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Abstract

When the concept of security sector reform (SSR) was introduced some 10 
years ago, it aimed to offer an innovative approach to the reform of security 
governance. Within the SSR paradigm, such reform was seen as an essential 
precondition of sustainable development and was envisaged as encompassing 
the entire spectrum of security institutions, including the military, police, intelli-
gence services and the penal system. Besides this holistic approach and the link 
with development, the novelty of the concept resided in the emphasis on local 
ownership of the reform process; on principles of legality, accountability, and 
transparency; and on its embrace of a wide understanding of security, encom-
passing territorial integrity, state security, and individual security. A review of 
SSR projects in Africa with significant input from external donors reveals con-
siderable variations of approach, while a comparative analysis of SSR in Sierra 
Leone and Liberia contrasts the differing application of core principles of SSR 
in these two cases. The paper concludes that there is no consistent approach to 
SSR, and that in practice, the concept fails to live up to its innovative potential. 
For this potential to become reality, the SSR dialogue needs to take voices and 
experiences from the global South into account, rather than merely reflect a 
donor perspective.

About the authors

Daniel Bendix is conducting research on security sector reform in a project 
funded by the German Foundation for Peace Research (DSF). He is a doctoral 
candidate at the University of Manchester’s Institute for Development Policy 
and Management.

Ruth Stanley teaches international and comparative politics at the Free 
University of Berlin. She is currently directing a research project on security 
sector reform funded by the DSF.
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Introduction

The concept of security sector reform (SSR) has only been in currency for some 
10 years. However, it has already come to occupy a central place on the agenda 
of institutions active in the fields of development, conflict transformation and 
peacebuilding. Broadly speaking, the security sector is usually understood to 
encompass all the organisations that have the authority to use, or order the use 
of, force in order to protect communities, individuals, and the state.1 These 
include the military, police, border guards, intelligence services, government 
bodies that monitor such organisations, and those institutions charged with 
upholding the rule of law, including the judiciary and the penal system. It is also 
recognised that civil society organisations, international donors and the media 
can have an important role in SSR processes, and that non-state actors such as 
private security and military companies and non-state armed groups need to be 
included within SSR.

Development donors had been dealing with security-related issues in an ad 
hoc manner since the early 1990s, but it was not until the end of that decade 
that the term “security sector reform” became prominent, notably through pol-
icy statements issued by the United Kingdom’s Department for International 
Development (DFID).2 Brzoska points out that the concept of SSR responds to 
a situation characterised by new opportunities provided by the lifting of earlier 
political constraints on security-related development assistance in the context  
of the Cold War, as well as to the new challenges posed by demands for an 
effective development donor role in conflict prevention, post-conflict recon-
struction, and anti-terrorism. The term SSR seeks to link these challenges and 
opportunities and at the same time to imbue them with a common vision, that of 
“a security sector which promotes human development, helps to reduce poverty, 
and allows people – including poor people – to expand their options in life”.3 
There are a number of rationales for conceptualising the reform of the security 
sector as an essential element in the fight against poverty. First, the role of 
the state and its security forces directly impact on opportunities for sustainable 
development, since basic security is a precondition of economic development. 
Second, reducing expenditure on security forces frees resources for social invest-
ment and poverty reduction. Third, the security sector, especially the police 
and the military, often contributes to violent conflict rather than containing or 
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preventing it, and violent conflict is recognised as one of the major causes of 
poverty. Finally, greater participation in security policy and access to security is 
expected to make policies more responsive to the concerns of the poor, as well 
as strengthening democracy by guaranteeing transparency and accountability in 
this most sensitive (and closed) area of policy.4

Conceptualising security sector reform in this way, as a means towards pov-
erty reduction, human development, and expanding life options for all people, 
implies certain principles that are made explicit in major policy formulations:

SSR adopts an holistic approach, recognising that effective reform of •	
security institutions needs to encompass the different components of the 
security sector in an integrated fashion. One of the novel aspects of SSR 
is that it is precisely not about piecemeal tinkering, but aims to achieve a 
broad reform of all dimensions of security provision, both with regard to 
(external) national defence and (internal) public security.

