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Surplus small arms and light weapons often
pose a public safety threat to the communi-
ties in which they are stored, and a prolifera-
tion threat to the international community.
Many surplus weapons are haphazardly
stored in depots that are poorly designed and
maintained. A small fire in such a depot can
start a deadly chain reaction that sends mis-
siles, shells, and other munitions raining down
on the surrounding neighborhoods. In May
2004, a hastily discarded cigarette in the 275th
depot near the Ukrainian town of Melitopol
set off a series of explosions that killed five
people and caused hundreds of millions of dol-
lars in damages.  

Surplus weapons are also vulnerable to theft
and diversion, the extent of which ranges from
low level pilfering by poorly paid soldiers to
diversions of large, government-approved
arms shipments. Many of these stolen and
diverted weapons end up in the arsenals of
insurgents, criminals, and other violent actors. 

Preventing accidents involving theft and diver-
sion of surplus small arms and light weapons
requires that these weapons be quickly identi-
fied as surplus and properly disposed of. Selling
these weapons is the preferred means of dis-
posal for many governments, but legitimate,
responsible buyers are often difficult to find.
When a legitimate buyer cannot be located,
responsible governments often destroy their
surplus weapons. 

Destruction can take many forms: cutting,
melting, burning, crushing, encasing in cement,
ocean dumping, etc. Each method has advan-
tages and disadvantages, depending on the
quantity, type, age and location of weapons;
the political context; and available resources.
For example, open air burning—which can be
done on-site, is inexpensive, requires little
expertise, and has symbolic significance—
may be the preferred method for destroying
weapons collected from ex-combatants in a
post-conflict context. This method would be
less appropriate for disposing of the massive
government stockpiles that litter many former
Warsaw Pact countries, which require facili-
ties that can quickly destroy large quantities
of mixed weaponry. 

In recent years, donor governments have estab-
lished several destruction assistance programs.
NATO provides such assistance through its
Partnership for Peace program, using dona-
tions from member states to fund destruction
efforts. Some countries also fund bilateral
destruction assistance programs, the largest
of which is coordinated by the U.S. State
Department. Since the late 1990s, these pro-
grams have facilitated the destruction of mil-
lions of surplus small arms and light weapons
worldwide. 

Small Arms and Disposal/Destruction 
Programs

Properly disposing of or destroying surplus or obsolete small
arms and light weapons is important because:

• Surplus or obsolete weapons are often stored improperly, making them a public safety
threat to the communities in which they are located. 

• Surplus or obsolete weapons are often vulnerable to theft and diversion by criminals and
other violent actors.

• Small arms destruction and disposal programs are a cost-effective and relatively simple
way to reduce the threat posed by surplus and obsolete small arms and light weapons
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Unsafe and insecure environments make sus-
tainable development impossible. Interstate
conflict and internal insurgencies—fueled by
the spread of small arms—destroy the physi-
cal and human resources needed for an econ-
omy to grow. Armed groups systematically
block or damage transit routes, disrupt natu-
ral resource development or divert it for their
own use, and attack key national industries as
part of their combat strategy. To address pub-
lic disorder, many governments are compelled
to expand security services. The extra expens-
es for security reduce the amount of funds
available for promoting agriculture, education,
health care, and other activities critical to
achieving the Millennium Development Goals.
For example, the Inter-American Development
Bank estimates that violence costs Latin
American countries approximately 14 percent
of annual regional GDP.

Widespread availability of deadly weaponry
creates a climate of fear that prevents public
and private foreign investors from proceeding
with essential projects. Foreign investors and
corporations are often reluctant to become
involved in high risk environments where their
investment capital or staff is under constant
threat. Projects supported by donor govern-
ments are particularly sensitive to incidents of
violence. Promised international development
aid to post-war Afghanistan has largely failed
to materialize because of continued insecurity. 

The unregulated availability and misuse of
small arms severely impedes humanitarian
efforts, limits access to beneficiaries, and occa-
sionally results in the suspension of operations
or projects. The pervasiveness of these weapons

often requires organizations to adjust their
work plans. Many aid agencies are obligated
to spend their resources on security procedures
and military convoys, and are frequently
required to reduce their travel because of small
arms-fueled insecurity. In Darfur, for instance,
the rapid security deterioration in the fall of
2005, as small arms-wielding forces terrorized
and murdered the civilian population, led
several organizations to withdraw many of the
over 11,000 aid personnel who had been
providing critical basic services to more than
2 million internally displaced people. 

Development and small arms are inextricably
linked. While economic development cannot
successfully occur without addressing the pro-
liferation and misuse of small arms and light
weapons, solving the arms problem cannot be
solved without addressing development. Fifty
percent of countries emerging from war slip
back into conflict partially due to inadequate
post-conflict development and reintegration
programs. In post-conflict societies, large
numbers of former combatants flood the job
market only to discover a lack of economic
opportunities. Ex-soldiers, typically still armed,
often turn to crime as the only means of sur-
vival. The lack of systematic demobilization
programs in post-conflict countries, both for
ex-combatants and the well-armed populace,
can lead to high levels of crime and violence
after a conflict ends. In El Salvador, for exam-
ple, the number of gun-related deaths actual-
ly rose after the civil war ended, due to the
widespread use of weapons for criminal
activities. 

Small Arms and Development

Small arms undermine development because: 

• Fragile economies are damaged by small arms that fuel conflict and crime
• Development projects are hindered or deterred by small arms-related violence
• The threat of small arms violence diverts scarce resources to security


