


Small arms and light weapons disarmament measures are becoming routine and widespread. When the United 

Nations Development Programme announced an initiative in late 2008 to disarm and demobilize 182,900 former 

combatants in Sudan, the news was neither surprising nor unprecedented (IRIN, 2008). Perhaps the most striking 

aspect was its very normalcy. Several comparable initiatives were unveiled elsewhere in 2008, as were other new 

small arms collection and disarmament projects. 

Small arms control stresses core goals and common procedures, with results that fall far short of international 

uniformity, but at least seem generally consistent. Small arms disarmament, by comparison, has been continuously 

reinvented, leading to an ever-growing canon of projects, many of which seem tailored to unique circumstances, 

without broader relevance. This chapter seeks to clarify the accomplishments and limitations of small arms collection 

and disarmament as it affects civilians, the state, and non-state actors. It challenges writers like Colin Gray, who argue 

that disarmament eliminates weapons best when it is needed least (Gray, 1992). The chapter shows that, whether it 

is a cause of change or a correlate, collection and disarmament measures usually are associated with a reduction of 

armed violence and promotion of political stability. Among its key findings:

Destruction of state-owned small arms has been roughly comparable in scale to that of civilian firearms.

Disarmament of non-state forces is by far the smallest quantitatively, but it may be most important for international 

and domestic security.

The best prospects for further large-scale disarmament involve destruction of state surpluses.

Disarmament has destroyed 40 per cent of some military arsenals and as much as 20 per cent of civilian weapons.

Extrapolated globally, the findings suggest that at least 76 million military small arms and 120 million civilian fire-

arms could be eliminated. 

Whether voluntary or compulsory, civilian weapons collection and destruction is most effective when accepted 

as legitimate. Coercive disarmament efforts often fail.

While the impact of civilian weapons collection and destruction is difficult to separate from other reforms, it is 

associated with reduction or control of homicide and suicide rates.

Disarmament is an enormous subject, relevant to the full spectrum of ‘deadly quarrels’, from disputes between 

individuals to the ‘clash of civilizations’ (Richardson, 1960; Huntington, 1996). Small arms, light weapons, and their 

ammunition are part of this spectrum of human conflict, ranging from domestic violence to world war, with a role 

for disarmament in all. Disarmament measures, moreover, can take many forms, from reducing a particular type of 

weapon to complete elimination of a whole category (see Box 5.1). An overarching theory of small arms disarmament—



explaining when it is possible, how it is 

implemented, and what it achieves—

remains a distant goal. Although a thorough 

understanding of disarmament progress 

requires such insight, this chapter does not 

explicitly consider such fundamental issues.

This chapter instead provides an empiri-

cal review of the contributions disarmament 

processes have made to conflict and vio-

lence abatement. It focuses not on enhanced 

control over arms inventories or tighter reg-

ulation of firearms ownership, but on systematic weapons collection, followed by outright destruction. Similarly, it 

explores the role of collection and disarmament among all three major actors affected by the use of small arms and 

light weapons: society, state agencies, and non-state combatants.

Disarmament can mean the absolute elimination of an entire category of weapon, as called for by the 1993 

Chemical Weapons Convention or the 1997 Anti-Personnel Landmines Treaty, but in practice it is usually a process 

of incremental steps and partially attained accomplishments. Small arms disarmament has more in common with 

agreements that reduced armaments without eliminating them, such as the 1990 Treaty on Conventional Armed 

Forces in Europe or the 1991 Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty. All too often, disarmament occurs in a conflicted 

political atmosphere, where destruction of old weapons is accompanied by acquisition of new models. Other forces 

are also shaping events. Part of an environment full of conflicting impulses and parallel efforts, small arms disarmament 

rarely yields to easy assessment. Small arms collection and disarmament, rather, is a realm of weak generalizations.

The chapter introduces three major categories of small arms and light weapons disarmament, each stressing 

particular actors, methods, and trends. Examining in turn the disarmament experience among civilians, states, and 

non-state actors, each section assesses overall data and illustrative case studies. The chapter reaffirms the diverse 

forms of small arms collection and disarmament, each of which relies on separate methods, produces data that is 

difficult to compare, and achieves distinct goals. Civilian arms collection and destruction, for example, is all about 

reducing violence. State disarmament reduces stockpiles to diminish costs and illicit diversion. Disarmament of non-

state actors is largely about symbolic dividends, including confidence building and restoration of state authority. 

Consequently, there is no single way to compare disarmament performance; each subfield, sometimes each experi-

ence, must be evaluated separately.

All small arms, light weapons, and ammunition disarmament undertakings share a desire to transcend the limits of 

arms control, to minimize the dangers of armed violence through outright destruction of weapons and ammunition. 

In application, though, disarmament programmes differ depending on the nature of the parties involved. Reducing 

the small arms holdings of individual owners involves very different goals and mechanisms from the trimming of 



state arsenals or the disarmament of insurgent forces. These three categories are summarized here as man, the state, 

and war (Waltz, 1959). They differ in terms of rationales, symbolism, and measures of success to such a degree that 

they share little more than the definitive act of weapons destruction.

Civilian weapons collection and destruction addresses the safety and social environment of individuals. Participants 

are usually otherwise ordinary men and women. They may be former combatants but are no longer organized or 

responsive to military command. The state usually is the crucial actor organizing civilian collection and disarmament 

processes, although inter-governmental and even non-governmental organizations can play important roles. But, in 

this case, the state is not giving up its own weapons. Civilian weapons collection and destruction can be principally 

symbolic. As weapons become part of a dialogue about social goals, their number or quality may be less important 

than the ceremonies designed to transform their meaning, potentially making guns and gun use less heroic and more 

repugnant. In many cases, success is measured not so much in absolute numbers of weapons as in social outcomes, 

such as the reduction of domestic or criminal violence or, more modestly, changed attitudes towards weapons pos-

session and use.

State disarmament is usually undertaken by governments to reduce their own arsenals. Except for enforced dis-

armament of defeated states after wars, state disarmament is usually essentially home-grown, driven by the priorities 

and capabilities of the state. Foreign governments and multilateral organizations can play facilitating roles, but the 

crucial decisions belong to the state that controls the weapons. State disarmament can have symbolic elements, but 

it is intended primarily to improve the security of the state and its citizens by reducing dangers of weapons diversion 

and, in the case of ammunition, depot explosions. It also promises economic savings. The success of state disarma-

ment is readily measured in terms of the absolute number or proportion of total weapons eliminated, especially in 

relation to identified surplus.1

Disarmament of non-state actors is about reducing the risks of (renewed) warfare and (continuing) armed vio-

lence. With the decline of state-to-state war, conflict disarmament today typically applies to non-state combatants 

(Mack, 2005). Former government soldiers or militiamen may be included, but the emphasis of formal disarmament, 

demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) is on building domestic and regional security by facilitating reintegration of 

former combatants into civilian life. With the quantity and quality of weapons secondary to the goal of social and 

political reintegration (ACEH), the numbers or types of weapons eliminated is often less important. Former insurgents 

are seldom willing to surrender all their weapons, least of all when embarking upon a peace process of uncertain 

resilience. With only a limited share of weaponry involved, destruction is valued as a symbol of commitment more 

than a physical impediment to the resumption of fighting. Quantity and quality are still relevant, but even modest 

disarmament may be enough to advance a political process.

