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Summary
Two main challenges relating to the proliferation of small arms and light weapons (SALW) 
continue to confront most African countries. The first is the issue of how to disarm civilians 
and manage the factors creating the demand for arms in a sustainable manner. The other 
is how to ensure that states enhance their physical security and stockpile management 
(PSSM) standards to prevent the frequent unplanned explosions that wreak havoc on civilian 
populations and the diversion of state-owned arms and ammunition into civilian hands. 
This policy brief considers some of the solutions to these problems.

Key points
 • Weaknesses in PSSM practices on the continent have resulted in unplanned explosions at 

munitions sites in many countries and concerned authorities tend to be slow to implement 
measures to prevent such incidents.

 • There is a need for countries, particularly in Africa, to review the state of their arms and 
ammunition stockpiles before more disaster strikes.

 • Country-specific risk assessments should be conducted to determine the needs and 
prevailing weaknesses and threats. 

 • Concerted efforts by African states and their international partners are essential to limit 
the risks of undesirable explosive events and ammunition diversions on the continent.P
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Introduction
Many would argue that the African Union’s hopes of 
‘Silencing the Guns by 2020’ were over optimistic for a 
continent where SALW and ammunition proliferate with 
ease. Yet the urgency expressed in the AU statement 
can be best understood in light of decades of the 
widespread impact of the more than 40 million1 SALW 
in civilian possession, in addition to the uncontrolled 
proliferation of ammunition. 

The AU has declared September each year ‘African 
Union Amnesty Month’, in the hope of encouraging 
civilians to surrender their arms voluntarily. The success 
of this approach will depend on how the AU member 
States implement the Solemn Declaration by the Heads 
of State and Government of the African Union (AU) 
adopted in 2013, which resulted in a roadmap for ending 
the illicit arms trade in Africa by 2020 – referred to as 
‘Silencing the Guns’ or ‘Vision 2020’.2 

There is a need for multi-
faceted measures that combine 
convention-centric approaches 
with inclusive local processes

At the core core of the Solemn Declaration is the need 
to resolve armed conflicts on the continent, which 
contribute to the demand for SALW. In his address to 
the AU Commission (AUC) in January 2020, Ramtane 
Lamamra the AUC Special Envoy on silencing the guns, 
stated that whereas conflict resolution approaches 
involving the use of wise pan-Africanists, international and 
regional organisations, the involvement of neighbouring 
countries, peace support operations and civil society 
organisations were good, there is a need for multi-faceted 
measures that combine convention-centric approaches 
with inclusive local processes for better results.3 

The envoy underlined the urgent need to build a robust 
culture of preventing crises while fostering peace and 
tolerance at a time when several countries remain 
trapped in a vicious cycle of violent conflict and its 
deadly consequences.4

In striving to address the challenges of PSSM the AU has 
developed an Operational Guidance Note that draws on 
experiences relevant to Africa and identifies the central 
preconditions for improving the sustainability of PSSM 

interventions.5 These include transparency, oversight and 

visibility, regulatory frameworks, operational priorities, 

stock valuation, awareness and training, storage 

infrastructure and risk management.

There are two branches to the AU Commission’s 

approach to tackling the problem of illicit circulation of 

arms – voluntary disarmament of civilians (in terms of the 

‘silencing the guns’ initiative) and promoting effective 

PSSM approaches within its member states. This policy 

brief assesses civilian possession of SALW and how it 

links to PSSM. It focuses on developments in the Great 

Lakes Region (GLR) countries that are members of the 

Regional Centre on Small Arms (RECSA).6 

Weaknesses in PSSM practices on the continent have 

resulted in unplanned explosions at munitions sites 

(UEMS) in many countries, both those that manufacture 

arms and those that import them. The effects of such 

explosions have been catastrophic, often resulting 

in colossal loss of life and property and long-term 

displacement of people. 

This raises a major question of why concerned authorities 

tend to be slow to implement measures to prevent 

such incidents. 

This paper considers the challenges to, and scope 

for, action on ammunition management in Africa. It 

argues that concerted efforts by African states and their 

international partners will be essential to limit the risks of 

undesirable explosive events and ammunition diversions 

on the continent.7 

Although the author makes recommendations about the 

way forward, they are neither prescriptive nor exhaustive. 

It is advisable that country-specific risk assessments 

be conducted to determine the needs and prevailing 

weaknesses and threats. 

The paper is based on observation, analysis of some 

incidents and conclusions drawn from interviews with 

actors in the PSSM sector. Its uniqueness lies in its 

methodology, which reviews practical aspects of PSSM 

in Africa, with a specific focus on the East African states 

that form part of RECSA. 

It first provides a general theoretical analysis of the 

status quo of UEMS, with reference to some global cases. 