Reform of the security sector is intended not simply to enhance the effi-•	
ciency of the security forces, but to ensure that they conform to standards of 
legality, transparency and accountability. Indeed, SSR is seen as an impor-
tant element of democratisation, and in this sense, guidelines call for the 
process to be led by local actors and merely supported by external donors; 
hence, local ownership is seen as essential to the success of SSR.5

SSR is concerned to have a positive impact not only on the security of •	
the state (or that of the government of the day), but also on the security 
of communities and individuals, guaranteeing security provisions that are 
respectful of human rights and within the rule of law. The recognition given 
to individual security, in turn, implies a sensitivity to the differing security 
concerns of various segments of society and categories of people, as well 
as to the human rights impact of security policies.

In principle, all major Western donor countries have subscribed to this new 
concept. The Development Assistance Committee (DAC) of the Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) has produced major 
handbooks on SSR that are generally considered “state of the art” and essen-
tial reference material.6 After some ten years of experience with SSR, it seems 
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appropriate to review donor practice and to ask how far this innovative concept 
has, in fact, changed donor policy on the ground. What evidence do we have of 
a truly holistic aproach to reform of security structures? How does the commit-
ment to principles such as legality, transparency and accountability actually 
play out in development aid? If individual security is at least as important as 
state security: what policies are adopted to guarantee such security? Are those 
affected by such policies consulted, and do they have a significant input into the 
design and implementation of SSR projects? This paper addresses these ques-
tions by looking at the practice of Western donors involved in SSR projects in 
Africa. We first briefly set out the arguments for comprehensive, people-centred 
security reforms in Africa, before turning to donor practice. In this section, 
we ask how far the commitment to a comprehensive strategy is reflected in 
institutional arrangements in donor countries, and then proceed to present a 
general overview of the approach to SSR in Africa adopted by significant exter-
nal actors. In the following section, we then examine two high-profile cases of 
SSR with very significant external input – Sierra Leone and Liberia. In both 
countries, sweeping reforms of the security sector have been or are being car-
ried out; in both, the heavy dependence on external donors provides the latter 
with an opportunity to support and encourage comprehensive security sector 
reconstruction reflecting the core principles of SSR discussed above. Thus, they 
can both be seen as test cases that enable us to examine how far the practice of 
external actors does in fact conform to these principles. We close by summariz-
ing our findings and suggesting how the practice of SSR could be enhanced.

Why SSR in Africa?

In many ways, the case for SSR in a majority of African countries seems com-
pelling, and many have undertaken their own comprehensive reform effforts 
with little or no input from development donors. This is the case, for example, 
with South Africa’s experience in reforming its security architecture, a process 
which received considerable external funding but was conceived and executed 
by South Africans. Although generalisations across the continent obviously 
risk over-simplyfing a complex topic, scholars are broadly agreed on a number 
of recurring features that give special salience to the inclusive and normative 
approach inherent in the concept of SSR.
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A first obvious argument is the continuing pervasiveness of violent conflict and 
other threats to security. Compared with the decades immediately following 
liberation from colonial rule, the 1990s witnessed an increase in violent conflict, 
which on one estimate has cost the continent at least US $ 18 billion per year, 
in monetary terms, since the end of the Cold War.7 To the immediate human 
cost of violent conflict is thus added the loss of future opportunities that is a 
concommitant of  squandering of resources on armed conflict. More generally, 
public safety is low in many countries and internal stability remains a problem.8 
High crime rates and the proliferation of small arms contribute to high levels of 
physical insecurity in many African countries.9

Many African scholars relate current security problems to the specific nature 
of the African state and its institutions as legacies of colonialism. The colonial 
state never achieved the same depth of societal penetration and support as the 
European state, nor did it ever aspire to do so, serving simply to further the 
economic and political interests of the colonisers.10 As an instrument of foreign 
domination whose borders were arbitrarily imposed by colonial fiat, it remained 
simultaneously distant and oppressive. The particular historical genesis of the 
state in Africa helps to account for a number of specific features that still colour 
the provision of security. Thus, Rocklyn Williams has asserted that 

“[v]irtually all African security institutions, in general, and armed forces, 
in particular, are near mirror reflections of their former colonial security 
institutions. The rank structure is the same with very few exceptions […], 
the doctrine has admitted to few indigenous revisions […], their institutional 
culture aping that of either the British, the French or the American value sys-
tem and the ideological themes that pervade their discourse are manifestly 
European in origin”.11 

