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The African Union (AU) is 

committed to political, social 

and economic development 

towards human security, as 

contained in the 2004 Solemn 

Declaration on a Common 

African Defence and Security 

Policy. This is a prerequisite for 

sustainable peace and security 

on the continent. As such, the AU 

continues to promote democratic 

and accountable governance 

of the security sector as an 

essential instrument for ensuring 

sustainable peace in Africa. 

Accordingly, Security Sector 

Reform (SSR) has been 

positioned as a priority in 

Member States emerging from 

conflicts and those undergoing 

political transitions. Given the peculiarities and specific requirements of the continent’s 

security sector, the AU has developed policy frameworks to ensure African ownership of SSR 

processes as entrenched in the AU’s shared values. The (re)establishment and strengthening 

of the capacity of security institutions through comprehensive disarmament, demobilisation 

and reintegration of former combatants and SSR constitute key priority pillars of the AU Post-

Conflict Reconstruction and Development policy.

The AU Policy Framework on SSR endorsed by the 20th Ordinary Session of the Assembly 

of the Union held in January 2013 provides for a broad strategic response framework 

ranging from capacity building and strengthening of institutional structures to mobilisation of 

necessary resources to facilitate SSR processes in Africa. 

A set of AU Operational Guidance Notes (OGNs) has been developed to facilitate the 

implementation of the framework. These include: 1) Training on Security Sector Reform; 

2) Conducting Security Sector Reform Needs Assessment Missions; 3) Harmonisation of 

National Security Legislation; 4) Development of Codes of Conduct for African Security 

Foreword
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Commissioner for Political Affairs, Peace and Security
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Institutions; 5) Gender and Security Sector Reform; 6) Handbook on African Security Sector 
Reform Good Practices; and 7) Security Sector Reform Monitoring and Evaluation.

These OGNs provide practical information to AU Member States, Regional Economic 
Communities (RECs), Regional Mechanisms (RMs) for Conflict Prevention and Management 
Resolution and other key stakeholders for the design, implementation, monitoring and 
evaluation of SSR programmes in Member States.

The OGNs contribute to the coordinated approach to strengthening Africa’s capacity to 
address SSR challenges in AU Member States. 

I am therefore delighted to present these OGNs as handy tools to practitioners working 
hard to implement the provisions of the AU Policy Framework on SSR. I also encourage AU 
Member States, RECs and RMs, and civil society organisations, training institutions and 
individuals, to use them in the implementation of programmes for positive results in our 
security governance sector. 
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Purpose of Handbook

The overall purpose of this handbook is to facilitate the implementation of the African 
Union’s Security Sector Reform Policy Framework (AU-SSRPF) by better positioning the AU
Commission to support national and regional-level SSR processes on the continent.

The specific objectives of the handbook are:
1.	 To support the development of a continental framework for reform and democratic 

governance of the security sector that is effective, efficient and without prejudice to 
existing similar frameworks at national and regional levels;

2.	 To assist the AU, its Member States and Regional Economic Communities (RECs) 
to learn from Africa’s diverse SSR experiences and to highlight the need for SSR 
programmes to be carefully tailored to the local context;

3.	 To compile a set of African SSR “good practice” which derives from past SSR 
experiences on the continent, reflects SSR principles endorsed by the AU, its Member 
States and (RECs) and which can inform future SSR efforts.

The handbook’s intended beneficiaries are the staff of the AU, the RECs, and Member
States who are involved in implementing, managing or supporting SSR programmes, 
including the various actors who make up African security sectors.

In addition, the handbook will benefit:
1.	 External partners such as bilateral and multilateral donors, the United Nations (UN) and 

other relevant external actors who support SSR processes in Africa, by providing them 
with operational guidance that reflects African experience.

2.	 Civil society organisations (CSOs), academic institutions and the private sector, by 
helping them to fulfil their roles in analysing, overseeing and supporting SSR initiatives 
at national and regional levels.
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Terms and Definitions

The following terms and definitions are consistent with the AU SSR Policy Framework and
apply to the discussion of good practice in this handbook:

1.	 Security – this encompasses both the traditional state-centric notion of the survival 
of the state and its protection from external aggression by military means, as 
well as the non-military notion of human security based on political, economic, 
social and environmental imperatives in addition to human rights. (This definition 
of security is guided by, but not limited to, the definition of security given in the 
Solemn Declaration on a Common African Defence and Security Policy (CADSP). 

2.	 Security sector reform (SSR) – is a process by which countries formulate, re-orient or 
develop the policies, structures, and capacities of institutions and groups engaged in 
the security sector, in order to make them more effective, efficient, and responsive 
to democratic control, and to allow them to better respond to the security and justice 
challenges confronting the state and its population. Depending on the context 
and focus, SSR is sometimes expressed as security sector governance, security sector 
transformation, security sector development, security sector review, security system 
reform as well as security and justice reform (Adapted from AU Policy Framework on 
SSR, par. 5).

3.	 African Union – this includes the Assembly, the Peace and Security Council, 
the AU Commission and all other relevant organs of the African Union. 

4.	 Regional Economic Communities (RECs) and Regional Mechanisms (RMs) – there 
are eight RECS and two RMS which have a mandate in peace and security and 
which form the pillars of the African Peace and Security Architecture (APSA). 

5.	 Member States – these are the states which are represented in the African Union 
Assembly and which are the principle actors in driving African SSR processes. 

6.	 Civil Society - refers to organisations, groups or associations representing interests 
of the people including women, children, youth, elderly, people with disabilities 
and special needs, as well as professional groups and cultural organisations. 

7.	 External partners – include bilateral and multilateral donors, other governments, civil 
society, non-governmental organisations, universities, professional and business 
associations, and private companies that support and/or collaborate with the AU and 
its Member States to achieve mutually agreed upon SSR objectives. The concept 
of partnership connotes shared goals and common responsibilities for outcomes.
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8.	 Security sector – comprises individuals, groups and institutions responsible for the 
management, oversight and provision of security and justice for people and the state. 
These include but are not limited to the following:
•	 Primary security institutions: such as the armed forces, the police, gendarmerie 

and other law enforcement agencies, presidential guards, anti-terrorist units, 
border management, coast guards, customs and immigration authorities, office/ 
directorate of the state department, as well as any other security and safety 
services set up by a Member State;

•	 Specialised intelligence and security institutions: such as those that are in charge 
of finding and using intelligence to preserve state sovereignty, state security and to 
defend vital national interests. These agents may be involved in security activities 
such as counter espionage, counter terrorism and the fight against all forms of 
organised crime;

•	 Public oversight and management bodies: such as the executive, the legislature, 
parliamentary sub-committees, the justice ministries, national security advisory 
bodies, anti-corruption bodies, customary/traditional authorities, the Pan-African 
Parliament, and regional parliamentary bodies;

•	 Justice and rule of law institutions: such as the judiciary, prisons and other 
correctional facilities, Office of the Attorney General, Office of the Public 
Prosecutor, ombudspersons, traditional and transitional justice systems, human 
rights commissions, tribunals and courts;

•	 Civil emergency units: such as search and rescue services, fire fighting, riot control, 
natural disaster management and natural resource protection units; and

•	 Non-state security bodies: such as private security companies, informal, traditional 
and customary authorities and others, as may be decided or authorised by each 
Member State (AU Policy Framework on SSR, par. 4).

9.	 African ownership of SSR – means that an SSR process is wholly or partially conceived, 
designed, led, managed, coordinated and implemented by African countries. To be truly 
owned by an African country, the government needs to make substantial financial, 
human and other resource contributions to the SSR process, and it must align closely 
with national priorities and country systems. Furthermore, there should be active 
involvement by relevant national stakeholders in the SSR process so that it is inclusive 
in nature. (Adapted from AU Policy Framework on SSR, par. 70).

4
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Rationale for Handbook

The evolution of SSR thinking since the late 1990’s has been heavily influenced by the 
experiences of internationally-supported reform processes in Africa. These processes have 
faced multiple challenges and their overall record of success has been mixed. As a result, 
there have been extensive efforts by donor actors to identify “lessons” and distil “good 
practice” in order to improve SSR assistance. The OECD-DAC’s Handbook on Security 
System Reform provides a comprehensive summary of donor thinking on how to deliver 
SSR assistance effectively. But it is a very prescriptive document and does not engage in 
detail with the context-specific SSR challenges African countries face. 

Furthermore, not all SSR in Africa is donor-driven. The OECD-DAC’s Handbook on Security 
System Reform presumes active involvement by external actors in African SSR programmes 
which is often – but not always – the case; indeed, there are many antecedents to SSR on 
the African continent which were African-driven and which offer lessons both for African 
and other countries undertaking SSR today. However, less comparable emphasis has been 
placed on documenting African countries’ own security reform experiences and developing 
a body of good practice to help them engage more effectively with the SSR agenda.

One of the few exceptions is Security Sector Governance in Africa: A Handbook (Ball and
Fayemi, eds.), which was developed in 2005 following a long process of consultation among
African policymakers and practitioners. While dissemination of this handbook has been 
relatively limited, awareness is growing of the need for a genuinely home-grown “African” 
approach to SSR that is aligned with African countries’ circumstances, needs, and priorities.

African countries will continue to collaborate closely with external partners in SSR initiatives,
but they will also need to play a more active role in conceptualising and driving their own
SSR processes if they are to be truly locally-owned and sustainable. This is both a practical
and political imperative – in the absence of local approaches there will continue to be a
heavy reliance by African practitioners on external sources of inspiration and models which
may not be suitable in the African context and which may infringe on African sovereignty in
the security domain. 

This handbook contributes to the objective of developing an African approach to SSR. It 
distils current thinking among African scholars, policymakers and practitioners on how to 
promote SSR on the continent in a manner that is consistent with international standards 
while also centrally taking into account African realities.
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Three realities, in particular, underscore the need for an African approach to SSR:

First, many African countries and regions are confronted with the prospect of tackling 
SSR in a context of weak state institutions, persisting political instability, and sometimes 
violence. In these contexts, a two-speed approach to SSR may be required which involves 
addressing immediate problems of insecurity while laying the groundwork for longer-term 
SSR processes. Most African countries require structural changes in the way that security 
sectors operate and are managed which are more fundamental (and political) than the 
technical reforms often advocated by donor SSR programmes. 

Second, it is now accepted that few African countries conform to the state-centric model 
of security and justice provision that has traditionally shaped external assistance 
approaches, and this has important implications for SSR. A wide range of actors – both 
state and nonstate, formal and informal, operating in separate spheres, but also in over-
lapping areas, linked through legal as well as through unofficial connections – are involved 
in security and justice provision in African countries. These actors need to be explicitly 
taken into account when designing SSR and effectively engaged in any process of change if 
SSR is to succeed. The concept of ‘hybridity’ is helpful for understanding the complex 
nature of security governance in Africa, but the implications for SSR are still not fully 
appreciated1. Whilst hybridism characterises the configuration of institutions and nuanced 
power relations between security and justice actors in African countries, this state of 
affairs may concur to or obstruct security and justice provision according to democratic 
governance principles, with potential for actors involved in such configuration to be also 
purveyors of insecurity.

Third, African countries have historically not been able to take advantage of high levels 
of external assistance to improve security and justice provision in ways that benefit their 
populations. In part, this is because much security assistance has not been consistent 
with SSR aims and approaches. The “train and equip” approaches, which were common 
during the Cold War, have made a resurgence in the context of external counter-terrorism 
programmes. But equally, public policies in many African countries have often been driven 
by short-run political considerations related to competition for power. This has prevented 
the emergence of the development-oriented leadership within many African countries, 
which is necessary to push forward SSR.

These African realities suggest the need for more transformative approaches to SSR, which 
emerge internally and engage with wider democratisation processes in African societies. 
This has various implications for how SSR is conceptualised and supported in the African 
context, which are examined, more closely in the sections that follow.

1Bagayoko, N.; Luckham, R.; and Hutchful, E., Hybrid Security Governance in Africa: A Concept Paper, published 
by the African Security Sector Network, July 2015.
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Core African SSR 
Principles
There are a number of global SSR norms and principles which form an overarching framework
for the African Union’s approach to SSR and which provide a normative underpinning
for the practical guidance provided in this handbook:

1.	 African solidarity and African partnerships: This policy is predicated upon the principle 
of African solidarity, as enshrined in the Constitutive Act of the African Union, and forms 
the basis of engagement in SSR for the African Union, the RECs and Member States. 
Recognising the role of an increasing number of Member States in the provision of SSR 
support on the continent, Member States are encouraged to make use of this African 
support to advance African solidarity and partnership in SSR processes.