Secondly, it draws conclusions from a workshop that 

brought together a number of RECSA member states, 

providing a microcosm of the status quo in Africa and 

what should be done to improve it. In short, it is a mirror 

for African countries.
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The main objective of the paper is to contribute to 

a national policy focus on the need for countries, 

particularly in Africa, to review the state of their arms 

and ammunition stockpiles before another disaster 

strikes. It serves as a wake-up call to state authorities 

across the continent to undertake an internal risk 

assessment, especially about the general state of their 

PSSM, including dealing with the challenge of the 

proximity of human settlements to locations where 

arms are stored. 

Overview
The explosion of various types of ammunition is 

generally defined as a nuclear, chemical or physical 

process leading to the sudden release of energy. A mass 

explosion refers to a deflagration of propellants under 

very strong confinement so as to produce a bursting 

effect and a serious hazard from debris.8 The effect is 

often lethal and destructive.

The Small Arms Survey (SAS) goes further, defining 

UEMS as ‘accidents resulting in the explosions of 

abandoned, damaged, improperly stored or properly 

stored stockpiles of munitions and explosives’.9 Munitions 

sites comprise storage areas such as those temporarily 

maintained during demilitarisation or explosive-

ordnance disposal. Processing sites, whether temporary 

or permanent, are also considered munitions sites.

Between 2009 and 2011 more 
than 50 unplanned explosions 
were recorded in 34 countries

Explosions at munitions sites are both historical and 

contemporary. The management of arms continues to 

face challenges from manufacturer to broker to end 

user. Between 2009 and 2011 more than 50 unplanned 

explosions were recorded in 34 countries around the 

world – an average of about 16 explosions a year.10 

It is estimated that in the four decades between 1979 

and 2018 there were about 579 similar incidents in more 

than 100 countries and territories – an average of about 

15 explosions a year.11 These figures indicate that the 

rate of unplanned explosions at munition sites has not 

abated in close to four decades, pointing to an urgent 

need to review the state of global stockpile security. 

According to the Organization for Security and 

Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), between 1998 

and 2011 alone there were 245 incidents of UEMS 

in 62 countries. Sixty of these incidents were in 15 

states that participate in the OSCE.12 In 2011 there 

were ammunition explosions in at least three of 

these states.13

A fundamental area of concern is not as much the 

frequency of explosions as the extent of loss of life and 

destruction of property. Every year is marked by the 

entry of more sophisticated, more lethal armaments, 

with a correspondingly higher rate of fatalities and 

damage. Today’s world is characterised by lethal 

weapons, necessitating far more care in storage, 

transfer and use.14 

Technological advancement has also meant large-scale 

production of arms, with a corresponding decrease in 

price and easy access, resulting in escalating numbers 

of firearm-related homicides.15 

The attainment of the UN Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs) in any country depends on the stability 

of that country. Weak governing structures, particularly 

in relation to storage and management of arms 

and ammunition, are a recipe for instability and the 

breakdown of peace. This is why the UN, through goal 

16, target 4 of the SDGs, calls on its member states 

to reduce significantly illicit financial and arms flows, 

strengthen the recovery and return of stolen assets and 

combat all forms of organised crime by 2030.16 

The African Union’s ‘silencing the guns’ initiative is one 

of the ways in which Africa can achieve progress in 

attaining the SDGs. By targeting the illicit circulation 

of arms the continent will achieve stability and create 

an atmosphere in which development can thrive. 

This cannot happen when armouries are leaking. A 

concerted effort is needed to review PSSM systems to 

curb accidental explosions.

A global or an African phenomenon?
Explosions at munition sites are not confined to any 

particular country or region and preventing them 

depends on the measures in place to curb the threat. 

The Small Arms Survey, in its analysis of UEMS, notes 

that explosions have reportedly occurred on every 

continent except Antarctica and Australia. Between 

1997 and 2006 there were twice as many incidents as 

there had been in the previous 10 years. 
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Even a country like Ukraine, with a well-developed arms 

manufacturing history, has continued to experience 

explosions since 1985, when the nuclear catastrophe at 

Chernobyl took place.17 As recently as late 2018 there 

was an explosion at the country’s Ichnia ammo depot,18 

showing the country still has lessons to learn. 

Africa continues to experience explosions of varying 

magnitudes. In September 2018, for instance, there 

was one at the munitions plant in Somerset West, 

South Africa, owned by Denel, the continent’s leading 

arms manufacturer.19

Even more concerning is that ‘the average number 

of incidents from 2007-2011 is almost 50% greater 

than that of the preceding five years.’ An average of 

seven incidents were recorded each year beween 1987 

and 1996.20

A common factor in all UEMS is the loss of life and 

destruction of property. These consequences, which are 

both direct and indirect, are wide ranging. Often the 

indirect consequences become more catastrophic as 

their effects spread gradually within the community, 

sometimes long after the actual event. 

The immediate effects include death and injury, 

confusion, stampedes, drowning, displacement, 

destruction of property and so on, but often munitions 

explosions continue to pose existential threats for days 

and months after the event. 