While in some African countries, independence brought policies aimed at inclu-
siveness, in others, the ruling political elites replicated the instrumental approach 
of their colonial predecessors to state power, and security forces continued to 
serve the interests of the ruling elites rather than the security requirements of the 
people.12 Foreign in inspiration and lacking a tradition of serving the needs of 
the people, the security institutions are often an object of fear and distrust; the 
view is widespread “that the security sector is incapable, useless and ultimately 
only serves the rich”.13
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Moreover, a monopoly on the legitimate use of violence was never achieved by 
the colonial state – nor was this indeed necessary for the purposes of extraction 
and military and political control. Security regimes in various African countries 
have therefore been characterised by an array of non-state as well as state armed 
actors, including private security/military companies, local militias, guerrilla 
armies, warlords, vigilantes, community self-policing groups and others, with 
the state representing just one among many providers of security in many fragile 
and post-conflict states.14 In such a context, individuals may prefer non-state 
security providers because they are seen as more accessible, fair, affordable, 
effective and understandable (using the local language and culturally appropri-
ate methods).15 Thus, non-state armed actors may appear to offer better security 
to specific groups or individuals than can be expected from state security forces, 
although this frequently entails the provision of security as a club good avail-
able only to a certain clientele, while increasing insecurity for others. Of course, 
this could also be true of state security forces.

All the above would seem to make SSR an appropriate concept for African states 
aiming to reform their security sectors in such a way as to enhance democratic 
control, strengthen the security of the poor, reduce the risk of violent conflict 
and free resources for social change. In some countries, there is an obvious 
window of opportunity for such far-reaching reform. In contexts of post-conflict 
peacebuilding, the question of dealing with armed actors, both state and non-
state — as well as the wider question of strengthening institutions that guarantee 
broad participation and inclusiveness — is always of primary concern. But in 
cases of non-violent regime change, too, the future configuration and role of 
the security sector in the context of democratisation is a central issue, not least 
because, in many cases, the military and other security institutions were the 
mainstay of the previous authoritarian regime.16 While political democratisation 
undoubtedly opens up space for comprehensive reform of the security sector, it 
by no means guarantees such reform.17 However, if transitions to democracy are 
propitious for SSR, reform is also being undertaken for other reasons: depend-
ence on external aid provides foreign donors with an opportunity to push for 
security reforms; and security policy forms an integral part of the proposals 
states commit to in the context of Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers. Thus, one 
of the reasons for the prevalence of SSR is donor insistence on fiscal reform 



ACCORD Occasional Paper

14

and public expenditure management, with the security sector being viewed in 
this context as simply another sphere of government activity to which the same 
general principles of fiscal rectitude apply.18 

However, if SSR is sometimes imposed by Western donors, it also resonates 
strongly with African concerns. The emphasis on the security of individuals 
and communities, as well as the security of states, that constitutes one of the 
features differentiating SSR from earlier forms of military and police assistance, 
touches a chord in Africa. Long before the concept of human security became 
common currency, a people-centred aproach to security was being advocated in 
some African states that sought to distance themselves from the former colonial 
powers as well as from the bipolar confrontation of the Cold War era.19 Cheryl 
Hendricks has argued that the need to broaden core conceptualisations of secu-
rity has also been a central part of the more recent African dialogue on security, 
and indeed, that the entry of human security into the international discourse 
emerged as a response to structural conditions on the continent20. Although this 
shift towards the security and safety of individuals and communities has not 
displaced notions of state and territorial security,21 it has opened a space for 
new thinking on security issues that emphasises participation, accountability 
and transparency as much as it does technical and professional expertise. This 
shift towards the individual as the referent object of security is echoed in the 
emphasis on community and individual security to be found in conceptual writ-
ings on SSR.