2.	 SSR and regional integration: This policy recognises the linkages between an effective 
and democratically governed security sector and peace and security, which are essential 
for regional integration in Africa. In particular, as part of the continental integration 
agenda, this policy is inspired by the Memorandum of Understanding on Cooperation 
in the Area of Peace and Security between the African Union, Regional Economic 
Communities and the Coordinating Mechanisms of 2008, which makes these regional 
mechanisms the building blocks of the African Peace and Security Architecture (APSA).
The regional cooperation in the area of peace and security will endeavour to include 
cooperation in security sector reform processes.

3.	 National ownership, national responsibility and national commitment: A Member State 
that undertakes security sector reform activities may do so on the basis of a national 
decision, and any SSR process will be based on national ownership. A core component 
of national ownership will be the elaboration by a broad range of national stakeholders 
of a national vision for security and for security sector reform. However, national 
ownership also entails national responsibility and commitment. National ownership 
cannot be viable or realistic if the financial burden for reform is borne exclusively 
by external actors and partners. In advancing national ownership, therefore, the AU 
encourages Member States implementing SSR to commit some national resources to 
the process.
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4.	 National vision and parameters for external support for SSR: External support for SSR 
will adhere to a nationally defined vision of security and security sector reform. Where 
such a vision has not yet been coherently articulated, external partners may seek to 
support the development of such a national vision. At the same time, national actors 
need to share the responsibility of ensuring that external support advances a national 
vision and need to be willing to (re)negotiate external assistance if it is not consistent 
with nationally-defined goals and objectives.

5.	 SSR will be context specific: The current African security sectors are a result of very 
diverse backgrounds that have also been affected by different historical experiences. 
SSR processes need to be tailored to the unique histories and cultures of each national 
context while at the same time conforming to the framework of the rule of law, 
international law including international humanitarian law and internationally recognised 
human rights. There will not be one-size-fits-all.

6.	 Informal and customary security providers and traditional justice actors: In many, but 
not all contexts in Africa, informal, customary and traditional security providers offer 
critical support to the State in delivering security to the population. Thus, to ensure their 
conformity with legal norms, rule of law and human rights, informal and customary 
security providers and traditional justice actors need to be integrated into the SSR 
process, where appropriate. In this regard, SSR processes on the African continent 
may need to engage a broader range of actors than is typical in other contexts.

7.	 SSR as part of a broader democratisation and reform process: SSR is an essential but 
not a sufficient condition for lasting peace and security and therefore it may need to 
be part of a broader democratisation and reform effort. SSR may need to be integrated 
as early as possible in peace processes and it may also form an essential element 
of conflict prevention, early recovery, peace-building and sustainable development, 
including poverty reduction. In post-conflict situations, SSR and DDR may be intrinsically 
linked and may complement each other.

8.	 SSR and good governance: SSR will adhere to basic good governance principles, 
including accountability and transparency, and be undertaken within the broader 
framework of the rule of law, non-discrimination and respect for human rights. In this 
regard, SSR will be part of the continuous review of security institutions.
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9.	 SSR and gender: SSR will adhere to the principles of gender equality and women’s 
empowerment as enshrined in the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and 
People’s Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa (2003), the Solemn Declaration 
on Gender Equality in Africa (2004), the Solemn Declaration on a Common African 
Defence and Security Policy (2004), the Post Conflict Reconstruction and Development 
Policy (2006), the African Union Gender Policy (2009), the United Nations Security 
Council Resolutions 1325(2000), 1820 (2008), 1888 and 1889 (2009), as well as to 
other relevant gender instruments of the RECs and of Member States. The entire 
SSR process will, therefore, include women-specific activities, gender awareness and 
responsive programming, and aim to bring about transformative possibilities for gender 
equity within the security sector.

10.	 Coordination of SSR assistance: Coordination of SSR assistance is ultimately a national 
responsibility. When and where national authorities lack the capacity for coordination, 
the RECs, the African Union and/or the United Nations may, where appropriate, partner 
with national authorities to facilitate coordination of SSR assistance and to build national 
capacities for the Member State to eventually assume a lead coordination role.
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How to Use  
“Good Practice”
The notion of “good practice” as used in this handbook refers to a method or technique
which will enable African countries to achieve an SSR goal and which has shown results in
different African contexts. This good practice does not, however, constitute a pre-made
“template” to standardise SSR processes in Africa. Rather, it should be seen as a benchmark
that can be helpful in reviewing policy alternatives and determining whether what has
been effective in addressing similar issues in other African countries can be applied to a 
current SSR challenge.

It follows, then, that the good practices identified in this handbook will not necessarily be 
applicable or appropriate in every SSR context. There are different ways for African countries
to achieve the same SSR objectives. For countries that are undertaking SSR and seeking to
apply the good practice contained in this handbook, the challenge is to identify the core 
essence of the practice while allowing flexibility for how it is implemented. In so doing, 
countries embarking on SSR can learn from other countries while developing an approach 
that is responsive to their own unique political and institutional context. 

The notion of good practice also applies to the SSR norms and principles summarised in 
Section D above, which provide a normative framework for SSR. These norms and principles 
need to be operationalised in different ways, reflecting the different circumstances which 
prevail in countries undertaking SSR. There may therefore be different ways to achieve the 
same SSR goals. But by applying a common set of norms and principles this will enable 
continental, regional and national actors to work in a manner that is more predictable and 
consistent with each other and the AU SSR Policy Framework.

It should be noted, furthermore, that there are also many instances of “bad practice” in 
African security sector governance (as is the case in other parts of the world) which countries 
should be aware of. Bad practice persists because it is either politically expedient or because 
10 countries have not found ways to alter this practice even though it may not be delivering 
the security and justice goals they desire. This issue is highlighted here to encourage African 
countries to critically assess how they govern their security sectors and whether alternatives 
exist that will better enable them to meet their security and justice needs.

Given that SSR processes do not conform to linearity and are susceptible to progress as well 
as to stagnation, and even regression, the good practices identified here refers to concrete 
practice carried out in the context of a process or programme in a given African country, 
in a specific timeframe. The good practices do not all emanate from comprehensive and 
integrated SSR programmes labelled as uncontested and sustainable successes, as these 
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are lacking in the African continent (and elsewhere). In addition, SSR is interconnected 
with several other areas of governance, implying that broader political and programmatic 
processes such as Constitutional revisions or public sector reforms encompass important 
entry-points or elements of good practice of SSR, and therefore the examples also draw 
from these.

Finally, it should be underscored that the good practice identified in this handbook is  
work-in-progress. This agenda is still in its infancy and there is a paucity of solid empirical 
research to substantiate what has actually “worked” in different circumstances, and why. 
This handbook is therefore not the final word on how to do SSR in Africa. As further analysis 
and debate occurs, and lessons from one country are applied and tested in others, this 
good practice will evolve further.
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African SSR Good 
Practices
The ultimate aim of SSR is to enable countries to meet the security and justice needs of 
their citizens in the most effective and efficient way possible. Countries will approach SSR 
in different ways, however, depending on their specific needs, priorities and circumstances. 
Where they face imminent security challenges the emphasis is likely to be on shorter-term 
responses to improve the effectiveness of security forces in managing these problems; 
where countries are relatively stable and secure there may be greater scope to re-orient 
and/or strengthen institutional structures, capacities and processes so they are more 
responsive to citizen’s longer-term security and justice needs. 

Within the SSR policy literature, greater emphasis is placed on the latter “governance” 
dimension in line with the Western models of security governance, which have influenced 
this policy agenda. This is due to a belief that a security sector that is governed according to
democratic norms is the foundation for state security actions, which are responsive to the
needs of citizens. But the reality for many African countries is that attaining democratic 
security governance is a long-term challenge, which leaves African countries with difficult 
trade-offs to manage between short-term capability enhancements and longer-term 
institutional reforms.

This handbook focuses on two dimensions of SSR good practice. One has to do specifically 
with the long-term challenge of strengthening the foundations for effective security sector 
governance in African countries. These activities are governance-oriented, addressing 
issues of power, relationships, responsibility, and capacity in the security sector.

Five areas of good practice are discussed here:
	 a) Democratic legal frameworks
	 b) Responsive security architectures
	 c) Civil oversight mechanisms
	 d) Accountable financial systems
	 e) Capable security and justice professionals

These five areas constitute an enabling institutional framework for security and justice 
provision without which more sector-specific (defence, policing, etc.) reform activities are 
unlikely to achieve their desired objectives. This handbook does not offer guidance on these 
sector-specific issues given that they are more technical in nature and require specific kinds 
of expertise that can be drawn from other sources.
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The second area of good practice, which is discussed first, relates to issues countries 

should consider when deciding whether or not to undertake SSR and how to design and 

implement a programme. These are process issues - not just at a programming level, but 

also at a political level. Governments undertaking SSR often need to navigate complex 

waters around agreeing the aims, scope and approach of their programme, building 

coalitions to drive the reform process forward, negotiating with external partners who 

would like to support the process, and managing the fall-out if and when the potential 

“losers” of SSR resist change. These process-related considerations are particularly 

critical in the African context where the institutional foundations for SSR are generally 

weak, where international standards of security sector governance are not immediately 

attainable, and where difficult choices often need to be made between addressing 

immediate security needs and investing in longer-term institutional reform. Engaging 

with the politics of reform and developing effective programmes is key to sustaining 

SSR processes.

Four areas of good practice are discussed here:

	 a) Laying the groundwork for SSR

	 b) Developing an SSR programme

a)	  Deciding on the aims and scope

b)	  Engaging with multiple security actors

c)	  Incorporating gender considerations

d)	  Mobilising the required skills and resources

e)	  Monitoring and evaluation

	 c) Strengthening national ownership

	 d) Handling external partnerships

1.	 Developing and implementing SSR programmes

	 a) Laying the groundwork for SSR

The ideal conditions for SSR processes to emerge and be sustained include a clear 

government vision of what it wants to achieve, consensus among the key national actors 

that will be involved in the process, adequate resources and human capacities and political 

conditions conducive to the complex reforms implied by SSR. These conditions are rarely 

in place at the outset of SSR, if at any point, and will likely only evolve in an incremental 

manner. Unless the groundwork for SSR has been adequately laid, there is a likelihood that 

SSR initiatives will either fail to get off the ground or will stall. This makes it important for 

countries considering some form or another of SSR to invest in understanding whether 

conditions are in place to launch an initiative and, if not, what needs to be done to lay the 

appropriate groundwork.
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i.	 Governments that are considering undertaking SSR should carefully assess the 
prevailing reform environment to determine whether political, financial, and human 
resource conditions are in place to develop a programme, and if not what can be done 
to help lay the groundwork required.

To make progress, SSR programmes need to be inclusive in nature and therefore need to
take place in conditions where there is relative trust and openness between the different 
actors involved and an acceptance that all parties have a legitimate right to express views 
on security policy. Either preceding or at the outset of an SSR programme countries should 
consider whether there is value in developing activities (i.e. workshops) that will bring 
together actors within the security sector (i.e. police, army, intelligence, justice and relevant 
civilian policy sectors) and outside (i.e. civil society, academia, religious groups, etc.) to 
open lines of communication, build relationships, enhance trust and ultimately begin to 
forge a common vision of what SSR should be about.

ii.	 Because SSR is an inclusive reform agenda, there is value in broadening involvement by 
different stakeholder groups which have an interest in this agenda in order to develop 
the relationships required and identify the key issues which need to be addressed in a 
reform programme.

SSR is a relatively new agenda in most African countries and implies a fundamentally 
different approach to reforming security institutions than most countries are accustomed 
to. For many people involved in the sector, it will require not only changes in how security is 
conceptualised, but also a new terminology, a different understanding of the role they play, 
and the need to develop new skills. Investment in basic education on what SSR is and what 
roles different stakeholders inside and outside the security sector play may be necessary. 
This will need to be followed at a later stage with more in-depth training for organisations 
so they understand how to fulfil their roles more effectively.

iii.	 Because SSR implies a fundamental change in approach for how many African countries 
think about security and approach the question of “reform”, there is value in deepening 
stakeholder’s knowledge about this agenda through educational initiatives before they 
are confronted with a reform programme.

