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CHAIR’S SUMMARY 

 
Introduction 

 

1. The Consultative Meeting on the Safe and Secure Management of Conventional Ammunition 

(hereafter: the meeting) was held on 16 and 17 November 2015 at the WMO-Building in Geneva, 

upon the invitation of Switzerland. The informal meeting was attended by delegations from 68 UN 

Member States and 20 international and non-governmental organisations. 

 

2. As communicated through the invitation, the aim of the meeting was to contribute to initiating a 

discussion focusing on establishing a common understanding on the issue of safe and secure 

management of government-owned conventional ammunition.  

 

3. The meeting provided a platform for informal and open discussions among representatives from 

States, international, regional and non-governmental organisations and other experts. The 

meeting was held under Chatham House Rule. 

 

4. The Chair’s summary is based on the presentations by the panellists and discussions and inputs 

from the floor. 

 
5. In six panels experts presented on several aspects of the safe and secure management of 

conventional ammunition. Panel 1 set the scene by elaborating on the human, humanitarian, 

socio-economic and political impact of the lack of proper ammunition management as well as on 

the main causes leading to explosions of ammunition depots and to illicit proliferation of 

ammunition. Panel 2 provided delegations with an overview of the existing international and 

regional frameworks addressing the safe and secure management of ammunition. Panel 3 aimed 

at sharing an understanding on how ammunition can be managed to ensure safety and security. 

Ammunition life-cycle management was presented in this context and how it can be considered in 

cooperation projects to ensure long-term viability of international assistance. Panel 4 focused on 

the implementation of projects under existing frameworks and international cooperation practices 

by presenting three case studies. In the second part of this panel operators presented their 

perspective on how life-cycle management procedures can best be implemented and what sort of 

international instruments are needed to ensure sustainable results. In the last panel the 

moderators of the previous panels endeavoured to develop a common understanding of the 

challenges, issues and possible ways ahead. 

 

6. The present summary outlines core elements discussed during the meeting. The summary was 

prepared by the Chair (Switzerland) under its own responsibility and seeks to reflect in a factual 

manner the main points under discussions. It does not represent a full record of all issues 

discussed, nor seek to reproduce the positions of delegations. 

 

Panel 1: Setting the Scene 

 

7. Panel 1 set the scene by focusing on the one hand on the human, humanitarian, socio-economic 

and political impact of the lack of proper ammunition management and on the other hand on the 
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main causes leading to explosions of ammunition depots and to the proliferation of ammunition 

into criminal and other non-state actors’ possession. 

 

8. Panellists recognised that unsafe and unsecure stockpiles of ammunition represent a global 

challenge. A vast number of countries in almost all regions and sub-regions are affected by 

unplanned explosions of ammunition sites and proliferation of ammunition out of government-

owned stockpiles. Explosions of ammunition depots – especially when located in populated areas 

– cause high numbers of casualties, destroy infrastructure, and lead to the displacement of high 

numbers of people. Simultaneously, the illicit proliferation of ammunition fuels conflicts, feeds 

(transnationally organised) criminal groups, and provides terrorists with necessary tools of 

violence (i.e. precursors for improvised explosive devices). Unplanned explosions and illicit 

proliferation have a further negative impact on the ability of the armed and security forces to 

exercise the monopoly on the legitimate use of force by diminishing the availability of the 

necessary tools. 

  

9. Hence, unplanned explosions as well as illicit proliferation have severe impacts on political and 

national security, serious effects on socio-economic developments, and raise considerable human 

security and humanitarian concerns. 

 

10. With regard to causes, it was highlighted that unplanned explosions are often caused by a 
combination of events and not by a sole cause. Amongst others, fires, handling errors and the 
inexistence or inadequate implementation of standard operating procedures (i.e. smoking in 
storages) may combine to cause such catastrophic events. Although natural hazards (such as 
lightning) might also cause unplanned explosions, these causes seem to be less frequent. Finally, 
ammunition propellants also bear the risk of self-ignition, when degraded due to age and 
inappropriate storage conditions. Nevertheless, a considerable amount of incidents do not have a 
cause recorded at all. 
 

