
W idespread corruption, organized 
crime and weak states are condi-
tions that facilitate and provoke the 

diversion of small arms and ammunition from 
military and police stockpiles to criminal 
organizations and illegal armed groups. the 
situation is particularly serious when these 
arms and ammunition feed armed conflicts. 
for instance, several academic works and 
policy papers provide examples of leaks of 
small arms from military and other state 
agencies to armed groups involved in the 
internal armed conflict in colombia. these 
analyses suggest the diversion from 
ecuadorian, Peruvian, Brazilian and 
venezuelan official stockpiles to armed 
groups such as the Fuerzas Armadas 
Revolucionarias de Colombia (fArc) and the 
Ejército de Liberación Nacional (eln).1 

In the case of venezuela this is particularly 
worrisome. the government recently pur-
chased 100,000 AK-103 7.62239mm caliber 
assault rifles from russia to replace the aged 
fAl rifles purchased from Belgium in the 
late 1950s and manufactured in the 1970s 

by cAvIm (Companía Anónima de Industrias 
Militares), the state managed arms company.2 
the contract between cAvIm and the russian 
company rosobornexport also includes the 
purchase of ammunition and the transfer of 
machinery and technology to produce assault 
rifles and 7.62239mm rounds.3 

the AK-103 is a newer version of the 
AK-47, a favored weapon of the fArc, the 
strongest guerrilla group in colombia.4 
Analysts and policy makers argue over 
the possible venezuelan threat. one group 
believes the quantity of assault rifles 
 purchased is exaggerated and non-utilized 
rifles might be diverted to colombia. Another 
group argues the real problem is the pos-
sible diversion of surplus old fAl rifles that 
will result from the incorporation of the new 
russian weapons. A third possibility is the 
diversion of 7.62239mm ammunition to 
fArc, who is having serious problems get-
ting ammunition for its AK-47 rifles. 

the first two arguments are not entirely 
justified and should not be the main source 
of concern. the real problem is the potential 
to fuel the colombian conflict with the sud-
den availability of 7.62239mm ammunition 
diverted from official venezuelan stockpiles. 
there are practical solutions that, if imple-
mented by cAvIm, would help prevent the 
diversion of ammunition to illicit markets. 

U.S concerns: 100,000 assault rifles is an 
exaggerated and destabilizing amount.

the united States argues that the quantity 
of assault rifles purchased by the govern-
ment of venezuela is exaggeratedly high and 
may cause a regional destabilization.5 the 
100,000 rifles, however, is not a new figure. 
According to the Plan of Strategic 
consolidation of the venezuela Armed forces 
1998–2007, formulated in the late 1990s by 
the directorate of Armament of the Armed 
forces (dArfA), venezuela should replace its 
fAl rifles with 100,000 new rifles in a grad-
ual process that would take up to 10 years.6 

what is surprising is that dArfA recom-
mended the purchase of a 5.56245mm 
weapon that would become the “assault rifle 
for the 21st century of the venezuelan armed 
forces.” dArfA had already tested several 
5.56245 mm candidates for the replacement 
of the fAl rifles like the Kalashnikov AKm-
200 (russia); colt m-16A2 (united States); fn 
fnc (Belgium); Steyr AuG (Austria); fAmAS 
(france); SIG 550/551( Switzerland); vecktor 
(South Africa); heckler und Koch G36e 
(Germany); and Galil (Israel). And since 2001, 
cAvIm had started producing 5.56245mm 
ammunition to supply the new rifles.7 

then there was a sudden doctrine change 
in favor of a 7.62239mm rifle. this could 
be interpreted as a political statement by 
President chavez who “bought whatever 
weapon I want and where I want.” 

the 100,000 assault rifles would not far 
exceed the needs of the venezuelan military. 
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Its armed services, including the militarized 
police — national Guard — which is consid-
ered a fourth armed force, is 91,000 troops 
strong without the first line of reserves 
 (estimated at 8,000 troops).8 there would be 
few guns left to be diverted to the fArc. 

The old FAL may get diverted to armed 
groups in Colombia 

In the late 1950s and early 1960s venezuela 
purchased 50,000 fAl 7.62251mm assault 
rifles from fn herstal (Belgium). Approxi-
mately 10,000 fAl rifles were assembled 
in the 1970s by cAvIm.9 these 60,000 rifles 
will become surplus after the purchase of 
the Kalashnikovs. According to dArfA, 50 
 percent of the surplus will be kept for the 
reserves with the rest to be used for spare 
parts.10 this surplus may in fact be diverted 
to insurgent groups in colombia, particularly 
the fArc. As a matter of fact, military, law 
enforcement and intelligence sources in 
colombia have reported the diversion of fAl 
rifles belonging to venezuelan armed and 
security forces since the mid 1990s.11 

however, it would be a strategic mistake 
for the fArc to incorporate fAl 7.62251mm 
caliber rifles into its stockpile.12 there is a 
steady shift in the region from 7.62251mm 
to 5.56245mm caliber weapons. for exam-
ple, colombia, ecuador, and Peru use 
5.56mm weapons. Brazil is also changing its 
caliber. relying on fAl rifles would imply a 
shortage of ammunition in the near future. 
If, on the other hand, the fArc keeps the 
Kalashnikovs as its main assault weapon, an 
ammunition factory is located next door…in 
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are durable, easily visible and readable, and 
remain intact even after the round is fired. 
lot numbers on the ammunition are unique 
to the production run for the order and 
transferred only to the client who ordered 
the ammunition. each lot number can be 
linked to a specific transfer and to the state 
who ordered the lot.14 this practice is further 
eased when, as in venezuela, there is a 
single national producer and supplier for the 
armed forces.

Ammunition marking is not the panacea 
for the prevention of diversion and theft from 
official stockpiles. however, lot marking is a 
step forward to identify the specific source 
of diversion and end the vicious circles of 
 impunity that favours corrupt practices or 
enable security breaches. Because it facili-
tates more accurate tracing, lot marking is a 
powerful tool in terms of international coop-
eration against illicit arms trafficking and 
also in terms of adequate control and admin-
istration of military and police stockpiles. the 
adoption of ammunition marking measures 
would certainly benefit venezuela in terms of 
its international image and for the region as 
a whole in terms of security and stability. FAS
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venezuela. this fact leads to the third 

 considered risk of the recent arms deals 
between venezuela and russia: the diversion 
of ammunition. 

New wine in old bottles: the risk of feed-
ing FARC rifles with ammunition produced in 
Venezuela.

the fArc is experiencing problems pro-
curing ammunition for its AK-47 rifles with 
the resolution to central American conflicts 
and the end of the paramilitary’s control of 
the Gulf of urabá  (the main sea corridor 
used for arms and ammunition trafficking). 
this caliber is scarce in South America since 
the militaries in the region do not use this 
kind of ammunition.13 the only exception is 
venezuela which will soon begin massive 
production of the ammunition desperately 
needed by the fArc. there is a clear and 
present threat of corruption and the diver-
sion of venezuelan ammunition to the fArc 
and also to paramilitary groups. 

unlike weapons, small arms ammunition 
rounds are not marked with serial numbers. 
though it is possible to determine the 
 manufacturer and, sometimes, the year of 
production, it is virtually impossible to trace 
ammunition to its first purchaser or receiver. 

this problem is not unsolvable. for exam-
ple, colombia and Brazil adopted measures 
to engrave lot numbers in the ammunition 
produced for the military and the security 
forces to facilitate investigations concern-
ing the diversion of ammunition from state 
stockpiles. the alphanumerical characters 