Long-term consequences include damage to the social 

fabric – families torn apart, livelihoods lost, clean-up 

costs, healthcare, alternative housing for victims, costs of 

replacement stocks, and so on. 

Another long-term effect is the erosion of public trust 

in institutions, especially in post-conflict/fragile settings. 

From the Chernobyl disaster to the more recent ones 

lives have been lost and vast human settlements affected. 

On 27 January 2002 an armoury in Ikeja, Lagos, 

exploded, leading to a range of catastrophes: 

An armoury at the Ikeja military cantonment in Lagos, 
Nigeria, containing ‘high calibre bombs’ was reported 
to have gone up in flames at about 6.00 pm (local 
time) on Sunday 27 January 2002, resulting in a series 
of explosions in and around the cantonment. The 
number of deaths and displaced persons could not be 
immediately ascertained but the explosion affected 
areas up to 50km away.

There were tremors in a number of buildings, with 
windows shattered and roof tops blown off, as a result 
of the explosions. People, apparently unaware of the 
actual cause of the explosions, left their homes to seek 
refuge outside. This caused a lot of pandemonium and 
confusion, as a result of which many family members 
were separated.21

It is estimated that more than 1 000 people were killed 

in Ikeja as many panic-stricken residents thought the 

fireball and explosions were the start of a military coup 

or conflict. Many of those fleeing drowned after they fell 

into a canal or due to a stampede. 

There was a similar incident in Benghazi, Libya, on 

4 March 2011.

An explosion at an ammunition depot in Libya’s rebel 
stronghold of Benghazi has killed at least 17 people, 
hospital officials have said. Dr Habib al-Obeidi in 
Benghazi’s al-Jalaa hospital said the blast at a military 
base also hit a nearby residential area. Witnesses 
on the scene, about 20 miles from the city centre, 
say ambulances are rushing to the area. There were 
also reports of secondary explosions which caused 
two fire engines to blow up. The cause of the blast is 
unclear. Dr Al-Obeidi said it was apparently triggered 
when people went into the storage facility to collect 
weapons, but others blamed pro-Gaddafi forces for 
triggering the explosion. The blast comes on a day 
which has seen nearly 30 people killed in violent 
clashes between pro-Gaddafi forces and rebels.22

In Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, on 29 April 2009 a munitions 

factory exploded at the Gongola Mboto Military base. 

The incident affected a circumference of 20km from the 

factory. The collateral damage was equally high. Up to 

32 people were killed, more than 100 injured and about 

4 000 left homeless. The accident also destroyed 23 

depots, residential houses, public buildings, churches 

and a secondary school.23 Another explosion occurred 

in 2011 at the same military base, again causing a high 

number of deaths and considerable destruction.24

A series of explosions were heard in Dar es Salaam and 
surrounding areas at around 11.00 hours on Tuesday 
29 April 2009. These were later traced to the military 
base at Mbagala 15km from Dar es Salaam city centre. 
The Tanzania army confirmed that ammunition 
stores had exploded and warned of possible further 
explosions. Residential areas in the immediate vicinity 
of the explosion were affected with large numbers of 
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houses damaged and more than 300 families were 
displaced from their homes. The nearby Temeke 
hospital was overwhelmed and was in urgent need 
of additional medical supplies as well as relief items 
to provide required emergency health services. Some 
of the injuries were caused as people fled the area in 
panic fearing a terrorist attack.25

In March 2017 Ukraine requested assistance from the 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) with a fire that 

had broken out at an ammunition depot in Balaklia in 

the Kharkiv region of the country. The fire had led to a 

detonation of missiles and ammunition.26 The Balaklia 

explosion may be said to have been a harbinger of a 

much larger explosion that followed in September of 

the same year at the military base in Kalynivka. 

A massive series of explosions and a blaze occurred 
at a military ammunition depot at a military base 
in Kalynivka in central Ukraine forcing authorities to 
evacuate 24,000 people and close airspace over the 
region. Ukraine’s chief military prosecutor ruled out 
a foreign sabotage, meaning the explosion may have 
been of a technical nature.

The resultant massive fire forced the evacuation of 
thousands of people.The country’s chief military 
prosecutor rejected allegations that foreign 
saboteurs may have set the depot on fire, adding that 
investigators were looking into possible negligence, 
abuse of power or sabotage by those who were 
authorized to handle the munitions. The military 
prosecutor added that investigators discovered that 
the fire alarm at the depot wasn’t working and that its 
security force was understaffed.27

On many occasions casualty numbers increase when 
civilians come into contact with unexploded ordnance 
(UXO) dispersed by an explosion. Unlike after an armed 
conflict, little thought is given to dismantling UXOs after 
such incidents.

