soil. The power to patrol critical sea lanes, such as the Strait of
Hormuz or the South China Sea, gives America military leverage and
economic influence, as these sea routes are important for energy and
global trade.

The US military spends tens of billions of dollars maintaining
overseas bases and operations, resources that could otherwise be used in
domestic programmes in the health and education sectors. The global
reach of US military power is not without controversy. These bases do
provide America with security but these bases and deployments make it a
target of hostility as well.

There is also a question of accountability. Decisions about where to
station forces, or when to intervene abroad, are often made by a bunch of
individuals in the policy circles, with limited public debate. This makes
military power as a tool of the elites rather than an expression of
democratic will. But, on the other hand, the global presence can also be
seen as a form of security guarantee not only for allies but also for the

16 Richard C. Bush, You've Got a Friend in Me’, Brookings (Washington), 29
September 2016.

17 Gregory B. Poling and Japhet Quitzon, 'Sustaining the US-Philippines-Japan
Triad', CSIS Brief, 12 February 2024, www.csis.org/analysis/sustaining-us-
philippines-japan-triad

18 Gregory B. Poling and Japhet Quitzon, 'Sustaining the US-Philippines-Japan
Triad', CSIS Brief, 12 February 2024, www.csis.org/analysis/sustaining-us-
philippines-japan-triad
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international economic order, since American military strength means
confidence in trade, investment and the movement of energy resources.!®

The global reach of US military power reflects a harsh twin reality. On
the one hand, it provides the United States with unmatched strategic
flexibility and political leverage. On the other, it generates costs and
tensions that fuel debates at home and abroad about the sustainability of
such a role. The military-industrial complex plays a central part in
sustaining this reach, as defence contractors profit from the demand for
weapons, logistics and maintenance required to keep such a vast system
in place.20

Too big to fail

The phrase ‘too big to fail’ is often used to describe financial institutions
whose failure would endanger the larger economy. The same notion has
been invoked in the United States to describe the defence industry. Major
contractors such as Lockheed Martin, Boeing and Raytheon are so
embedded in the state's security apparatus that now their security is
considered the state's security and their failure is considered politically
and strategically unacceptable.

The scale of employment and local economic dependence on defence
spending is one of the reasons for this status. For example, Lockheed
Martin’s F-35 fighter jet programme involves suppliers in nearly every
state in the US, creating thousands of jobs. These opportunities for
employment make it difficult for members of Congress to support cuts,
since doing so would directly affect their constituencies. They tie their
survival to the prosperity of local communities and use economic
geography as a shield.2!

Defence contractors provide weapons systems and technologies that
are central to the US military power. The ability of the Pentagon to
respond to crises can be put into jeopardy if these firms collapse or
programmes are cancelled. This is particularly true in specialized areas
such as missile defence or stealth technology, where only a few firms
have the expertise and infrastructure required.

19 Sharon Otterman, 'Saudi Arabia: Withdrawal of US Forces', 7 February 2005,
www.cfr.org/backgrounders/saudi-arabia-withdrawl-us-forces

20 Johnson, Chalmers, The Sorrows of Empire : Militarism, Secrecy, and the End
of the Republic. (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2004), pp. 151-153.

21 https://www.lockheedmartin.com/f35/about/economic-impact.html, accessed 31
March 2026.
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The defence industry is one of the most profitable sectors in the
American economy, supported by steady government contracts.
Companies invest heavily in lobbying to secure favourable policies, which
further reduces the likelihood of serious budget cuts.22 The revolving door
between government service and industry reinforces this pattern, as
decision-makers often have close professional ties to the firms they are
meant to regulate.

The consequence of this system is that defence contractors enjoy a
unique form of protection.23 Unlike firms in most industries, they are
largely insulated from the risks of market failure. Cost overruns,
technical failures, or even corruption scandals rarely lead to lasting
damage, since the government continues to fund projects on the grounds
of national security. The 2009 cancellation of the F-22 Raptor
programme, for instance, did not harm Lockheed Martin in the long run,
because the firm was quickly awarded contracts for other projects.24

The arrangement rewards firms regardless of performance, yet
dismantling it remains politically unfeasible given the jobs, contracts and
security dependencies it sustains.

The market alone does not explain the position of the American
defence industry. The military-industrial complex in today’s age is not
limited to weapons and contracts but is also about political influence,
economic interests and national security. The economy and security
apparatus i1s so deeply embedded in the defence firms that challenging
them creates a genuine political cost. The military-industrial complex has
been able to achieve this dependency through decades of planning.

