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Demobilization

Summary
Demobilization is both a physical and a mental process.1 The physical aspect involves the 
separation of an armed element (i.e., a soldier/combatant) from the systematic command 
and control structure of an armed force or group, thereby either reducing the number of 
combatants in an armed force or group, or disbanding it in its entirety. This physical aspect, 
as an element of security sector reform (SSR), in addition to dealing with the potential threat 
posed by the continued presence of armed anti-State elements and criminals, can be used 
to remove from service either military or police forces members who are considered to be 
surplus, thus contributing to the downsizing of the armed forces, if this is considered appro
priate for the needs of the State. This has economic and security implications in that it allows 
a State, in a period of transition from con�ict to peace, to reduce the size of its security forces 
while keeping those personnel most appropriate to its present requirements and simulta-
neously �nding alternate livelihoods for the remainder.

The mental aspect of the demobilization process involves preparing the disarmed indi
vidual to �nd his/her place in civil society without the camaraderie and support systems 
of the structured armed force or group. This is a longer-term objective, and can be regarded 
as a by-product of successful reinsertion.

The phase of physical demobilization should be jointly planned and developed by an inter-
agency team. The military have an important role to play in both disarmament and demobi
lization, particularly with regard to security and links to SSR. However, whereas disarmament 
is primarily the responsibility of the military, supported by civilian staff, demobilization is 
primarily the responsibility of the civilian component of the disarmament, demobilization 
and reintegration (DDR) programme, with military support. Civil�military cooperation is the 
key to ef�ciency in this part of DDR operations.

The mental process is supported by civilian specialist agencies offering readjustment 
counselling, personal pro�ling in identifying appropriate reinsertion options, domestic 
support, and a certain amount of monitoring and general support during the reinsertion 
process.

Demobilization is an integral part of DDR. Whether at the political/institutional level 
or at the individual or group level, it is voluntary. Demobilization normally follows indi-
vidual disarmament, and must in turn be followed by a long-term reintegration programme. 
After a con�ict, in particular one that has been civil or ethnicity based, reintegration re-
quires both social and psychological rehabilitation, whether combatants are later recruited 
into new, more formalized and disciplined groupings, i.e., the national military or police 
services, or reinserted into the civilian community. In preparation for this phase, the demo
bilization process should include guidance and education to equip participants to more easily 
make the transition from combatant status to either new roles in national service, or a return 
to civil society.
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1. Module scope and objectives
The aim of this module is to equip the reader with practical tools and suggestions on the 
design and management of demobilization activities. Various methods for demobilization 
are examined, from which the DDR practitioner may select those that best meet the speci�c 
needs of each situation. 

2. Terms, de�nitions and abbreviations
Annex A contains a list of abbreviations used in this standard. A complete glossary of all 
the terms, de�nitions and abbreviations used in the series of integrated DDR standards 
(IDDRS) is given in IDDRS 1.20. 

In the IDDRS series, the words �shall�, �should� and �may� are used to indicate the intended 
degree of compliance with the standards laid down. This use is consistent with the language 
used in the International Organization for Standardization standards and guidelines: 

 �a) �shall� is used to indicate requirements, methods or speci�cations that are to be 
      applied in order to conform to the standard.

b) �should� is used to indicate the preferred requirements, methods or speci�cations.

c) �may� is used to indicate a possible method or course of action.�

DEMOBILIZATION

  “Demobilization is the formal and controlled discharge of active combatants from armed forces or other 

armed groups. The first stage of demobilization may comprise the processing of individual combatants in 

temporary centres to the massing of troops in camps designated for this purpose (cantonment sites, 

encampments, assembly areas or barracks). The second stage of demobilization encompasses the sup-

port package provided to the demobilized, which is called reinsertion.”

Note by the Secretary-General on administrative and budgetary aspects of the financing of the United Nations peace-

keeping operations, A/C.5/59/31, 24 May 2005

3. Introduction
Demobilization, as a component of the DDR process, of�cially certi�es an individual�s 
change of status from military to civilian. Demobilization is generally a lengthier process than 
disarmament, and involves the psychological transformation from military to civilian. As 
such, it lays the groundwork that is essential for the reintegration of the individual into civil-
ian life. Individual demobilization mirrors the wider demobilization of a society emerging 
from con�ict, and is an important symbolic phase in the consolidation of peace. 