11. As was stated, however, unplanned explosions are only symptoms of more serious shortcomings, 

such as: 

a) Ammunition surplus or degraded ammunition: Many countries keep stockpiles of ammunition 

beyond their legitimate security needs and despite the fact that the ammunition may be 

degraded to a point where it becomes a liability (i.e. danger, cost of storage) rather than an 

asset. Possible reasons are: 

 despite its danger and unserviceability ammunition is nevertheless frequently  

perceived as an asset (i.e. need for national security; no procurement and hence 

replacement of existing stocks; could be sold); 

 dangers of ageing ammunition are often not appreciated (i.e. risks related to 

degradation of ammunition are often misunderstood and underestimated); and 

 destruction of ammunition is costly (i.e. the cost of managing and securing 

unserviceable and dangerous ammunition as well as the lost opportunity costs are 

often not taken into consideration). 

b) Unavailability of necessary resources render the safe and secure management of ammunition 

difficult. The major shortcomings due to financial constrains that may lead to unplanned 

explosions are: 

 the lack of adequately trained staff which invariably leads to handling errors, 

management loopholes and security gaps; 

 the lack of adequate surveillance, maintenance, transportation, climate control and 

protection equipment; and 

 the lack of dedicated infrastructure. 

 

12. Similarly, it was highlighted that illicit proliferation has also to be seen as a symptom of various 

shortcomings such as: 

 lack of training and equipment of guards and intervention forces; 

 undercompensation or even non-payment of staff; 

 missing oversight and vetting of staff; 



 

 

3/8 

 

 

 lack of adequate inventory management and record keeping; 

 lack of adequate infrastructure and equipment; and 

 perception of insecurity caused by widespread instability and/or criminality (stealing of 

ammunition for self-protection). 

Consequently, a combination of deficits and motives leads to the illicit proliferation. 

 

13. It was recognized that often even basic risk-mitigation measures may improve the security and 

safety substantially. To make sure, however, that these necessary measures are put into practice 

on a sustainable basis it was further noticed that a proper life-cycle management is needed. 

 
14. The first panel thus showed that unplanned explosions and illicit proliferation are a global 

phenomenon with devastating impacts. It has also shown that States face difficulties in coping with 

stockpile management of ammunition due to its resource intensiveness. Although avoiding 

unplanned explosions and preventing illicit proliferation are complex endeavours, solutions are 

available and challenges are manageable. Very basic measures can increase the safety and 

security of ammunition depots substantially at almost no cost. Sustainable improvements in safety 

and security, however, cannot be implemented without considering the broader institutional 

framework, cultural factors and the security situation on the ground. Consequently, strong local 

ownership and the support and backing at the highest political level is critical to ensure 

sustainability of measures designed to increase the safe and secure management of ammunition.  

 

Panel 2: Mapping the regional and international landscape  

 

15. Panel 2 provided an overview of the existing international and regional frameworks addressing the 

safe and secure management of ammunition. Discussions confirmed that there is a wide array of 

global and regional instruments that in one way or another include aspects relevant for 

conventional ammunition.  

 

16. Within the United Nations (UN) the International Ammunition Technical Guidelines (IATG), 

developed under the UN SaferGuard programme, provide a comprehensive set of guidelines for 

the safe and secure storage of conventional ammunition. In addition, the UN SaferGuard Quick 

Response Mechanism allows UNODA to rapidly deploy ammunition experts to assistance 

requesting States in the urgent management of ammunition stockpiles. It was, however, 

mentioned that there exists no dedicated process at the UN where all UN Member States come 

together to discuss ammunition management. Also, there is no dedicated Trust Fund on 

ammunition management. 

 

17. Protocol V on Explosive Remnants of War of the UN Convention on Prohibitions or Restrictions on 

the Use of Certain Conventional Weapons Which May Be Deemed to Be Excessively Injurious or 

to Have Indiscriminate Effects (CCW) deals with ammunition management in Part 3 Generic 

Preventive Measures (GPM) of its Technical Annex. In this regard, GPM aim at minimising the 

occurrence of explosive remnants of war. Currently, the implementation process endeavours to 

encourage the exchange of information related to efforts to promote and establish best practices. 

However, these measures are not sufficiently implemented by High Contracting Parties and 

standard operating procedures for the management of ammunition sites based on nationally 

developed risk assessment procedures are often not existing or inadequate. 

