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Abstract 

Ammunition controls were long neglected in international debates but some progress is made at the United 
Nations. A UN group of governmental experts reported on problems arising from ammunition stockpiles in 
surplus in July 2008. The group’s recommendations for further action at national, regional, and global levels 
were endorsed by the UN General Assembly in a resolution in December 2008. The steps that are taken at 
the UN have the potential to make an important practical contribution to building capacities for better 
ammunition stockpile controls. 
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Résumé  

Contrôles des stocks de munitions : 
des avancées à l’échelle mondiale 

Le contrôle des munitions est une question qui a été longtemps négligée dans les forums internationaux. 
Toutefois certains progrès ont récemment été accomplis au sein des Nations unies. En juillet 2008, un 
Groupe d'experts gouvernementaux de l'ONU a rendu compte des problèmes résultant des stocks de 
munitions excédentaires. Les recommandations du Groupe en faveur d’un élargissement de l’action aux 
niveaux national, régional, et global ont été approuvées par l'Assemblée générale de l'ONU dans le cadre 
d’une résolution passée en décembre 2008. Les mesures prises à l'ONU sont susceptibles d'apporter une 
contribution pratique importante à l’élaboration de meilleurs contrôles des stocks de munitions. 

Mots clés : Munitions, Processus ONU, contrôle et gestion des stocks, guide technique. 
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1. Introduction 

States were long reluctant to work towards common understandings and principles to address the 
challenges posed by poorly controlled stockpiles of conventional ammunition. Ammunition is an essential 
element in the conduct of armed conflicts and ammunition controls were regarded as an exclusive national 
prerogative. Recent developments at the United Nations signal a change in the willingness of states to 
cooperate in better preventing explosions of ammunition stockpiles and diversions of ammunition into the 
illicit sphere.  

This briefing provides an overview of the challenges associated with ammunition stockpile controls and 
presents current developments at the United Nations to promote greater capacities for implementing 
relevant controls. It is argued that states are adopting a limited focus on stockpiles of ammunition that is in 
surplus. Nevertheless, the current efforts at the UN have the potential to make an important practical 
contribution to building capacities and improving ammunition stockpile controls. 

2. Background 

Poorly managed stockpiles of conventional ammunition can pose significant safety and security risks. 
Ammunition has a ‘shelf live’ after the expiry of which the ammunition may become unstable and not safe 
use is no longer safe. Further, ammunition contains explosives and propellants that, depending on the 
ammunition type, can become unstable and pose a risk of accidental explosion. The risk of accidental 
explosion is aggravated by a lack of technical expertise, financial resources, and national legislation in many 
states to adequately govern the safe stockpiling of conventional ammunition. Safe stockpiling requires the 
operation of a regular physical and chemical inspection regime to identify ammunition that has become 
unsafe and should be disposed of. Adequate physical storage conditions are required to protect 
ammunition from extreme temperature, humidity, and vibrations. Further required are an adequate 
location and the establishment of an explosive safety area around stockpiles to limit the potential loss of 
life among local communities and damage to infrastructure in case of an accidental explosion.  
 
A large number of stockpile explosions are reported since 1997, resulting in thousands of deaths.1 A recent 
example is the explosion at the army storage in a suburb of Maputo, Mozambique on 22 March 2007 that 
killed more than 80 people and injured many more among the local community living near the stockpile. 
While Mozambican officials attributed the accidental explosion to extreme heat, it has been suggested that 
the risk of explosion was aggravated by a failure of the national authorities to identify and dispose unstable 
ammunition. The high number of deaths resulting from the explosion was caused by a failure of national 
authorities to enforce the explosive safety area around the stockpile and keep the area clear of civilian 
habitation and infrastructure.2 States may also face significant costs for clean-up operations and the 
rehabilitation of infrastructure after accidental explosions as well as, where relevant, for the replacement 
of the ammunition that exploded. 

                                                 
1. UN General Assembly. 2008. Report of the Group of Governmental Experts to consider further steps to enhance cooperation with 
regard to the issue of conventional ammunition stockpiles in surplus (UN document A/63/182), 28 July, p. 10, para. 14. 

2. See Institute for Security Studies. 2007. ‘Mozambique Arms Explosion Exposes More Than Poor Stockpile Management’ in ISS 
Today, 26 March.   http://www.iss.co.za/index.php?link_id=19&slink_id=4232&link_type=12&slink_type=12&tmpl_id=3  

http://www.iss.co.za/index.php?link_id=19&slink_id=4232&link_type=12&slink_type=12&tmpl_id=3
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Ammunition diversions  

Another risk associated with poorly controlled ammunition stockpiles is the diversions of legally held 
ammunition into the illicit sphere. Diversions may range from large scale international trafficking that is 
facilitated by corrupt officials to small scale theft and resale at local levels. Diverted ammunition is critical 
to the ability of irregular armed groups to engage in and sustain armed violence. Poorly secured 
ammunition stockpiles may be looted during armed conflicts and be a source of ammunition for armed 
groups under international embargoes. Diverted ammunition can also contribute to terrorism and armed 
crime. Ammunition for small arms and light weapons is especially at risk of diversion due to the widespread 
use of such arms in armed conflict and crime. Nevertheless, large calibre ammunition such as artillery shells 
and mortar bombs may also be diverted for the use of the explosives in the ammunition in improvised 
explosive devices, including improvised mines and roadside bombs.     
 