4. Guiding principles
Demobilization must be planned according to the following guidelines:

	 Respect for engagements and commitments: Promises about post-demobilization packages 
must be honoured;

1.20



Level 4 Operations, Programmes and Support  Demobilization  3   4.20

	 Unity of effort: The physical phase of demobilization involves civil�military cooperation; 
United Nations (UN)�non-governmental organization (NGO) collaboration; and collab
oration among DDR participants, communities, the government and the UN; 

	 Non-discrimination, and fair and equal treatment: Appropriate attention should be given 
to the needs of women, youth and children so that (1) they are not excluded; and (2) 
their security is assured throughout the demobilization process;

	 Human and community security: Demobilization is the phase where reintegration needs 
are identi�ed. It is important that between the demobilization and reintegration phases, 
links be developed with national authorities, communities and other stakeholders, to 
ensure a smooth transition between the two phases. 

5. Planning factors
5.1. Security

Ensuring the security of participants is essen
tial to the DDR process. In the unpredictable 
and volatile context in which DDR takes place, 
the risk of spontaneous violence within and 
between disarmed groups cannot be over-
ruled. Such occurrences can place the whole 
peace process at risk. In any event, DDR 
participants who have disarmed may have 
concerns regarding their own security. Per-
sonal security shall be assured, from disarmament right into the reintegration phase. This 
usually requires awareness and attention from the UN military and UN Police (UNPOL) 
elements supporting the process.

5.2. Location

Where security permits, demobilization should be done in the community of settlement. 
Residential options should be avoided where possible. If the DDR process is included in a 
peace agreement, the location of demobiliza
tion sites should be de�ned in that agreement 
and be agreed to by all parties to it. Demo-
bilization sites should be easily accessible 
to each faction, be located in the area under 
their control, and be secured by neutral 
forces. Demobilization sites or internment 
camps for guerrilla forces operating from 
neighbouring countries can be set up in those countries, and disarmament can take place 
there as well, if relevant political agreements exist (also see IDDRS 5.40 on Cross-border 
Population Movements).

Responsibility for the establishment, security and supply of demobilization sites is 
generally assumed by UN peacekeeping troops, UNPOL and/or various UN agencies. 
Availability of water, accessibility by road and air, and the condition of the terrain are some 
important determining factors for their location.

Ensuring the security of participants is essential to the 

DDR process. In the unpredictable and volatile context 

in which DDR takes place, the risk of spontaneous 

violence within and between disarmed groups cannot 

be overruled.

If the DDR process is included in a peace agreement, 

the location of demobilization sites should be defined 

in that agreement and be agreed to by all parties to it.
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5.3. Size and capacity

The size and capacity of demobilization camps are determined by the number of combat-
ants to be discharged and the time required for processing them.

It is recommended that, where possible, camps for smaller numbers of ex-combatants 
should be considered, as they are easier to administer, control and secure. However, having 
many small camps at once can also lead to widely dispersed resources and dif�cult logistic 
and other support issues. Modular camps designed to accommodate up to 600 persons are 
recommended, but when time constraints mean that larger numbers have to be dealt with 
in a short period of time, two modular camps may be constructed simultaneously and man-
aged by the same team (see Annex B for an example of a typical modular camp). In order 
to maximize the use of the camps and avoid bottlenecks or other problems in the demobili
zation stage, the operational plan should carefully provide methods for controlling the number 
and �ow of people to be demobilized in each group dealt with at any particular time.

Carrying out demobilization in phases is one option to increase ef�ciency. This process 
may include a pilot test phase, which makes it possible to learn from mistakes in the early 
phases and adapt the process so as to improve performance in later phases. As with disarm
ament, clear and replicable procedures (i.e., procedures that can be repeated in different 
contexts) allow a reduction in personnel training costs, more ef�cient use of resources, and 
better prospects for a sustainable programme. Successful demobilization requires a commit
ment from all the parties involved and strict adherence to the timetable. Where these are 
not in place, mobile DDR operations become more uncertain, and may depend on the will-
ingness of groups to enter the programme, the speci�c geographical area where the mobile 
camps are situated, and their proximity to a safe border.