US Defence Contractors and the Gaza War

Company 2022 — 2023 2023 — 2024
Lockheed Martin +2.41 per cent  +5.14 per cent
RTX (Raytheon Tech.) — +17.15 per cent

Northrop Grumman  +7.34 per cent +4.44 per cent

22 Defence Lobbying', Open Secrets, 2024, https://www.opensecrets.org/federal-
lobbying/sectors/summary?cycle=2024&id=D

23 William Hartung, Prophets of War: Lockheed Martin and the Making of the
Military-Industrial Complex (New York: Nation Books, 2011), p.15.

24 James Ludes, ‘The F-22 Has a Future’, Apr 20, 2009,
https://www.defensenews.com/
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Company 2022 — 2023 2023 —» 2024
General Dynamics - +12.88 per cent
Boeing (Total) - —14.5 per cent
Boeing (Defence BDS) — —4.07 per cent

The war in Gaza has drawn attention to the genocide and blatant
human rights abuses on the ground, but it has also shed light on the
global defence networks that enables the genocide.

The Israeli Defence Forces (IDF) rely heavily on US manufactured
weapons systems, most of which are supplied by the largest American
contractors: Lockheed Martin, Boeing, RTX (Raytheon Technologies),
Northrop Grumman and General Dynamics. These companies dominate
US arms exports and Israel has consistently been one of their top foreign
customers.

Lockheed Martin, for example, has been central to Israel’s acquisition
of the F-35 fighter jet. Israel is the only country in the Middle East to
operate the aircraft,25 which has been repeatedly used in operations over
Gaza. Boeing, meanwhile, provides Apache helicopters and Joint Direct
Attack Munition (JDAM) kits that convert unguided bombs into
precision-guided weapons. These systems have been identified in reports
linking US arms to strikes on densely populated areas in Gaza. RTX
makes key missile systems that include the Tamir interceptors for the
Iron Dome air defence system, which has been heavily used in conflicts
with Palestinian armed groups. Another key player that provides
aerospace technologies to support missile defence and surveillance
systems 1s Northrop Grumman, while General Dynamics is a major
supplier of armoured vehicles and munitions.

The financial benefits that these companies get are notable. From
2021 to 2024, due to the increased international demand and Lockheed
being a key provider of missile systems and aircraft to the IDF, Lockheed
Martin’s annual revenues rose from 67.6 billion dollars to more than 71
billion dollars.26 RTX’s revenues tell us exactly the same story, with

25 Al Mayadeen English, Despite genocide, 'Israel' receives 3 more F-35s, fleet
expands to 45,” 26 April 2025,
https://english.almayadeen.net/news/politics/despite-genocide---israel--receives-
3-more-f-35s--fleet-expa

26 Lockheed Martin Corporation, 2024 Annual Report (Bethesda: Lockheed
Martin, 2024) https://investors.lockheedmartin.com/node/51406/pdf
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missile defence and precision-guided weapons forming a significant
share; their revenue grew from 64 billion dollars to 71 billion dollars.2?
Northrop Grumman also saw growth, reporting 36 billion dollars in
revenue in 2021 and nearly 41 billion dollars by 2024.28 Analysts have
pointed to spikes in international orders during and after periods of
heightened conflict, particularly in the case of Gaza in 2021 and again in
2023.

The US defence sector, while tragic, often profits from international
crises as demonstrated by these figures. The genocide in Gaza gives us a
picture that American military hardware not only shapes the battlefield,
but also sustains corporate growth and strengthens the argument that
these firms are ‘too big to fail.’

Lawmakers and oversight failure

The role of lawmakers who are meant to oversee defence spending is
another critical factor in understanding the ‘too big to fail’ nature of the
US military-industrial complex. Congress provides checks and balances,
ensuring accountability and guarding against excess. In practice, many of
the most powerful members of relevant committees receive direct
campaign contributions from the very companies they are supposed to
regulate.

Representative Ken Calvert, a senior Republican and ranking member
of the House Appropriations Defence Subcommittee, has received
substantial donations from Lockheed Martin (around 62,000 dollars),
Boeing (around 20,000 dollars) and General Dynamics (around 43,800
dollars).29 Under his leadership, defence appropriations rose to record
levels, with Calvert justifying the increases as essential for ‘providing our
men and women in uniform with the resources they need.’