Preventing ammunition diversions from stockpiles requires adequate regulations and practices in stockpile 
management. This requires the comprehensive oversight of quantities, types, and condition of ammunition 
in national stockpiles. Classification systems should identify the ammunition that is routinely used by 
security forces in their operations and training, is kept as a reserve in case of an armed conflict, or awaits 
disposal. Ammunition and its packaging must be adequately marked and measures must be in place to 
record, numerically monitor, and verify ammunition stocks. Ammunition accounting practices must be 
complemented with physical security measures, including the strict control of access to stockpiles. 
Measures to deter unlawful access may include fences and lighting systems as well as regular patrols and 
rapid response forces near the stockpile area. Detailed operational procedures must be in place to specify 
the tasks and responsibilities of the stockpile personnel. 

Surplus stocks 

A particular challenge in relation to ammunition stockpiles is ammunition that is surplus to national 
requirements. Surplus ammunition may be created by changes in the national security environment or 
equipment used by security forces, the reduction of the national security forces, the expiry of the shelf life 
of the ammunition, or the ammunition becoming unstable. Experts consider that many states continue to 
maintain excessive quantities of surplus ammunition, and the global stockpile of such ammunition is 
estimated to run into many millions of tons.3 The failure to adequately identify, control, and dispose of 
surplus ammunition makes stocks of surplus ammunition especially vulnerable to the risk of accidental 
explosion and diversions. Indeed, the theft or loss of ammunition from stockpiles that poorly controlled 
because national authorities consider the ammunition to not be currently need may often go undetected.   
 
States may lack the regulations, capacities, and resources to establish and maintain the national stockpile 
management practices that are required to adequately identify and dispose of surplus ammunition. This 
may include a lack of capacities to adequately identify the costs and the safety and security risks of the 
continued stockpiling of surplus ammunition. The disposal of surplus ammunition may include the sale or 
donation of the ammunition to foreign clients, the increased use of ammunition in training, deep sea 
dumping, and destruction. However, the transfer of surplus ammunition may simply offload safety and 
security risks to foreign clients. Disposing surplus ammunition through its increased use in training or deep 
sea dumping, which can cause marine pollution, are not always feasible options. The destruction of surplus 
ammunition can, depending on its type and quantity, require technical and financial resources that may not 
be readily available to states. 

International cooperation  

The challenges associated with surplus ammunition stockpiles are compounded by a continued lack of 
global awareness about the size of global surplus stocks and the potential safety and security risks these 

                                                 
3. UN General Assembly, 2008, p. 7, para. 1 and p. 19, para. 46. 
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stocks pose. The scale of international assistance for dealing with surplus ammunition stocks remains 
limited and only few donors are reported to be active in this area.4 International organisations such as the 
United Nations do not necessarily have easily available resources and technical in-house capacities to 
adequately assist states in dealing with surplus ammunition. Resources and technical capacities are also 
required for the safe and secure storage, handling, and destruction of surplus ammunition that is collected 
by international peace-keeping forces in post-conflict situations. 

3. UN process on ammunition stockpile controls  

A UN group of experts reported on the possible role of controls on ammunition and explosives in 
combating the proliferation of small arms and light weapons in June 1999.5 States did not, however, agree 
on any follow-up measures to the report. The issue of ammunition controls was raised again in the 
negotiations of the 2005 International Instrument on tracing illicit small arms and light weapons. Many 
states favoured the inclusion of ammunition in the scope of the instrument, but they failed to overcome 
the opposition by some states. In compromise, states agreed to recommend that the issue of small arms 
and light weapons ammunition “be addressed in a comprehensive manner as part of a separate process 
conducted within the framework of the United Nations.”6 Although states have not started such a process, 
they subsequently agreed to address the problems posed by accumulations of surplus ammunition for 
small arms, light weapons, and other conventional arms.   
 
Specifically, the UN General Assembly mandated the UN Secretary General to consult the views of states 
“regarding the risks arising from the accumulation of conventional ammunition stockpiles in surplus” in 
resolutions of January 2006 and 2007.7 The resolution of January 2007 also mandated the establishment of 
a group of governmental experts to consider the issue.8 The group was chaired by Germany and met in 
three one week sessions during which it interacted with representatives of non-governmental pro-gun and 
arms control organisations as well as relevant UN agencies. The group submitted its report to the UN 
Secretary General in July 2008. The report provides a detailed account of the challenges associated with 
accumulations of conventional ammunition in surplus. It also details the requirements for the safe and 
secure management of surplus ammunition stockpiles and international cooperation on the issue.9 

                                                 
4. Ibidem, p. 19, para. 46. 

5. UN General Assembly. 1999. Report of the Group of Experts on the problem of ammunition and explosives (UN document 
A/54/155), 29 June.  