 

18. The Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) Convention on Small Arms and 

Light Weapons, Their Ammunition and Other Related Materials builds a legally binding framework 

in the region which fully takes ammunition into account. Yet there are several deficits at the 

national level which impede the efficiency of this instrument. On the one hand, ECOWAS Member 

States often lack national capacities for the national commissions and the support of their specific 

action plans (including evaluation and monitoring). On the other hand, there is a deficit in national 

appropriation and legal systems are often not harmonised. Additionally, ongoing conflicts, elevated 
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levels of criminality and terrorist threats in the region make it difficult to keep ammunition 

stockpiles safe and secure despite existing frameworks.  

 

19. The Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) Document on Stockpiles of 

Conventional Ammunition as well as the OSCE Handbook of Best Practices on Conventional 

Ammunition are two relevant instruments, which are applicable to all 57 OSCE participating 

States. Their effect is limited in the sense that they are not legally but only politically binding. The 

implementation framework, however, encompasses a well-developed and to this day very 

successful assistance mechanism through which participating States in need can request 

assistance to participating States in a position to do so, to provide necessary financial, material 

and personnel assistance. 

 

20. The Caribbean Community (CARICOM) Security Framework has two regional policy frameworks 

with the CARICOM Crime and Security Strategy and the CARICOM Declaration on Small Arms 

and Light Weapons (SALW) as well as two legislative frameworks with the Firearms Act and the 

Explosive Act. Still, challenges remain in terms of enforcement and, on the legislative level, 

regarding the interpretation of what constitutes ammunition. Furthermore, there is no binding 

instrument requiring the marking of ammunition. Accounting and control of shipments as well as 

the international trade in ammunition provide further challenges since such activities are less 

transparent and more difficult to monitor (in comparison to arms trade). Knowledge, technical 

expertise, effectiveness of operational tools and sensitivity/transparency are further barriers in 

improving the safe and secure management of ammunition. 

 

21. Presentations and discussions during panel 2 underlined that while several regional and 

international instruments exist, effective implementation - especially at the national level - is often 

insufficient and coordination and cooperation as well as information exchange are not adequate 

enough. Panellists identified a common need for coordination among the different actors involved 

as well as the different instruments in order to improve the safe and secure management of 

conventional ammunition. Also the importance of prevention was highlighted when looking for an 

effective instrument to tackle the negative impacts of unsafe and unsecure management of 

ammunition. 

 

Panel 3: Desired end-state with regard to life-cycle management of conventional ammunition 

 

22. Panel 3 focused on how to achieve safety and security in ammunition management. Full life-cycle 

management was presented as a possible and sustainable approach. Life-cycle management 

implies activities at all levels, including the technical, the operational and the strategic levels. 

Panellists agreed that there is a need to look at the whole life-cycle but that it is also essential to 

continue the important work on immediate risk mitigation. Life-cycle management is not an 

approach which stands in competition with the necessary risk mitigation approach but a 

complementary measure which ensures that the capabilities are perpetuated within the system. 

While panellists emphasised life-cycle management to be a complex approach, presentations also 

expressed that it was a reliable way to ensure long-term effects. 

 

23. Panellists also presented how life-cycle management can be considered in cooperation projects to 

ensure long-term viability of international assistance. In order to achieve successful cooperation 

towards implementing all life-cycle management capabilities, several aspects and activities were 

considered: 

 There is a need to establish at a very early stage a common understanding of the desired 

end-state and milestones with all involved national and international stakeholders. This 

definition will enable partners to engage in mid- to long-term planning. 

 The achievement of the desired end-state requires the determination of tasks, competencies 

and responsibilities as well as allocation of dedicated resources by all involved partners. 
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 Towards this end, there is a need for improved coordination at all levels. This includes 

international donor coordination as well as in-country coordination with the host nation 

having a leading role for in-country coordination.  

 Local ownership and senior political leadership were also considered as essential aspects. 

Hence the establishment or use of existing national structures able to fulfil this leading role is 

critical. 

 In order to anchor knowledge at the military-political level, mentoring was also considered as 

a necessary attribute. 

 

24. Panellists additionally underlined that in any type of international cooperation there is a need to 

establish a clear base-line. In order to gain the necessary overview, there is first of all a need for 

improved information sharing. Gaining knowledge of the local structures, procedures, capabilities 

and existing gaps are crucial to ensure that the cooperation focuses on real needs. 

