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AFRICA: HUMANITARIAN AID, WEAPONS & NARCOTICS 
TRANSPORTED VIA AIR  

Introduction 

Air transportation has played a key role in the transfer of weapons, narcotics and precious 
minerals, fuelling the war economies that have devastated much of Africa in recent decades.  
At the same time, those air cargo carriers transporting these commodity flows that have 
been so destabilizing are also involved in humanitarian aid and peacekeeping missions.1  
 
Air transport companies named in United Nations Sanctions Committee reports covering 
weapons deliveries to Angola, Chad, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Ivory Coast, 
Liberia, Sierra Leone, Somalia, Sudan and Zimbabwe have all serviced humanitarian aid or 
peacekeeping operations. They may avoid scrutiny by registering their aircraft in “flag of 
convenience” states where safety oversight is poor and corruption is common. As a result, 
their aircraft have crashed more frequently than others, sometimes with narcotics, 
weapons, humanitarian aid or peacekeeping officials  on board. 

Somalia 

Bluebird Aviation is one of the main providers of the narcotic khat to Somalia. Khat is 
described by the United Nations as “one of the significant elements of Somalia’s war 
economy.”2 A United Nations Security Council Sanctions Committee report stated that 
Bluebird Aviation operated approximately 250 khat flights to Somalia per month and that 
in the early 1990s Somali warlord Osman Hassan Ali “Atto” reportedly acquired a stake in 
the company.3 Bluebird Aviation have continued to fly khat to Somalia, the trade in which 
they acknowledge is controlled by warlords.4 In November 2009 a Bluebird Aviation 
aircraft carrying khat destined for Somalia crashed in Kenya. On 29 April 2008 another 
Bluebird Aviation aircraft en route to Somalia crashed. On 23 May 2004 two Bluebird 
Aviation aircraft, one of which was carrying 1500 kg of khat crashed. In addition to 
supplying narcotics used as a stimulant by Somali militiamen, Bluebird Aviation state that 
they offer humanitarian relief flights. Bluebird Aviation claim in the “current clientele” 
section of its website that all the major UN agencies and many prominent humanitarian 
NGOs are clients, together with the aid agencies or embassies of the United States, the 
United Kingdom, South Africa, Germany and China.5 

                                                             
1 These include humanitarian aid, crisis response, peace support, stability operations and defence logistics supply 
chains of United Nations (UN) agencies, European Union (EU) and North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
member states and non-governmental organizations (NGOs). 

2 United Nations, Security Council, Report of the Panel of Experts on Somalia pursuant to Security Council 
resolution 1474 (2003), S/2003/1035, 4 Nov. 2003, para. 118  

3 United Nations, S/2003/1035 (note 1), pp. 36-37 The UN state that Osman Hassan Ali “Atto” played a “pivotal 
behind-the-scenes role in fanning hostilities, in benefiting from the wars and in fostering the conditions for large-
scale violations of the embargo.” Ibid, p.35 

4 Martin, S., “Escapist Drug of East Africa”, St. Petersburg Times, 29 September 2004 

5 <http://www.bluebirdaviation.com/company.html>.  



 

 Background material for media: 
EthicalCargo.org 

20 April 2010, 00:00 AM CET 

Contact: Stephanie Blenckner 
Communications Director 

Tel: +46 8 655 97 47 
Mobile: +46 70 86 55 360 
Email: blenckner@sipri.org 

 

 

US private military companies have used unsafe arms traffickers to transport African Union 
(AU) peacekeepers and humanitarian aid to Somalia. In 2008 and 2009, DynCorp 
contracted Aerolift, a company with aircraft documented in a 2006 UN Security Council 
Sanctions Committee report as illicitly supplying large quantities of weapons to al-Shabaab, 
an Islamist organization that controls much of southern Somalia. The UN stated in 2006 
that the recipient of the arms was Sheikh Mukhtar Roboow. The US State Department 
alleges that Roboow provides ‘logistical support to Al-Qaida’. On 9 March 2009 the same 
Aerolift-operated aircraft used in the smuggling operation was contracted for a DynCorp 
mission to Somalia. It crashed shortly after take-off, killing 11 people, including three high-
ranking Burundian peacekeepers from the AU Mission in Somalia (AMISON). Aerolift has 
an extremely poor safety record: the fatal March crash came three weeks after another 
crash of an Aerolift Antonov 12 at Luxor in Egypt.6  

Sudan 

The United Nations Security Council Sanctions Committee monitoring the arms embargo 
on the Darfur region recommended that Sudanese-registered air cargo companies Ababeel 
Aviation, AZZA Air transport, Badr Airlines, Juba Air Cargo, Trans-Attico and United 
Arabian Airways be banned together with their directors and share-holders for serial 
violations of the UN arms embargo on Darfur.7 Aircraft belonging to these companies have 
been photographed by the UN in Darfur off-loading weapons and vehicles for Sudanese 
police or army units. Air traffic control records obtained by the UN showed aircraft 
operated by these companies made multiple flights to Darfur using Sudanese airforce 
callsigns. These companies were later contracted by major United Nations agencies, the 
UN/AU peace-keeping mission and humanitarian NGOs.8 The European Commission 
blacklisted all Sudanese air cargo aircraft from EU airspace in March 2010 due to safety 
concerns. 

Liberia 

The United Nations Security Council Sanctions Committee monitoring the arms embargo 
on Liberia stated that an aircraft belonging to Moldova-registered air cargo company 
Aerocom repeatedly violated UN sanctions to supply indicted war criminal then President 
of Liberia Charles Taylor with Serbian weapons and ammunition. Aerocom together with 
individuals identified as arms smugglers were subsequently employed by US Department of 
Defence (DoD) contractors to ship large quantities of weapons and military equipment to 
Iraq. After being decertified on safety grounds, Aerocom aircraft were shifted to other flag 
of convenience registeries including Kazhkstan and Georgia and contracted for 
humanitarian and peace-support missions  in Haiti  and Afghanistan. 

