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Goods for Guns: business involvement in a

voluntary weapons collection programme in
El Salvador

As armed violence reached a critical stage in El Salvador in 19935, it became clear
that the excessive availability of the tools of violence had to be addressed, as well as
the root causes. Immediately after the Peace Accords the government developed a
weapons collection effort, asking citizens to turn in arms to designated army posts,
with little response. Since the formal Disarmament, Demobilisation and
Reintegration (DDR) process had been completed, it was not possible to have the
UN reinstitute weapons collection.

In November 1995 a citizens group that included leaders of the business community
alarmed by the impact of armed violence on the economy formed the Patriotic
Movement Against Crime (Movimiento Patriético Contra la Delincuencia, or MPCD).
By April 1996 the MPCD had decided to conduct a weapons collection programme.!

The organisation was formed for three key reasons. First, members of the
Association of Distributors of El Salvador (ADES) were continually having their
delivery trucks assaulted by men armed with military weapons. Second, ADES
members were increasingly concerned about the security of their employees in
transit between work and home. Third, ADES was looking to collaborate with
government and civil society to reverse the growing violence affecting all
Salvadorans.? It should be noted that this was not a grassroots programme. No
attempt was made to be inclusive of all levels of society. Had the opposition parties,
especially the FMLN, been involved in the planning and implementation, the
outcome would have been different, certainly spreading beyond the urban areas.’

MPCD agreed on the following course and sequence of actions for the weapons
collection programme:

Develop a strategic plan

Seek the support of the Rotary Club of El Salvador, the Catholic Church,
legislative assembly, public security and defence authorities

Designate a funding committee




Design paperwork, forms, publicity, campaign materials and logistical details
Seek the participation of the National Media Advertisers Association (AMSP)
and of other modes of national mass communications

Contract the services of a respected auditing firm

Design a system for the storage, transport and elimination of armaments
Estimate the quantity, and designate the final destination, of the weapons to be
collected and destroyed

Erect a peace monument (location, design and construction).

It was decided that the programme would not be a ‘buy-back’ in the sense that the
MPCD would be purchasing weapons. Rather, citizens would be compensated for
contributing to the development of a peaceful and secure future for El Salvador.
The act of turning in weapons was the most important objective, and as long as
citizens continued to turn in weapons, the programme would be deemed a success.

The MPCD programme was closely coordinated with the government from the
beginning. One reason for this was the fact that the organisations involved were
those that reflected the interests of El Salvador’s middle and upper classes, which
were key supporters of the ruling ARENA party of then president Armando
Calderon Sol. Secondly, the MPCD decided to focus on military-style weapons.

This clashed with the recent passage of a law on firearms, ammunition and
explosives, which prohibited civilians from possessing weapons exclusive to the
military. Since this law would be an obstacle to the implementation of any
Goods for Guns programme, it was necessary to attain a temporary decree that
allowed citizens to bear illegally-held, military-style arms, strictly for the
purpose of turning them in on established dates at designated collection sites.
After extensive lobbying by the MPCD, the Legislative Assembly issued Decree
819, which allowed the MPCD to implement, in strict keeping with the law, the
Goods for Guns programme.

At the first collection session on 21-22 September 1996, citizens turned in not only
firearms, but also ammunition, grenades, explosives and other articles not envisaged
in the decree. For that reason, MPCD initiated new discussions with the legislature
to amend the original decree. This facilitated collection of the previously authorised
firearms, ammunition, explosives and similar devices exclusively to the military and
any other type of weapon not prohibited by law and permitted for civilian use.




The Goods for Guns programme organisers shared a wider concern with crime and
the initiative took place within the context of other projects designed to deal with
armed violence. The development of the National Civilian Police (PNC) was a major
part of this, as was UNDP assistance in programmes designed to develop expertise in
weapons tracing, seizure, collection and destruction. By January 1997, the PNC had
succeeded in improving security in the two major areas where weapons, especially
hand grenades, were being used — urban market places and public transportation.*

There is no evidence that the MPCD programme was formally linked with larger social
and economic development programmes funded by external assistance. It was conceived
and implemented by the business community and designed to create a climate more
conducive to the development of the private sector economy in El Salvador, mainly in
San Salvador, the capital. Although some funding was secured from Canada, Norway,
Mexico, Sweden, Luxembourg and the Organization of American States, half the total
came from the government and the national private sector.