5.4. Information management: Databases

A secure database of all the participants in the DDR process, containing the details collected 
during the screening process, needs to be established as early as possible. This database is 
essential to track the reintegration of DDR participants and follow up on protection and 
human rights issues. It should be mobile, suitable for use in the �eld, cross-referenced and 
be able to provide DDR teams with a clear overall view of where participants have reinte-
grated and what their cumulative pro�les are.

The establishment of an effective and reliable means of registration and recording is 
essential to the demobilization process. A good-quality information management system 
should be installed, tested and secured before operations start. While the Joint Logistics 
Operation Centre (JLOC) is responsible for providing equipment, and the camp manager 
for maintenance, it is the DDR unit information systems of�cer who should ensure the 
suitability of the equipment (hardware and software) for the intended purpose. He/She 
may occasionally require the assistance of information technology (IT) technical staff.

5.5. Inter-agency coordination 

Demobilization sites should be properly planned, prepared and managed. This could involve 
the establishment of an inter-agency co-ordination group, which may also include donor 
representatives.

The most important body that staff implementing DDR should liaise with is the national 
commission on DDR (NCDDR), which is the body responsible for the overall carrying out 
and supervision of the process. At both the regional level and at the disarmament and 
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demobilization sites, the camp manager and military commander form the core of the 
DDR implementing group, which should also include the operational implementation part-
ners responsible for each site. DDR managers at the regional and subregional levels should 
adequately liaise with local leaders and security implementers to ensure that nearby com-
munities are not badly affected by the demobilization camp or process. 

5.6. Links with reintegration 

Integrated DDR design is based on an understanding that disarmament, demobilization 
and reintegration are fundamentally indivisible and interlinked at both the strategic and 
the operational levels. Maintaining this indivisibility requires a seamless transition from one 
phase of the process to another. Experience from several peacekeeping missions, including 
Kosovo, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Sierra Leone and Liberia, has highlighted 
the risks of disjointed DDR operations in which the three elements are not properly inte-
grated. They can become disjointed for a combination of reasons: insuf�cient or in�exible 
funding mechanisms from widely different donors; the uncertainty of voluntary contribu-
tions; and unrealistic time-lines or far too many bene�ciaries resulting from inappropriate 
entry criteria, all of which rapidly use up limited resources during the disarmament/demo
bilization phase. This can cause frustration and possibly civil unrest, which, in extreme 
circumstances, could cause the collapse of peace-building efforts and bring about a return 
to violence. Therefore, it is vital that reintegration programmes be prepared to receive demo
bilized personnel immediately after they have been demobilized. It is the responsibility of 
the various actors in the planning cycle, i.e., UN Headquarters, mission headquarters, UN 
agencies, donors and the DDR team, to ensure that suf�cient funds, resources and capacity 
exist in order to carry out simultaneous planning and preparation for DDR. The availability 
of assessed contributions for a peacekeeping mission to fund reinsertion projects can lessen 
the pressure to develop an instantly available reintegration programme (also see IDDRS 
2.10 on the UN Approach to DDR).

A focus on community-based reintegration is at the core of DDR. Demobilization 
should therefore be linked to projects that bene�t both the community and ex-combatants. 
Labour-intensive projects are of particular value, as they can keep often-restless ex-com-
batants busy in the short term.

5.7. Striking a balance between assistance and rewards

Cash assistance is often viewed by former combatants and their commanders as �cash for 
weapons�. Recent �eld reports indicate that �buy-back� schemes rarely have the desired 
effect; instead, old and unserviceable weap-
ons are often submitted to allow combatants 
to enter the demobilization phase while 
commanders hold on to serviceable weap-
ons as protection in case of the failure of  
the peace process. Furthermore, �buy-back� 
schemes can increase arms �ows into a 
country and actually encourage cross-border 
arms trading by creating a new �market� for 
weapons. Surveys of the quality of the 
weapons handed in and the price of arms 

‘Buy-back’ schemes rarely have the desired effect; 

instead, old and unserviceable weapons are often 

submitted to al low combatants to enter the 

demobil ization phase while commanders hold on to 

serviceable weapons as protection in case of the 

fai lure of the peace process.
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on the black market should be used to monitor the process and avoid such situations (also 
see IDDRS 4.10 on Disarmament).