Box 1 – Fostering dialogue and knowledge on security sector transformation

in Zimbabwe

The Zimbabwe Peace and Security Programme (ZPSP) was established in 2010 by a 
board of Zimbabwean trustees, which represented a variety of political sensitivities 
and social and professional backgrounds. The ZPSP aims to enhance democratic 
governance, security and the national sovereignty of the people of Zimbabwe, 
through the provision of professional technical assistance contributing to effective 
and sustainable modernisation and transformation of the security sector (SST). The 
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programme espouses as its core principles inclusive national ownership, impartiality, 
transparency and coordination of international development assistance with regard 
to national ownership. The programme was designed by its directors and trustees, 
and implemented with subsequent financial and specialised knowledge-building 
support from external partners. It has made significant inroads towards the goal of 
building national consensus for SST, through the creation of platforms of consultation 
and dialogue between state and non-state actors that previously did not interact 
nor trusted each other. Through combining training with consultative workshops 
ZPSP has been able to develop a common knowledge and understanding of SST by 
state and non-state actors. Amongst the state actors a strong partnership has been 
established with the parliament, besides the executive security sector institutions. 
Within non-state actors partnerships have been broad including CSOs, traditional 
chiefs, representatives of business and religious organisations and academics. Some 
of these partners have begun to incorporate the knowledge on SST imparted through 
ZPSP training in their own programming initiatives. Also, the ZPSP has facilitated the 
emergence of a network of about seventeen Zimbabwean academic and research 
institutions, which congregate around research and analysis of SST. After completion 
of specialised training on SSG abroad through ZPSP support, members of this network 
have now developed the curriculum of a module on SSG that will be incorporated in 
a range of national university academic degrees on security, peace and development. 
The ZPSP has also established research partnerships on issues such as community 
security and border management in order to contribute towards the development of 
local-based knowledge on matters of policy-making importance. 

Source: Five Years of Effective Action on Peace and Security in Zimbabwe, 2010-2014, Zimbabwe Peace 
and Security Programme, Harare, 2015. www.zpst.org Interviews carried out with ZPSP stakeholders in 
Zimbabwe in June 2015

	 b) Developing an SSR programme

			   a. Deciding on the aims and scope

Approaches to SSR in Africa vary significantly from country to country. In some countries, 
particularly those emerging from a period of sustained and destructive armed conflict, there 
have been comprehensive efforts to rebuild and adapt the security and justice apparatus to 
peacetime needs. This has entailed a simultaneous focus on a range of security and justice 
actors, civil management bodies, and institutional processes, with the ambitious aim of 
both improving the effectiveness of security and justice provision and making the relevant 
“providers” more accountable. SSR in these contexts has been an ambitious undertaking 
involving the coordination and integration of a wide range of initiatives.

But in most African cases, SSR has been more limited in scope. The focus has been on 
specific sectors such as defence, policing or justice, or specific issues such as security 
expenditure management, operational training, strengthening parliamentary oversight, etc. 

http://www.zpst.org
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In some cases, a more crosscutting approach has been taken involving the development 
of an over-arching national security strategy with a view to shaping individual reform 
initiatives aimed at improving security and justice. There is no right way to do SSR. Rather, 
because context is critical in determining what is possible, the entry-points for SSR and the 
approaches required will necessarily differ from country to country.

The importance of robust design of SSR programmes should not be underestimated. 
This is particularly important given the complex (often conflict-ridden) contexts in which 
African countries are undertaking SSR, the different components which typically need to be 
integrated under a strategic implementation framework, and the range of different actors 
(often with competing interests) involved in SSR. Furthermore, historically SSR in Africa 
has been externally- driven which has resulted in programmes that have not adequately 
taken into account local political realities or engaged local actors in implementation, with 
negative implications for ownership and sustainability. As African countries seek to assert 
greater ownership of SSR, control and management of the process starting with the design 
phase is essential.

But it is the very factors that make SSR in many African countries challenging – weak 
state authority and capacity, the pervasiveness of ‘hybrid’ security and justice systems, 
and political fluidity – that also make it difficult to design programmes. The context for 
SSR programmes may change rapidly requiring programmes to be flexible and adaptive. 
This lends itself to a more step-by-step approach to designing SSR programmes that may 
involve “testing the waters” in various ways before committing to an ambitious programme 
of change.

i.	 Despite the fact that SSR is often pitched as a ‘comprehensive’ reform agenda for 
countries, it is not possible to fix all problems at once. Programmes should be focused 
and adopt a gradual approach to reform, rather than seeking to change everything at 
once. However, they should utilise the comprehensive lenses of the SSR approach 
analysis to establish linkages to other institutional and thematic reform initiatives.

ii.	 SSR programming needs to be pragmatic, recognising the huge constraints to change 
facing most countries. Goals should be realistic and achievable, rooted in political 
realities and recognising that there may be a need for trade-offs, rather than seeking to 
achieve perfection.

Box 2 – Flexible and adaptive SSR programming in Burundi

The Burundi SSD Programme, set-up in a partnership with the Netherlands, was 
designed with an inclusive and cross-cutting Governance Advisory Group, comprising 
representation from the Parliament and other oversight bodies, the executive branch, 
the military, the police, the intelligence service and civil society. Over time Burundian 
leadership of the programme has increased incrementally, both in terms of defining the 
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strategic direction of the programme and managing it. In addition, the designers built 

in a high degree of flexibility into the programme. While a set of strategic objectives 

was defined to guide the programme, it did not have a logframe, a results-based 

framework, or a business case at the outset. Rather, it has adopted a problem-solving 

approach, taking conditions on the ground as its starting point and building on them to 

progressively effect change. Also, the fact that results were established progressively, 

and that the programme was conceived through a multi-phase framework, allowed for

its adaptation to new arising needs, to requirements to improve performance, and to 

the changing political environment.

Source: Ball, N., Putting governance at the heart of security sector reform: Lessons from the 
Burundi- Netherlands Security Sector Development Programme, Conflict Research Unit Report, 
The Clingendael Institute, 2014. Accessed 25/05/2015, http://www.clingendael.nl/sites/default/files/
Putting%2governance%20at%20the%2 heart%20of%20SSR.pdf

			   b. Engaging with multiple security actors

The design of SSR programmes needs to account for the existence of multiple sources 

of law in African states (often referred to as legal pluralism), hybrid security systems 

characterised by interactions between formal and informal, state and non-state systems, 

and the fact that security and justice provision occurs on multiple levels ranging from: the 

state level, including core agencies such as the police, army, national courts, etc., to the 

local level, including actors who have legal and constitutional authority to provide services; 

and c) the non-state level, which includes a diverse range of actors who have no formal 

legal authority to provide security and justice services, but do so anyway and may enjoy 

legitimacy in the eyes of the local population.

By “non-state” actors, we refer to organisations and individuals, which include amongst 

others, vigilante groups, traditional leaders, community courts, youth brigades, community 

policing forums, militias, private military and private security companies. These actors 

establish complex interactions with formal state institutions, at times reinforcing and other 

times contesting each other. Whilst non-state providers can oftentimes be more accessible, 

quicker, cheaper, effective, and fairer according to people’s values they can also constitute 

a source of insecurity, corruption, and injustice. Therefore, it is necessary that the state 

engage with them through regulation and monitoring, but also by building relationships 

through dialogue and collaboration, particularly when seeking to address local conflicts and 

security problems.

i.	 Undertake a careful assessment of the panoply of security and justice providers  

working at all levels in order to understand their modus operandi, their linkages and 

the extent to which local-level and non-state actors work in a manner which is either 

integrated into, or complementary to, state-level structures. 

http://www.clingendael.nl/sites/default/files/Putting
http://www.clingendael.nl/sites/default/files/Putting
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Identifying and assessing the multiplicity of actors delivering security and justice beyond 
the state can be a daunting task. However, obtaining detailed knowledge about their practice 
is essential to understand whether their practices are genuinely conducive to the provision 
of security and justice, or if on the contrary they are operating to protect patronage and 
criminal networks, and therefore the state needs to apply corrective measures and protect 
the populations at stake. Mutual recognition and partnership between the state and non-
state actors may not be possible, leading only to partial collaboration, and sometimes to 
competition, and even hostility.

ii.	 SSR programmes need to ensure that security and justice provision at all levels is 
consistent with international standards of rule of law and human rights, so as to protect 
the rights of the populations whilst enhancing local mechanisms of accountability of 
the non-state actors.

The state needs to ensure that there are monitoring mechanisms in place to identify 
which non-state actors engage in illegal practices and human rights abuses, and to assess 
whether these are amenable to change their practice through sensitisation and training, 
or if more corrective measures need to be adopted. Governments may need to invest in 
building the capacity of the local populations to perform this task. One way of doing this 
is through rights’ awareness campaigns and extensive dissemination of human rights, and 
through establishing appropriate channels of communication with the state authorities. This 
will help to empower the citizenry to demand accountability from non-state justice and 
security providers.

Box 3 – Community oversight over security provision in Nigeria 

The Nigerian CLEEN Foundation has played a central role in designing and implement-
ing initiatives that bring together the citizenry, representatives of the Nigeria Police 
Force (NPF) and voluntary policing groups (VPG) in dialogue, capacity building and 
oversight fora. The Community Accountability Forums (CAF) established in locations 
such as Sabon Gari, Kano generate dynamic debate and participation, providing a 
platform for populations to assess performance and question malpractice of both the 
NPF and the VPG. In addition, to support the VPG to improve performance, CLEEN 
has developed a set of voluntary policing standards on which the VPG receive training. 

Generally, the CAF provides opportunity to address social and security issues and 
defend the rights of community members. But it also enables: 1) vigilante groups 
to report back to their communities on their activities and on the use of donations 
received; 2) community members to file complaints about the behaviour and 
performance of the VPG and NPF; 3) discussion about complaints and for people to 
be assigned to follow-up on the situation and report back in the upcoming meeting; 
4) commending vigilante members and police officers identified to be doing good 
work and to whom an award is given at the end of the year; 5) resolving minor 
community conflicts before they escalate.
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The CAF meets on a monthly basis for two hours and is managed by a steering 

committee that includes a chairperson and a secretary. The latter records the 

discussions and presents them in the subsequent meeting for collective approval, 

and the chairperson liaises with the CLEEN programme coordinator on organisation 

matters. The community accountability forums have been facilitated by CLEEN with 

funding support from the UK programme Justice for All, in which CLEEN participates 

as a member of the consortium for implementation.

Sources: Email exchanges with staff from the CLEEN Foundation and evaluators from the J4All 
Programme

Accessed 27/05/2015

http://www.britishcouncil.org.ng/sites/britishcouncil.ng2/files/e413_j4a_c1communitysafetypartnerships_
final_web.pdf

http://www.britishcouncil.org.ng/sites/britishcouncil.ng2/files/impact_reportc1_4voluntary_policing_sector.pdf

iii.	 Recognition of legal pluralism and hybrid security systems ought to be inclusive of an 

acceptance of socio-cultural, economic and legal diversity, so that the solutions which 

are developed in response to security and justice challenges uphold and protects the 

diversity of people’s belief systems and cultural practices.

Most post-colonial African states inherited external legal systems based on civil law, 

common law, and religious law, which have always coexisted with African customary law 

systems. Even where this diversity has been acknowledged it has not necessarily translated 

into more inclusive legal practices that are sensitive to the cultural and political diversity 

of African populations. Knowing and bringing together the different traditions to deliver 

security and justice solutions that are closer to people’s values, beliefs and needs will 

provide greater legitimacy to the state’s actions.

iv.	 In recognition of the reality of that African states cannot address all security and justice 

needs, this should entail a pragmatic approach to SSR that involves examining options 

to either integrate local-level and non-state actors more effectively into the state 

security system, or at the very least ensuring that these different levels can operate in 

a complementary manner.

A considerable number of African post-colonial states recognise the existence of legal 

pluralism, but undertake to subordinate customary and religious tenures to state law, 

creating a hierarchical system of separate legal orders, which becomes inadequate to 

address people’s security and justice needs. In such instances the tendency is that in practice 

the different systems continue operating independently from each other. Alternatively, the 

state can direct its legal system towards the search of solutions to practical challenges 

consulting as much as possible with the populations, and integrating the relevant elements 

of the other legal orders in its own system, or relying on paralegals to mediate and help find 

compromise solutions between the different systems.

http://www.britishcouncil.org.ng/sites/britishcouncil.ng2/files/e413_j4a_c1communitysafetypartnerships_final_web.pdf
http://www.britishcouncil.org.ng/sites/britishcouncil.ng2/files/e413_j4a_c1communitysafetypartnerships_final_web.pdf
http://www.britishcouncil.org.ng/sites/britishcouncil.ng2/files/impact_reportc1_4voluntary_policing_sector.pdf
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v.	 In states where non-state and private sector actors are the main, or are important, 

providers of safety, security and justice, states should enhance their capacity to monitor 

and regulate these actors and ensure their activities are conducted in accordance with 

international standards of human rights and within a national policy framework.