 

Chad 

                                                             
6 Griffiths H., Bromley M., 2009, 'Air Transport and Destabilizing Commodity Flows', SIPRI Policy Paper no. 24, 
Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, pp. 26 -28 

7 United Nations, Security Council, Report of the Panel of Experts established pursuant to resolution 1591 (2005) 
concerning the Sudan prepared in accordance with paragraph 2 of resolution 1713 (2006), S/2007/584, 3 Oct. 
2007, para 127 

8 Griffiths and Bromley (note 1) 
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A United Nations Security Council report noted a GST Aero/East Wing  aircraft repeatedly 
delivering arms and ammunition to an area in Chad used as a staging area by rebel groups 
operating in Sudan in 2007.9  GST Aero/East Wing aircraft have been repeatedly contracted 
by US private contractors and defence companies supplying arms and military equipment 
to Iraq and Georgia as well as the United Nations and humanitarian NGOs. 

Democratic Republic of Congo 

Air cargo companies have played a key role in extractive processes and export transactions 
associated with the DRC’s wealth of precious mineral reserves for more than 15 years. The 
DRC’s reserves include one–third of the world’s cobalt and one–tenth of its copper, 
diamonds, coltan, cassiterite (tin ore) and gold. The scale of these reserves and disputes 
over land ownership provide for the potential for conflict for years to come. In all of the 
conflicts to date, air cargo carriers have played an important role. Areas of the DRC where 
conflicts centred around control of diamond mining and extraction processes have been 
described as ‘network wars’ and have involved air cargo carriers.10 Air cargo companies 
involved in humanitarian aid or peacekeeping supply operations have reportedly also 
delivered weapons to militias, foreign armies or the Congolese armed forces operating in 
the DRC.11  
 
Zimbabwe 

Reports by the United Nations Sanctions Committee for the Democratic Republic of Congo 
notes that air cargo companies such as Enterprise World Airways have been flying large 
quantities of arms and ammunition to Zimbabwe.12 Until May 2009, a UK-based, 
Zimbabwe-registered air cargo carrier, Avient advertised the company as the exclusive sales 
agent for an aircraft Avient stated belonged to United Arabian Airlines.13 A United Nations 
Security Council report had recommended an aviation ban for United Arabian Airlines in 
2007 for violations of the arms embargo on Darfur.14  

                                                             
9 United Nations, Security Council, Report of the Panel of Experts established pursuant to resolution 1591 (2005) 
concerning the Sudan prepared in accordance with paragraph 2 of resolution 1713 (2006), S/2007/584, 3 Oct. 
2007,para. 135. 

10 Griffiths H., Bromley M., 2009, 'Air Transport and Destabilizing Commodity Flows', SIPRI Policy Paper no. 24, 
Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, p. 14 

11 One example is Ukrainian Cargo Airways, see Human Rights Watch (HRW), Ripe for Reform: Stemming 
Slovakia’s Arms Trade with Human Rights Abusers, vol. 16, no. 2(D) (HRW: New York, Feb. 2004), 
<http://www.hrw.org/reports/2004/slovakia0204/3.htm>, International Crisis Group (ICG), Africa’s Seven 
Nation War, Africa Report no. 4 (ICG: Brussels, 21 May 1999), 
<http://www.crisisgroup.org/home/index.cfm?id=1643&l=1>, p. 23; and Amnesty International (AI), Dead on 
Time: Arms Transportation, Brokering and the Threat to Human Rights (AI: London, 10 May 2006), pp. 52–53.  

12 United Nations, Security Council, Final report of the Group of Experts on the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
S/2008/773, 12 Dec. 2008, p. 39. 

13 “United Arabian Airlines has approached Avient to commercialise the operation of their DC8-62 freighter. 
Avient are the exclusive sales office for United Arabian Airlines’ DC8 and all enquiries for this aircraft should be 
directed to Avient where they will receive a highly competitive quotation.” http://www.avient.aero/headlines.htm 
(cached on 11 May 2009) 

14 United Nations, Security Council, Report of the Panel of Experts established pursuant to resolution 1591 (2005) 
concerning the Sudan prepared in accordance with paragraph 2 of resolution 1713 (2006), S/2007/584, 3 Oct. 
2007, para 127 
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For editors 

EthicalCargo.org is part of SIPRI’s Countering Illicit Trafficking – Mechanism Assessment 
Project (CIT-MAP). CIT-MAP focuses on non-state actors and transport networks 
associated with destabilizing commodity flows that may negatively impact on global peace 
and security. http://www.sipri.org/research/security/transport 

For access the dedicated information portal at www.ethicalcargo.org contact 
webmaster@ethicalcargo.org 

For information and interview requests contact Stephanie Blenckner (blenckner@sipri.org, 
+46 8 655 97 47) or Caroline Säfström (safstrom@sipri.org +46 8 655 97 92). 

 STOCKHOLM INTERNATIONAL PEACE RESEARCH INSTITUTE 

SIPRI is an independent international institute dedicated to research into conflict, armaments, 
arms control and disarmament. Established in 1966, SIPRI provides data, analysis and 

recommendations, based on open sources, to policymakers, researchers, media and the 
interested public. SIPRI is named as one of the world’s leading think tanks in Foreign Policy 

magazine’s ‘Think Tank Index’.  

www.sipri.org 

                                                                                                                                                                                   

 