In summary, a single explosion can lead to the 
displacement of thousands of people. SAS has cited 
several examples. For instance, the explosion of more 
than 150 million rounds of ammunition in 2008 in 
Uzbekistan’s Kagan city led to the displacement of more 
than 60 000 residents. Similarly, in the same year, in 
Ukraine, the fire that broke out after a blast at Karhkiv 
Oblast forced the evacuation of 14 000 people from the 

Smoke and flames rise over a warehouse storing ammunition for multiple rocket launcher systems at a military base in the town of 
Kalynivka, Ukraine. Source: Reuters / Gleb Garanich – stock.adobe.com
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city of Lozovaya. An army depot explosion in Maracay, 
Venezuela, in 2011 necessitated the evacuation of 
10 000 people.28 

These incidents point to the reality that UEMS are not 

confined to any particular region, country or actors. 

Rather, they are a management issue. 

It is often difficult to determine the cause of a blast 

because the primary witnesses have died and the 

authorities tend to apportion blame indiscriminately 

in order to bring the matter to an end. 

Is there an ideal situation; a best practice that, if 

observed, could minimise the likelihood of explosions? 

If so, why do countries not take these steps to prevent 

UEMS? These are some of the fundamental questions.

Causes of UEMS
There have been several attempts to explain why UEMS 

have been on the increase globally, particularly in Africa. 

Some of the explantions include:

Negligent storage practices
The normal shelf life of ammunition is about 20 years 

under correct storage conditions, after which it becomes 

either unreliable or unstable. Many storage sites in 

Eastern Europe and Africa, and indeed elsewhere in the 

world, contain ammunition left over from the Cold War, 

which ended three decades ago, so the problem has 

now come to a head.29 

One of the main risks to munitions storage sites 

is unstable ammunition propellant, especially in 

mortar rounds, which are popular with most of the 

world’s armies. 

For instance, the Malhazine explosion in Mozambique 

in March 2007 was caused by high temperatures 

and negligent storage practices. The explosion killed 

more than 100 people and injured over 500. Subsequent 

deaths and injuries after the main blast were caused 

by munitions that had been propelled into the densely 

populated neighbourhood and exploded days, and 

months, after the event. 

Human error
Although there are many causes of unplanned 

explosions they usually fall into four broad categories, 

linked mainly to human error. 

They are: ‘[D]eterioration of the physical or chemical 

condition of the ammunition and explosives; unsafe 

storage practices and infrastructure; unsafe handling 

and transportation practices; or deliberate sabotage.’30

Research shows that these situations are exacerbated 

by warfare or the state of a country immediately after 

the end of hostilities. Hostilities and/or warfare serve 

as incentives to perform acts of sabotage or theft that 

would not normally happen in peacetime. 

In the case of government 
stockpiles the exigencies 
of combat mean that best 
practices are ignored

Ammunition stockpiles may be jealously guarded by 

armed groups who lack the skills and resources to 

store explosive materials safely and dangerous hidden 

caches can be undetectable if the individuals who 

created them have fled or been killed. 

In the case of government stockpiles the exigencies of 

combat mean that best practices are ignored. Skilled 

personnel are wounded or transferred elsewhere and 

replaced with people who lack training.31

Reports indicate that military stocks pose the greatest 

risk as they contain the largest quantities of explosive 

material. Nevertheless, explosions do also occur in 

privately held stockpiles. 

There have been unplanned explosions in 

warehouses operated by ammunition dealers and 

commercial producers. In developing countries 

there is a particular danger posed by unexploded 

ordnance purchased by scrap metal dealers.32

Good practices
The foundation of the effective management and 

security of national stockpiles of arms and ammunition 

is proper storage and the maintenance of storage 

depots. There are many good practices which, if 

implemented, would reduce the chance of UEMS. 

The OSCE has proposed a range of measures that 

its member countries are encouraged to adopt as 
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a way of developing a comprehensive stockpile 

management programme. 

The initial aspect relates to guidelines for initiating 

the construction of depots. These consist of three 

elements. The first is planning. To plan, a budget 

must be allocated. Ministries or government agencies 

responsible for handling ammunition should budget for 

the resources necessary to secure the ammunition in 

their custody. 

The second is that there should be a review of all projects 

related to ammunition storage to establish the facilities 

that will best meet the required security criteria. 

The third is an analysis of the nature of the ammunition 

to be stored. Ammunition used in various operations 

should be consolidated to minimise chances 

of explosion. 

Another aspect is taking cognisance of the levels 

of risk posed by various categories of ammunition. 

Ammunition should be classified in terms of use, 

attractiveness and ease of access by subversive and 

criminal elements.33 

Categories
 • Category I ammunition includes man-portable 

missiles and rockets that are ready to fire. 

 • Category II is missiles and rockets that require a 

crew-served platform-mounted launcher or other 

equipment in order to function. 

 • Category III comprises missiles and rockets that 

require a crew-served platform-mounted launcher 

or other equipment and complex hardware and 

software equipment. 

 • Category IV is ammunition that contains high 

explosives, such as hand or rifle grenades (high 

explosive and white phosphorous).