SSR and external actors

Coordinating mechanisms in donor countries

Security sector reform calls for a comprehensive approach to reform encom-
passing all the institutions of the security sector as well as actors from civil 
society, oversight bodies, and others. Therefore, its implementation seems 
to require not only close cooperation between such institutions in the recipi-
ent country, but also between those bodies and government ministries in the 
donor country that have a role to play in these programmes. Thus, a first useful 
indicator of commitment to the holistic SSR paradigm is the extent to which 
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coordination structures have been established to ensure such cooperation. In 
this regard, the UK has created new institutions charged with formulating a 
coordinated approach to SSR. Special programmes were set up with input from 
the Department for International Development, the Ministry of Defence (MoD), 
and the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) to coordinate policy: the 
Global Conflict Prevention Pool (GCPP) and the Africa Conflict Prevention 
Pool (ACPP). The ACPP focused on issues relating to conflict and develop-
ment on this continent, with SSR being the primary approach towards conflict 
prevention in Africa and taking up the largest part of ACPP programme expendi-
ture.22 The ACPP was particularly active in Sierra Leone, Uganda, Ghana and in 
several Southern Africa Development Community (SADC) countries, including 
Zimbabwe and South Africa.23 As of April 2008, the GCPP and the ACPP have 
been merged in a single Conflict Prevention Pool (CPP). The main instruments 
of SSR are:

(1) courses funded under defence diplomacy and military education 
courses

(2) police and intelligence advice and training through police training bod-
ies and other resources

(3) the Defence Advisory Team (DAT), which offers advice and assistance 
to recipient countries engaged in drawing up defence policy reviews, 
provides financial management support and advice on civil-military 
relations

(4) the Global Facilitation Network (GFN), a research, advisory and mobi-
lisation tool for the UK government and its international partners.24 The 
GFN’s function is to facilitate policy development and capacity building 
in the field of SSR. 

Germany has also established structures of coordination among the gov-
ernment ministries involved in SSR. Within the Development Ministry 
(Bundesministerium fuer wirtschaftliche Zusammenarbeit und Entwicklung, 
[BMZ]), a working group on SSR was founded in 2004 as part of the Department 
for Civil Crisis Prevention. This working group coordinates discussions among 
personnel from all the relevant ministries (BMZ, Ministry of Defence, Foreign 
Ministry and Ministry of the Interior) and in 2006 was responsible for drawing 
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up an inter-ministerial working paper on SSR.25 It has also been charged with 
identifying a pilot country for German SSR activities and initiating activities 
that could test the efficacy of coordination mechanisms among departments and 
ministries. Indonesia was chosen, but results to date have been modest: accord-
ing to German government sources, the German side has found it difficult to 
engage Indonesian actors, especially the military. 

The five Nordic countries – Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden 
– have instigated a framework within the so-called Nordic Initiative for a coor-
dinated and combined approach to their SSR activities; however, these focus 
not on Africa but on the Western Balkan countries of Albania, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Croatia, Macedonia, Montenegro and Serbia (now also including 
Ukraine).26 As small countries with limited resources, the Nordic states have 
recognised the need to achieve synergy by combining their efforts. In other 
donor countries (e.g. Canada, the United States of America [USA], Sweden, 
the Netherlands, France), efforts have been made to create inter-ministerial or 
inter-agency bodies, or strengthen existing coordination mechanisms across 
ministries, in order to coordinate international reconstruction and stabilisation 
efforts. Although these mechanisms have not explicitly been set up to deal with 
SSR and have wider competencies than SSR, they are often also responsible for 
SSR-related activities.27

Thus a number of major players have put coordinating mechanisms in place, 
but there is significant variation between them in terms of their commitment to 
securing inter-ministerial cooperation and a coherent approach. The UK appears 
to have gone furthest in this regard, while the Nordic countries stand out as 
a model of regional coordination. A rather less coherent approach appears to 
have been adopted by the United States, where several ministries and agencies 
are conducting SSR with inadequate coordination, including the Department of 
Defence, the Drug Enforcement Agency, the Department of Justice (DoJ) and 
the Department of State.28

Donor activities in Africa

How far is the new SSR paradigm reflected in the donor approach to the practice 
of SSR on the ground? The appendix presents information on SSR programmes 
in Africa with support from bilateral donors and multilateral institutions. It is 