The civilian population often go through far worse experiences than combatants dur-
ing armed con�ict, and are likely to become resentful if ex-combatants receive relatively 

large bene�ts before they are reintegrated into 
war-torn and poor communities. Such post-
con�ict inequity (unfairness) may undermine 
conciliatory efforts, making it dif�cult to 
carry out meaningful social reintegration pro
grammes. During the strategic planning phase, 
as well as in the development of the opera-
tional plan, every effort should be made to 
avoid making disparities in wealth worse 
between DDR participants and the general 
population.

5.8. Links with security sector reform 

DDR is just one component of the peace-building strategy of a country. After a con�ict, the 
security apparatus of the state (including the judiciary and correctional systems, as well as 
law-enforcement agencies) in post-con�ict countries may undergo major reforms. They 
may have been at the source of, or one of the contributing factors to, the con�ict. Links 
should be developed between parallel reform initiatives in the security sector. For example, 
the police, gendarmerie and restructured army may be potential sources of employment 
for demobilized combatants. The restructuring process may also create large numbers of 
combatants to be demobilized. Discharged combatants wanting to join the security forces 
must go through an appropriate selection procedure, including vetting (also see IDDRS 4.50 
on UN Police Roles and Responsibilities). Those meeting predetermined criteria can be identi-
�ed as potential candidates for the new armed forces during the demobilization operation.

5.9. Public information and awareness-raising	

A strong public information campaign should be run to provide accurate and detailed in-
formation on the DDR process, including the demobilization activities. This can help to 
provide former combatants with realistic expectations and to deal with rumours and other 
types of misinformation that may create negative attitudes to DDR (also see IDDRS 4.60 
on Public Information and Strategic Communication in Support of DDR). 

6. Pro�le of demobilization participants
DDR candidates include combatants and dependants (see IDDRS 2.30 on Participants, 
Bene�ciaries and Partners). The de�nition of a combatant should include individuals who 
were part of the armed force or group in a support capacity, as well as those involved in 
active combat. This means that cooks, porters, messengers, administrators, �war wives� and 
sex slaves also qualify for combatant status. There are also civilian dependants, who may 
not have played a role in the armed force or group, but may have relied upon a combatant 
member of his/her family for support. Each category of people associated with armed forces 

During the strategic planning phase, as well as in the 

development of the operational plan, every effort 

should be made to avoid making disparities in wealth 

worse between DDR participants and the general 

population.
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and groups has its own needs and concerns, and should be catered for accordingly at the 
demobilization site. Most importantly, information on each DDR participant needs to be 
collected in order to de�ne his/her reintegration needs and to provide information for the 
design of reinsertion and reintegration programmes (also see IDDRS 5.10�5.70). 

6.1. Children

Girls and boys associated with an armed group or force in any role shall be identi�ed as 
early on as possible in the process, handled in accordance with the Cape Town Principles, and 
taken to an interim care centre (ICC) for further attention. The ICC shall be separate from 
the demobilization site, and should be run by an organization specializing in the care of 
children associated with armed groups and forces. Child mothers and young mothers, 
whatever role they played in the armed group or force, will also require special assistance 
in caring for young children (also see IDDRS 5.10 on Women, Gender and DDR, IDDRS 5.20 
on Youth and DDR and IDDRS 5.30 on Children and DDR).

Family tracing to help reunite children with their families may also take place at the 
demobilization site. Possible partners for such operations include the United Nations Chil-
dren�s Fund and its working partners, and the International Committee of the Red Cross 
(ICRC). It is advisable that a memorandum of understanding (MoU), clearly de�ning the 
responsibilities of each implementing partner in this regard, be drawn up. 