6. UN General Assembly. 2005. Report of the Open-ended Working Group to Negotiate an International Instrument to Enable States 
to Identify and Trace, in a Timely and Reliable Manner, Illicit Small Arms and Light Weapons (UN document A/60/88), 27 June, p. 5, 
para. 27.  

7. UN General Assembly resolution A/RES/60/74 of 11 January 2006, para. 5; and UN General Assembly resolution A/RES/61/72 of 2 
January 2007, para. 5. 

8. UN General Assembly resolution A/RES/61/72, para. 7. 

9. UN General Assembly, 2008. 
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Recommendations by the UN group of governmental experts  

At the national level, the UN group recommends that states should address ammunition stockpile 
management in a comprehensive manner; maintain appropriate legislation and regulations for the safe and 
secure storage of ammunition; strengthen support for projects to improve stockpile management; identify 
surplus and obsolete ammunition stockpiles as a matter of priority; and destroy or demilitarise unsafe 
ammunition in a timely, safe, and environmentally friendly way. At the regional level, the UN group 
recommends that international and regional organisations should strengthen their cooperation on the issue 
of ammunition stockpile management and, where relevant, exchange relevant information and experience. 
It is also recommended that cooperation activities should include education and training aspects to build 
national capacities for stockpile management in a sustainable manner.10  
 
At the global level, the UN group recommends the development of technical guidelines on stockpile 
management of conventional ammunition that would be available to states voluntarily seeking to 
strengthen their national capacities. It also recommends that the UN should strengthen its own capacities 
to provide interested states with timely technical knowledge on ammunition management and destruction 
issues and integrate the safe and secure ammunition stockpile management in peacekeeping operations.11   

UN General Assembly resolution of December 2008  

The UN General Assembly endorsed the 2008 report and recommendations of the UN group on surplus 
ammunition stockpiles in a resolution adopted in December 2008. The resolution encourages states to 
assess whether parts of their national stockpiles should be considered surplus and to determine the size, 
security risks, and means of destruction of surplus stocks as well as whether external assistance may be 
needed. States in a position to do so are encouraged, where requested, to provide assistance in planning 
and implementing programmes to destroy surplus stocks or strengthen national management capacities of 
such stocks. States are also encouraged to contribute to the development of technical guidelines within the 
UN for the stockpile management of conventional ammunition. Lastly, the resolution stipulates that the 
General Assembly will continue to consider the issue of surplus ammunition stockpiles.12 

4. Strengths and weaknesses of UN process  

The UN group that reported on the problems of accumulations of conventional ammunition stockpiles in 
surplus emphasised that surplus ammunition must be considered in the broader context of national 
ammunition stockpile management. The UN group stressed, thereby, the need for a comprehensive 
approach that builds capacities for the whole national stockpile and not only the part thereof that is 
considered surplus. Further, the UN process on surplus ammunition does not limit itself to only small arms 
and light weapons ammunition and the risk of diversions but encompasses all conventional ammunition 
and the risk of accidental explosions. The focus on and support for the development of technical guidelines 
on ammunition stockpile management are further strengths of the UN process. The technical nature of the 
guidelines means that they do not need to be negotiated by states, thereby removing potentially limiting 
debates between states about the nature, scope, and contents of the instrument.       
 
At the same time, the recommendatory nature of the proposed guidelines means that any improvements in 
national stockpile management capacities will rely on the political will of states to voluntary make use of 
the offered assistance. Also, the UN group could not achieve consensus on detailing particular measures 
that may be relevant to tracing illicit small arms and light weapons ammunition. Indeed, some states 

                                                 
10. UN General Assembly, 2008, p. 25. 

11. Ibidem.  

12. UN General Assembly resolution A/RES/63/61 of 2 December 2008.  
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opposed to make a reference to the practice to lot-mark such ammunition as a means to strengthen 
national stockpile management practices.13 Also, the UN process on ammunition does not entail a 
discussion of possible measures to prevent, for example, the illicit brokering in conventional ammunition or 
controls on legal ammunition transfers. 

5. Conclusions 

The emergence of greater international awareness of the problems associated with surplus stock of 
conventional ammunition is a welcome development. Likewise, efforts within the UN to develop technical 
guidelines on ammunition stockpile management and to strengthen its technical capacities to assist in 
improving management practices and destroying surplus ammunition are positive signs. Current efforts 
remain limited to ammunition stockpile management and do not address issues such as tracing illicit 
ammunition for small arms and light weapons or ammunition transfer controls. Moreover, it is up to states 
to decide whether to review and, where relevant, strengthen national stockpile management capacities as 
well as to destroy surplus stocks. Nevertheless, the efforts undertaken in the UN can make a timely and 
important contribution to making available the technical knowledge that should inform national 
ammunition management practices. This, together with greater action by states, could significantly 
contribute to limiting and preventing accidental ammunition stock explosions as well as diversions into the 
illicit sphere. 

 

* * * 

 

                                                 
13. Interview with participant in the 2008 UN Group of Governmental Experts on conventional ammunition stockpiles in surplus, 10 
December 2008.  