Democrat Joe Courtney, a member of the House Armed Services
Committee’s Seapower Subcommittee, has secured large sums for naval
shipbuilding programmes. In 2025, he sponsored an amendment that

27 RTX Corporation, 2024 Annual Report, Arlington: RTX, 2024,
https://www.rtx.com/news/news-center/2025/01/28/rtx-reports-2024-results-and-
announces-2025-outlook

28 Northrop Grumman Corporation, 2024 Annual Report, Falls Church: Northrop
Grumman, 2024, https://cdn.northropgrumman.com/-/media/Project/Northrop-
Grumman/nge/who-we-are/corporate-responsibility/NOC---12312024---Annual-
Report---FINAL.pdf?rev=61a869bcfe0c49a2a6832b141846¢cald

29 Rep. Ken Calvert: Campaign Finance Summary', Open Secrets, 2024,
https://www.opensecrets.org/profiles/ken-
calvert/us_congress/organizations?cycle=2024&mpid=1046172&type=C
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added one billion dollars to the Virginia-class submarine programme,
directly benefitting General Dynamics, one of his major donors.3°

Representative Betty McCollum is another example, who has
positioned herself as a cautious supporter of defence spending, but
nonetheless accepted contributions from Boeing and General Dynamics.
Senator Mark Kelly of Arizona, a former astronaut and influential voice
on the Senate Armed Services Committee, has also drawn attention.
Between 2018 and 2024, contractors associated with missile production
made significant donations to his campaigns. Consistent advocacy has
been done by Kelly for expanding missile defence systems, including the
Raytheon-built SM-6 interceptor. These interceptors are manufactured in
Arizona. His advocacy coincides with his state’s economic interests and
the fortunes of his donors.3!

The overlap between legislative decision-making and defence industry
contributions is astonishing. Lawmakers accepted donations and also
pushed for budget increases or procurement decisions that aligned with
the interests of their election donors. This resulted in a cycle in which
contractors influence appropriations, appropriations drive new contracts
and contractors in turn funnel campaign contributions to lawmakers.
This type of system makes the military-industrial complex stronger and
deep rooted and makes significant reform almost impossible.

Lockheed bribery scandal

In the 1970s, the Lockheed bribery scandal came to light and became one
of the biggest example of corruption in the global arms trade. This case
highlighted how one of the most prominent American defence contractors
attempted to bypass commercial difficulties by bribing foreign
government officials. The company was already struggling with financial
difficulties with projects like the I.-1011 and to overcome them, Lockheed
turned to flawed tactics to secure international aircraft orders. To secure
these procurement decisions in their favour, large sums were channelled

30 Rep. Joe Courtney: Campaign Finance Summary', Open Secrets, 2024,
https://www.opensecrets.org/profiles/joe-
courtney/us_congress/organizations?cycle=2024&display=candidate&mpid=108
1287&type=I

31'Sen. Mark Kelly: Campaign Finance Summary', Open Secrets, 2024,
https://www.opensecrets.org/profiles/mark-
kelly/us_congress/pacs?mpid=1089547
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through intermediaries. These payments were concealed in offshore
accounts and directed to the accounts of political leaders.32

In 1976, the United States Senate inquiry revealed that Lockheed
had authorized millions of dollars in secret commissions to political
figures in countries including Japan, the Netherlands, West Germany
and Italy. This was the moment when this scandal became a matter
of international attention.33 In Japan, the most explosive revelations
concerned payments to high-ranking officials, including prime minister
Kakuei Tanaka. Tanaka was arrested and convicted on corruption
charges. This case also revealed that in nations where oversight is weak
and flawed, corporate interests can easily influence the government
procurement process.34

The mechanisms followed by Lockheed had a consistent pattern. The
company employed agents and middlemen who had connections in the
political circle. Funds were moved through offshore banking channels,
designed to hide their origin and destination. Corporate representatives
built political influence at the highest levels, ensuring that defence or
aviation procurements were shaped by political or personal interests
rather than technical needs. These were the tactics used by Lockheed to
manipulate markets and undercut competitors despite having products
that were often less effective when compared to their competitors.

The consequences of the scandal were significant. It undermined
public trust in political institutions in Japan for years, as the conviction
of Tanaka did not erase the perception of deep ties between politics and
money. In the United States new bills were introduced to stop bribery.
The Foreign Corrupt Practices Act (FCPA) of 1977 was introduced, which
criminalized the bribery of foreign officials by American firms and
required greater transparency in corporate deals.3> While the Foreign
Corrupt Practices (FCPA) Act marked an important step in regulating
deals and decreasing bribery and corruption, the Lockheed case
demonstrated the limits of legal reform. Arms deals remained highly
lucrative, politically protected and subject to flawed processes.