Children, especially, should be processed in the community, and should not be put in 
institutions. In addition to family tracing, reinsertion packages for children should focus 
on their education.

7. Demobilization methods
Although encampment is no longer considered standard practice, DDR planners may or 
may not choose to carry out disarmament and demobilization through encampment, depen
ding on the context. The decision to establish demobilization sites, and whether to carry 
out disarmament as well as demobilization at the same place, shall be carefully considered 
by the DDR planning team. Answers to the following questions can help shape decisions:

	 How much time has passed since �ghting ended?
	 Are the combatants already in the communities where they will reintegrate?
	 Does the security context indicate that encampment is necessary?
	 Will encampment play an important con�dence-building role in the peace process?
	 What is the size of the armed forces and groups participating in the process?
	 Will there be enough resources for encampment, i.e., to build semi-permanent demo-

bilization sites?
	 What are the potential risks of encamping any one of the groups? (See IDDRS 5.10 on 

Women, Gender and DDR, IDDRS 5.20 on Youth and DDR and IDDRS 5.30 on Children 
and DDR.)

	 Does the context allow the use of other alternatives to encampment? 

7.1. Semi-permanent demobilization sites

DDR planners should carefully consider both the advantages and disadvantages of estab-
lishing any form of encampment (disarmament and) demobilization, depending on the coun-
try context. The following issues can assist in deciding on the best approach:

5.10–5.70
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SEMI-PERMANENT DEMOBILIZATION (ENCAMPMENT)

ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES

	 Provides security, as long as control of the 
group is ensured and sufficient and capable 
peacekeeping forces are deployed

	 Easier to carry out procedures (counting, identi
fication, registration, supervision)

	 Administrative and logistic needs can be pre-
planned; material can be stockpiled

	 Can be an important symbol that the war is over 
and help build confidence in the peace process

	 Easier to provide services like accommodation, 
food, medical care, re-orientation and counsel-
ling, and ‘citizenship’ training

	 Can help mark the transition from military to 
civilian life, and can help combatants adjust 
mentally to their change in status

	 Can benefit the community if old barracks,  
missions, schools and hospitals are refurbished 
for the temporary purpose of DDR and long-term 
service of the community

	 Costly to construct and maintain

	 If entry is not phased and adequately organized, 
can lead to security incidents in volatile situa
tions (made worse by lack of force protection)

	 Can create a negative mindset and discontent 
among combatants; can be seen as a loss of 
freedom 

	 Potentially dangerous for female combatants 
and associates, who may require separate  
cantonment areas

	 Becomes a known, fixed concentration of poten-
tial or previous adversaries

	 Disarmament sites become known as places for 
weapons storage before destruction

	 Presents a target for political discontent or social/
ethnic retribution (revenge)

	 May encourage people to present themselves as 
combatants, even if they have never been asso
ciated with armed forces or groups 

	 May attract local people scavenging for supplies 
and food

	 May become ‘permanent’ if demobilization and/
or reintegration are delayed

Where encampment is judged to be necessary, DDR planners should take all possible 
steps to minimize the disadvantages that are normally associated with encampment. Encamp-
ment should be kept as short as possible (one week to a month). It should not start before 
demobilization and reintegration are ready to be put into operation.

7.2. Mobile demobilization sites

Mobile demobilization may be the best alternative to constructing semi-permanent demo-
bilization sites. Mobile demobilization may be used particularly if the target group is small 
and already cantoned in one location (e.g., barracks). This allows demobilization teams to 
carry out their activities in these locations without the need to build permanent structures. 
It is a system that works best with disciplined, recognizable units that are willing to demo-
bilize. It may also be the best approach to take if the target group is already based in the 
community where its members will reintegrate, as it reduces the logistic requirements for trans-
porting combatants from their community to a demobilization centre and back again.