SSR programmes generally work on the assumption that the state retains the final 

responsibility for security and justice provision, but its role may range from direct provision 

in certain cases to monitoring and regulation of local or non-state actors in other cases. 

Oftentimes the state does not have the capacity to exert effective oversight of private 

security companies (PSC) and private military companies (PMC), or of militias, which 

can purvey high levels of insecurity. The militias can be formally or informally recognised 

and utilised by the state, but they tend to be particularly problematic when associated to 

political parties and when including members of disaffected groups in society, such as 

the youth and previously demobilised personnel. With regards to PSC and PMC it is 

important to build the capacity to setup and monitor vetting and training requisites for their 

personnel, to develop a strong system of registration of firearms held by those companies, 

and to set-up mechanisms of information exchange between those companies and the 

state authorities.

Box 4 – Regulation of private security in South Africa

South Africa has one of the most extensive regulatory frameworks in Africa to 

govern the activity of private security companies. The body of regulations includes 

the Private Security Industry Regulation Act 56 of 2001, Private Security Industry 

Levies Act 23 of 2002, Firearms Control Act 60 of 2000, Private Security Industry 

Regulations, 2002, Code of Conduct for Security Service Providers, 2003, Improper 

Conduct Enquiries Regulations, 2003 and the Appeal Regulations, 2002. However, 

South Africa faces a number of challenges in implementing these laws. For example, 

state oversight of the private security sector is insufficient - a mere 16 inspectors 

are employed nationally. There is also a general lack of public knowledge about the 

legal framework within which PSCs function, in particular the powers of arrest, stop 

and search, use of force and their general legal standing. Another major gap is that 

information on private security company stockpiles of weapons is not being properly 

recorded. This illustrates that while adopting appropriate legislation to regulate 

PSCs is important, without sufficient resources oversee the sector and enforce 

regulations, the legislation is of limited utility.

Source: Jaynes, N. Flying Below the Radar? The armed private security sector in South Africa, Open 
Society Foundation for South Africa, 2012.

Accessed 25/05/2015, http://osf.org.za/wp/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/CJIOccasional-Paper-11.pdf

Nouveau, J.P.; Berg, J. Towards a third phase of regulation: re-imagining private security in South Africa, SA 
Crime Quarterly no 38, Institute of Security Studies, 2011.

Accessed 25/05/2015, http://www.issafrica.org/uploads/CQ38Berg_Nouveau.pdf		

http://osf.org.za/wp/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/CJI
http://www.issafrica.org/uploads/CQ38Berg_Nouveau.pdf
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			   c. Incorporating gender considerations

Incorporating gender considerations effectively into all stages and dimensions of 

programming, rather than seeing this as a one-off design consideration, is necessary to 

ensure that SSR is non-discriminatory and reflective of diversity.

i.	 Gender assessments are a helpful starting point for mainstreaming gender in SSR 

programmes. The use of disaggregated data and analysis with regard to the different 

security and justice threats to men and women is necessary in order to distinguish 

between the different needs of women, men, girls and boys.

ii.	 Programmes should consider specificities based on different sex, experience and 

roles in the promotion of equal participation of men and women in the security sector 

institutions, and monitor progress on addressing those factors, including specific 

budget allocations, as well as opportunities for career development.

iii.	 Specific training on gender issues should be considered by SSR programmes as being 

core to training curricula on SSR, not only for defence and police personnel, but also for 

the justice system agents, and relevant non-state security and justice providers.

iv.	 SSR programmes should encompass the development of policies aligned with gender 

concerns, and ensure that this aspect is mainstreamed in strategic-level legislation like 

national security strategies and sector policies and legislation, as well as in operational 

instruments such as police and military codes of conduct, and local public security plans.

v.	 Gender-based organisations play a crucial role on SSR and therefore programmes 

should target their participation from the outset. They reach out to communities on a 

practical and direct manner, and therefore are in a privileged position to educate and 

sensitise them on SSR matters and on eventual implementation programmes. They 

are also useful in the identification of threats as part of security assessments, in the 

facilitation of dialogue between communities and the security forces, in the award of 

support to victims of security forces’ abuses, and in the provision of specific expertise.

Box 5 – Making Liberia’s security sector more gender-sensitive

Liberia’s security sector institutions have made progress in adopting gender-sensitive 

policies. The 2004 Liberia Post-Conflict Needs Assessment, which was carried out 

under the auspices of the National Transitional Government of Liberia, paved the 

way for a significant amount of work on gender training, the development of gender 

tools, and the establishment of quotas for women in the security forces. Combined 

with support and pressure from gender champions in the executive institutions, 

collaboration by CSOs, and support from the International Community, a decision was 

made to include a specific provision on gender in the 2008 National Security Strategy. 
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This established as a key government objective “Ensuring gender mainstreaming at 
every level of security policy making and practices”. This has facilitated the integration 
of gender issues into SSR as well as successive general country assessments. The 
gender issue is now also anchored in the National Action Plan for the implementation 
of UN Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security.

Sources: DCAF, Gender and Security Sector Reform: Examples from the Ground, Geneva: DCAF, 2011.

Accessed 25/05/2015, http://www.dcaf.ch/Publications/Gender-and-Security-Sector-Reform-Examples-
from-the-Ground

Griffiths, C. Gender Mapping Study on Gender and Security Sector Reform Actors and Activities in Liberia, 
Geneva: DCAF, 2011.

Accessed 25/05/2015, www.dcaf.ch/content/.../file/Gender_mapping_Liberia_August2011.pdf

Valasek, K (ed) Security for All: West Africa’s Good Practices on Gender in the Security Sector, Geneva: 
DCAF, 2010. 

Accessed 25/05/2015, http://www.dcaf.ch/Publications/Security-for-All-West Africa-s-Good-Practices-on-

Gender-in-the-Security-Sector

			   d. Mobilising the required skills and resources

Most African countries that undertake SSR will face both human capacity and financial 
constraints. The requirements will differ depending on whether a country is seeking to 
strengthen or adapt a well-established security and justice system, or to rebuild a system 
from the bottom-up, which has been the case in a number of countries emerging from 
sustained periods of armed conflict, such as Sierra Leone. In the latter case a multiplicity 
of skills and varied experience is required which will usually require complementing the 
technical expertise of uniformed officers from the military or police with robust civilian 
capacities in broader areas of governance and institutional reform.

i.	 SSR is as much a political undertaking as a technical exercise and this should be 
reflected in the composition of the teams that support reform programmes, ensuring 
that a multi-disciplinary approach is taken.

			   e. Monitoring and Evaluation

M&E of security and justice reform is essential for achieving desired programme outcomes. 
M&E processes may have different inter-linked objectives, including the measurement of 
progress, informing both day-to-day and strategic management decisions, and accounting 
for how resources are used.

i.	 M&E should be explicitly addressed at the design stage of SSR programmes and 
embedded in wider management processes throughout the duration of programmes. 
Approaches need to be tailored to the context, recognising the barriers that often exist 
to collecting data and asking questions about sensitive security issues.

http://www.dcaf.ch/Publications/Gender-and-Security-Sector-Reform-Examples-from-the-Ground
http://www.dcaf.ch/Publications/Gender-and-Security-Sector-Reform-Examples-from-the-Ground
http://www.dcaf.ch/content/.../file/Gender_mapping_Liberia_August2011.pdf
http://www.dcaf.ch/Publications/Security-for-All-West
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ii.	 SSR programmes are likely to include activities that are difficult to account for in 

terms of quantitative measurable outputs, and therefore the importance of developing 

alternative indicators. As such, it is essential that the programmes contemplate at the 

core of activity, capacity building of its managers in the area of M&E and methodology.

iii.	 In sensitive contexts, where M&E may be perceived as threatening to certain       

security sector interests, approaches that encourage joint-learning and enhance 

participation by stakeholders in management of an SSR programme, can deepen 

ownership of programmes.

Box 6 – Managing defence reviews in Uganda and Burundi

Lessons from the Uganda defence review (2002-2004) highlighted the need to 

establish robust programme management structures and ensure that the team 

conducting the review has adequate training before commencing the process. When 

Burundi conducted its own defence review (2011- 2014), it took this lesson seriously and 

invested a year in preparation (including developing a methodology and training staff) 

before commencing the substantive work. Both countries’ reviews drew attention 

to the need for stakeholder participation in the management of review processes. 

Steering Committees should be formed which involve representatives from all relevant 

security institutions and government agencies.

Burundi also took steps (learning, again, from Uganda’s experience) to encourage 

wide participation by a cross-governmental and non-governmental audience in the 

security assessment process. This included members of parliament, CSOs, political 

parties, and the media. As in Uganda, this made possible – for the first time - an 

open public debate on the limitations of past government responses to the country’s 

security needs and underscored the need for a more integrated government approach. 

Widening inclusion in the defence review also served to strengthen national ownership 

of the process.

Sources: Hendrickson, D. (ed) (2014), The Burundi Defence Review: Lessons Identified, Conflict, Security 
and Development Research Group, King’s College London and Institut de Developpement Economique 
du Burundi

Accessed 25/05/2015 https://www.kcl.ac.uk/sspp/departments/warstudies/research/groups/csd/
BurundiENGLISH.pdf

Hendrickson, D. (ed) (2007) The Uganda Defence Review: Learning from Experience King’s College 
London and Makerere 

University Russell Press Limited: Nottingham.

Accessed 25/05/2015, http://www.securityanddevelopment.org/pdf/ugandadefence.pdf

https://www.kcl.ac.uk/sspp/departments/warstudies/research/groups/csd/BurundiENGLISH.pdf
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/sspp/departments/warstudies/research/groups/csd/BurundiENGLISH.pdf
http://www.securityanddevelopment.org/pdf/ugandadefence.pdf
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	 c) Strengthening national ownership

National ownership of an SSR process is never an automatic given in any context. It is
something that can only be progressively enhanced through consulting with the 
stakeholders that are likely to be the most affected by a programme. This helps to ensure 
that stakeholder’s needs are addressed and engages them in an appropriate manner in its 
implementation, thus giving them a stake in its successful outcome.

Approaches to national ownership often focus on national-level political and security elites, 
because they are seen as possessing the capacity and legitimacy to implement reforms. 
But consistent with the notion that SSR is a deeply political and contested process, efforts 
to strengthen ownership of reform processes should engage with the broader range 
of stakeholders who have a stake in the outcomes of reforms and hence the ability to 
influence the outcomes of SSR processes.

i.	 Efforts to strengthen ownership of SSR should be addressed at each of the layers of 
security and justice provision (including state, non-state and local) and will likely need 
to be tailored to the specific requirements of different stakeholder groups including 
civilian policy sectors, security actors and leaders, political classes, civil society groups 
and customary authorities.

In the context of an internationally-supported SSR process, national ownership requires the 
support of external actors for domestic SSR initiatives rather than vice-versa. By articulating 
their own vision for the reform process and asserting their leadership of it, African countries 
can exercise ownership – even if it is weak at the outset - and work to ensure that any 
assistance they receive from donors serves to deepen national ownership over time.

	 d) Handling external partnerships

External security assistance in African countries has traditionally served a range of 
different objectives which are not always consistent with SSR, including a narrow focus 
on strengthening of operational capabilities, regime security, counter-terrorism efforts, 
and defence partnerships between African and donor countries. As African countries seek 
to deepen their leadership and ownership of SSR processes, external assistance may 
nonetheless remain critical in certain cases to achieving reform objectives.