One thing that the Lockheed case was able to highlight was the depth
of economic desperation and political opportunity that continues to

32 Gilbert Geis, ‘Lockheed Is Implicated in Bribing Foreign Officials’, EBSCO
Research Starters, 2022.

33 Tbid.

34 The New York Times (New York), 27 August 1976.

35 United States Department of Justice, 'Foreign Corrupt Practices Act: An
Overview', https://www.justice.gov/criminal/criminal-fraud/foreign-corrupt-
practices-act
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characterize the defence industry. It also highlighted the vulnerability of
procurement systems in states where elites can easily be bribed with
economic incentives, leaving national priorities at the mercy of the
commercial interests of multinational firms.

Tanzania-BAE Systems case

The air traffic control deal between BAE Systems and Tanzania is
another revealing case of how these mighty defence firms exploit weaker
states. Despite Tanzania’s limited aviation infrastructure and poor
economy, the British government approved a 28 million pounds sale of a
sophisticated radar system in 1999. The decision drew sharp criticism
from development experts and aid agencies, which argued that the
system was unnecessary for Tanzania’s civil aviation needs and would
impose a heavy financial burden on one of the world’s most fragile
countries.

Subsequently journalists started to investigate and began an inquiry.
The UK’s Serious Fraud Office was able to trace some one million pounds
that had been funnelled via a Swiss bank. The account was in the hands
of an agent with ties to the political class in Tanzania. BAE would have
you believe there was no deliberate bribery on their part, but the way the
deal was put together and the intermediaries involved made for some
hard questions about the company’s behaviour. It took years of being
pressed by the law before BAE caved in 2010. They put down 29.5 million
pounds as a settlement for the financial improprieties of the deal, which
was as good as an admission of guilt over how things were done, even if
they stopped short of confessing to any bribery.

Arms manufacturers often use shady financial networks and diplo-
matic leverage to secure contracts in poor nations, and this case exposed
a pattern within the global defence industry. Corporations like BAE
systems have managed to avoid direct accountability while shaping
national procurement decisions to their advantage by bribing local elites
and politically connected agents. The Tanzanian case is an example of
how such deals can increase debt dependency and divert public funds
that are already scarce, away from essential sectors such as healthcare
and education.

This case sheds light on the role of Western governments in
facilitating these flawed transactions. The British government’s export
credit guarantees political support, effectively legitimizing the sale. The
World Bank criticized it as an unethical use of public resources. This
alignment of corporate and state interests underscores how corruption
in the defence trade is rarely limited to individual acts of bribery, rather
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it often emerges from systemic collusion between governments
and corporations, seeking mutual gain under the guise of strategic
partnership.36

This case is a critical example of how financial manipulation, diplo-
matic pressure and weak oversight can combine to exploit poor
economies. It reminds us that, despite legal reforms such as the UK
Bribery Act of 2010, the structural conditions that enable corporate
misconduct in the arms trade continue to persist.

Escaping the cycle - policy gaps and possible reforms

External assistance compromises the security of developing states
because these countries heavily rely on foreign suppliers for their
military equipment. This reliance is essentially a debt trap and creates
limited bargaining power and political pressure. To escape this vicious
cycle the system doesn’t need to be fully overhauled, rather small but
practical reforms can break it and make procurement more transparent
and aligned with national needs.

Reducing long-term dependence

A very subtle way in which wealthier states ensure that developing states
are dependent on them for long periods is in the form of loans. Military
aid and loans offered by wealthier states often come with long-term
commitments. Equipment that depends on foreign servicing or imported
parts becomes expensive to maintain and these costs can outlast the
original purchase.

Some governments are attempting to reduce their vulnerability by
diversifying suppliers and creating basic local capacity for repairs or
parts production. Even limited domestic capability can give governments
more control over contracts and reduce exposure to political pressure
from major exporters.

Strengthening accountability for defence contractors

New public contracts are awarded to the same companies that have faced
investigations in the past for improper handling of deals. Mandatory
disclosure of agents and financial transfers, can make it harder to hide
suspicious payments. Such stronger reporting requirements are needed
right now. The firms with repeated violations should be restricted by
independent bodies.

36 ‘BAE Systems in Tanzania Education Payout', BBC News, 15 March 2012.
https://www.bbc.com/news/business-17384198, accessed 1 June 2026.
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Contractors profiting from conflicts in which civilians are killed should
be penalized and subjected to independent review. Scrutiny should be
faced by companies that supply weapons in serious abuse. This idea is
widely contested, but it reflects wider concern that costs fall on weaker
nations while financial rewards are enjoyed by the companies.37

Improving resource and mineral governance

Many developing states experience resource extraction shaped by private
networks that offer little benefit to local communities. Minerals used in
electronics and weapons can be traded through opaque chains that allow
profits to be moved offshore. Expanding conflict-free certification schemes
and making participation mandatory, rather than voluntary, would help
close these gaps.