Through much of the 20th century, disarmament advocates pressed their preferred instrument as a transformative 

tool, one that would make many other security policies unnecessary. Elimination of weapons of mass destruction or 

major conventional weapons systems was expected to change the nature of international relations (Myrdal, 1976; 

Noel-Baker, 1926). Small arms disarmament, by contrast, is rarely promoted today as an end in and of itself. Only in 

very specific circumstances is disarmament the dominant goal; destruction of excess man-portable air defence sys-

tems (MANPADS) may be the best example of this. 

As the dominant actor in international small arms processes, states are vital to the business of disarmament, 

largely determining where it is emphasized and what it can achieve. The way states view disarmament is revealed 







in their statements about the issue. Table 5.1 collects official disarmament information from annual reports on imple-

mentation of the 2001 UN Programme of Action.2 These reports do not provide a complete picture of global disarma-

ment. Many countries have not reported at all while others do not offer much information about their disarmament 

activities. They may, for example, only report on their assistance for disarmament in other countries. Despite their 

great variation, these reports constitute the single most comprehensive repository of information about national dis-

armament practices available today (Parker and Cattaneo, 2008).

Equally important, the disarmament activities that governments emphasize in their reporting reveal much about 

their policies and priorities. While the civilian, state, and ex-combatant categories feature regularly in the reports, 

individual submissions usually focus on a particular aspect of small arms disarmament. Of the 49 governments pro-

viding disarmament data in Table 5.1, only South Africa reports on all actors of state and society (military, police, 

and civilians, but not non-state combatants). Most countries focus on either state or civilian disarmament. Regardless 

of emphasis, though, the total quantities of weapons involved in each of the two categories are roughly comparable. 

Removing the biggest statistical outliers (China and Germany) makes the overall categories of state and civilian disarm-

ament even more similar. 

As shown in Table 5.1, few governments reporting on their implementation of the Programme of Action say much 

about the disarmament of non-state armed groups. The quantities of weapons involved in such cases can be much 

smaller than disarmament of state agencies or collection of weapons from civilians, a reflection of the relatively 

smaller size of most insurgencies, as well as their ambivalence about participating. No less revealing, governments 

that stress armed groups in their reporting do not describe any disarmament of national military or law enforcement 

agencies.

Although civilian weapons collection is principally governed by domestic small arms policy, the pool of shared 

experience is expanding as a result of the efforts of particular countries. The need to reduce arms supply often 

continues well after armed conflict has ended and former combatants have been disarmed and demobilized. Armed 

civilians—rather than insurgents or the state—are often at the centre of the worst cycles of today’s violence in coun-

tries such as Brazil, Guatemala, Haiti, Jamaica, Mexico, South Africa, and Venezuela. State forces are hardly blameless; 

often they are heavily implicated in social chaos. In most of these countries, though, civilian inventories—sometimes 

augmented by warfare and terrorism—are most likely to be used in acts of violence.

Civilian weapons collection in post-conflict countries ideally includes three parallel processes: weapon turn-ins 

(voluntary, with some form of individual compensation, or weapons-for-development exchanges), combined with 

regulatory reform to inhibit sudden or sustained rearming or acquisition of more powerful firearms, and institu-

tional reform to enhance local security and weaken demand for new weapons. Such projects, like any others, require 

meticulous management. Success is most likely when all three aspects are pursued simultaneously, minimizing 

uncertainty and discouraging rearming (Buchanan and Widmer, 2006, pp. 11–18).

When it comes to civilian weapons, most of the states listed in Table 5.1 seem happiest to emphasize the collec-

tion and destruction of crime guns. This section, however, pays greater attention to systematic efforts to eliminate 



whole categories of civilian weapons, as illustrated by five major examples in Australia, Brazil, Britain, the Solomon 

Islands, and South Africa. Although such initiatives are few in number, the resulting reduction in civilian ownership 

tends to be much greater, making their lessons especially important.

To its most vociferous critics, civilian disarmament is eternally associated with the crimes of Nazi Germany, when 

Jews and Communists were denied weapons permits and required to turn in their firearms. The effort to stain civil-

ian weapons collection with the blood of the Holocaust is a common trope of gun rights advocacy (Halbrook, 2000). 

This obscures basic realities: except for police seizure of crime guns, the most successful undertakings are highly 

consensual. Just as careful assessment questions whether Nazi gun policy actually achieved much at all (Harcourt, 

2004), it appears that other civilian collection programmes have been quite effective fulfilling limited aims. That said, 

the preconditions for success can seem just as demanding as those for disarmament between rival states counting 

nuclear warheads.

Civilian weapons collection and destruction varies greatly, from the complete cessation of legal civilian gun own-

ership, as in the Solomon Islands since 2002 and proposed under the 2005 Brazilian referendum, to ending legal 

ownership of particular categories of firearms, such as handguns in Britain and automatic weapons in Australia, to 

simply banning carrying firearms in public, as in parts of Yemen since 2005. Uniting these measures are restrictions 

on previously permissible ownership, usually involving a reduction in the number or types of guns civilians are 

permitted to own.

One of the most difficult issues for civilian weapons collection is whether a programme should be voluntary or 

compulsory. In practice, a mixture of both may be necessary. Purely voluntary turn-ins can be surprisingly effective. 

The most successful experiences banning particular types of firearms—in Australia and Britain—involved stronger 

measures (see below). While civilian collection and destruction cannot be effective without widespread support, it 

may not be taken seriously without threat of sanctions. In lieu of some compulsion, moreover, free-rider problems 

can undermine cooperation (everyone gains security regardless of whether each individual participates). But sanc-

tions without support are not politically sustainable either. In the short run, the fastest implementation appears to 

come through the combination of strong public support with a legal requirement for mandatory compliance. Whether 

voluntary or compulsory, civilian weapons collection and destruction is most effective when its legitimacy is accepted 

(see Box 5.2). Experiences with coercive disarmament, involving the threat or use of state force, may not be univer-

sally disastrous, but they tend to fail (see Box 5.3).

To be effective over the longer term, civilian weapons collection must be combined with arms trade control to 

minimize rapid replacement. The Burundi example shows that this is not easily done by weak states with porous 

borders (Pézard and Florquin, 2007). 

Geography undoubtedly plays a major role 

in the effectiveness of such efforts, yet, in 

the long run, reducing demand may be 

even more critical.