17

Security Sector Reform in Africa

compiled from open sources (mainly agencies’ websites and SSR-related pub-
lications) together with interviews, and excludes projects on demobilisation, 
disarmament and reintegration (DDR) as well as on control of small arms and 
light weapons (SALW). This is because such projects are often viewed as nec-
essary prior steps creating appropriate conditions for, rather than forming an 
integral part of, SSR activities. The appendix makes no claim to be comprehen-
sive, but rather serves an illustrative purpose, which allows for the identification 
of certain tendencies. Thus, it becomes apparent from Table 1 that the UK is 
particularly active in SSR in Africa, with by far the largest number of projects, 
followed by the USA and Germany. Of all donor countries involved in SSR, 
the UK comes closest to the OECD-DAC’s vision of SSR, taking seriously the 
holistic imperative and working with the various segments of the security sec-
tor. This is particularly evident in the UK’s involvement in Sierra Leone, but 
also, to a lesser extent, in UK-financed programmes in Malawi and Nigeria 
that encompass police and justice reform. Normative elements of SSR are 
clearly discernible in the UK-supported Defence Review in Uganda, which was 
accompanied by a public information campaign and seeks to improve oversight, 
transparency and accountability within the Ugandan Ministry of Defence and 
Armed Forces. Germany has a clear focus on policing reforms, especially the 
support of community policing initiatives, while the USA’s activities are largely 
in the field of military training, but also include support for police reforms.

Despite having traditionally strong ties to agencies of the security sector in its 
former African colonies, France can be regarded as something of a latecomer 
to the SSR paradigm.29 A certain French reticence towards the concept of 
SSR could be attributed to a number of factors: SSR was originally champi-
oned by the UK, and France has its own traditional approach to security issues  
as well as a close (and often secretive) relationship with ruling elites and 
defence establishments in many of its former colonies. The British, Nordic, 
German, Swiss and US-American dominance is very noticeable in the literature 
on SSR; there are very few studies by French analysts or published in French.30  
However, gradual changes in the French attitude are discernible, possibly pro-
pelled by the 2007 change in government, the work of the OECD’s Development 
Assistance Committee, and the fact that SSR has become prominent on the 
agenda both of the European Union (EU) and of the United Nations (UN).31
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Other industrialised countries, such as Canada, Switzerland, the Netherlands, 
and Norway are also involved in SSR activities. The appendix almost certainly 
under-represents their contribution in this area, since their engagement fre-
quently takes place under the umbrella of multilateral institutions rather than 
in bilateral programmes. In the case of Norway, for example, direct support 
for governance issues related to the security sector has been limited; instead 
Norway is engaged via multilateral organisations and NGOs. There is, how-
ever, some bilateral Norwegian support in SADC countries to strengthen 
parliaments, public watchdog committees, the media, and public financial man-
agement and anti-corruption bodies.32 Similarly, the Netherlands is an important 
donor to SSR activities in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) under 
the auspices of various United Nations system organisations.33 Equally, some 
external actors with significant bilateral projects are also committed to multilat-
eral SSR projects, as in the case of the UK’s contribution to UN Development 
Programme’s (UNDP) law and security programme in Somalia.

The Council of the European Union adopted a concept for the support of secu-
rity sector reforms through the European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP) 
in 2005, while the European Commission presented a concept of its own in the 
following year. These two concepts constitute the framework for a European 
engagement in the realm of SSR; they reflect somewhat differing approaches 
that could usefully be merged. In 2005, The EU established an advisory and 
assistance mission for security sector reform in the Democratic Republic of 
Congo (EUSEC).34 Currently, the EU is considering an ESDP advice and assist-
ance mission in support of security sector reform in Guinea-Bissau.35

United Nations SSR activities in Africa are generally coordinated by the local 
UN Mission or the UNDP. The Security Council has stressed “that the United 
Nations has a crucial role to play in promoting comprehensive, coherent and 
coordinated international support to nationally owned security sector reform 
programmes, implemented with the consent of the countries concerned”, 36 and is 
increasingly including SSR-related issues in peacekeeping mandates. SSR mat-
ters were addressed in Security Council resolutions creating the United Nations 
Integrated Office in Sierra Leone (UNIOSIL) and the United Nations Integrated 
Office in Burundi (BINUB). Reference to SSR was also made in resolutions 
on mandate renewal of the UN Mission in the Democratic Republic of Congo 
(MONUC) and the UN Operation in Cote d’Ivoire (UNOCI); furthermore, the 
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UN missions in Liberia (UNMIL) and Sudan (UNMIS) also refer explicitly or 
implicitly to aspects of SSR.37 The UNDP has been involved in the development 
of the Malian Code of Conduct for the Malian armed forces and has assumed 
responsibility for reform of the police service in Liberia and Sierra Leone.38 