Attention to these classifications allows management 

teams to manage threats associated with the weapons. 

According to the International Ammunition Technical 

Guidelines (IATG), which were developed in 2011 under 

the UN SaferGuard Programme, which supports 

UN member states that want to improve their 

national stockpile management systems, effective 

ammunition stockpile management needs a ‘whole life 

management’ approach, ranging from categorization 

and accounting, to physical security, to surveillance and 

to assessing the stability and reliability of ammunition.34 

An African sub-regional initiative
To understand the state of stockpile management 

in Africa the researchers convened a workshop in 

2018 in Nairobi, Kenya, attended by representatives of 

selected African countries that are members of RECSA. 

The countries that participated were Burundi, Central 

African Republic (CAR), Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania. 

Although the numbers were constrained by a limited 

budget, the meeting succeeded in connecting a blend 

of countries diverse in language as well as national 

experience. There was also input from the RECSA 

Secretariat. The workshop centred on the state of arms 

storage and management, good practice, challenges 

and anticipated remedial measures.

The participating countries shared their experiences 

and achievements in securing their stockpiles. 

They acknowledged the role played by RECSA as 

a regional coordinating agency, particularly in the 

provision of expertise and mobilisation of resources 

for the construction of modern storage facilities and 

destruction of obsolete/redundant stocks. 

All RECSA member states have either adopted or are 

in the process of adopting the institution’s guidelines 

on stockpile management in conformity with their 

own national policies on firearms, ammunition and 

related materials. 

The RECSA Best Practice Guidelines on Stockpile 

management provide the benchmark. Tanzania, 

through the support of RECSA, has trained 120 

police officers and seven prison officers who work 

as armourers. RECSA also supported the country in 

the construction of four armouries and 400 boxes for 

ammunition storage. 

Uganda, like Tanzania, has also made some 

progress in improving the management of its 

stockpile. Since 2005 it has disposed of 1 893 tons 

of redundant explosive ordnance, 140 764 pieces of 

recovered, obsolete or illicit SALW and 3 900 rounds 

of ammunition. 

Since the government launched the disarmament 

exercise in the region of Karamoja in 2002 the 

Ugandan army has recovered over 48 000 illegal 

guns from cattle rustlers. 

The country also continues to locate and destroy 

unexploded ordnance and identify surplus stocks 
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and unserviceable and decommissioned SALW for 

disposal. These measures have contributed to reducing 

the chances of UEMS in Uganda and thus far there has 

not been a major explosion at its storage facilities. 

The measures have also helped to eliminate excess 

military stocks, combat illicit trafficking or transfers, 

mitigate the possible escalation of armed conflict 

and boosted the country’s national counter-

proliferation efforts.

Uganda also has many ongoing activities aimed 

at improving its PSSM. As at 2018 the country was 

constructing a modern model armoury for the police 

and planned to roll out the project to other security 

agencies. The country was also in the process of 

providing modern arms chests for border posts and 

conflict areas, in addition to conducting disarmament, 

demobilisation and reintegration programmes 

for former combatants in conflict areas in parts of 

Northern Uganda. 

In adherence with the National Policy on Firearms, 

Ammunition and Related Materials, Uganda has begun 

a programme to mark all weapons belonging to the 

Uganda Police Service, the Uganda Wildlife Authority, 

all private security organisations and civilians. 

More than 90% of military arms have already been 

marked. The custodian of all non-military arms that 

have been marked is the Central Firearms Registry, 

while the Military Firearms Registry is in charge of data 

about military arms. Uganda has received 100 steel 

boxes from RECSA.

Kenya, too, has received support from RECSA to 

strengthen its PSSM. The country has already marked 

arms belonging to the police and is in the process of 

marking military arms. Kenya has so far received 695 

steel boxes for storing arms, while plans to construct 

modern armouries are underway.

PSSM training programme implemented by RECSA in Tanzania. Source: RECSA

RECSA officials present a set of steel boxes to Kenyan 
authorities. Source: RECSA
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Burundi has made strides in safeguarding its national 

stocks, despite the continued challenges it faces, such 

as the porosity of its borders. As a matter of priority it 

is undertaking capacity building for law enforcement 

officers charged with the care of arms stockpiles across 

the country. 

The officers will be trained in marking and tracing 

as well as basic information technology, to enable 

them to manage the arms electronic database. As at 

2018 Burundi had already marked all weapons in the 

possession of the police and was preparing to embark 

on marking military weapons. 

Burundi has two processes of managing its stockpile, 

one internal, the other external. The internal process 

involves making two national inventories a year, one 

occasional (in the course of the year), the other annual. 

The objective is to verify that the quantities of arms 

and ammunition in storage match the records kept, to 

identify any that are unstable or have expired and to 

establish whether any have been damaged, stolen or 

are missing. 

The external process entails the physical security of the 

storage facilities. The armouries must be well fenced and 

have multiple locking systems; only authorised personnel 

should have access, with clear documentation and 

signing in and out; the outside of the facility should be 

well lit, and so on. 