A major source of doubt in any evaluation 

is the inability to isolate the effect of civilian 

weapons collection from other measures 

implemented simultaneously to reduce crime 

public support 

government authority

state institutions

compensation

restrictions

controlled international borders.



and illegal gun use. The issue is part of the enigma surrounding crime decline anywhere (Zimring, 2006). The causes 

of crime increases can often be isolated, with a small number of key factors at work. The same cannot usually be 

said of crime declines, typically the result of a combination of social forces and policy choices. In every case exam-

ined here, civilian weapons collection was part of a larger reform package, typically including gun control (such as 

purchasing restrictions, changes in the right to carry arms, and gun registration) and better law enforcement. 

Community activism and demographic change (an ageing population) often were at work as well. Further clouding 

our understanding of the specific role of civilian collection and destruction, all the cases examined here involved 

only partial measures. Most eliminated only a small proportion of the country’s total civilian arsenal. 

For want of systematic data on any but the most ephemeral aspects of crime gun seizures, this section relies 

instead on careful examination of five prominent experiences: Australia, Britain, Brazil, the Solomon Islands, and 

South Africa (see Table 5.2). Although the sample is small, these cases suggest that elimination of roughly 20 per cent 

of a country’s civilian inventory may be entirely feasible financially and politically. Of a global civilian inventory of 

some 650 million guns, this amounts to at least 120 million readily suitable for collection and destruction.3 Whether 

such actions are thought worthwhile, however, is typically determined by local circumstances. The distinctiveness 

of each case is striking, none more so than that of China. Chinese economic and social statistics are often received 

sceptically, complicating interpretation (Small Arms Survey, 2002, pp. 94–96). The Chinese example noted in Tables 

5.1 and 5.2 is huge and has been emphasized by officials, but it is not examined further here. While none of these 

cases proves that weapons collection was instrumental in reducing armed violence, most were followed by such a 

reduction. More broadly, even if it is not possible to confirm exactly what disarmament measures have accomplished, 

it is clear that in no case reviewed here was disarmament progress associated with an increase in firearms homicide. 

Only in Britain was weapons collection followed by deteriorating social stability (‘anti-social behaviour’), and this 

remains small by international standards (ASB, 2003). Although methodological barriers make it difficult to prove 

exactly how much disarmament helped in these cases, none suggest it led to an increase in the number of deaths. 



Compulsory disarmament

coercive disarmament 

Not only did Australia enact one of the proportionately largest civilian firearms collection and destruction schemes 

ever attempted, but it also has become the centre of an important debate on its effectiveness. 

Firearms licensing and registration was established in the 1970s, but laws were permissive and had little effect 

on the country’s gun culture, which permitted ownership of military-style weapons, although handguns were more 

regulated. Change came after a series of mass killings that began in the 1980s and culminated in the Port Arthur 



massacre of 28 April 1996, when a lone 

gunman murdered 35 people and wounded 

18 more (Chapman and Alpers, 2006). The 

major legislative response was Australia’s 

1996–97 National Firearms Agreement, 

which bans civilian ownership of automatic 

and semi-automatic rifles and shotguns. 

The subsequent buyback and destruction 

programme eliminated 643,726 semi-

automatic rifles, pump-action shotguns, 

and other unwanted firearms, bought back 

from their owners at market value (Reuter 

and Mouzos, 2003). A second campaign 

was launched after an incident on 21 

October 2002 at Monash University of 

Melbourne, in which a gunman killed two 

people and wounded five. The National 

Handgun Buyback, which ran from July to 

December 2003, collected and destroyed 70,000 handguns, for a total of more than 713,000 firearms surrendered in 

all (Lee and Suardi, 2008). 



The impact of these measures has been the subject of extensive research and intense debate. Death from homi-

cide and suicide had already been declining in Australia and continued after weapons destruction was done, sparking 

a major dispute over the effect of the initiative (see Figure 5.1). Did partial disarmament actually reduce gun crime 

or suicide? The total scale of the reforms was not small, eliminating roughly 20 per cent of the firearms held by the 

country’s civilians, if one accepts the estimate of a total of 3,900,000 civilian guns before disarmament (Chapman et 

al., 2006; Small Arms Survey, 2007a, app. 3). Australian gun ownership advocates prefer an estimate of four to six 

million, which would dilute the relative size of the collection programme (Christie, 1999). 

The debate has continued for more than a decade, making this the most sustained and focused gun policy dia-

logue outside the United States. The clearest effect is the total elimination of mass murders. Between 1979 and 1996, 

Australia endured 13 mass shootings, each causing at least five deaths. In these events, 112 people were shot dead 

and at least another 52 were wounded. There have been no comparable incidents since 1996 (Chapman et al., 2006). 

The rate of firearms homicide and suicide has also continued to decline. Some observers argue that by removing one-

fifth of the country’s firearms, including much of the public inventory of its most destructive types, these measures 

accelerated an existing trend. The same analysis stresses the impact on suicide, especially the 70 per cent drop in 

the rate of male firearm suicide between 1997 and 2003. In absolute 

terms, it fell from 3.1 to 1.8 per 100,000 (Chapman et al., 2006).

Other researchers have challenged these findings, noting the lack 

of strong causal models or correlation. Any effect, they maintain, is 

largely coincidental, the apparent result of more fundamental changes 

in Australian society, or dumb luck (Baker and McPhedran, 2007; 

2008). Others note more charitably that any statistical impact of par-

tial disarmament may well be masked by continuing trends of 

declining murder and suicide rates (Lee and Suardi, 2008). Australian 

and British statistical analyses are complicated by the low level of 

homicide, which magnifies otherwise inconsequential annual varia-

tions (Neill and Leigh, 2007). Even after allowing for such uncer-

tainty, though, this review supports the conclusion that the effects 

of partial disarmament in societies such as Australia and Britain are 

real but small. Others note the rising use of handguns in homicides 

and suicide, a new development that might undo some of the gains 

of the previous decade (Davies and Mouzos, 2007, p. 2). A middle 

perspective concludes that the debate probably cannot be resolved, 

but ‘to the extent that this evidence points anywhere, it is towards the 

firearms buyback reducing gun deaths’ (Neill and Leigh, 2007, p. ii).

The specific role of civilian weapons collection is difficult to isolate 

from the broad constellation of factors commonly associated with 

the decline of social violence in Brazil. It was one dimension in a 

renaissance of community-based social activism, more systematic 



integration of official policy and community needs, and improved law enforcement. Buttressing this was the intro-

duction of civilian arms control in 2003 and disarmament measures in 2004. These changes coincide with a marked 

decline in homicide, and particularly gun homicide. Although civil violence remains high by any standard and the 

decline should not be exaggerated, Brazil has lost its rank among the world’s most deadly societies.

A virtually unrestricted gun culture—along with organized crime and police corruption—was a major force behind 

the steady deterioration of public security in the 1980s and 1990s. Brazilian cities became some of the most violent 

places on earth. Between 1979 and 2003, some 550,000 Brazilians were killed by firearms (Waiselfisz, 2005). Firearms 

were the overwhelming weapons of choice, figuring in 68.8 per cent of murders. Homicide peaked in 2003, the same 

year the long-debated firearms Disarmament Law came into effect. The law ended the right to carry weapons, 

restricted sales, and required registration (Gawryszewski and Mercy, 2004). Although a referendum to ban public gun 

ownership was decisively defeated, a voluntary turn-in campaign reduced ownership by 460,000 guns (Dreyfus and 

Nascimento, forthcoming).