 

25. As ammunition management is a highly sensitive field, confidence-building is a key element. 

Although establishing the necessary level of confidence may take a considerable amount of time 

and resources, it is the only way to ensure that local awareness is raised and that the risks and 

challenges are known to the decision-makers. 

 

26. Finally, panellists also recommended the establishment at a multilateral level of pools of experts, 

equipment and know-how from which programme managers and project partners could draw 

upon. 

 

Panel 4: Case Studies 

 

27. Panel 4 served as a platform for States which are currently in the process of establishing life-cycle 

management procedures, in order to identify challenges to the implementation and the application 

of normative frameworks in practice. 

 

28. While the introduction of life-cycle management procedures was seen as a fairly complex process, 

it was expressed that these procedures not only directly and sustainably contribute to the 

reduction of risks and management costs but also to the increase of the operational readiness and 

capability of the armed forces. Hence it was seen to be in the very interest of any state and its 

armed forces to establish such capabilities. 

 

29. Panellists expressed that there is a need for the establishment of strong national strategic 

decision-making and coordination bodies which involve all relevant national and international 

actors. The establishment of such bodies is the expression of the necessary local ownership and 

the driving forces for implementation measures. 

 

30. It was highlighted that donors and affected states should commonly develop a proper and 

achievable end-state and ensure that all involved partners work towards this common goal. 

Therefore strong in-country coordination is necessary, which should be assumed by the national 

authority. 

 

31. In order to establish the common end-state, a clear and common understanding of the local 

challenges and their priorities should be gained. A base-line assessment of capabilities and 

structures is hence of great value and will ensure that the project builds on existing capacities and 

fills commonly identified gaps. 

 

32. Additionally, capacity-building should be based on international standards or guidelines. As was 

mentioned, there needs to be a common agreement on which standards are to be used. 

Independently of the selected standard, they are crucial bases and there are no short-cuts around 

them. 
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33. It was highlighted that local circumstances and legacies need to be considered in the 

establishment of international cooperation activities. Cooperation and assistance ought to be 

need-based and target-oriented otherwise the intended objectives cannot be achieved. 

 

34. The international framework (i.e. UN, OSCE, ECOWAS) under which international cooperation is 

established will influence the implementation and also set boundaries to what the project may 

achieve or not. Hence it was emphasized that it is necessary to understand the framework before 

starting a project. 

 

35. Finally, regional cooperation was expressed to be a relevant aspect which needs to be explored 

further. The main expected results - interesting for both donors and affected states - are better and 

more cost-efficient uses of regionally available resources as well as regional confidence-building. 

 

Panel 4 continued: Validation and prioritization of gaps 

 

36. In Panel 4 continued panellists representing States and operators active in the field presented 

further case studies while focusing on normative gaps and how to overcome these. Panellists 

identified a need for more risk analysis, stakeholder analysis and capacity assessment prior to 

activities, and agreed that international assistance should be need-based, target-oriented and 

long-term especially in fragile and dynamic settings. Since there is no “one size fits all”-solution, 

national authorities should in a comprehensive and consistent manner inform on context-specific 

requirements and influence assistance packages. There was a strong support for the need of local 

ownership as well as political will as a precondition of successful international cooperation and 

assistance projects. 

 

37. Furthermore, it was highlighted that sustainable solutions should be envisaged which include 

capacity building, transfer of knowledge and institution building. In this context, coordination of 

actors is vital as well as information exchange when taking up new assistance projects. This holds 

specifically true with regard to projects involving personnel management and restructuring. 

Partners should clearly define their respective set of responsibilities ensuring a proper division of 

labour. In order to ensure incremental understanding and impact it was recommended that 

personnel should be employed for longer periods of time.  

 

38. Panellists emphasized that the existing international frameworks can be seen as enablers and a 

basis for all activities in the field. Nevertheless, there are limitations to these frameworks: technical 

gaps such as the work on benchmarks, monitoring and reporting systems as well as a lack of 

responsibility and accountability at various levels were highlighted. Additionally, political gaps were 

identified such as the linkage between disarmament and humanitarian action and to forge closer 

cooperation between civilian, political and military actors. 

 

39. As agreed by all panellists, it should be avoided that ammunition management becomes regarded 

as part of existing processes. Rather, the process should be considered as an individual one. In 

this sense, ammunition life-cycle management should certainly not be seen as an extension to 

mine action or small arms and light weapons processes but as a separate process in itself.  