A growing range of external actors have become engaged in providing SSR assistance, 
including multi-lateral development agencies, bi-lateral donors, academic institutions and 
INGOs, and independent consultants/advisers. While these external actors can bring 
valuable resources including financing, technical skills and political support to African SSR 
processes, they each have different interests at stake, which will affect how they provide 
assistance. These interests need to be acknowledged if effective partnerships are to be 
developed which are based on mutual trust and geared towards supporting African security 
and development objectives. 
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i.	 While it is now accepted that donors have a responsibility to harmonise their assistance 

(avoiding duplication where possible) and align it effectively with the needs of recipients, 

African countries themselves need to take the lead in coordinating this aid to ensure that 

it supports a strategic national approach to SSR, is delivered effectively, and reinforces 

national ownership of SSR processes.

ii.	 African countries should work to elaborate strategic frameworks for SSR, which define 

objectives and parameters for external security partnerships that ensure these support 

wider objectives around democratic security governance and enhancing security and 

justice for citizens.

iii.	 Specific SSR programmes should be conceptualised and designed by African citizens, 

based on the principles of local ownership and inclusivity, and only subsequently be 

submitted to national and external partners for funding. The drivers of the programme 

should be prepared to negotiate and make concessions, whilst also being clear on 

which values and principles not to compromise.

Box 7 – Partnerships to support SSR in Africa

The African Union Policy Framework on SSR was approved by the Summit of Heads 

of States and Government in January 2013. In order to build capacity to implement 

this policy the African Union has developed a multi-year, multi-donor partnership 

programme with the United Nations and the European Union entitled “Building 

African Union Capacities in SSR”. This main objective implies the development of the 

AU capacity to support national authorities with effective SSR implementation, and 

therefore, a series of Operational Guidance Notes on several SSR topics have been 

developed through the programme. An additional component involves the conduct of 

Joint SSR Assessment missions to African countries in need of support in this area, 

so as to contribute towards alignment of activities, better coordination and coherence, 

and streamlining of lessons learned between the programme partners.

Source: African Security Sector Network (2013) African Union Rolls Out SSR Capacity-Building 
Programme Accessed 25/05/2015, http://www.africansecuritynetwork.org/site/index.php?option=com_
content&vie=article&id=197:african-union-rolls-outssr-capacity-building-programme&catid=1:latest-
news&Itemid=58

2.	 Strengthening security sector foundations

	 a) Democratic legal framework

A democratic legal framework and the rule of law are complementary features of a justice

and security system that upholds the principles of equality before the law, transparency, 

accountability, societal participation in law-making processes, judicial independence and 

respect for human rights. Where justice and security systems are democratically-governed 

http://www.africansecuritynetwork.org/site/index.php?option=com_content&vie=article&id=197
http://www.africansecuritynetwork.org/site/index.php?option=com_content&vie=article&id=197
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citizens are more likely to be able to claim their rights under the law and the risk of impunity 

for members of the security forces who abuse their powers is likely to be reduced.

The rule of law is not made and administered exclusively by the state. In most African 

countries there exists a mixed legal environment where state, local-level and non-state 

mechanisms operate at the same time. The legitimacy of informal security and justice 

actors and processes is not always recognised by the state, though there may exist various 

forms of official and unofficial collaboration. In contexts where the state is very weak, 

non-state actors may be the main providers of security and justice. This means that SSR 

programmes may need to contend with multiple sources of law.

i.	 The management of justice and security systems should be aligned with the principles 

of rule of law and democratic governance. These principles will ideally be enshrined in a 

country’s Constitution and higher security sector legislation. This provides security and 

justice actors with a firm legal footing on which to operate and is the basis for building 

a justice and security system that is legitimate in the eyes of citizens and responsive 

to their needs.

The legitimacy of justice and security actors is only partially based on the legal frameworks 

that guide their operations due to the existence of other (quasi-legal) mechanisms in 

most countries which operate in parallel with the state and derive their legitimacy from 

customary, religious or local-level authorities. So while it is vital that the principles guiding 

the conduct of security and justice actors are enshrined in the upper law of a country, 

it is also necessary that linkages (and collaboration) between these different actors be 

strengthened. Constitutions, which explicitly recognise the reality of legal pluralism, can 

guide the formulation of specific legislation to govern these hybrid legal environments  

more effectively.

ii.	 The specific powers granted to actors who oversee the justice and security system 

should derive from constitutional provisions and should be incorporated in the various 

sector-specific legislation or service acts in order to obtain solid legislative weight.

Statutory oversight powers for actors such as the Parliament, the Ombudman and the 

Judiciary are important to give these actors a robust remit for action. These powers 

will not only be reinforced if they derive from Constitutional provisions, but will convey 

a stronger character of binding implementation. Going a step further and deepening 

these competences through detailed incorporation in the subsequent specific justice and 

security legislation and service acts will further strengthen the effectiveness of these 

oversight institutions.

iii.	 The legislation which governs justice and security institutions (i.e. Service acts) and 

which provides the legal basis for the exercise of oversight by relevant actors should be 

based on clear, unambiguous and stable laws providing long-term predictability. 



31

Operational Guidance Note Handbook on African Security Sector Reform (SSR) Good Practices

Security sector legislation should be drafted on the basis of the legal principle of stability, 

which aims to prevent retroactive changes and to ensure long-term predictability. While 

this is not meant to prevent necessary and periodic adjustments to legislation, these 

adjustments should be done in line with clear and accepted procedures that prevent 

arbitrary changes that decrease the transparency and accountability of justice and security 

institutions. In addition, for the law to be duly followed and implemented it needs to 

be adequately publicised and all stakeholders affected by it should be sensitised to the 

provisions contained in the legislation.

iv.	 The organic legislation and regulations that govern the functioning of Parliaments 

should provide for the establishment of specialised committees on security, defence 

and justice with specific oversight authority over the activities of the security forces 

and the judiciary. 

The establishment of dedicated committee(s) on defence, security and justice matters 

provides parliamentarians with both the mandate and a forum to exercise their oversight 

roles. However, it is vital that committee members are able to develop the background 

knowledge and specific competences to fulfil these roles effectively. In addition, the 

legislation governing committee activities should include the specific powers to investigate 

any breaches of the law by security forces, which take place in their particular jurisdiction.

v.	 The general principle of civil oversight of the security and justice sectors should be 

enshrined in the Constitution. Broadening the range of both state and non-state actors 

(including CSOs and the media) who can play an oversight role may allow for a more 

complete oversight structure and ensure further transparency and accountability of the 

justice and security system. 

Although civil society and media are not usually granted statutory oversight roles over the

justice and security institutions, they can fulfil a useful oversight function providing they 

enjoy basic rights relating to freedom of association and speech as well as access to 

information, amongst others. Freedom of association is particularly important, as without 

it, CSOs are unable to organise and communicate their findings and ideas to the general 

public or to mobilise political change. Freedom of expression is fundamental to ensuring 

an effective and independent press, which is the most direct form of civil oversight and of 

ensuring democratic accountability through its reach and ability to inform the public and 

keep government under scrutiny. The legislative, the judiciary and the constitutional courts 

have a special responsibility to ensure that national legislation reflects the protection of 

such freedoms and is effectively implemented.

vi.	 Justice and security officials, like any other state functionary or official, should not 

be above the law. The Constitution should uphold this principle and there should be 

adequate legal provisions in place to allow for sanctions of security and justice officials 

by an independent judiciary if this principle is breached and abuses are committed.
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It is important for the state to uphold the primacy of law and to institute a separation 

of powers between the different branches of government. In particular, an independent 

judiciary is the foundation for ensuring that justice and security personnel comply with 

the law and are held to count for any abuses of power. For the judiciary to fulfil this role 

effectively, it requires both political backing and the requisite operational capacity. This 

will not only allow for corrective solutions to be applied, when necessary, but will also 

encourage the development of more professional behaviour on the part of security forces.

Box 8 – Constitutional provisions to check abuses of power in Benin

Benin’s Conference National, which marked the beginning of its democratic transition, 

paved the way for the adoption of the 1990 Constitution. This established the 

separation of the executive, legislative and judicial powers, and enshrined within the 

new Constitution the principle of supremacy of civilian and parliamentary oversight 

of the security sector. Parliamentary oversight is exercised through the prerogative 

of budget discussion, monitoring, and approval (with powers to modify, reduce and 

increase defence spending) and through summoning, interrogations, parliamentary 

investigation commissions, oral and written questions, and petitions (section 113). 

In addition, the creation of ad-hoc and special commissions to investigate specific 

complaints related to abuses by defence and security agencies strengthens these 

powers. Instances of abuse by uniformed security forces have also been dealt with at 

the Constitutional Court, which has been the guarantor of citizen’s rights in the event 

of malpractice by state authorities.

Sources: Loko, T. Le Benin, In A. Bryden and B. N’Diaye (eds) Gouvernance du secteur de la sécurité en 
Afrique de l’Ouest francophone: bilan et perspectives,pp.19-47, Geneva: DCAF, 2011. Accessed 25/05/2015

www.dcaf.ch/content/download/66569/.../BrydenN’DiayeFRENCH.pdf

	 b) Responsive security architectures

National security architectures comprise the structures of management, decision-making 

and oversight along with the policies, strategies and plans, which together enable countries 

to promote or protect the security interests of the state and its citizens. National security 

structures in African countries often suffer from a confusion of mandates, poor information 

sharing across agencies, and weak coordination of security decision-making and operation. 

This can undermine national responses to security problems. Strengthening the capacity of 

national security authorities to coordinate justice and security activities and deliver services 

to citizens in line with principles of democratic governance is a vital part of SSR.

i.	 National security architectures should be anchored in each country’s unique security 

environment, taking into account the specific security and justice challenges they 

face, historical factors which have shaped their security structures, and reflecting their 

national security interests and goals.

http://www.dcaf.ch/content/download/66569/.../BrydenN’DiayeFRENCH.pdf
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The security institutions that exist in many African countries today were bequeathed to 

them by the departing colonial powers. In most cases, these institutions have not evolved 

adequately to reflect the new strategic security environments confronting African states 

and their citizens today. The legacy of external security assistance, particularly during the 

Cold War, has been to further reinforce security structures and patterns of governance 

that are not consistent with the needs of the state or their populations. As countries 

embark upon SSR it is important to return to first principles and critically examine why they 

have a security sector, what purpose it is intended to serve, and the key factors (security 

interests and goals, national wealth and capacity) which should determine the path and 

nature of reforms.

ii.	 Security architectures should take into account the reality of pluralism and multi-level 

security and justice provision in most African states. {See also above section F1 b) b.} 

This may entail decentralising aspects of security management to provincial and (at 

least) district level so as to address local-level security concerns more effectively.

Regional or district level structures for managing security (such as security committees 

which are used in some countries) can serve to channel information up to higher security 

decision-making structures. This provides a functional feedback mechanism that can assist 

in detecting local-level security problems and mitigating them before they develop further 

or take on a national dimension. In many cases, solutions to local level problems may well 

be found more effectively at these levels and this requires effective partnerships state, local 

level and non-state security and justice providers.

Box 9 – Decentralised security structures in Sierra Leone

In Sierra Leone provincial and district security committees were created to operate 

as early warning mechanisms and as forums for dialogue between several state and 

non-state actors involved in the provision of justice and security. Representatives from 

the Office of National Security (ONS), provincial and district civil service, state security 

forces and traditional authorities are members of these committees. Civil society 

representatives are awarded temporary membership when they have a specific role 

to play in addressing a particular security problem. The committees’ sessions are used 

to share and verify information, assess the security situation, and formulate plans to 

address actual or potential security threats. They also produce security reports that are 

channelled to the upper security echelons.

In the case of Kenema and Kailahun, after the participation of Sierra Leone’s Conciliation 

Resources in one of the district security committee meetings, the organisation 

succeeded in convening and facilitating dialogue between representatives of the ONS 

and CSOs, resulting in a collaborative engagement to address and involve the youth in 

sensitisation campaigns to prevent electoral violence.
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Source: Hanson-Alp, R., Civil Society’s Role in Sierra Leone’s Security Sector Reform Process: Experiences 
from Conciliation Resources West Africa Programme In P. Jackson and P. Albrecht (eds) Security Sector 
Reform in Sierra Leone 1997-2007: Views from the Front Line Geneva Centre for the Democratic Control of 
Armed Forces (DCAF), pp. 183-206, 2010.

Accessed 25/05/2015, http://issat.dcaf.ch/fre/content/download/2062/17733/file Security+Sector+Reform+in 
+Sierra+Leone+1997%E2%80%9 32007.+Views+from+the+Front+Line++LIT,+Jackson+%282010%29.
pdf

iii.	 National security/justice policies, strategies and legislation should be reviewed on a 

regular basis to account for changes in the security environment, the needs of the 

population, political priorities or other developments which may impact upon the 

delivery of security and justice services.