In 2004, firearms homicide rates began to decline (see Figure 5.2). In the state of São Paulo, the murder rate 

plummeted from 36 per 100,000 in 1999 to 11.6 per 100,000 in 2007. In Rio de Janeiro state, the murder rate dropped 

from a high of 46.1 per 100,000 in 2002 to 39.5 per 100,000 in 2006, according to police figures (Downie, 2008).4 

Compared to extrapolations from previous trends, the total number of lives saved by declining homicide rates was 

estimated at approximately 5,563 people in 2004 and roughly 23,961 people between 2004 and late 2007 (De Souza 

et al., 2007; CS, 2007). 



The exact contribution of weapons collection to these trends is elusive. Most of the weapons destroyed by the 

Brazilian Army—the agency responsible for small arms destruction—were seized by law enforcement officials during 

criminal investigations and arrests. According to the officer responsible, the Brazilian Army destroyed 748,177 civil-

ian small arms between 1998 and 2005. These included 253,321 of the 460,000 weapons received through voluntary 

disarmament from August 2004 to July 2005 (Dreyfus and Nascimento, forthcoming). Reduction of civilian inventories 

by 460,000 firearms also had the effect of reducing the pool of weapons available for theft. Although causality is 

difficult to pin down, cautious researchers agree that the decline in gun killing is ‘a fact directly attributable to the 

disarmament policies implemented that year’ (Waiselfisz, 2007). Other studies stress the importance of improved law 

enforcement and community initiatives but also conclude that ‘gun control was another important factor in the crime 

drop’ (Kahn and Goertzel, 2007).

The Brazilian case prompts further qualifications, however. Unlike Australia and Britain, for example, Brazil’s 

extremely high homicide rates eliminate most problems of trend detection, but not the problem of statistical masking. 

Moreover, even after a cumulative drop in firearms deaths of 18 per cent, gun crime remains very high by global 

standards. Improvements are slight for specific groups—above all, poor young men—and particular regions 

(Ruediger, Riccio, and Britto, 2007). For example, in Recife, Brazil’s most violent big city, the homicide rate declined, 

but less dramatically, from a high of 58.9 per 100,000 in 2001 to 53.9 per 100,000 in 2007 (Downie, 2008). For Brazil 

as a nation, losing the status of most murderous is an important accomplishment. It is easy to sense the euphoria 

implicit in the observation of Julio Jacobo Waiselfisz that, ‘for the first time in Brazilian history, we have had three 

years in which the measures of fatal violence have fallen’ (Downie, 2008). Instead, it is the Venezuelan capital of 

Caracas that has emerged as the most dangerous city on the continent, with an annual murder rate of 130 per 100,000 

residents (Llana, 2008; Romero, 2006).

British gun policy was transformed by mass killings with legally owned firearms.5 After the killing of 16 people and 

wounding of 15 in Hungerford in 1987 by a lone gunman with semi-automatic weapons, legislation banned semi-

automatic rifles, pump shotguns, and several other categories of firearm. The killing of 16 primary-school students 

and their teacher and the wounding of 17 more in Dunblane, Scotland, again by a single gunman with legally owned 

handguns, in 1996, led to further amendments to the Firearms Acts, 

prohibiting private ownership of virtually all handguns (Cullen, 

1996). The result was some of the strictest gun legislation anywhere 

and a series of campaigns to collect the banned weapons. 

Firearms collection is a regular feature of British gun policy. 

During the 1988 general amnesty that followed the Hungerford mas-

sacre, 48,000 firearms were surrendered (Cusick, 1996). The collection 

programme mandated under the 1997 Firearms (Amendment) Act 

only applied to one part of the civilian arsenal: banned handguns. 

Between 1 July 1997 and 28 February 1998, a total of 162,198 hand-

guns were received by police in England, Scotland, and Wales (UK 

Parliament, 1999). A general amnesty in 2003 received nearly 44,000 



guns (Hales, Lewis, and Silverstone, 2006, p. 7). Many thousands more have been collected through criminal seizures 

and have often been destroyed. Since 1996, a combined total of approximately 226,000 firearms have been elimi-

nated through such measures (see Table 5.3). The net result is the elimination of virtually all previously legal hand-

guns but a smaller proportion of rifles and shotguns. Of about four million publicly owned firearms held in England, 

Scotland, and Wales (registered and estimated unregistered) in 1997, about six per cent were removed (Small Arms 

Survey, 2007a, app. 3).6 This was a relatively comprehensive but narrowly targeted campaign, stressing specific  

types of firearms, mostly registered handguns. Britain destroyed proportionately fewer weapons than most of the 

countries examined here, but they were the type most suited for crime and domestic violence (Small Arms Survey, 

2007a, app. 3).7 



Gun killings in Britain remain relatively rare. In 2007–08, there were 59 firearms homicides in England and Wales, 

perpetuating one of the lowest rates in the world (see Figure 5.3). Intentional firearm deaths declined significantly 

just before Dunblane and have since stabilized, although firearms suicides appear to be increasing (see Figure 5.3). 

Firearms homicides stand at 0.15 per 100,000, less than half the rate in Finland, one-third that in Switzerland, and 

one-fifth that in Italy (Squires, Grimshaw, and Solomon, 2008, p. 16). In recent years, guns were used in eight per cent 

of all homicides (Povey, 2004, p. 1). Yet, since the Dunblane massacre and the 1997 Firearms Act, overall gun crime 

has increased by one-third, hitting its peak in 2003–04 (see Figure 5.4). This has included a significant increase in 

the criminal use of imitation firearms and compressed airguns. 

Not surprisingly, then, much of the British discussion stresses not murder or violence, but the much broader 

category of ‘gun crime’. The British definition of ‘firearm’ covers weapons such as air guns, imitations, and replicas 

that are excluded in most societies. Indicative of the great sensitivity of British society, official statistics also track 

crimes with imitation and replica guns that might be overlooked elsewhere (Hales, 2006). In a country that bans hand-

guns outright, any possession is criminal (Squires, Grimshaw, and Solomon, 2008). Headlines such as ‘Gun Crime 

Soars by 35%’ are often driven by events involving imitations. Crime data may also be inflated by changes in report-

ing practices and police priorities (BBC, 2003; Hales, 2006, pp. 6, 10; Hales, Lewis, and Silverstone, 2006, p. 115).

