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Preventive actions

The education of the local workforce to enable it to safeguard stocks effectively 
is of vital importance. Although immediate efforts are focused on making safe 
the stocks and facilities that already exist, local workforces are also taught how 
to prevent stockpiles from deteriorating once more.

The money spent on the prevention of a large scale ammunition storage 
explosion is many times less than the money spent on clearing up after an 
accident. The monetary costs involved after a large explosion, together with 
loss of life and destruction and replacement of buildings and equipment, are 
considerable.

Mobile destruction facilities

In many developing nations a cost effective way to destroy surplus stockpile 
ammunition, and ammunition which is potentially dangerous, is to use purpose-
built mobile demilitarisation facilities. There are several on the market. This should 
be a better alternative to destroying all items by OBOD, with the associated safety, 
cost and environmental implications.

Logistics, recycling and cost recovery

Effective plans to enable all potential revenue streams to be tapped (such as 
from recovered materials) will enable more to be done. The recovery of items and 
substances that can be sold on is one of these sources of income. A successful 
recycling system for components can be established to ensure maximum 
returns.

AMMUNITION SAFETY MANAGEMENT (ASM)

ASM as part of the PSSM Process

Physical Security and Stockpile Management (PSSM) is the term coined by the US 
Defense Threat Reduction Agency (DTRA) to describe their programme to secure 
weapons and ammunition stockpiles throughout the world. The term Ammunition 
Safety Management (ASM) is applied to those elements of PSSM specifically 
concerning actions to improve the safety, security and storage conditions of 
ammunition stockpiles.
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Incidents and causes

In 2008 alone explosions in Albania, Bulgaria, Iran, Iraq, Ukraine and Uzbekistan 
caused hundreds of casualties and scattered munitions over many square 
kilometres of previously safe land. 12 Figures produced by the Small Arms Survey 
suggest that an average of 2.5 ammunition storage explosions occur every month, 
and that the number of unplanned explosions is increasing. 13

The problem is particularly significant in countries where basic rules of ammunition 
safety management are frequently not followed, in regard to both the condition of 
the ammunition and the circumstances of its storage.

The most common cause of unplanned explosions is fire arising from careless 
smoking, ignition of dry vegetation by the sun, general negligence and a range 
of other causes. Where undergrowth is allowed to grow out of control or where 
other flammable material is present the situation is made worse as fires spread 
quickly and out of control.

All ammunition is affected by fire but items over 20 years old are particularly 
susceptible, especially ammunition containing propellant. Aging propellant 
gradually uses up the stabiliser incorporated within it when it was manufactured, 
in some cases leading to auto-ignition of the nitrocellulose within the propellant. 
Propellant also ignites very easily if exposed to fire.

Definition of Ammunition Safety Management

Ammunition Safety Management includes the assessment of ammunition and 
facilities as well as the development of procedures and practices to ensure that they 
remain safe and secure, presenting no hazard to people, property or the environment.

Effective ASM is achieved by managing stocks of ammunition to ensure they 
are stored, transported and disposed of safely. It involves the management of 
munitions to ensure that they are rotated in storage and used in a timely manner, 
so that they never become unstable, and that storage facilities and equipment 
are safe and meet required standards. It ensures that potentially dangerous 
ammunition is segregated and disposed of before it becomes a hazard.

ASM also ensures that all actions taken in connection with ammunition comply 
with applicable regulations and are carried out by suitably qualified individuals. 
An important part of ASM is the management of the storage area to ensure that 
it is not in a condition where fires can start and spread easily.
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Explosive risks

Two principal risks arise from the unsafe storage of ammunition: risk to the 
population and risk to the environment in the vicinity of ammunition storage areas 
(ASAs).

Ammunition in ASAs may also be vulnerable to theft by terrorists and other 
criminal groups. Civilians in developing countries may even target ASAs to 
steal munitions and so earn income from the sale of scrap metal or explosives. 
The inherent risks posed by the storage of ammunition and explosives can be 
significantly reduced by correct management of the ammunition and ASA.

Ammunition is designed to be as lethal as possible when used and as safe as 
possible in storage, but by its very nature it contains highly reactive compounds. 
The level of risk associated with it is primarily dependent on the condition of the 
ammunition, the competence of responsible personnel, the management systems 
in place and the storage infrastructure and surrounding environment.