This may entail a comprehensive security review or narrower reviews focused on one 

aspect or another of the security environment, policy or institutional/operational structures. 

Although it may not always possible due to constraints in time and resources, there are 

advantages in taking a step back and examining the security needs of a country in more 

strategic and comprehensive manner rather than simply responding to emerging and 

pressing threats. For a start, this may make it easier to assess underlying structural issues, 

both inside and outside the security sector, which hamper the delivery of security and 

justice services. Such an assessment can then facilitate the development of a longer-term 

plan and strategy for institutional reform, that is aligned with wider public sector processes,

that will enable a country to deliver more equitable justice and security services drawing on 

all of the policy instruments and resources at its disposal.

iv.	 Although each country’s security circumstances and needs are unique, to the extent that 

national security frameworks are consistent with regional and continental-level policy 

frameworks which national authorities have endorsed, this can facilitate confidence- 

building between states and joint security activities at the regional or continental level, 

including involvement in peace support activities. 

v.	 National security reviews should be inclusive processes that include extensive 

consultation, that explicitly seek to understand the views of different stakeholders, 

including marginalised and vulnerable groups with special needs.

Carrying out regular and inclusive security reviews is important because it provides the state 

with the confidence that it has anticipated the needs of different stakeholders, and that it fully 

understands the changing security environment that it is confronting. Ensuring an inclusive 

consultative process widens both national ownership and the legitimacy of the resulting 

policy across government and outside it. Across Africa, a range of countries including Uganda, 

South Africa, Namibia, Sierra Leone and Burundi have carried-out security reviews which have 

involved different degrees of cross-governmental and societal consultation.

http://issat.dcaf.ch/fre/content/download/2062/17733/file
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vi.	 Justice and security legislation needs to be developed and reviewed periodically so as 
to provide countries with updated and effective policies and plans that are responsive 
to both the security and justice needs of citizens, and the requirement to strengthen 
democratic governance of the justice and security system.

New justice and security legislation acquires enhanced legitimacy if anchored in 
democratic constitutional frameworks establishing principles of inclusiveness and 
accountability. It is particularly important in contexts where after long periods of conflict 
and of transition, justice and security legislation became obsolete and inadequate to the 
new political, security and development requirements. Recent examples of updating 
security legislation include Namibia, which revised in 2011 its original Defence Act of 2002 
and which has now developed a National Security Policy Framework (du Pisani, 2013). 
In addition, Sierra Leone has recently launched its second security sector review report 
2012-2022 (allAfrica, 22/04/2014).

Box 10 – Comprehensive security sector review in Sierra Leone

Sierra Leone’s security sector review (2003-2005) was a ground-breaking process in 
terms of setting future security policy direction in a post-conflict country. The review 
helped to instil conceptual clarity on what the future SSR challenges were, provided an 
opportunity for the consolidation of the Office of National Security (established in 1999 
as a mechanism to coordinate input by the security sector into the reform process), 
and was a pioneer in Africa in terms of aligning security and development goals in the 
Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper. The need to focus reform efforts on other justice 
and security issues beyond defence was discussed, as well as matters of affordability 
and sustainability. 

A broad range of stakeholders, including Parliamentarians, CSOs, media representatives, 
paramount chiefs, groups representing women and youth, civil servants, the judiciary, 
the private sector and the public at large were consulted. The outcome was a 
comprehensive security sector assessment, which, among other things, contained 
a “gap analysis” comparing existing institutional roles and capabilities in the security 
sector against institutional requirements; identified where coordination was required 
between institutions, and how it could be delivered most effectively; and paved the 
way for the development of a security transformation strategy.

In order to update the findings of this initial review, in 2012 Sierra Leone undertook a 
similar process that resulted in the production of a ten-year outlook on the country’s 
future security needs.

Sources: Sierra Leone News: Security sector should remain vigilant-Pres. Koroma, 23/04/2014, Accessed 
25/05/2015 

http://awoko.org/2014/04/23/sierra-leone-news-security-sector-should-remain-vigilant-pres-koroma/

http://awoko.org/2014/04/23/sierra-leone-news-security-sector-should-remain-vigilant-pres-koroma/
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Conteh, K. Security Sector Reform in Sierra Leone and the role of the Office of National Security. In                      
P. Jackson and P. Albrecht (eds) Security Sector Reform in Sierra Leone 1997-2007: Views from the Front 
Line Geneva Centre for the Democratic Control of Armed Forces (DCAF), pp. 177-188, 2010.

Jackson, P.; Albrecht, P. Introduction: The roots of Security Sector Reform in Sierra Leone. In P. Jackson and 
P. Albrecht (eds) Security Sector Reform in Sierra Leone 1997-2007: Views from the Front Line Geneva 
Centre for the Democratic Control of Armed Forces (DCAF), pp. 3-19, 2010.

Accessed 25/05/2015
http://issat.dcaf.ch/fre/content/download/2062/17733/fileSecurity+Sector+Reform+in+Sierra+Leone+ 
1997%E2%80%932 007.+Views+from+the+Front+Line+-+LIT,+Jackson+%282010%29.pdf

	 c) Civil oversight mechanisms

Civil oversight mechanisms constitute one of the pillars of democratic security governance.
Across African countries, many different kinds of oversight mechanisms and actors can     
be found which are both internal to the security sector and external. In the former case, 
civil security management authorities such as defence or interior ministries, or national       
security councils, can play an oversight role. External oversight actors include parliament, 
ombudspersons, civil society groups, the media and even the population itself. Where 
these oversight actors operate effectively, this can help to improve security sector 
accountability, deter abusive behaviour, and uphold human rights standards and the rule 
of law. It can also assist in ensuring that the diverse needs of SSR stakeholders are taken 
into account in national security decision-making processes, thus making them more 
responsive to citizens’ needs.

Box 11 – South Africa’s security transition

The transition to the post-Apartheid era in South Africa involved an overhaul of the 
political system, which opened the way to significant reforms in the security sector. 
However, no immediate or major changes took place in the defence sector following 
the 1994 elections and the shift to an ANC-led government. The changes started taking 
place incrementally, with a parallel reform process occurring in the police, defence and 
intelligence, but with each institution adopting specific methodologies and evolving at 
its own pace. The common thread in this SSR process was the fact that parliament, 
civil society and academia, besides the security forces themselves and the respective 
civil management structures were significantly involved in the new policy-making 
processes. Examples of wide-ranging consultative processes and collaborative 
partnerships were present in the making of the White Paper on Defence (drawn-up 
in June 1995) and the subsequent Defence Review process, which culminated with 
a document submitted to the Executive and the Parliament for final approval in 1998.

Sources: Cawthra, G., Security Sector Reform in South Africa: lessons from countries in transition, Arab 
Reform Initiative, 2014.

Accessed 25/05/2015, http://www.arab-reform.net/sites/default/files/20140728_Cawthra_Gavin_EN_
formatted_01.pdfz

http://issat.dcaf.ch/fre/content/download/2062/17733/fileSecurity+Sector+Reform+in+Sierra+Leone+
http://www.arab-reform.net/sites/default/files/20140728_Cawthra_Gavin_EN_formatted_01.pdfz
http://www.arab-reform.net/sites/default/files/20140728_Cawthra_Gavin_EN_formatted_01.pdfz
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le Roux, L. (2003) Defence Sector Transformation: Challenges for Sub-Saharan Africa and and its                                                 
involvement in the Defence Review process. African Security Review 12(3): 5-15, Institute for Security 
Studies: Pretoria.

Accessed 25/07/2015, https://issafrica.org/pubs/ASR/12No3/F1.html

i.	 Democratic security governance can be strengthened through the functioning of         
civil management bodies which can exert oversight over the security forces under    
their management.

This is important because the security forces need to conform to the overall political 
agenda framed by the vision and development of the country. For that they need to receive 
strategic orientation and guidance from the political leadership, which needs to do this 
in conformity with the wider national security needs, as opposed to the logics of regime 
security. In addition, civil government structures that can effectively exert oversight while 
maintaining a good level of leadership and coordination between the civil ministries and 
the security forces, work as the first layer of control of the security forces outside their 
internal mechanisms.

In Africa, specifically (but not only) in West Africa, several countries have undergone 
transitions from military to civil rule which resulted in the establishment of civil-led ministries 
that were functionally separated from the security forces and whose objective is to provide 
policy direction as well as exert oversight.

ii.	 Democratic security governance requires appropriate internal accountability 
mechanisms within the defence, police and intelligence services which complement 
the oversight functions of oversight actors such as the corresponding ministries and 
parliamentary committees.

Internal controls within security agencies are an important element in ensuring the highest 
standards of behaviour within these agencies in order to prevent inappropriate practices 
and abuses of power. Such internal controls are necessary to ensure that the security 
services use their powers to enforce the law in a fair and just manner, and to protect civil 
liberties against abuse, while balancing this with their responsibility to effectively carry out 
their often sensitive functions.

Inspectorates, internal audit units and mechanisms to conduct performance reviews should
be built into these security forces structures. Developing procedures for data collection, 
monitoring and supervision with regard to the behaviour of security staff, as well as for 
corrective processes once anomalies or concerns are detected, is essential. This will provide 
a basis for ongoing supervision of staff, through oversight of operational practices, within 
monitoring processes built into the chain of command in the security services. Training and 
professional development curricula for the security forces should explicitly address these 
processes, in addition to including human rights and gender components. Human Resource 

https://issafrica.org/pubs/ASR/12No3/F1.html
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departments play an important oversight role through their responsibility to run background 
checks, advise on dismissal and promotions, and carry out effective performance reviews.

Box 12 – Civil control of the security sector in Ghana

An effective way of establishing civil-led ministries functionally separated from 
the security forces, and whose objective is to provide policy direction, as well as 
exert oversight, is to enshrine the principle of civilian oversight authority over the 
security sector in the Constitution. For example, in Ghana, this was achieved through 
the review and approval of the 1992 Constitution, in the context of the transition 
from military to civil rule. This Constitution established for the first time several 
oversight mechanisms including: A National Security Council (responsible for overall 
coordination of security policy); Service Councils for the Police, Armed Forces, and 
the Prisons; and the Parliamentary Committee for Defence and Interior. Significantly 
also, the passing of the Security and Intelligence Act (Act 526) in 1996 was the first 
time that a legislative basis for the operation and regulation of the national intelligence 
agencies was created. This legislation also subjugated the intelligence services to 
the authority of the National Security Council as well as to parliamentary and judicial 
oversight. These steps represented good practice as regards the establishment of 
oversight over security agencies, through mechanisms that succeeded in ensuring 
political neutrality.

Source: Aning, K; Lartey, E. Parliamentary Oversight of the Security Sector: Lessons from Ghana, 2008. 
Accessed 25/05/2015, http://www.agora-parl.org/sites/default/files/lessons_from_ghana pdf

iii.	 Both states and regional bodies should adopt relevant legislative and administrative 
mechanisms to formally recognise the security oversight function of CSOs and enable 
effective engagement with them in matters relating to SSR.

By adopting specific legislative and administrative instruments to engage with CSOs, 
regional bodies and states can encourage more systematic involvement by civil society 
actors in the development of security policies at both national and regional levels. This is 
crucial to strengthen ownership of these policies by the wider populace and ensure that 
they reflect the needs of the local populations. In addition, different civil society actors will 
contribute different skills and views to the process of civil oversight, making it stronger and 
more relevant.

Box 13 – Regional management of security in West Africa

ECOWAS has been increasingly and consistently building a positive record of 
engagement with West African CSOs in peace and security matters. Through 
recognition of the important roles that CSOs can play in conflict prevention and 
resolution ECOWAS has partnered with them in the implementation of activities related 

http://www.agora-parl.org/sites/default/files/lessons_from_ghana
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to the Mechanism for Conflict Prevention, Management, Resolution, Peacekeeping 

and Security, the supplementary Protocol on Democracy and Good Governance, 

and the 2008 Conflict Prevention Framework. A pioneer initiative worldwide is the 

collaboration developed between ECOWAS and the West Africa Network for Peace 

building (WANEP) to operationalise the ECOWAS Early Warning system (ECOWARN). 