A major problem in understanding the connections between British firearms policy and gun crime—even the most 

serious, such as attempted murder—is imperfect reporting. ‘Previous qualitative research on gun crime highlights the 

fact that even very serious firearms offences, such as attempted murder, may go unreported, particularly if the victim 

is himself involved in criminal activity’—a problem hardly unique to the United Kingdom (Hales, 2006). Limits in 

official reporting mechanisms also preclude clear determinations of the proportion of crimes committed with legally 



owned or illicit, unregistered guns (Coaker, 2007).8 A further irony of the Dunblane legislative reforms is that they 

coincided with an apparent smuggling boom, partially fuelled by the end of war in Bosnia and Herzegovina (Bryan, 

2004; Gallagher, 2004). In general, however, little is known about the numbers and sources of British crime guns. 

The effects of the legislative changes on murder, armed violence, and broader gun crime remain unclear. It is 

certainly possible that the post-Dunblane reforms have suppressed gun theft and criminal use, sparing the United 

Kingdom even worse problems of gun proliferation, but this remains unproven. Foreign smuggling, use of air guns 

and replicas, and unreported theft all appear to be important elements of the ‘gun crime problem’, but no firm evi-

dence reveals how much any one element contributes (Summers, 2007). Despite the seriousness of such questions, 

there is no discussion in the United Kingdom comparable to Australian debates on the effects of its 1997 Firearms 

Act. There is less statistically based research as well. This is probably a measure of a stronger national consensus on 

current policy and commitment to tight con-

trols on ownership. More attention is devoted 

to the question of how to deal with gun vio-

lence among the worst-affected social groups, 

especially gangs and ethnic minorities. 

While the other cases considered here  

focus on criminal violence and suicide, the 

Solomon Islands endured outright warfare. 

Although isolated and small (with a popu-

lation of 581,318), this situation points to 

basic problems of managing civilian arma-

ments in post-conflict environments. The 

example is especially relevant to other 

countries afflicted with high levels of post-

conflict violence.

 The problems of post-conflict environ-

ments are well known: a potentially poison-

ous mix of weak institutions, insecure and 

vulnerable populations, and plentiful 

reserves of weapons and ammunition. As 

instruments acquired for military dominance 

are turned to factional, sectarian, and crimi-

nal purposes, the level of armed violence 

previously associated with warfare can be 

sustained for years or can even increase 

(POST-CONFLICT SECURITY). The most 

common mechanism for dealing with post-

conflict situations is DDR. But, as shown 



below, this is best for symbolic disarmament designed to reassure former enemies of peaceful intentions, not for the 

sustainable removal of large quantities or proportions of lethal equipment (Geneva Declaration Secretariat, 2008). 

By the time conditions were ripe for disarmament in the Solomon Islands, warring groups had largely evaporated, 

and the issue had become post-conflict crime suppression and civilian weapons collection.

 The conflict that broke out in December 1998 had its roots in tensions between the native Gwale of Guadalcanal 

and Malaitan migrants. The Guadalcanal Revolutionary Army (also know as the Isatabu Freedom Movement) began 

attacking Malaitans, provoking large-scale displacement and the emergence of the Malaita Eagle Force (Fraenkel, 

2004; Moore, 2004). The conflict continued until July 2003, when Parliament welcomed intervention by a Common-

wealth force of 300 police and 1,800 soldiers from 15 countries led by Australia. The Regional Assistance Mission to 

Solomon Islands is a long-term, well-funded intervention that has been cited as a model for other stability-building 

initiatives (Dobbins et al., 2008). 

Assuring security was the most immediate goal. There was no formal DDR element, although in July 2002 and 

July 2004 the UN Development Programme helped retrain more than 1,000 police special constables, most of whom 

were recruited from former armed groups (Dobbins et al., 2008, p. 188). Disarmament of civilians—mostly former 

militiamen—was a prominent element of the intervention. The option had been considered before, leading some 

critics to inveigh against ‘the madness of civilian disarmament in the South Pacific’, which they predicted would lead 

to Rwanda-like genocide (Kopel, Gallant, and Eisen, 2000). The actual results were very different. With security 

assured, disarmament was widely accepted and reinforced the end of armed violence. 

A total of 3,714 firearms were received in response to a series of appeals from 2003 to 2004 (Llewellyn, 2004). 

This was more than the total number of weapons previously estimated in the country, as shown in Table 5.2 (Muggah 

and Alpers, 2003). This example demonstrates both the conservatism of conventional estimating procedures and  

the problems they can cause by underestimating the weapons to be collected. Even with participation levels that 

were higher than expected, the programme left an unknown number of weapons available, including hundreds of 

military rifles.9

The Solomon Islands did not endure the precipitous rise in post-conflict violence all too common elsewhere. 

Studies stress the importance of disarmament, among other factors, in the virtual cessation of armed violence. In that 

regard, the islands compare favorably to cases such as those of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, East Timor, 

or Haiti, where removal of weapons has proven very difficult, making any outburst of tensions potentially dire 

(Muggah, 2009). Yet the Solomons have reportedly seen new security problems, such as an increase in crocodile 

attacks, which now requires action from officials instead of armed civilians (ABC, 2003; AP, 2004; Dunnigan, 2004). 

The greatest test of disarmament and security building was the civil unrest of April 2006, following highly contested 

elections. The resulting political instability and rioting showed the Solomon Islands remain far from fully peaceful. 

Nevertheless, the situation has been managed without a resumption of deadly violence, evidence that disarmament 

may have inhibited escalation to fatal violence. 

 While the Solomon Islands are the primary example of civilian post-conflict disarmament examined here, it is in 

many respects too distinct for easy comparison. The Solomons are, above all, small and insular; import of large 

quantities of arms and ammunition is more difficult than for many other places. They also had the advantage of a 

large and sustained intervention by an international peacekeeping force, undoubtedly instrumental in ensuring 

security and political stability. 



After the Solomon Islands, South Africa has enacted the most ambitious disarmament measures of the countries 

examined here, eliminating surplus military, law enforcement, and civilian weapons in roughly equal quantities. All 

potentially contribute to the decline of violence, but the impact of such programmes in South Africa seems weaker 

than in other cases considered here.

The role of poorly controlled state arsenals is especially relevant in South Africa. In some cases, the connection 

between state arsenals and civilian effects can be overwhelming, as illustrated by the experiences of Afghanistan, 

Albania, Iraq, Somalia, and Uganda (Bhatia and Sedra, 2008; Bevan, 2008a). In South Africa, the flow is less  

extreme but nonetheless consequential. Leakage from the armed forces and law enforcement appears to be an 

important source of crime guns. Theft or loss of well over 2,000 law enforcement and military firearms is  

reported annually, including many of the most powerful small arms released into South African society (see Figure 

5.5). In 1994–2003, a total of 208,090 firearms were reported lost or stolen from civilian owners (Gould et al.,  

2004, p. 201). Actual theft is undoubtedly greater, since owners of unregistered weapons must be cautious about 

reporting.