Ensuring the safety of ammunition requires that it be properly manufactured, 
tested and inspected, assigned a shelf life and be stored with other appropriate 
items (in accordance with compatibility mixing rules).

Security concerns and risk of proliferation

Ammunition should be stored in a safe and secure facility. Theft of ammunition 
either for profit or for use by unauthorised persons is a significant problem, 
especially in areas with a high crime rate or where terrorist groups are active.

Measures to assist in securing ammunition include:

• Maintaining accounts and conducting stock checks, especially of attractive 
items such as detonators, grenades, complete weapon systems and bulk 
explosives.

• Making buildings and sites as secure as circumstances allow, controlling 
access and maintaining an effective guard force.

Environmental factors affecting ammunition

Ammunition is susceptible to extremes of temperature, rapid changes in tempera-
ture, physical impact/shock, high levels of electro-magnetic radiation, moisture 
and damage by vermin.
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To counter local environmental effects ammunition and explosives should be kept 
dry and well ventilated, as cool as possible and free from excessive or frequent 
changes in temperature, protected from direct sunlight and protected from 
excessive impact/vibration.

Some substances used in ammunition and explosives attract and hold moisture, 
which may result in the degradation of explosive performance. It may also cause 
them to become dangerous to handle if sensitive explosive crystals form between 
the fuze and main body of the munition.

Rain, dampness and humidity can cause significant damage to ammunition 
and explosives in a very short time. Every effort should be made to ensure dry 
conditions during both storage and transportation. Good ventilation of ammunition 
and explosive stores helps keep them cool and prevents condensation.

Mitigating methods

Problems relating to ammunition storage have a number of solutions. The most 
reliable and effective are to make stocks safer while simultaneously teaching 
owners of the ammunition how to manage it safely, efficiently and effectively. 
This can be done at the same time as ensuring that existing ammunition and 
explosives are stored and looked after in a manner appropriate to the facilities 
available to the host/partner nation.

Ammunition storage (South Sudan)
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A simple routine can be followed, requiring limited external expert intervention 
and low capital funding, while making use of locally available labour:

• Inspect ammunition to ensure it is safe to move; destroy any that is not.

• Move ammunition away from areas of habitation to an area with few or no 
inhabitants.

• Construct or adapt storage to the best standard practicable under local 
circumstances.

• Introduce an effective and reliable ammunition management regime to ensure 
that potentially dangerous ammunition is destroyed in a controlled manner 
and that remaining ammunition is stored in the best environment possible.

• Ensure all workers are trained in the management of ammunition.

• Adhering to a strict inspection routine, regularly rotate stock and dispose of 
ammunition before it can become dangerous.

• Ensure shelf lives, storage and usage history, local meteorological conditions, 
etc. are all taken into account when considering which items are potentially 
unsafe.

• Continue to improve facilities as resources (including time) become available.

• Aim to achieve internationally acceptable standards of ammunition 
man agement in accordance with recognized standards and procedures, such 
as those set out in International Ammunition Technical Guidelines (IATG).

AMMUNITION SAFETY MANAGEMENT TOOLSET

To make worldwide ammunition stocks safer there are many measures that 
need to be taken. Most of those connected with the safety of ammunition 
are to be found in the International Ammunition Technical Guidelines. 14 
IATG are most applicable under circumstances where funding, facilities and 
competence are already available to a high standard. They are expensive to 
implement from a lower baseline.

The GICHD ASM Toolset contains instructions and guides on how to move 
towards these standards at relatively little cost. The toolset contains advice 
on actions that can be taken to make significant improvements to safety 
while only incurring the cost of labour and transport; taking these measures 
is preferable to doing nothing. 15
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A major part of the safety of ammunition is its security. There are measures in 
the toolset that establish low cost protection, although these are only interim 
measures and will not deter a determined foe. The IATG gives details of what to 
aim for – there are also many other sources of detailed security information that 
can be consulted when improving longer term security of ammunition stocks.

In addition to the risk of explosions within stockpiles and holding areas/stores, 
there is the worry of explosive remnants of war (ERW) or routinely stored 
ammunition being taken by terrorist groups or insurgents for their own use. 

It is important to gather together or destroy all discovered UXO and AXO – even 
if an item is incapable of being used in its intended role it may still be possible 
to use it in a different weapon or as a component of an IED. The toolset also 
covers actions necessary to address these requirements.

Navigation screen for ASM Tool Step 1