WANEP has played a leading role amongst West African CSOs in producing the 

conflict-sensitive data collection and analysis that feeds into ECOWAS political and 

security decision-making. Another positive example is the partnership between 

ECOWAS and the West African Civil Society Forum (WACSOF), which formulated 

a structure for formalised engagement in development and implementation of 

policies and instruments that promote structural prevention of conflict, such as good 

governance, election observation and fight against corruption. Finally, the initial draft 

of the ECOWAS Regional Framework for Security Sector Reform and Governance 

was developed in 2009, through a multi-partnership to which the African Security 

Sector Network (ASSN) and the West African Network for Security and Democratic 

Governance (WANSED) contributed significantly.

Sources: West Africa Civil Society Institute, Towards an ECOWAS of Peoples, Paper presented at the 
third annual East African Civil Society Organisations’ Forum, 20-21, March, 2009 Arusha, Tanzania.
Accessed 25/05/2015, http://eacsof.net/upload/REPORTS/CIVIL%20SOCIETY%20&%20ECOWAS.pdf

Ekiyor, T. The role of civil society in conflict prevention: West African experiences In The Complex Dynamics 
of Small Arms in West Africa, pp.27-35, UNIDIR, 2008. Accessed 25/05/2015, http://www.unidir.org/files/
publications/pdfs/thecomplex-dynamics-of-small-arms-in-west-africa-en-329.pdf

Poku, J. M., West African Conflict Early Warning and Early Response System: The Role of Civil Society 
Organizations, Paper nr 19, Kofi Annan Peacekeeping Centre, 2007.
Accessed 25/05/2015, https://www.kaiptc.org/kaiptc-publication/west-african-conflict-early-warning-and-
early-response-system-the-role-of-civil-society-organization/ 

iv.	 Countries should put in place the required legislation and structures, and enshrine the 

appropriate powers in the Constitution, to enable Parliament to exercise oversight over 

security policy and objectives and the activities of all security institutions and services. 

Parliamentary oversight is one of the key features of democracy and is an important 

means of exercising control over the security sector. When substantial provisions for 

oversight are provided for in the constitution, it acquires stronger legislative power and 

also enhanced legitimacy. Parliaments require a wide range of instruments and capacities 

to oversee the security sector effectively. This includes the ability to write legislation; 

review defence, police, intelligence and other security institutions’ budgets; approve rules 

of engagement on missions; be fully informed on major procurement decisions; and have 

oversight over human resource appointments at the highest levels.

v.	 Mechanisms should be put into place to build effective partnerships between  

parliaments, security structures and other civil oversight agencies in view of 

institutionalising oversight over the security structures.

http://eacsof.net/upload/REPORTS/CIVIL%20SOCIETY%20&%20ECOWAS.pdf
http://www.unidir.org/files/publications/pdfs/thecomplex-dynamics-of-small-arms-in-west-africa-en-329.pdf
http://www.unidir.org/files/publications/pdfs/thecomplex-dynamics-of-small-arms-in-west-africa-en-329.pdf
https://www.kaiptc.org/kaiptc-publication/west-african-conflict-early-warning-and-early-response-system-the-role-of-civil-society-organization/
https://www.kaiptc.org/kaiptc-publication/west-african-conflict-early-warning-and-early-response-system-the-role-of-civil-society-organization/
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Given that parliaments represent the national will, they are at the pinnacle of oversight 
responsibility and, when functioning effectively, act also as the centralising force for 
all manner of civilian oversight through their relationships with other oversight actors – 
from civil society through to media and other bodies. In fact, regular and institutionalised 
relations with the core security actors and civil oversight bodies are pre-requisite to 
effective parliamentary oversight.

vi.	 Countries should formally recognise the role which CSOs can play in the oversight 
of the security sector and in contributing to the development and implementation of 
security policy.

In most African countries, CSOs are not legally mandated to formally monitor the 
performance of the security forces. However, they can make a significant contribution to the 
democratic governance of the security sector by fulfilling various roles. Among these are: 
a) performing as a watchdog; b) fostering change through the promotion of public debate 
around security issues; c) supporting the development of legislation that fosters norms 
of democratic governance; d) providing technical assistance to policymaking and policy 
implementation processes; e) promoting dialogue and trust building by bringing members 
of the security forces together with the society at large; f) providing training for the public 
and officials to improve security literacy, g) carrying out SSR research and disseminating 
results; and h) representing the interest of societal groups and local communities in security 
policy debates.

However, several constraints surround the engagement of CSO in this area, including the 
culture of secrecy around security matters, the idea that security is the sole responsibility 
of a restricted group of officials and experts, and the fear of state reprisal. Hence it is 
important that CSOs obtain the support of the populations, of other oversight bodies, and 
the respect of the executive in order to carve out its legitimate role, and contribute to 
building a democratic and responsible security sector.

Box 14 - Civil society advocacy for SSR in Liberia

In Liberia civil society exerted significant pressure on the parties involved in the conflict 
to bring about the signing of the 2003 peace agreement. However, this was not 
enough to earn them an automatic role in the process of security sector reform that 
followed. CSOs had to exert pressure and to invest in their capacity building in security 
sector reform matters to develop a strong knowledge basis on which to further their 
historically active role in peace advocacy and in denouncing the excesses of security 
sector agencies. By developing coalitions with the Liberia National Law Enforcement 
Association and the Security Sector Working Group they incrementally raised their 
profile. They engaged in the reform process through various activities including 
research, advocacy, informal monitoring of the security sector, and supporting the 
policymaking process.
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Sources: Valasek, K (ed) Security for All: West Africa’s Good Practices on Gender in the Security Sector, 
Geneva: DCAF, 2010.
Accessed 25/05/2015, http://www.dcaf.ch/Publications/Security-for-All-West-Africa-s-GoodPractices-on-
Gender-in-the-Security-Sector

Jaye, T., Liberia: Parliamentary Oversight and Lessons Learned from Internationalized Security Sector Reform, 
2008. Accessed 25/05/2015, http://www.agora-parl.org/sites/default/files/Jaye%20- %20Liberia%3B%20
Parliamentary%20Oversight%20and%20Lessons%20Learned%20from%2Internationalised%20
Security%20Sector%20Reform%20-%20EN%20-%20PDP.pdf

vii.	 Build a legal system that guarantees fundamental rights, including the right and 

freedom of the media to report on security sector activities free from interference     

and manipulation.

Free and independent media are considered fundamental to democratic systems of 

governance. They are a visible bridge between the populations and the government, 

helping to facilitate informed debate and appraisal of government action. The media’s main 

role in SSR is that of oversight, both direct and indirect, which provides the public and 

other CSOs with access to timely and relevant information about the security sector.

In order for the media to effectively function in their oversight role, the legal frameworks 

within which they operate must grant and support their freedom of association and 

speech, among others. Freedom of expression and speech is fundamental to ensuring an 

effective and independent press; without it civilian oversight overall suffers. The legislative, 

the judiciary and constitutional courts have a special responsibility to ensure that national 

legislation reflects the protection of such freedoms.

Relations between the media and security institutions are often tense, especially in 

transitional environments, due to the often-sensitive nature of security matters and the 

reluctance of security actors to be subject to scrutiny. Journalists often have restricted 

access to information or have to rely heavily on official accounts of incidents and events, 

which may be manipulated for public relations purposes. The establishment of media 

relations offices within security institutions can help to constructively manage this 

relationship provided that there is a commitment to provide information that is free from 

official bias and that journalists report the facts fairly and accurately.

viii.	In countries where security sector oversight mechanisms are weak and human rights 

concerns arise, consideration should be given to developing capable ombudsman 

institutions that enjoy the necessary powers to function effectively.

The Ombudsman is a representative of the citizen, designed to be an independent 

institution with the aim of preventing and responding to malpractice in public administration 

performance, including that of the security forces. Their role is to receive and handle 

complaints, to investigate them and to report and formulate recommendations. The 

implementation of this institution varies across context. In some cases it is set-up with 

http://www.dcaf.ch/Publications/Security-for-All-West-Africa-s-GoodPractices-on-Gender-in-the-Security-Sector
http://www.dcaf.ch/Publications/Security-for-All-West-Africa-s-GoodPractices-on-Gender-in-the-Security-Sector
http://www.agora-parl.org/sites/default/files/Jaye%20-
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general jurisdiction over malpractice by the entire public administration, and in others it 
has specialised areas of action, such as in the case of the armed forces Ombudsman. The 
latter may operate according to two different models, being the first where an Ombudsman 
represents an independent institution overseeing the armed forces (usually operating from 
the Parliament), and the second where the Ombudsman provides oversight being integrated 
within the armed forces (adopting the role of an Inspector-General).

Ombudsman institutions play an important role in overseeing the security sector by virtue 
of their mandate to promote and protect human rights. This is especially true in transitional 
environments where the changing role of the security sector means that its institutions 
are not always the best placed to protect human rights, and are sometimes responsible 
for human rights violations. The first step in ensuring the existence of capable ombudsman 
institutions is to make sure that national legislation creating ombudsman institutions vests 
with them the power necessary for them to carry out their full functions, and that it is 
harmonised with other security sector legislation so as not to impede the functioning of 
the ombudsman. 

Ombudsman institutions need to interact with parliamentary committees to present their 
recommendations around the security sector if their oversight role is to carry real weight. 
Importantly, they also need to be able to regularly work with CSOs in monitoring potential 
human rights violations.

Box 15 – Role of the Ombudsman in overseeing Senegal’s security sector

The Ombudsman was instituted in Senegal as an independent authority with general 
jurisdiction for a six-year non-renewable term through Law 99-04 of 29 January 1999, 
which replaced law no 91-14 of February 1991. The Ombudsman has utilised the liaison 
with the media to publicise the work carried out by this institution, without compromising 
the principles of confidentiality and discretion that need to guide its activity. In addition, 
information is released to the media on certain cases, including those involving uniformed 
security forces in order to create public pressure. Nonetheless, care is exerted, through 
establishing principled relations with the media, so that the information is not used in a 
sensationalist, but rather in an informative manner.

Source: Sow, D.F., Senegal In D. Hayim (ed.) Ombuds Institutions for the Armed Forces in Francophone 
Africa, DCAF-OIF, pp.69-90, 2013. Accessed 25/05/2015, http://www.dcaf.ch/Publications/Ombuds-
Institutions-for-the-Armed Forces-in-Francophone-Africa-Burkina-Faso-Burundi-and-Senegal

	 d) Financial management and accountability

In most African countries, the security sector absorbs a significant share of national 
resources, often more than is considered affordable. Improving the efficiency of 
allocations and spending in the sector requires robust financial management systems as 

http://www.dcaf.ch/Publications/Ombuds-Institutions-for-the-Armed
http://www.dcaf.ch/Publications/Ombuds-Institutions-for-the-Armed
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well as political commitment. The same principles and practices of good governance – 

accountability, transparency, anti-corruption and auditing - that apply to other components 

of the public budget should also apply to the security sector. Over the long term, aligning 

the security sector with wider governmental planning and budgeting processes is key to 

improving transparency and efficiency of resource use and providing better security and 

justice services to citizens.

i.	 In general, justice and security reform processes in Africa lack a strong financial 

management component. SSR processes should include measures to strengthen 

financial management based on the principles of transparency, accountability, oversight, 

comprehensiveness, and sustainability.

Transparency means that the budgeting processes are carried-out in the public domain, 

and include the consultation of key stakeholders in order to result in legitimate decision-

making processes. Accountability implies that there are mechanisms in place for the 

institutions of the justice and security system to answer with regards to their decision-

making and implementation, and to sanction illegal behaviour. Oversight relies on the 

establishment of mechanisms of internal and external control of the financial planning, 

management, and execution, so as to avoid corruption. All three reinforce civil oversight 

of the security sector, and are helpful in uncovering any potential irregularities with 

regards to the income generated by the security sector and off-budget revenue sources 

and expenditures.

Comprehensiveness means that resource allocation must be planned on the basis of an 

overarching national justice and security policy framework, which establishes strategic 

priorities across the sector and within each area. Sustainability implies that justice and 

security expenditure is aligned with the wider economic framework and development 

priorities of the country, so as to ensure affordability in the short, medium and long-term.

ii.	 Processes of reform of financial management and accountability should respect the 

need to balance the adoption of international normative frameworks with the ongoing 

implementation of national legislation and systems, and the improvement of national 

practice in an acceptable and negotiated timeframe.