The World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) are reticent with 
regard to SSR. Following their mandate, they refrain from direct involvement 
in security issues and rather emphasise transparency and management of the 
security sector.39 The focus of both the World Bank and the IMF is on the level 
of military expenditure, an approach that has been criticised for focusing on just 
one component of the security sector and ignoring broader governance ques-
tions.40 The World Bank is involved in the Multi-Country Demobilization and 
Reintegration Programme (MDRP) for the Great Lakes Region, encompassing 
Angola, Burundi, the Central African Republic, the DRC, the Republic of the 
Congo, Rwanda and Uganda. This programme includes DDR and de-mining 
programmes and also, through the Governance Capacity Enhancement Project, 
seeks to strengthen security governance beyond these two areas.41 The World 
Bank does not play a significant operative role but has published policy papers 
suggesting appropriate donor policies with respect to SSR initiatives. These 
proposals are broadly similar to the approach developed in recent years by the 
OECD-DAC, although they lack the strong focus on local ownership and say 
nothing about gender issues in SSR.42

In terms of the regional distribution of SSR projects with external support in 
Africa, Table 1 shows that the majority of SSR activities are conducted in West 
Africa (especially in Liberia, Sierra Leone, Ghana, and Nigeria) and in East 
Africa (above all in Kenya, Uganda, and Tanzania). Former French colonies 
and North Africa are conspicuously under-represented. Some countries have 
attracted the support of a large number of external donors (Table 2). These 
include states with an evident and acute need of SSR (DRC), and others that 
have already made very significant advances in this area (South Africa), where 
external donor involvement would appear to reflect the capacity of the state to 
absorb external resources and to implement reform. Where one or few external 
donors are involved in projects of limited scope, the comprehensive approach 
to SSR seems doubtful. Thus, whether the USA’s programme of army reform in 
Mali or the UK’s scholarships in “defence diplomacy” in Zambia can properly 
be regarded as examples of the new paradigm appears questionable. Table 3 
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summarises the regional scope of external actors’ involvement in SSR in Africa. 
It shows that the UK’s involvement extends to a significant number of countries, 
followed by the USA and Germany. In some cases, this may reflect a “relabel-
ling” of traditional forms of police and/or military assistance rather than a new, 
encompassing approach. Notable is the role of South Africa, which has been 
involved in the reform of Nigeria’s Ministry of Defence and is also an impor-
tant source of ideas on SSR through various “think tanks”. As the tables show, 
there are comparatively few donor-funded projects that aim at strengthening 
dialogue, coordination and capacity-building at a regional level. 

Summing up the preceding survey of donor activities, it is apparent, first, that 
security sector reform is by no means given the same priority by all donor coun-
tries and agencies. Second, most programmes seem not to reflect the holistic 
approach emphasised by the conceptual literature on SSR. How far the rather 
segmented approach revealed in the table is rendered a coherent overall strat-
egy, via coordinating mechanisms among donors set up under the OECD Paris 
Declaration on Aid Effectiveness, seems an open question.43 The difference in 
donor approaches and practice is immense.44

Two cases of comprehensive SSR? Donor policy in  
Sierra Leone and Liberia

The cases of Sierra Leone and Liberia can be viewed as model cases offering the 
opportunity to analyse donor aproaches to comprehensive security sector recon-
struction.45 Sierra Leone’s SSR process is widely seen as a test case of SSR 
with strong external support and one of the few cases of a genuinely holistic 
approach to SSR.46 It is also one of the cases that has attracted most research.47 
SSR in Liberia is at the forefront of the SSR debate at the present48 and one 
could argue that the lessons learnt from Sierra Leone could be useful for post-
conflict SSR measures in Liberia: the countries are neighbours and suffered 
comparable types of armed conflict with similar causes49. In both countries, the 
SSR process depends heavily on external donors.
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Sierra Leone’s state security infrastructure had become totally dysfunctional at 
the end of the civil war, and even before the war it had been marked by the fea-
tures discussed above: its control of the country’s territory was incomplete, and 
it served the ruling elites rather than the security interests of the people. In large 
parts of the country, especially during the civil war, security was provided by 
local civil defence forces, rebel groups and secret societies, which were a source 
of security for some citizens and of insecurity for others.50 In 1999, the UN set 
up the UN Mission in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL) to assist in the implementation 
of the Lomé Peace Accord (1999) and the disarmament, demobilisation and 
reintegration plan. UNAMSIL, with its 17 000 troops, completed its mandate in 
2005 and was succeeded by UNIOSIL, established by the Security Council to 
help consolidate the fragile peace. During the civil war, the UK’s involvement 
was highly ambivalent. UK government officials were aware of a major arms 
deal (in breach of UN resolutions) by the private military company Sandline 
International in 1996, aimed at helping bring Ahmed Kabbah back to power.51 
When violence flared up again in 2000 and 500 UN peacekeepers were held 
hostage by rebel forces, the UK intervened with troops under its own command, 
despite pleas by Sierra Leone to commit troops to the UN. Following the end 
of the civil war, the UK’s DFID earmarked 20 million pounds to carry out SSR 
from 1999 to 2002. At the same time, the UK signed a 10-year collaboration 
plan with Sierra Leone for reconstruction and poverty alleviation. The SSR pro-
gramme, mainly funded and managed by DFID, had the following objectives: 
the creation of effective, affordable and democratically accountable security 
institutions; effective reconciliation, justice and reintegration of ex-combatants; 
and the reduction of regional threats to Sierra Leone.52