 

40. Finally, as was mentioned also in previous panels, panellist as well as numerous delegations 

identified a strong need for improved coordination and cooperation at the national, regional as well 

as international level.  

 

41. With regard to possible ways ahead, ideas such as stronger mandates regarding the small arms 

and light weapons and conventional ammunition aspect in Peace Operations were discussed. 

Also, an ammunition specific process should be inclusive and pull together the many pieces which 

are already in place within the UN disarmament framework, and could, for example, be based on 

the UN General Assembly Resolution on Problems Arising from the Accumulation of Conventional 

Ammunition Stockpiles in Surplus (negotiated in the First Committee). 
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Panel 5: Next steps 

 

42. Panel 5 was the final substantive session of the meeting, with the aim to develop some common 

understandings with regard to challenges, issues and possible ways ahead. A large number of 

delegations shared their views and common understandings emerged on several points. 

 

43. In general, it was recognized that there are significant challenges related to stockpiles of 

conventional ammunition. These challenges relate both to the risk of illicit proliferation of 

conventional ammunition out of stockpiles, and to the risk of accidental detonations of stockpiles 

with devastating effects on people and infrastructure as a consequence. 

 

44. There was also a general recognition that existing international and regional frameworks address 

different aspects of a comprehensive life-cycle management of ammunition. However, there 

seems to be no single framework that addresses the life-cycle management of conventional 

ammunition in its entirety. Moreover, the deliberations during the meeting indicated that some 

aspects of the life-cycle management are not covered by any existing framework or instrument at 

all. 

 

45. Delegations and panellists presented references to existing processes, but there was an 

understanding that the safe and secure management of conventional ammunition deserves to be 

treated as an agenda of its own right, not as an extension of existing processes. In this context, it 

was emphasized that existing processes should not be duplicated and that overlaps should be 

avoided.  

 

46. There was a common understanding that further considerations on existing gaps and their further 

unpacking would be helpful. Such further considerations should, for the time being, ideally 

continue to take place in an open, inclusive and where appropriate existing setting.  

 

47. With regard to further substantive work, the following avenues seem to deserve further 

consideration: 

a) the importance of national ownership, including the promotion of in-country coordination. 

Further work on this topic could provide projects with a useful blueprint to engage national 

authorities and could be used where appropriate to foster sustainability; 

b) cooperation and assistance, including at the regional and sub-regional level, as a key issue to 

establish safe and secure management of conventional ammunition, taking into account 

specific contexts and legacies. Further work on this topic could provide a platform for a 

number of issues raised, such as expert or equipment pools as well as trust fund 

arrangements; 

c) the relevance of coordination at all levels, including at the UN-level, the donor level and the in-

country level. Further work on this topic would contribute to the improvement of the efficiency 

of international cooperation and assistance projects; and 

d) to further identify how mandates and missions are operationalised and how they enable or 

limit the safe and secure management of ammunition. Further work on this topic would 

contribute to better phrasing and framing future mandates to address local needs. 

 

Follow-Up 

 

48. This Chair’s summary will be tabled informally in relevant fora in the coming months, for example 

during meetings of experts or formal meetings with a thematic proximity. 

 

49. As announced at the meeting, Switzerland proposes to form an informal open-ended Group of 

Interested States in Geneva that would regularly continue to discuss the matter and to work on the 

proposals and considerations made during the consultative meeting including those issues listed 
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under paragraph 47 above. Interested delegations are hence invited to approach the Permanent 

Mission of Switzerland to the United Nations and other international organisations in Geneva. 

 

50. A follow-up consultative meeting could be envisaged for the second half of 2016. The objective of 

which would be to report on the activities of the informal open-ended Group of Interested States, 

to vet them with all States and to seek guidance for further work. 

 

51. As this is an entirely open and informal process, any suggestions or ideas delegations might have 

on the issue of safe and secure management of conventional ammunition are welcome and will be 

put forward in the Group. 

 

 

 

For further information please contact:  

 

Dr. Vincent Choffat 

Military Advisor 

Permanent Mission of Switzerland to the United 

Nations Office (UNOG) and to the other 

international organisations in Geneva 

9-11, rue de Varembé 

CH-1211 Genève 20 

Phone +41 79 622 86 46 

Vincent.Choffat@vtg.admin.ch 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Geneva, 11 January 2016 
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