Furthermore, mobile demobilization centres are also useful in situations where the target 
group is scattered and not all its members are willing to demobilize. Establishing mobile 
demobilization centres near these groups can make it easier for those willing to demobilize to 
take part in the process. Such a programme does, however, require the collaboration of local 
authorities, and must be combined with a public information campaign to inform the groups 
about the nature of the DDR programme, the location of the camp and the dates at which it 
will be operational so that they know what is on offer and how to join the DDR programme.
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Mobile demobilization site may not offer that full range of services that semi-permanent 
sites do. If regional reintegration centres are established, DDR participants may be referred 
to them once back in their communities, rather than receiving induction and reintegration 
orientation in the demobilization phase. 

Below are the advantages and disadvantages of this method of demobilization:

MOBILE DEMOBILIZATION (WITHOUT ENCAMPMENT)

ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES

	 Is cheaper, more expedient and more flexible 
than encampment

	 Does not reproduce power structures found in 
military life

	 May be less of a security risk than encampment

	 Is less coercive

	 Can focus more on individual combatants and 
small groups, including special groups

	 May allow greater community involvement 

	 The full range of services to participants may 
not be on offer

	 The psychological effects of demobilization are 
less clearly felt 

	 Is more dependent on the willingness of ex-
combatants to participate in the DDR process

Where mobile demobilization sites are used, DDR planners shall also take all possible 
measures to minimize the disadvantages of this approach. Mobile demobilization sites 
shall not become operational before reintegration assistance becomes available. 

8. Activities during demobilization
8.1. Reception

Combatants can enter the demobilization site in two ways. Either they assemble at predeter-
mined pick-up points or assembly areas, from which they are transported to the demobili
zation site (this may require UN forces to secure transport routes between the assembly areas 
and the demobilization site), or they may be directed on foot from a disarmament site to 
the demobilization site, if the two are separate. All routes to the demobilization centre must 
be thoroughly monitored and guarded by UN military forces to provide security or to pre
vent entry of additional people, with or without weapons.

In each case, a list should be kept of the people who are being sent from one site to an-
other. This allows better control of the �ow of people from one site to another. On arrival, 
individuals should be checked against the list and searched again for concealed weapons 
or munitions. 

8.2. Screening and registration

Screening and registration of DDR candidates is the single most important activity at the 
demobilization stage of the DDR process. The aim of this activity is to:

	 establish the eligibility of the DDR candidate to enter the process, and to register those 
who meet the criteria;

	 gather background information on the candidate, in order to design reintegration to 
suit his/her needs;
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	 weed out those trying to cheat the system by passing through demobilization twice in 
the hope of receiving more bene�ts, and other cheaters;

	 identify DDR candidates with special needs;
	 gather military information on the armed group/force.

General information on the background of the DDR participants is needed in order to 
match the individual with their reintegration needs. The following list provides an idea of 
some of the information which may be required:

	 nationality;
	 education level;
	 literacy;
	 name, number, sex and age of family members and dependants;
	 community of origin;
	 place of reintegration;
	 marital status;
	 former occupation;
	 role in armed force/group;
	 family members already present in reintegration location;
	 special needs (disabilities, etc.).

An example of a screening form is given in Annex F. 
In order to provide DDR planners with a realistic view of the remaining caseload, a 

separate screening to gather information on military activities could also take place. This 
screening should be carried out with the strictest discretion, and should be done by specialists 
in each area. Examples of the type of information that may be requested are included below.

CHECKLIST OF MILITARY INFORMATION ON THE ARMED FORCE/GROUP

1.      Name or identification of group

2.      Origins and (political/military) orientation and/or obligations

3.      Names and ranks of leadership (request permission to obtain digital photos)

4.      Details of groupings and organization (including ethnic, religious and cultural details)

5.      Additional component forces (associated ‘other groups’)

6.      Degree and extent of command and control by leaders

7.      Communications capacity

8.      Locations and likely movements

9.      Intentions, aspirations and expectations (including perception of peace process)

10.    Level of knowledge of and attitudes relating to DDR (leaders and ranks may differ)

11.    Means of self-sustenance and general health of group

12.    Numbers and task groupings of group:

               Combatants
                 i.      Male
                 ii.     Female
                 iii.    Under 18
                 iv.     Under 14

             Non-combat support (i–iv) (logistics, medical, cooks, etc.)

             Non-combatants/families (i–iv) (include details of infants and infirm or injured)