The civil war in neighbouring Liberia ended in 2003 after 14 years of armed 
conflict, with deployment of ECOWAS (Economic Community of West African 
States) peacekeepers and the signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement 
(CPA). Liberia had been systematically dominated by so called Americo-Liberian 
settlers and their descendants since its founding in 1822, even though they only 
constituted five per cent of the overall population. This resulted in Liberia effec-
tively functioning as a one-party state for more than a century (1877-1980) and 
in widespread political repression, nepotism, economic mismanagement and 
political and socio-economic marginalisation of the majority of the people.53 
Personalisation of power became common in the decades preceding the civil 
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war. After Samuel Doe, who came to power in 1980 through a military coup, 
tried to replace Americo-Liberian settler domination by privileging his own 
tribe — the  Krahns, especially within the army — the National Patriotic Front 
of Liberia (NPFL) began an armed rebellion. The subsequent civil war devas-
tated society, the economy and what state structures were in existence before 
the outbreak of armed conflict. Reform of the security sector needed to address 
several issues, including disbanding the several non-state armed groups; restruc-
turing the state military forces; depoliticising and demilitarising the police; and 
putting an end to impunity, corruption and political interference in the judici-
ary.54 UNMIL – with 15000 UN soldiers, the world’s second-largest UN peace 
operation after Sierra Leone – has been primarily responsible for upholding the 
fragile peace. Liberia’s SSR agenda was outlined in the CPA of 2003.  The CPA 
gave powers to the international community and specifically requested the USA 
to play a leading role. The responsibility for the implementation and funding of 
SSR in Liberia is shared among various UN agencies, the US government and 
the Liberian government.

Holistic approach

SSR in Sierra Leone represents a rare case of a comprehensive initiative and 
is frequently cited as an example of good practice.55 With the use of the UK’s 
ACCP, the Sierra Leonean SSR case was one of the first to be conducted with the 
help of a formal mechanism for coordination, both among government depart-
ments (DFID, FCO, MoD) in the leading donor nation and with other donors. 
Reflecting the UK’s broad approach to SSR, reform measures in Sierra Leone 
were designed to encompass the army and the police, the justice sector, intel-
ligence and the Anti-Corruption Commission. Despite this, complete coherence 
was not achieved, in part due to differing conceptions among external actors 
(e.g. contrasting policing models between the UK and the UN), and in part due 
to competition for resources among local actors in Sierra Leone.56 Thus, while 
a holistic approach is clearly discernible on the conceptual level and efforts 
have been made to steer implementation in this direction, the full potential of an 
integrated SSR reform has not been realised.
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Liberia’s SSR agenda, as outlined in the CPA, is more narrowly conceived than 
the OECD’s comprehensive definition of SSR.57 It deals with DDR, the restruc-
turing and reform of the military, the national police, and other state security 
institutions. Statements regarding the strengthening of civilian oversight, judi-
cial and penal reform and local participation in SSR are conspicuous by their 
absence from the CPA. There is no single external actor coordinating SSR, but 
each looks after its turf. The US has assumed control of army reform and in 
turn outsourced its commitment to the private military companies DynCorp 
International and Pacific Architects and Engineers (PAE) in 2005, which exclu-
sively have the task of recruiting, training and restructuring the armed forces of 
Liberia.58 Responsibility for police reform was originally assumed by UNMIL 
but recently DynCorp has been assigned to train 500 Liberia National Police 
members59. Conceptually, the US embraces a comprehensive approach to SSR, 
but in practice it has devoted little attention and resources to the non-defence, 
non-military components of SSR.60 The reform of the security sector has to date 
been poorly coordinated: a multiplicity of actors have been operating in a frag-
mented manner.61 SSR has virtually been reduced to army and police reform. 
UNMIL has dedicated considerable resources to justice reform; but a concep-
tual link to other aspects of SSR appears weak.