Despite all the efforts being put into securing the 

country’s stockpile, the authorities acknowledge that 

a major challenge is the concentration of human 

settlements around munition storage facilities. The 

growing number of people living around these 

facilities continues to be a source of major concern, 

even as the government explores a sustainable way of 

moving them.

The CAR has been experiencing conflict for a while and 

in 2013 the United Nations Security Council imposed an 

arms embargo on the country. Resolution 2127 passed 

by the Security Council imposed several measures that 

include an embargo on the supply of arms, military 

equipment and related assistance to non-state actors 

in the CAR. 

Although the resolution allows the supply of arms 

to the country’s security forces, this can only happen 

if the supply is approved in advance by the UN 

sanctions committee established in terms of the 

resolution. The resolution also allows the supply of arms 

to UN-authorised international military forces in the CAR 

charged with stabilising the country. 

The CAR delegation to the workshop stated that most 

armouries in the country had been destroyed during the 

cycles of armed conflict and weapons and ammunition 

had been looted by armed groups. A challenge unique 

to the CAR is the relatively widespread numbers of 

artisanal manufacturers of arms. 

RECSA has been involved in training security officers 

in CAR on effective PSSM procedures as well as on 

programmes aimed at rebuilding the destroyed arms 

storage facilities. In July 2018 CAR’s President Archange 

Touadéra issued a decree establishing a National 

Commission on Small Arms and Light Weapons and the 

subsequent nomination of officials to the commission. 

These developments boosted RECSA’s focus on 

supporting CAR, particularly the establishment of 

the commission.

RECSA’s approach to PSSM
RECSA member states are guided by Article 9 of 

the Nairobi Protocol for the Prevention, Control and 

Reduction of Small Arms and Light Weapons in the 

Great Lakes Region and the Horn of Africa,35 which deals 

with the question of PSSM. 

An effective PSSM is an  
essential element of any  
country’s safety and security

Because the GLR is relatively unstable RECSA 

emphasises to member states that an effective PSSM 

is an essential element of any country’s safety and 

security because it reduces the diversion of government 

stockpiles, prevents the illegal trafficking of arms 

and ammunition and the potential escalation of 

conflicts and the commission of organised crime 

and enhances the traceability and accountability of a 

country’s stockpiles.

Central to the safety of arms and ammunition are those 

charged with supervising them and the way in which the 

records are kept. The nature of the appointment process 

– effective vetting by appropriate people – is important. 

Prior experience is an asset, as is training in PSSM. 
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Proper record keeping is essential in defining the 

ease with which a weapon is identified and retrieved 

or traced. Electronic records are more user friendly 

than manual ones and good record keeping is highly 

dependent on (written) procedures that should be 

adhered to.

According to RECSA’s standard operating procedures 

(SOPs) on PSSM, well-written procedures are only as 

good as the users. There is no point in having smart 

procedures handled by employees with neither the 

ability nor the knowledge to implement them. 

It is recommended that the SOPs align with the reality 

on the ground in every country. The basic concerns are 

to ensure that they are implementable, adaptable to 

revision in line with changing external/global demands, 

supported by policy makers and senior management, 

known by staff/employees and, as far as possible, are in 

line with existing laws and regulations.

RECSA operates on the premise that each member state 

has its own challenges and encourages states to make 

demands based on their immediate needs. While one 

country may be in urgent need of steel boxes another 

may require support with destroying its obsolete arms, 

while a third may call for capacity building on PSSM, or 

even the construction of armouries. 

RECSA Support in 2018/2019

Construction of armouries

With the support of its international partners, 

particularly the United States and the European Union, 

RECSA has constructed armouries in Uganda, Rwanda 

and Tanzania, while plans are underway to build more 

in Kenya. 

Supply of steel boxes

These boxes are used for storing arms and ammunition, 

especially in operational situations or police stations. 

A total of 1 345 steel boxes has been provided to 

four countries within the RECSA region: Kenya (695), 

Tanzania (400), Uganda (100) and Rwanda (150).

Destruction of obsolete/redundant arms

As at 2018 RECSA, in collaboration with its development 

partners, had facilitated the destruction of 400 000 

firearms (recovered, surrendered, obsolete) and over 

20 tons of UXOs across its member states. 

PSSM training

RECSA has implemented PSSM national training 

programmes in a number of countries in the region, 

among them Kenya (90), Uganda (60), Tanzania (120), 

Djibouti (30), Rwanda (60) and South Sudan (30).

Acquisition and distribution of 
marking machines

RECSA, with the support of the EU and the US 

government, has distributed a total of 76 arms-marking 

machines in its member states. 

Digitalisation of record keeping

RECSA is in the process of rolling out its small-arms 

tracing software and encouraging member states to 

adopt this new system for the following reasons: 

 • Electronic records can be stored and retrieved easily, 

and require much less space and fewer resources 

to produce, and paper records naturally deteriorate 

over time.

