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War turns Ukraine into ‘supermarket’ for illegal weapons

Bitina nepemeoproec Ykpainy y «cynepmapkem» He3aKkoHHOi 30poi

B cmammi nasoosimucs pakmu, ski niomeepodicyroms macuimabre nouupeHHs He3aKoHHoI 30poi 6
Yrpaini. [lpuuunoro maxoi cumyayii' € 0oecompusana 8ilHa Ha cxo0i Kpainu, Kka 00360.1€
Oe3nepeukoOHo BUBO3UMU I3 30HU KOHGDIIKMY 6eNUKY KIIbKICMb Helle2anlbHOl 30poi, nouunaryu 6io
nicmonema Maxkaposa, Kinuarouu nyckosumu ycmanoskamu. Ilpu ybomy 30pos nompaniac we auue
HA «YOPHULLY GHYMPIWHIN PUHOK, d U 8UBO3UMbBCS 3a Medxcl YKpainu.

https://thehialayg;ntimes.com/world/war—turns—ukraine—supermarket—illegal—weapons/

~

KIEV: A former Ukrainian soldier-turned-arms dealer agrees to meet in Kiev, where he offers to sell
a Makarov semi-automatic pistol for about $160. Amid haggling, he drops the price to $120. He says
he also has Kalashnikov automatic rifles for less than $400 and can get heavier weapons such as
rocket launchers if given a little more time.

The war in eastern Ukraine against Russia-backed separatists has led to the uncontrolled spread of
firearms throughout the country, with experts describing Ukraine as a “supermarket” where millions
of illegal weapons are for sale.

Since the armed conflict broke out in 2014, the number of crimes involving firearms has more than
doubled in Ukraine, a country where gun ownership was previously very rare. Some of the weapons
are also being smuggled out of the country, destined for conflict zones in the Middle East or for
Europe, adding to fears of more attacks.

Andriy, the arms dealer, fought with the nationalist Right Sector volunteer battalion for more than a
year against the separatists. He agreed to discuss the illegal weapons trade on the condition he be
identified only by his first name for fear of being arrested. If convicted of illegal weapons sales, he
could be sent to prison for five years.

With the worst of the fighting in eastern Ukraine now over, Andriy said a used handgun can be
purchased there for as little as $20. “But from the east, the road is long and dangerous,” he said,
explaining the significant markup he gets in the capital, Kiev.

The scale of the smuggling is difficult to judge because Ukraine has made all data about the illegal
arms trade classified. Ukrainian border guards, however, regularly report thwarting attempts to
transport weapons out of the country illegally. In one of the more high-profile cases, a Frenchman was
arrested in May after trying to cross into Poland with an entire arsenal. The Ukrainian Security
Service said he was planning a series of terror attacks in France.

Each week, the security services and police uncover illegal arms caches with Kalashnikovs,
explosives and even rocket launchers brought from the combat zone in eastern Ukraine. Transport
police almost daily remove passengers from trains for transporting weapons in their baggage. Most
are military personnel or members of volunteer battalions that have been fighting on the government
side.



Heorhiy Uchaikin, who heads the Ukrainian association of gun owners, estimated that Ukrainians
now illegally possess as many as 5 million firearms.

“Ukraine has turned into a supermarket for illegal weapons,” he said. “In Ukraine, a gun is like shoe
polish in a shoe polish factory.”

The only legal market for firecarms in Ukraine is for hunting rifles, the sales of which are tightly
regulated. Security companies can obtain licenses for guards to carry small arms. Uchaikin is
advocating changing the laws to make ownership of handguns and Kalashnikovs legal as a way to
regulate the market and address gun crime.

Some of the weapons sold illegally were seized from separatist fighters and are believed to have been
supplied by Russia. In June, Ukraine’s security services seized more than 200 rocket launchers, 3,000
grenades and two Shmel flamethrowers that are not part of the Ukrainian arsenal.

But most of the weapons on the black market come from the Ukrainian military and the around 40
volunteer battalions, which for most of the fighting remains outside the military chain of command.
Nadiya Savchenko, a Ukrainian military pilot who fought with a volunteer battalion, blames corrupt
military leaders for the flourishing black market.

Savchenko, who became a national hero after being captured and jailed in Russia for two years,
alleges that weapons that should have been given to Ukrainian soldiers who were called up to fight
have ended up on the black market instead.

“I remember how it all began: The guys were mobilized but not given automatic rifles,” she told The
Associated Press. “(But) they understood that an automatic rifle is the only thing that can protect their
life. And then automatic rifles became worth their weight in gold. They bought them and hid them.”
Dmytro, a Ukrainian soldier speaking on condition of anonymity for fear of criminal charges, said
when he was called up in 2014 he received nothing but food. “Everyone who was mobilized brought
home at least two or three guns,” he said. “For my family it was like hard currency.” He has since
signed a military contract and now receives a monthly salary of $320.

Over the past two years, about 250,000 Ukrainians were called up in six mobilization waves.

Since the armed conflict began in April 2014, at least 9,500 people have been killed. A cease-fire
agreement signed in 2015 greatly reduced the fighting, but this summer has seen an uptick in
casualties. International monitors have accused both sides of violating the cease-fire by using heavy
weaponry that was supposed to have been withdrawn.

Government efforts to persuade people to voluntarily surrender their weapons have had limited
success. An appeal by the national police force in March yielded 4,500 firearms, more than 300
shells, about 250 grenades and even a grenade launcher.

Police Col. Kostyantyn Zhuk said the result was extremely disappointing. “This is just a drop in the
ocean,” he said.

In 2015, there were 1,526 crimes involving firearms, up from 784 in 2013. The difference is even
starker considering the 2015 figures do not include the conflict zones in the east or Crimea, which
Russia annexed in 2014. Police said 70 percent of the weapons used in the crimes had come from
eastern Ukraine.

The other concern is smuggling, with the main route running west through European Union countries
Hungary, Poland, Romania and Slovakia, all of which share a border with Ukraine.

The Ukrainian border guards say they thwart several smuggling attempts every month. In June, a
German citizen was detained while trying to cross into Romania with a firearm and ammunition. On
the border with Slovakia, a Ukrainian guard who discovered weapons was shot and wounded by the
smugglers, who then fled.

Uchaikin, of the gun owners’ association, said the arms are smuggled into Europe along the same
routes long used to smuggle cigarettes. He accused the border guards of profiting from the trade and
allowing vehicles to pass through without inspection.

The Ukrainian Security Service denied this. In announcing the arrest of the Frenchman, the security
service said its agents had been tracking him for months and allowed him to buy five Kalashnikovs,
two rocket-propelled grenade launchers, 125 kilograms (275 pounds) of explosives, 100 detonators
and other arms.



The man was planning a series of terror attacks in France before and during this summer’s European
soccer championship, the security service said.