This is of relevance to reforms in the security and justice system because the budgetary 

practices within these sectors are often not closely aligned with international normative 

frameworks. This weakness may take time to address, but it is also dependent on the 

degree of political commitment and leadership to ensure any gaps are bridged. In the same 

vein, budgetary planning and implementation of the justice and security sector oftentimes 

occurs within different parameters from those of other sectors, and for instance the 

insertion of the security and budget process within MTEF frameworks may constitute an 

avenue to address this weakness.
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Rapid transformations of the justice and security budgeting processes ought to be managed 
with exceptional care, especially in volatile environments where this can negatively impact 
on the stability of democratic rule. Oftentimes medium-term benchmarks for measuring 
progress across time may be more productive as they also allow time for building 
specialised skills in both the security institutions and the ministries of finances, and may 
create space for confidence building amongst these sets of institutions as well as the 
parliament. In addition, while justice and security institutions cannot be given a blank check 
to run their operations, there must be recognition of the need for arrangements to ensure 
confidentiality in certain cases and special civil oversight procedures developed to provide 
for this.

iii.	 Financial budgeting and management processes in security sector should be effectively 
aligned with wider governmental planning and budgeting processes to facilitate strategic 
government planning processes, the efficient management of public resources, and 
strengthen overall fiscal discipline.

Budget planning in the justice and security system should be anchored in an overall national 
justice and security strategy. Besides improving efficiency in the allocation of funding, 
this also helps to disaggregate the respective distribution, allowing for a sounder basis 
of prioritisation within the national financial system. In addition, this serves to bring the 
security system in line with the other sectors of government budgeting in terms of being 
subjected to a similar level of scrutiny and capped expenditure.

iv.	 Financial budgeting and management in the security sector should be conducted on 
the basis of strategic planning, i.e., the preparation of budgets derives from policy and 
sector strategies, which are based on preliminary needs assessments and on output-
outcome focused implementation. 

The adoption of strategic planning in the budgeting process of the justice and security 
system, when based on previous security environment analysis and institutional needs 
assessments, helps to overcome ad-hoc budgeting practices and prompts sound 
programmatic public expenditure decisions. The foundation of budget allocation in an existing 
overarching justice and security system strategy and policy framework facilitates the securing 
of firm resource envelopes by the justice and security sector allowing it to address not only 
immediate requirements, but also mid-term objectives and longer-term aims.

Strategic planning is useful for driving security and justice financing processes because 
it strives to ensure a balance between the other phases of budgeting and execution. The 
added emphasis on planning, monitoring and evaluation is useful in terms of laying the 
ground for transparency and accountability, since amongst others, it implies the creation 
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of control frameworks that include transparent procurement practices and reporting 
procedures based on improved flows of information.

v.	 Public expenditure reviews in the security and justice sectors should be conducted on 
a regular basis in order to support strategic planning within these sectors and ensure 
they are aligned with wider government planning and budgetary processes.

Regular financial reviews within the justice and security sector fulfil several purposes. 
First, these enable an assessment of the current level and structure of justice and security 
expenditures, which helps to forecast likely future expenditure requirements based on 
current trends. Second, financial reviews can be used to verify the overall efficiency and 
sustainability of justice and security spending by taking into account overall government 
spending and assessing what is an appropriate and affordable level of funding for security 
and justice. Third, spending reviews provide a framework for strengthening management 
and oversight of security and justice expenditure to ensure this is consistent with relevant 
governance principles. What is important is that security budgets are subject to scrutiny, 
reporting and auditing in the same way as budgets in other parts of the public sector. These 
spending reviews can also help to lay the foundation for functional reviews of the different 
sectors such as the defence, police and criminal justice system.

Box 15 – Security expenditure review in Liberia

While Public Expenditure Reviews in the security and justice sectors are still relatively 
new in the African context, they have been carried out in a range of countries including 
Sierra Leone, Central African Republic, Liberia, Mali, Niger, and more recently Somalia. 
Liberia’s security expenditure review, which was carried out in 2013 through a 
partnership between the World Bank and the United Nations Peacekeeping Mission 
in Liberia (UNMIL), was ground-breaking in various ways. It provided analysis on 
the financial capacity of the Government of Liberia to provide security to its people 
following the drawdown of UNMIL. The review concluded that the implementation of 
the existing national security policy and the required activities by the security forces 
were not viable at the current levels of economic revenue and expenditure. Hence, 
calls were made for the National Security Council (NSC) together with the Ministry 
of Finance and Economic Planning and other relevant security agencies, to prioritise 
security functions and set-up a complementary resource envelope.

Source: Liberia Public Expenditure Review Note: Meeting the Challenges of the UNMIL Security Transition, 
Report No 71009-LR, The World Bank, January 2013.
Accessed 25/05/2015, http://www.wds.worldbank.org/external/default/WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2013/
03/15/000356161_20130315113538 Rendered/PDF/710090ESW0P1270C0disclosed030130130.pdf

http://www.wds.worldbank.org/external/default/WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2013/03/15/000356161_20130315113538
http://www.wds.worldbank.org/external/default/WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2013/03/15/000356161_20130315113538
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e) Capable security and justice professionals

The foundation for African security sectors that can deliver effective and accountable 
services is well-trained, incentivised and managed civilian and military personnel. The 
aim of capacity-building efforts is to develop security and justice personnel that can fulfil 
their legitimate duties in a professional manner. This is reflected in their level of morale, 
their knowledge of their roles and how to implement them, their compliance with legal 
requirements, and the trust they have in their leadership and the general public in them.

i.	 When seeking to augment the capabilities of security and justice personnel, an 
appropriate balanced should be struck between enhancing technical skills and 
operational effectiveness and ensuring that security and justice provision is consistent 
with democratic norms and international standards of human rights.

Building an effective security sector requires enhancing competences across a range of 
different areas. The kind of capacity building required depends on the roles and mandates 
of security forces and their civilian counterparts. While building operational effectiveness of 
the military, police and intelligence services can be an important aspect of SSR, particularly 
in instances where countries face imminent security threats, activities designed to enhance 
professionalism and strengthen the legal and administrative framework for managing the 
security sector will usually also be required.

However, political obstacles, resource constraints, and weak administrative capacity will 
usually make it very difficult to progress on both fronts at once. But reform on one front 
and not the other is unlikely to work: enhancing the military’s operational capability with 
strengthening the capacity of the defence ministry and political authorities to manage 
them may result in abuses of power; conversely, civil institutions such as the finance 
ministry may not be able to exercise proper oversight over security spending if the military 
lack the competence to manage their budgets and produce proper accounts. Therefore, 
reforms internal to the security forces should be set within a wider reform programme 
that strengthens the appropriate management and oversight instruments within the civilian 
policy sectors. This will likely imply a gradual approach.

ii.	 For security sector personnel to fulfil their functions effectively, particularly in the 
context of a reform programme, they require a deeper grounding on what SSR is, the 
roles that different stakeholders play, and how their own organisation fits within the 
wider change process.

This is important because many of the security and justice stakeholders have a poor 
understanding of the security system and especially of the points of intersection of the 
different areas. In addition, some are also ill prepared to carry out their specific functions 
in the contribution to the delivery of security and justice in a democratic framework. For 
example, legislators who are part of special committees tasked with overseeing defence 
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or security need to know how to scrutinise budgets, to interrogate the military regarding 

their performance, and ensure that the recommendations of the auditor general are 

implemented. The delivery of specialised training is essential because there are series of 

principles underlying SSR, which ought to shape the modus operandi of those involved in it, 

and which are not explicitly present in most current training on security matters.

iii.	 While there are many different ways of transferring knowledge and skills, capacity-

building within the security sector should be undertaken as much as possible through a 

mixture of ‘learning and doing’ activities so as to ensure that security sector personnel 

understand the practical application of their new knowledge.

The building of capacity for SSR achieves improved results when focused on complementing 

the theoretical and conceptual learning with practical guidance on how to translate policy 

and other normative tools into operation. In addition to the practical guidance, initiatives 

that actually entail carrying-out the implementation of SSR (or of parts of it) offer the 

strongest professional preparation. Training should also be complemented with coaching 

and mentoring so as to ensure that learning is based on lessons learnt and good practice 

from on the ground experience. In particular, developing analytical and problem-solving skills 

are essential because actors involved in SSR are constantly faced with these challenges, 

and in certain critical situations consultation may be unavailable.

Box 17 – Building security sector professionals across Southern Africa

The Southern African Defence and Security Management Network (SADSEM) 

was a pioneer and unique network established in 2000 to deliver professional and 

specialised training to defence and security personnel in Southern Africa, on matters 

of security management, governance and reform. The aim was to contribute to the 

effective democratic management of defence and security in Southern Africa, and 

to strengthen efforts with regard to promoting peace and common security in the 

region. The network comprised tertiary partner institutions in 10 SADC countries and 

was implemented in 15 countries overall, managing successfully to function across 

diverse political, institutional, cultural, language and geographical contexts. Through 

its executive courses, policy-oriented research and academic degrees SADSEM 

has created a vast network of security literate and democratic governance-oriented 

defence and security officials in the SADC region. This has opened space for debates 

on national and regional security policies by bringing different security institutions 

together, and by promoting its interaction with academics, parliamentarians and CSOs.

Sources: Tjonneland, E.N.; Albertyn, C.; le Pere, G.; Heggstad, K.; Vickers, B., Promoting Defence 
Management and Security Sector Reform in Southern Africa, CHR Michelsen Institute, 2009.
Accessed 25/05/2015, http://www.cmi.no/publications/file/3371-promotingdefence-management-and-
security-sector.pdf

http://sadsem.org/

http://www.cmi.no/publications/file/3371-promotingdefence-management-and-security-sector.pdf
http://www.cmi.no/publications/file/3371-promotingdefence-management-and-security-sector.pdf
http://sadsem.org/


48

Operational Guidance Note Handbook on African Security Sector Reform (SSR) Good Practices

iv.	 External coaching and advice should be given as a complement to, and not substitute 
for, national capacity building efforts in the security sector, so as to strengthen national 
ownership and the sustainability of these efforts.

Coaching and provision of advice are oftentimes required to build and/or strengthen capacity 
for SSR in contexts where it is absent or weak. However, it is fundamental that any external 
provision of support serves to build and strengthen national capacity and not substitute for it.

v.	 In situations where national capacity is weak or specific skills required to manage the 
security sector are absent, countries should consider the option of drawing for an 
interim period upon outside expertise to help mentor national staff and build up their 
capacity over time.

In certain contexts where national capacity for fulfilling security positions is fully absent 
(very rare), there might be a need to bring-in staff from other African countries to play these 
roles. This ought to be done in a way that ensures that national capacity is built to take-over 
when suitable, so as to avoid a perpetual capacity void and dependency.

Box 18 – Drawing on foreign expertise to manage Sierra Leone’ security sector

During the war, and in the immediate following reconstruction phase, the President 
of Sierra Leone Ahmad Tejan Kabbah resorted to appointments of foreign nationals 
to occupy high-ranking security posts in the country. The dearth of capacity, the 
importance to make apolitical appointments and the need to drive reforms led him to 
ask Nigeria to second Brigadier General Maxwell Mitikishe Khobe to occupy the post 
of Sierra Leone’s Chief of Defence Staff. He also proceeded similarly with regards to 
the post of Inspector-General of the Sierra Leone Police, to which he appointed the 
former Head of the Commonwealth Police Development Task Force, a retired British 
Assistant Chief Constable, Mr Keith Biddle, who handed-over the institution to Sierra 
Leonean leadership in 2003.

Sources: Charley, J.P.C.; M’Cormack, F. I, Becoming and Remaining a ‘Force for Good’ – Reforming the 
Police in Post-conflict Sierra Leone, Research Report 70, Institute of Development Studies, 2011.
Accessed 25/05/2015 https://www.ids.ac.uk/files/dmfile/rr70.pdf

Gbla, O., Security Sector and the Sustainability of Peace and Democracy in Sierra Leone, Journal of Social 
Sciences and Management, Vol.1 No.1, 2007.

https://www.ids.ac.uk/files/dmfile/rr70.pdf
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vi.	 Issues of pay and service conditions, which directly impact on the professionalism 
of security sector personnel, need to be taken into account during the design of 
reform processes to ensure there are appropriate incentives for security and justice 
professionals to carry out their jobs properly.

Security and justice providers are required to ensure safety, security, and justice, which lie 
at the core of the state’s legitimacy. Given the power and interest dynamics surrounding the 
delivery of these public services, they should be entitled to enticing career development 
paths and salary levels that ensure at least a dignified livelihood, in order to foster dedication 
and pride on their profession, whilst helping to insulate them from the pressures of bribery 
and traffic of influences.
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