South African civilian gun policy reform began in the early 1990s, responding to rising concern over easier  

access to guns and apparent changes in society, most visibly higher crime, including homicide. Between 1995 and 

1998, the proportion of all murders committed with firearms increased from 41.5 to 49.3 per cent (Hennop, Potgieter, 

and Jefferson, 2001). This percentage appears to have increased since, but a lack of disaggregated crime data since 

2000 makes it impossible to categorize murders by the immediate cause of death. The causal impact of better  

gun control and partial disarmament is difficult to evaluate, although it is associated with declining violence (Lamb, 

2008, p. 2). 



Continuous gun amnesties, turn-ins, recoveries, and seizures became prominent, framing attitudes and expecta-

tions. Some of the most publicized focused on suppression of gun trafficking from neighboring Mozambique—

reportedly the origins of many illegal guns—but, in recent years, attention shifted to the illegal and unwanted guns 

of South Africa itself. The most important reform was the 2000 Firearms Control Act. It introduced new requirements 

for firearms licensing, ended automatic licence renewal, and required secure storage. After four years of negotiations 

to complete regulatory aspects, the Act came into effect in July 2004. Implementation has been controversial, espe-

cially among gun owners who complain of inadequate support for licensing and registration. Weapons collection 

has been among the most visible aspects of implementation, with major turn-in campaigns accelerating the collection 

of unwanted guns. An amnesty in 2005 elicited more than 100,000 firearms, handed in without financial compensation 

(Kirsten, 2006).

The South African Police Service reports that it has destroyed a total of 530,977 guns since 2000. This is in addi-

tion to 271,867 small arms destroyed by the armed forces and far in excess of the 42,642 civilian guns reported as 

destroyed in the country’s reports to the UN (Lamb, 2008, p. 20; see Table 5.1). There is some confusion about 

exactly whose guns these were, though. Police destruction seems to include 88,640 decommissioned police firearms 

(Gould et al., 2004, p. 243). The weapons destroyed more recently in routine disarmament ceremonies appear over-

whelmingly civilian. These include military or police weapons that were apparently received or seized from civilian 

owners (van Lill, 2006). In all, weapons collection has probably reduced South Africa’s total civilian arsenal by some 

440,000 guns (Lamb, 2008, p. 20).10 Better law enforcement reinforces further disarmament, shown by declining gun 

theft, with the curious exception of theft and loss from police (see Figure 5.5). Sustained disarmament by all sectors 

of South African society—civilian and state—has corresponded with a decline in homicide. Lack of comprehensive 

data on gun homicide and other crime leaves considerable uncertainty, but trends appear to indicate declining firearm 

homicide rates (see Figure 5.6).



Disarmament policy of donor governments and international institutions stresses destruction of surplus small arms, 

light weapons, and ammunition held by state militaries (Courtney-Green, 2008; Kryvonos and Kytömäki, 2008).11 

This tendency might seem surprising, since civilians have most of the world’s firearms. As noted in previous editions 

of the Small Arms Survey, there are at least 875 million firearms in the world today, with roughly three-quarters of 

these in civilian hands. This translates as 650 million civilian, 200 million military, 26 million law enforcement, and 

fewer than 1 million insurgent firearms distributed around the world (see Figure 5.7; Small Arms Survey, 2007a, p. 43). 

State surplus destruction, rather, is most valuable for reducing costs and the risk of depot explosions, illicit diversion, 

or irresponsible transfers to regions in conflict.

The quantitative dominance of civilian firearms inventories, while real, is exaggerated by the unique contribution 

of the United States, where private owners control roughly 270 million firearms (Small Arms Survey, 2007a, p. 39). 

When the United States is dropped from the totals, a more balanced view emerges of typical distributions across the 

rest of the world (see Figures 5.7 and 5.8). From this perspective, civilians still have the most firearms, but military 

inventories rise from one-quarter to one-third of the global total. Private and state inventories are evenly matched in 

many countries, and the armed forces almost always control more powerful small arms, as well as light weapons 

rarely seen anywhere in civilian hands. Of the 200 million modern military firearms worldwide, at least 76 million are 

surplus, priority candidates for destruction (Small Arms Survey, 2008, p. 77). By this standard, then, official arsenals 

are neither puny nor inconsequential, with a rightful place on the international disarmament agenda.

Although their firepower is often greater, military weapons are, in a sense, less destructive than their civilian coun-

terparts. Of the estimated 300,000 gun deaths every year, at least 60 per cent are homicides and suicides unrelated 

to armed conflict or crime (Wille and Krause, 2005). While almost two-thirds of all homicides are committed with 

firearms, most are the result of crime—including domestic violence—and not warfare (Geneva Declaration Secretariat, 

2008, pp. 9, 67, 69). Of course, military small 

arms are exceptionally dangerous in other 

ways. Not only are they generally more 

powerful than civilian or law enforcement 

weapons, but they also tend to be the only 

small arms that are routinely stockpiled. 

Militaries are ideally positioned to collect 

and ship tens of thousands of rifles over-

night. History has repeatedly shown how 

military surpluses, delivered to sensitive 

locations, can instantly bring down a gov-

ernment, plunge a country into civil war, or 

otherwise transform conflict. Other people’s 

surpluses were crucial in recent wars in 

Liberia and Sierra Leone and help perpetuate 

armed conflict in the Democratic Republic 

of the Congo and Somalia today (HRW, 2003; 



UNSC, 2008, pp. 33–36). State disarmament is the sensible alternative to long-term storage, uncontrolled diversion, 

and irresponsible transfer abroad. 

Military small arms, light weapons, and ammunition are handled very differently from other disarmament candi-

dates. A distinctive characteristic of small arms disarmament is the lack of treaty obligations. Unlike other forms of 

state disarmament, small arms destruction is neither reciprocal nor managed through bilateral or multilateral arrange-

ments. None of the examples of state disarmament shown in Figure 5.9 involved one country destroying part of its 

small arms inventory on the condition that another do the same. These were all unilateral, national decisions. Some 

states received foreign support—such as Bulgaria, Romania, and Ukraine—but pressure from donors appears to have 



been minimal. The UN Programme of Action and several regional instruments commit states to dispose of and (pref-

erably) destroy surplus, but the practical role of donor governments and multilateral institutions is encouragement 

and help. These processes lack the classic signifiers of disarmament progress: there are no international summits, 

treaty-signing ceremonies, or generous media attention. DDR programmes aimed primarily at non-state actors, exam-

ined below, are much closer to those traditional models.

Although state disarmament tends to be domestically driven, it produces significant results. The destruction projects 

shown in Figure 5.9 are among the best-publicized cases. They demonstrate the freedom of states to destroy very 

large proportions and absolute quantities of weapons. Based on such experiences, the destruction of roughly 20 per 

cent of any country’s small arms and light weapons arsenal is typically possible, and 40 per cent or more in many 

cases, a finding that confirms similar conclusions achieved through analysis of military doctrine (Small Arms Survey, 

2008, p. 77).