 • Paper records can be difficult to amend and/or 

update, particularly with regard to emerging technical 

terminologies. A benefit of electronic records is that 

they are easily adaptable to changes, and therefore 

easy to standardise. 

 • Electronic records can easily be shared almost 

instantaneously via electronic transmission or direct 

access to a storage system. For paper records to reach 

other parties they must either be mailed or converted 

to electronic format.

 • The electronic system will provide a back-up for paper 

records and allow for off-site storage and retrieval, thus 

securing them in case of accidents or disasters that 

would otherwise lead to loss of information.

 • A well-organised electronic system can be used in 

several ways simultaneously for the registration of 

SALW, issuing and allocating SALW, recording items 

lost and found, recording and/or tracking arms to be 

destroyed, tracing lost SALW and registering firearm 

users and tracing holders.

In addition to RECSA’s guidelines a number of other 

preventive measures may contribute to further 

strengthening the system. Among these are:

 • Skilled armourers: The storage facilities for weapons 
and ammunition require constant surveillance by a 
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technically skilled workforce, careful monitoring of the 
humidity and temperature levels of the stockpile and 
the safe disposal of ammunition that has reached the 
end of its functional life (shelf-life).

 • The nature of the storage facility: The physical state 
of the storage facility should be consistent with the 
standard operating procedures and respect a sound 
ordnance management system. 

 • Location of the depot: risk analysis needs to be 
undertaken to ascertain immediate, short-term 
and long-term risks. Details such as the location of 
surrounding buildings and roads and the description 
of activities that take place there as well as the 
density of personnel and vehicle flow are important in 
planning evacuations and associated risks.

 • Infrastructure: Information on the infrastructure of an 
ammunition process facility (APF) and its surrounding 
buildings was collected using the same location 
categorisation. This information includes both work 
processes and protection against the effects of 
an explosion, the type of construction (reinforced 
concrete or steel rimmed), the presence of any 
hazardous materials or unique building systems, such 
as blast doors, fire protection system and electrical 
equipment classification.

 • Ordnance type: All the necessary information about 
ordnance should be clearly noted and specific expiry 
respected. All information included in the hazard 
classification (hazard division and compatibility group) 
should be observed. 

 • Equipment: This information includes infrastructure-
related equipment such as cranes and compressed air 
systems as well as mechanical handling equipment 
and ordnance transport vehicles, either diesel- or 
battery-operated, that would be used under normal 
operations at the facility.

 • Personnel: The number and locations of personnel 
operating within the facility and in its surroundings 
are important in evaluating the hazard exposure 
rates and subsequently the individual and collective 
personnel risks. In this assessment the quantitative 
fatal risks should be calculated with a distinction 
made between ‘directly involved personnel’ (those 
working with or handling the ordnance inside the 
APF) and ‘indirectly involved personnel’ (other military 
users in the vicinity). The public or third party should 
also be included in the exposure assessment, where 
the risk exists.

 • Adherence to Procedures/Workflow: As a norm, the 

procedures/workflow information collected should 

form the basis for normal operational activities of the 

above five primary ordnance systems that would be 

processed at the facility, and this information should 

further be categorised for analysis and review.

Failure to adhere to the above recommended practices 

may result in the types of explosion that have occurred 

in several parts of the world. The improper management 

of conventional ammunition and explosives continues to 

be a major source of risks. Frequent ammunition depot 

explosions and diversions from ammunition stocks of 

state actors testify to the relevance of the issue to Africa. 

The participants also shared some of the challenges their 

countries encounter. A common problem was shortage 

of funding. Most countries in the region seem to have 

more pressing matters to which to allocate national 

resources. Other challenges raised include:

 • Limited public education and awareness of the 
dangers of SALW: All the participants acknowledged 

that storage facilities for arms, in most countries 

in the GLR, preceded human settlement. In other 

words, when the armouries were constructed, 

often on the outskirts of major cities, the area was 

almost uninhabited. 

However, as the cities expanded and the population 

grew the armouries were soon surrounded by human 

settlements whose inhabitants had little or no idea of 

the danger posed by the munitions stores. 

Governments appeared to give no consideration to 

educating the public about the potential risks. This, 

according to participants, was because of the secrecy 

that surrounds military issues, not least weapons. 

Other participants noted that sharing such information 

with civilians would not only pose a security threat but 

would also lead to panic. Some cited the lack of financial 

capacity to educate the masses about the danger of living 

close to ammunition storages. However, the Tanzanian 

delegates stated that the country’s police force had 

embarked on educating the population in big cities about 

the effects of SALW . The programme is yet to be taken to 

rural areas, where about 75% of the population live.