Resource extraction is a really big problem in developing countries,
local communities benefit little to none from these extractions. The
profits are moved offshore by opaque channels. These minerals are used
in weapons and electronics as well. Participation in conflict free
certification schemes should be mandatory rather than voluntary. This
could drastically close the gap.

Building practical alternatives

Governments can have greater control over their defence sector by
meaningful reform and this does not require full self-sufficiency.
Governments can take small steps such as improving their capacity to
produce simple components themselves, regional production of simple
components and procurement arrangements that are shared regionally.
Rather than being pulled into expensive and flawed contracts promoted
by defence companies, these measures help states shape their own
security and, overtime, this approach reduces the risk of deals that are
profitable to only one side and also strengthens national institutions.

Long-term dependence on foreign suppliers

Long-term obligations with these suppliers are difficult to escape for
developing nations because of the continuous military assistance and
financial support they get from wealthier nations and they can’t use
foreign supply chains for maintenance of the equipment as well, because
these support packages often include servicing requirements limiting
them. When these contractors control spare parts, software and

37 Campaign Against Arms Trade, ‘Genocide in Gaza — Stop Arming Israel?’,
https://caat.org.uk/data/countries/israel/, accessed 2 June 2026.
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maintenance, the first purchase becomes a bad economic decision for
these poor states.

This dependence can be reduced as well by domestically increasing
small- scale production and investing in training and repairing capacity.
Even a modest level of technical capability can give states more flexibility
when negotiating with foreign suppliers.

Strengthening accountability for defence contractors

A persistent gap in global arms governance is the weak enforcement of
penalties on companies implicated in corruption or misconduct. Firms
that have faced investigations for questionable payments or misleading
accounting have, in some cases, been awarded new contracts shortly
afterwards. Stronger disclosure requirements, including mandatory
reporting on the use of agents and intermediaries, would make it harder
to conceal financial transfers linked to procurement decisions.
Independent oversight bodies with the authority to restrict firms that
repeatedly breach rules could further reduce the influence of opaque
networks.38

Debate is also growing over whether companies whose equipment is
used in serious violations should face enhanced scrutiny. Contractors
profiting from conflicts where civilians bear the harm should be subject to
independent review as argued by Amnesty International. Though
contested, this reflects wider concern that commercial gains often flow to
large firms while the financial, social and political burdens fall on weaker
states.3?

Improving resource and mineral governance

Natural resources in many developing regions are extracted through
arrangements shaped by political intermediaries and private networks.
Fragile regulatory systems allow valuable minerals, including those used
in electronics and defence manufacturing, to be traded through supply
chains that hide the real beneficiaries. Strengthening conflict-free
certification schemes and making participation mandatory would close
some of these gaps. The definitive industry standard for conflict minerals
supply chain transparency is the Responsible Minerals Initiative (RMI).
They offer the globally recognized auditing programme and standard

38 BBC, op. cit., https://www.bbc.com/news/business-17384198
39 Amnesty International, 'Stop All Arms Sales to Israel', 25 November 2025,
www.amnesty.ca/online-action/stop-all-arms-sales-to-israel/
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reporting templates used to verify conflict-free sourcing Responsible
Minerals Initiative.40

Conclusion

This paper gives us an insight into the dynamic triangle of the military-
industrial complex and how it takes advantage of weak nations with the
help of corruption and bribery. Weak oversight within exporting and
recipient states allows these practices to continue, contributing to a cycle
in which profits override public interests.

All the precautionary measures fail to stop the military-industrial
complex because now these companies have become such giants and are
so deeply embedded in the economies of these countries that governments
cannot afford let them fail. These companies bribe public representatives
to pass laws in their favour, regardless of whether such laws serve the
broader public interest.

Governments that enter these arrangements lack alternatives and
soon they realize that the long-term commitments made by these defence
companies create dependencies. This paper also sheds light on how weak
economies are left with limited room to negotiate because the
procurement of these weapon systems heavily relies on loans and political
guarantees, making it hard for them to move away from these suppliers.

The broader challenge is to create an international atmosphere where
developing countries can pursue security goals without falling into the
trap of being dependent on wealthier states. This includes stricter
sanctions regarding business malpractices, stricter norms of governance
and more assistance in capacity building. All these factors do not
represent a perfect cure, but they provide some tools for minimizing
dependence and expanding possibilities that may be at hand for weaker
governments.

40 Responsible Minerals Initiative (RMI), Conflict-Free Sources for All Four
Conflict Minerals Now Identified,
https://www.responsiblemineralsinitiative.org/news/conflict-free-sources-for-all-
four-conflict-minerals-now-identified/, accessed 4 June 2026.
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