Surpluses arise when military requirements change, eliminating any clear need for the equipment. While sur-

pluses can be stored, this is problematic over the longer term. The dangers of ammunition storage are made clear 

enough by the reality of catastrophic depot explosions. Surplus weapons do not explode but may be lost or stolen—

especially if stockpile security is weak, as it often is for surplus equipment. Disarmament alone minimizes financial 

cost and the dangers of poorly supervised weapons and ammunition, especially depot catastrophes, pilferage, and 

illegal diversion (Bevan, 2008b).

Disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration may be the most rigorously studied aspect of small arms disarmament. 

It is far and away the most visible and best funded. More than 60 programmes have been launched since the late 

1980s (Muggah, 2009, p. 6). As of 2008, at least 19 internationally sponsored DDR projects were in progress, involv-

ing some 1.1 million participants, with combined budgets of $1.6 billion (Caramés and Sanz, 2008, pp. 1–2). This is 

roughly 25 times the total amount allocated in any one year for destruction of state small arms, light weapons, and 

ammunition surpluses (Karp, 2008). 

While most research on conflict termination and post-conflict reconstruction stresses problems of successful 

reintegration of former fighters, this section focuses on the narrow issue of disarmament in DDR. Why is there a 

disarmament element in DDR? To be sure, DDR is always a broad programme and should not be judged by one 

component. Nor should any component be unevaluated. As shown here, the cumulative effect of disarmament on 

the arsenals of insurgent groups is often dubious. Yet disarmament remains a foundational element of international 

efforts to bring fighting to a close and restrain resumption of armed conflict. Disarmament of non-state combatants 

may not collect most insurgent weapons, nor their best weapons, but it is associated with many of the most successful 

examples of conflict resolution. Why is disarmament so important in this context?

The greatest barrier to evaluating the role of disarmament in DDR is the sheer diversity of such projects. Unlike other 

forms of international disarmament, regulated through a single treaty such as the 1993 Chemical Weapons Convention 

or the 1997 Ottawa Convention banning anti-personnel landmines, DDR is a set of practices adapted to the unique 



characteristics of each situation. Its harshest critics focus exclusively on DDR failures—of which there are many—and 

ignore its numerous successes (Kopel, Gallant, and Eisen, 2008; Malcolm, 2005). Such criticism overlooks the typical 

complexity of human conflict. Just as disarmament cannot ensure sustainable peace by itself, so it almost always is 

too limited to cause the worst ills attributed to it, such as vulnerability to genocide. The lessons from actual disarma-

ment experience tend instead to be ambiguous, reflecting the messy reality of post-conflict situations.

Disarmament is regarded as the easiest phase of DDR to implement, more mechanical and self-contained than 

the more context-dependent demobilization and reintegration. Given the limited quantities and quality of weapons 

that may be collected in such interventions, it is frequently argued that disarmament is mostly symbolic. This is the 

core of Colin Gray’s biting critique that disarmament works only when it is not needed (Gray, 1992). But symbolic 

does not mean unimportant. As culturally sensitive writers note, some of the most vicious conflicts have been fought 

for purely symbolic goals (Diamond, 2005; Keegan, 1994). Some research finds more measurable results, especially 

reduction in killing; one such study concludes that DDR in Colombia reduced homicides by 13 per cent in areas of 

operation of demobilized groups, averting between 650 and 2,300 homicides in its first year (Restrepo and Muggah, 

2009, p. 43). Others question any effect, arguing that, ‘combatants not exposed to the DDR programme appear to 

reintegrate just as successfully as those that participated’ (Humphreys and Weinstein, 2009, p. 49).

Confusion over effectiveness is exacerbated by the multiple goals of many disarmament programmes, in which 

the specific contribution of disarmament often is poorly articulated or unrelated to other steps in demobilization. 

According to Béatrice Pouligny, this obscurity is not accidental. Rather, 

disarmament is an integral symbolic and practical element of the demobilization process, of which it is often an 

essential part. Yet it should be noted that disarmament can also take place before, during and after demobili-

zation, and that it can be separate from the latter process. (Pouligny, 2004, p. 5)

The reason lies in the fundamental goal of DDR, which ‘is more than just about putting weapons beyond use, 

but is rather about changing attitudes’ (Pouligny, 2004, p. 5). From this perspective, the disarmament element of 

DDR serves no inherent purpose; the real function of the overall programme essentially is veterans support for 

rebels (Peake, 2009). Others stress the empirical benefits of post-conflict disarmament. In Pouligny’s words, ‘when 

disarmament is not undertaken . . . small arms frequently reappear in acts of organized and spontaneous violence. 

They constitute genuine threats to international, regional and domestic security’ (Pouligny, 2004, p. 14). Others, like 

Robert Muggah, maintain that disarmament is most useful as a measurable index of performance in otherwise nebu-

lous environments where outcomes are poorly documented; the number of guns is easier to measure than ethnic or 

sectarian tension (Muggah, 2006, p. 197).

Disarmament’s role in DDR may be largely symbolic. But even limited arms collection and destruction can help 

promote conflict resolution. Strategic theory stresses the importance of reciprocal arms limitations for confidence 

building, persuading participants of the safety of further détente and cooperation, vital in all armed conflicts (Spear, 

2006, p. 173). The symbolic power of disarmament also contributes to the transformation of social priorities and 

expectations, suppressing the visibility and importance of weapons in post-conflict affairs. Although they often are 

hard to measure, the practical effects should not be discounted. Experience with disarmament of combatants within 

ongoing armed conflicts shows that all sides often can agree on the mutual benefits of specific forms of disarmament 

activity (see Box 5.4).





Many of these issues can also be illuminated by a look at the evi-

dence. The 45 DDR programmes identified in Table 5.4 have spent 

almost USD 2.7 billion overall, with the disarmament components 

yielding more than 430,000 small arms and light weapons. Among 

the 20 programmes with complete performance data, the cost of 

removing a weapon, measured against total programme cost, was 

approximately USD 18,750 each (after dropping outliers). But since 

it is virtually impossible to separate the disarmament element from 

demobilization and reintegration, these figures include the complete 

cost of DDR. Albert Caramés and Eneko Sanz find that disarmament 

and demobilization are the quickest and cheapest part of a typical 

programme, estimated to consume 6 to 10 per cent of a total DDR 

budget (Caramés and Sanz, 2008, p. 2). This suggests disarmament 

alone costs about USD 1,900 per weapon or less.

In practice, the most costly programmes are often least successful 

in disarmament terms. Prominent examples are the Democratic 

Republic of the Congo, Haiti, and Côte d’Ivoire. The cheapest tend 

to be those that achieved the most disarmament. There is a logic 

here: disarmament presumes political accommodation, which reduc-

es costs and greatly facilitates the likelihood of overall success. Large 

outlays per weapon tend to reveal a programme in trouble.

Much more difficult to evaluate is the effectiveness of DDR as a 

disarmament tool. What proportion of insurgent small arms and light 

weapons are actually recovered? A straightforward assessment of the 

data in Table 5.4 suggests the total proportion is relatively low—an 

average of roughly 14 per cent for factions reporting sufficient data. 