Goods for Guns was designed as a multi-phased programme, fitting with longer-
term objectives of raising awareness and fostering citizen participation in combating
crime. It was designed around collection weekends preceded by extensive publicity.
In all, 23 collection weekends took place between September 1996 and June 1999.
The philosophy of the MPCD leadership was ‘build it and they will come’. Several
collection weekends were conducted with deficit financing. While the MPCD did
make several marginally successful efforts to collect weapons in the country’s
interior, almost all the collection efforts took place in the capital. The Catholic
Church consistently provided the Cathedral in the heart of San Salvador and Christ
the Redeemer Church on the outskirts as weapons collection sites.

Given the sensitivity of collecting military weapons whose possession was against the
law, the government developed extensive procedures to receive, store and destroy them.
The Logistics Division of the Ministry of Defence (MOD) developed a set of procedures
that called for the public destruction of all arms collected. These procedures were more
than technical procedures. Objectives listed in the decree included:

Effectively cutting the flow of weapons into the black market through collection
and destruction




Influencing public opinion in favour of the programme’s continuity

Publicising the primary aim of the MPCD’s Goods for Guns programme as
facilitating and providing incentives for the civilian population to exchange
firearms and explosives exclusive to the military.

In addition to the military, the PNC participated in this phase of the operation. A
detailed set of procedures for the transportation and destruction of explosive
materials collected by MPCD were developed by the PNC Weapons and Explosives
Division, which was charged with implementing them. These procedures also
recognised the programme’s larger goals.

Due to the failure of a previous government programme that had used army bases as
collection sites, the Goods for Guns programme used churches. Each collection site
was staffed by a minimum of nine people from the PNC, the MOD and civil society.

The sites operated simultaneously from 8 am to 4 pm. Procedures for turning in a weapon
included a welcome, an evaluation of the weapon by the military, the distribution by the
MPCD of a voucher for supermarkets, drug stores or clothing, and the recording of serial
numbers. Weapons were stored and on the Monday following each weekend collection,
the MPCD gave a press conference in the PNC storeroom. After the conference, the PNC
transferred control of all weaponry to the MOD for destruction.

Each weapon received was documented individually, with every form signed by
representatives from the MPCD, Rotary Club, PNC and the MOD. The forms and
paperwork provided a paper trail that ensured the transparency and legitimacy of
the programme. Since the exchange was anonymous, no prosecution of persons
surrendering weapons could take place. However, all weapons that were once part
of government inventory were noted and reconciled with the government
accounting of property.

The collaboration of the AMSP allowed for a strong publicity campaign throughout the
23 rounds of weapons collection. In the week running up to the collection, the MPCD
advertised daily news of the upcoming event in the country’s two largest newspapers, El
Diario de Hoy and La Prensa Grdfica. In rural areas the message was disseminated by
radio at lunchtime when many people listen to the national news. In all the Goods for
Guns weekends, peasants arrived from faraway to turn in weapons after hearing the radio
announcement. Television was also used, mostly on the day preceding the collection.




The incentives for turning in weapons were vouchers for supermarkets, pharmacies
and shoe stores, according to fixed exchange values. During the first rounds of
Goods for Guns, $15 was given for grenades and mines, but the large quantities of
these weapons made it impossible to sustain this level of reward. MPCD received
ammunition but did not provide compensation. It is important to note that the
MPCD did not ‘purchase’ weapons, but rather ‘compensated’ the person turning in
a weapon for his or her gesture of goodwill.

A wide variety of citizens participated in the 23 rounds. It should be noted that
weapons were not turned in as part of the disarmament of militias or similar
groups. By and large, such groups had ceased to exist as the result of the DDR
process. Rather, in the case of El Salvador, weapons had proliferated so widely
among the citizenry that many people had them in their possession for any
number of reasons. Because the surrender of weapons took place on anonymous
terms, very little testimony and information was gathered from the programme’s
participants.

Thousands of pistols, assault rifles and grenades had been turned in by the end of
the 23rd round on 19-20 June 1999.

No systematic polling of the population took place with regard to the efficacy of the
Goods for Guns programme. The only evidence available was the steady stream of
citizens that continued to turn in weapons during the 1996-99 period. By far the
most impressive aspect of the programme was the camaraderie between the different
collaborators and the expressions of goodwill (albeit undocumented) by those
turning in arms.

In its report on the MPCD program, the British American Security Information
Council (BASIC) concluded: ‘Private and state initiatives similar to that sponsored
by the MPCD have had a psychological as well as practical impact in El Salvador;
the perception that a weapon is necessary for protection and self-defence has
diminished. In a recent survey around 15 percent of San Salvador’s citizens polled
supported the view that owning a gun might be necessary for self-protection.
Nevertheless, there is still a widespread concern over the levels of gun ownership,
especially in the capital where 52,270 people carry weapons.”