 • Safe transportation of stocks of any kind remains 
a challenge: All the RECSA member states 

acknowledge that safe and secure transportation of 

arms and ammunition, whether new or obsolete and 

whether for transhipment or destruction, remains 
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a challenge due to the possibility of explosion or 

diversion. Despite this, the states strive to adhere, 

according to available means, to the minimum 

standards relating to transportation. Thus far the 

countries have been relatively successful, with 

no (major) explosions occurring in the course of 

transportation. Arms in transit and being transshipped 

are required to have transit permits and cargo 

documentation to stem possible diversion.

State of storage and management
The RECSA Secretariat, which supports the member 

states with the relevant guidelines and opportunities 

for improving their technical capacity and physical 

structures (construction of armouries), divides PSSM into 

two major categories – physical and management. 

The physical state relates to external security such as 

the structure of fences, the nature of perimeter walls, 

the armoury itself, the lighting and, more importantly, 

physical location. These are elements that vary from 

country to country, depending on priorities and 

resources allocated to PSSM. 

The management category involves the measures to 

be observed in ensuring that weapons are stored and 

retrieved according to certain procedures. A basic 

example would be that when a police officer collects 

his or her weapon from the armoury before going on 

duty he or she must sign the register and record all the 

details relating to the weapon and the ammunition 

removed. The same procedure should be followed when 

when the weapon is returned and any disparities should 

be recorded.

General challenges 
African countries all face certain common broad 

problems. These include:

Production versus ‘consumption’/use

The bulk of arms are produced outside Africa. Data 

from 201636 and 201737 confirm that no African country 

is within the top 10 000 arms-producing and military-

services companies in the world. 

These statistics exclude China, whose data are said to 

be unverifiable. Despite this, SIPRI notes that between 

2008 and 2017 China’s arms exports to Africa rose by 

about 55%, while its share of total African arms imports 

increased from 8.4% to 17%. Similarly, between 2013 and 

2017 a total of 22 sub-Saharan African countries procured 

major arms from China, which, in essence, accounted for 

27% of sub-Saharan African arms imports in that period 

(compared with 16% in 2008-2012). 

The China-Africa arms import is cited here to illustrate 

the competitiveness of the global arms trade. This is but 

one of the many similar arms trade perspectives.

Africa remains one of the major destinations for these 

arms. It is apparent that the increase in imports outpaces 

the rate at which the storage facilities are upgraded, 

notwithstanding the fact that weapons technology 

improves rapidly, making the arms more lethal and 

accidental explosions more devastating. 

Armed conflict
At any given time some African country or region is 

either at war within itself or fighting against a neighbour. 

This attracts both new and used (war-recycled) arms, as 

brokers seek to take advantage by smuggling arms and 

ammunition to conflict zones.

Cross-border conflicts continue 
to contribute to the widespread 
circulation of SALW outside 
government control

The Great Lakes Region has experienced endemic 

armed conflicts since the early 1960s, when most African 

countries gained independence. Multiple rebellions 

and coups d’états have resulted in arms being spread 

indiscriminately amongst civilians. 

Simmering cross-border conflicts continue to 

contribute to the widespread circulation of SALW 

outside government control.38 Rebel groups that have 

challenged governments in the region have done so 

using illicitly acquired arms, for which there are two 

major sources. 

One is diversion from government stock, the other cross-

border trafficking, often following the flow of armed 

conflict from one country to another. 

Cattle raiding, a common cross-border crime in East 

Africa and the Horn, also results in the illicit proliferation 
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of arms. The common concern is the weaknesses in 

storage, transportation or handling, which expose the 

weapons to theft.39 These weaknesses are attributable 

to lax PSSM processes.

Conclusion
This paper has shown the importance of countries 

ensuring that their national stockpiles of arms and 

ammunition are stored in a manner consistent with 

approved standards and regulations. Case studies have 

been used to illustrate the widespread nature of UEMS 

across the globe. 

The case of RECSA member states in the Great Lakes 

Region has been used as an example of an African sub-

regional initiative aimed at helping countries to improve 

their stockpile security. The authors anticipate that 

countries, particularly in Africa, will prioritise securing 

their national stockpiles as a strategy for promoting the 

African Union’s call to ‘silence the guns’ on the continent, 

thereby promoting the United Nations Agenda 2030 

on development.

Recommendations
 • The African Union should encourage its sub-regional 

organisations to embrace capacity building in 

relation to PSSM processes and support member 

states in improving the physical state of their storage 

facilities, in line with conventional PSSM standards for 

stockpile management.

 • The sustainability of Africa’s PSSM depends on the 

ability of African countries to build strong partnerships 

with like-minded global actors with appropriate 

technical capacity, without creating dependency. 

Mobilisation of resources by African countries remains 

key to the long-term sustainability of the process. 

 • There is a need for mass education programmes about 

the dangers related to UEMS in most parts of Africa. 

 • Countries should adopt policies to safeguard the 

public from the risks and dangers associated with 

redundant explosive stockpiles by ensuring that 

human settlements are located at a safe distance 

from arms storage facilities. 
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