Although limited, this is not dramatically different from the average 

for state disarmament of 19 per cent (see Figure 5.9). There are obvi-

ous incentives for former combatants to hedge by withholding 

weapons. This accounts for the well-known tendency for DDR to 

recover few weapons or rusted metal. In reality, disarmament per-

formance often is much better, although this must be set against the 

common (but not universal) tendency for non-state factions to inflate 

their personnel numbers to improve bargaining strength. 

With this problem in mind, thresholds of success become some-

what clearer. A review of the examples in Table 5.4 reveals the 

weakness of current evidence. Despite the breadth of DDR experi-

ence, there is a dearth of systematic evidence for comparison or 

establishing a clear threshold for disarmament success. Several well-





regarded programmes involved collection and destruction of as little as 15 per cent of estimated insurgent weapons. 

Other projects were less successful establishing an enduring peace, despite collection of 50 per cent or more. Most 

striking are programmes collecting more than 100 per cent of the estimated number of combatant weapons—

Afghanistan, Mozambique, and the Solomon Islands—a curiosity that underlines the dangers of relying on any 

estimate of guerrilla forces. In the absence of reliable baseline estimates of total insurgent weapons, it is virtually 

impossible to analyse disarmament accomplishments. Thus, the preference among many observers is to stress not the 

number of weapons but security outcomes.

This tendency also reflects the important symbolic role of disarmament in DDR. Traditional security-based 

approaches view disarmament as an end in and of itself, proof of completion of a process of political reconciliation. 



DDR partially reverses this ordering. It uses 

disarmament less as a goal and more as an 

incentive for further rewards (Hartzell and 

Hoddie, 2006, p. 161). Without the transpar-

ency or enforcement needed to reassure 

concerns about cheating (withholding 

weapons), small arms disarmament cannot 

assure security by itself. It functions not as 

an impediment to resumption of fighting, 

but—like civilian weapons collection—as a 

confidence-building measure (Spear, 2006, 

p. 173). Former combatants present their 

weapons both as an index of individual 

commitment and as a token of the greater 

goal of secure demobilization and social 

reintegration.

DDR planners have been accused of 

contributing to this haziness by avoiding 

concrete goals. There is no commonly 

accepted definition of successful disarma-

ment in the DDR context (Muggah, 2006,  

p. 198). The DDR community generally 

does not define success in terms of raw 

numbers or proportions of weapons recov-

ered. Indeed, criteria for success, much less 

definitions of success itself, are seldom artic-

ulated. Instead, there is a tendency to justify 

DDR as a process rather than an end-state, 

with success described alternately as ‘the 

reduced risk of recurrent armed conflict, the 

neutralization of potential spoilers, the 

building of confidence between stakeholders 

or the promotion of long-term development’ 

(Muggah, 2006, p. 195). Even when weap-

ons are collected, they may not actually be 

destroyed. Surrendered weapons and 

ammunition are typically turned over to the 

peacekeepers, national armed forces, or 

police for safe storage or destruction. 

‘However, in most countries, there is reck-



lessness and scarce monitoring of the final destinations of surrendered arms. These arms risk diversion in the very 

region in which they are collected’ (Caramés and Sanz, 2008, p. 25). 

Even successful DDR programmes often generate limited or disappointing disarmament accomplishments. These 

include relatively successful cases, such as Colombia, Liberia, and Sierra Leone, where weapons received varied 

between 15 and 49 per cent (see Table 5.4). Yet, all these countries saw a marked improvement in political stability 

and greatly reduced armed violence. The limits of DDR disarmament have been exposed more notably in cases such 

as the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Haiti, and Côte d’Ivoire, where participation was not forthcoming and 

conflict could not be brought under control. But criteria for success need to be adapted to the situation (Hänggi and 

Scherrer, 2008). Programmes that are considered weapons collection failures by some, such as that in Kosovo, are 

successful in the sense that the parties involved have not returned to fighting. This may help explain the unprece-

dented embrace of DDR by previously disapproving institutions such as the US Army (see Box 5.5). 

For centuries, the vision of disarmament has tantalized and teased with revolutionary possibilities to transform rela-

tions between peoples and governments. The data and examples in this chapter support a more modest understanding 

of the prospects for small arms collection and disarmament. It should arouse neither ‘irrational exuberance’, nor dis-

missiveness or anxiety (FRB, 1996). The experiences recounted here show it is neither a universal antidote for armed 

violence and political instability, nor, when undertaken with public consent, a threat to liberty and security. Polemics 

conceal a nuanced reality. Disarmament’s contribution may be largely positive—it may even be essential in some 

situations—but it is rarely sufficient to achieve major improvements in human security by itself. 

Recent small arms collection and destruction successes—such as civilian programmes in Brazil and the Solomon 

Islands; state disarmament in Germany and South Africa; or the disarming of non-state actors in Colombia, Liberia, 

and Mozambique—were not stand-alone events. Each was a complex, integrated effort. In every case, success truly 

had many fathers. Similarly, more controversial examples—such as partial civilian disarmament in the United 

Kingdom, state destruction in the Russian Federation or Ukraine, and many DDR experiences—show few, if any, 

negative effects. Even with obvious failures—such as DDR in Haiti—it is extremely difficult to show that voluntary 

collection and disarmament efforts are detrimental. Measured against trends in homicide and suicide, surplus stock-

pile disasters, or the maintenance of political stability, even highly incomplete disarmament typically helps. The only 

evidence of systematic harm is associated exclusively with coercive disarmament. Except when used to disarm 

defeated states, it has rarely been tried and almost always appears to be a mistake.

The prospects for further small arms collection and disarmament are considerable. Roughly 40 per cent of state 

arsenals—some 76 million small arms—appear to be surplus to requirements and highly suitable for destruction. 

State disarmament appears to be the easiest to negotiate and simplest to implement, although, even here, frustrations 

are common. Collection and destruction seems readily feasible for perhaps 20 per cent of all civilian firearms—at 

least 120 million altogether. Disarmament of former non-state combatants will never elicit comparable numbers of 

weapons, but, as these are some of the most destabilizing and symbolically important weapons, they warrant dispro-

portionate attention. As shown here, though, even relatively small and incomplete undertakings can have invaluable 

symbolic effects, influencing possibilities and expectations.



Collection and disarmament therefore appears to be an extremely important instrument of small arms policy, but 

it is only one among many. It has a well-established role in managing small arms proliferation, but there is no evi-

dence that it works in isolation from other tools of social reform. With effects difficult to isolate from simultaneous 

social policies, it appears to rely on interaction with other measures, although further research is needed to better 

understand how all these elements fit together. Small arms collection and disarmament, in other words, is not an 

alternative to social policy, but a potentially important element in any comprehensive programme for reducing the 

dangers of armed violence and instability. Given the possibilities, there is a tremendous need for rigorous dialogue 

on how to make better use of its potential. 

DDR      Disarmament, demobilization, and               MANPADS     Man-portable air defence system(s) 

                   reintegration                                            NSA   Non-state actors
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