The Tutela Legal del Arzobispado de San Salvador (Archbishop’s Office for Human
Rights) qualified the Goods for Guns programme as a positive experience in that
citizens were persuaded to surrender instruments of death and violence. However,
the Tutela Legal did not think the programme was efficient and that the money
spent on administration and incentives could have been better spent elsewhere. It
pointed out that El Salvador was not less armed now than it was at the end of the
conflict. Rather, 48,620 more new firearms were legally imported into the country
during the Goods for Guns collection period. These figures do not take grenades
and other military equipment into account.

It can be argued that most of these weapons were not designed to military
specifications, and are bought and sold legally. However, add to this the unknown
quantity of weapons in the black market and it is easy to see that El Salvador is still a
society that is armed to the teeth. If the MPCD’s original and only goals were to
remove a specific percentage of weapons from circulation in El Salvador, then the
programme could be considered a failure — though this was not the case. Nevertheless,
the legal availability of weapons casts doubt over the value of continuing with the
Goods for Guns programme without any restraint on the legal arms market.

The lack of reliable statistics on firearm-related crime, injury and death within El
Salvador, especially outside the capital, makes it difficult to evaluate the impact of
Goods for Guns on violent crime. From a public health standpoint, the 9,527
weapons and more than 100,000 rounds of ammunition collected represent
thousands of accidents that did not happen. It is important to note that, beyond the
weapons collected, there were significant, intangible benefits of the Goods for Guns
programme in the area of civil society, private sector and governmental
collaboration toward the common goal of reducing crime and violence.

In conclusion, the MPCD Goods for Guns programme:

Removed thousands of military-style weapons from circulation, comparable in
quantity to those collected during the 1992 UN peace operation, thus preventing
their continued circulation in an already saturated black market

Demonstrated its autonomy and ability to mobilise resources from the public
and private sectors within El Salvador

Provided a systematic and well-documented set of procedures that provide a
model for programmes to be developed in other countries

Fostered relationships built over time between the private sector, civil society,
media, government, police and military

Demonstrated the possibility of conducting a public relations campaign on a
national scale with the support of the media

Demonstrated that it is possible to collect highly lethal and operating weapons
from civil society concerned with their misuse in criminal activities.




Shortcomings of the Goods for Guns programme:

Funding, especially by donor states, was uncoordinated due to the issue of small
arms and light weapons being new to the international agenda. Those states and
international organisations that supported the programme did so mainly because
of the global paucity of programmes addressing the small arms problem.

The organisers were concerned primarily with the impact of small arms and light
weapons on crime involving the middle and upper classes. As a result there was
only a limited range of publicised negative effects from these weapons. For
example, the use of such weapons to violate the human rights of citizens was not
part of the programme. This resulted in there being no link between this
programme and the country’s overall economic development. This was seen in
the failure of Goods for Guns to move outside of the capital.

There was no attempt to use the collection programme to foster the development
of other types of violence prevention programmes (e.g. gang violence reduction,
firearms surveillance systems, etc)

While useful linkages developed between the private sector and the government,
the programme was not used as part of community building per se

Other than having citizens continue to turn in weapons, there were few
programmatic objectives that could be used in evaluating the programme. In
addition, no attempt was made to interview participants as to their motives and
experiences, a technique used successfully in other collection programmes.

The programme was not linked to policies designed to limit the re-supply or
restocking of weapons into the country during the programme period. This was
critical to donors who discontinued their support.

Adapted from Laurance, E.J. and Godnick, W. (2003) Goods for Guns in El
Salvador: An Assessment of a Voluntary Weapons Collection Programme, paper
prepared for the UN Office for Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (Geneva,
Switzerland: OCHA).

1 At the time, a new concept to address the tools of violence had emerged in other parts of the
region. UN peace operations in Nicaragua (1992) and Haiti (1994) had begun to use a ‘gun buy-
back’ approach, in which citizens were asked to turn in weapons in their possession in exchange
for rewards of some kind. In the Dominican Republic (1995) this approach was used in a country
suffering from gun violence that was not part of a civil war but rather apolitical crime.

2 Interview with MPCD staff, July 1998.

The UN weapons collection proposal of 1995 was inclusive, with the FMLN due to play a major
role.
Interviews with PNC officials, January 1997.

5  British American Security Information Council (1997) ‘Breaking the Cycle of Violence: Light

Weapons Destruction in Central America’ BASIC Occasional Paper No. 24 (London, UK: BASIC).