Local ownership and democratic participation

Local ownership of donor assisted projects has become a central tenet of inter-
national development cooperation and was re-emphasised in the OECD’s 2005 
Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness. Given that security reforms go to the 
heart of sovereignty, local ownership of such reforms seems even more com-
pelling. However, despite the lip service paid to local ownership, there is little 
agreement on the meaning and scope of the concept, especially as applied to 
SSR.62 We follow the OECD-DAC understanding of local ownership requiring 
that solutions to problems are developed locally;63 this fairly emphatic under-
standing of local ownership is, in theory, the common approach of OECD nations 
to SSR support. We also share Ebo’s view that local actors do not constitute a 
homogeneous group of actors, that “local ownership” is not synonymous with 
“local executive ownership”, and that the legislature and civil society actors are 
among the groups that need to be included in the SSR process in order to ensure 
genuine local ownership.64 
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Following the end of the civil war, a security review was commissioned with a 
broad remit. This included identifying the main threats to Sierra Leone’s politi-
cal, social and economic development, identifying the institutions relevant to 
countering such threats, and developing appropriate strategies to deal with them. 
The review was managed by a secretariat from the Office of National Security 
(ONS), with support from DFID and the UK’s DAT. Media reporting on the 
review was encouraged in order to generate public interest, and consultation 
was sought with parliamentary committees, executive bodies and government 
departments, as well as with the central institutions of the state security appara-
tus. The latter included the police, the military, prisons, customs and immigration 
authorities, the judicial system, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, and 
civil society organisations. Such organisations included traditional rulers, reli-
gious groups, academics, professional societies and ex-combatants, whose 
voices were heard in a series of country-wide consultative workshops. One of 
the outcomes of the process was the creation of District and Provincial Security 
Committees intended to incorporate the population into Sierra Leone’s security 
structures and enhance accountability and transparency. These committees were 
also intended to play an early warning role and thus to improve the provision 
of security. Consultations with such a wide array of groups within the country, 
as well as media coverage, ensured a great deal of input from society into the 
process and an unusually high degree of local participation from very different 
civil society actors. 

Despite this broad consultative process, a number of analysts question whether 
Sierra Leone’s SSR process can be regarded as a case of full local ownership. 
The UK made a very heavy commitment of both personnel and funding, essen-
tial in a country ranked one of the poorest in the world and whose post-civil war 
security sector has been variously described as comatose or consisting only of 
shattered remnants. Inevitably, the UK had “a defining impact on the SSR proc-
ess”.65 Contrasting views of Sierra Leone’s security requirements are likely to 
be settled in favour of the British position, given Sierra Leone’s dependence on 
external funding. 

In the case of Liberia, there is a consensus that the international community has 
failed to respect the principle of local ownership.66 In the transition phase, own-
ership meant the incorporation of the provisional government and the warring 
parties into SSR. The process was driven by external actors such as the USA, 
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UNMIL and private military and security companies. A security review, the 
basis for SSR measures, was undertaken by RAND Corporation, an American 
think tank.67 In contrast to the broad participation in Sierra Leone’s review proc-
ess, in Liberia, civil society and even some of the security agencies themselves 
were not aware of this.68 Until now, there has been no national dialogue on the 
content of the security review. Rebuilding of the AFL has been especially criti-
cised for the lack of local input: the US was requested to play a leading role 
and in turn delegated this task in 2005 to the US-American private security 
and military companies DynCorp International and PAE.69 DynCorp has refused 
to report to the Liberian parliament, citing its contractual obligations towards 
the US State Department. The arrangement between the Liberian government, 
the US and the private military companies implementing the army reform, and 
the definition of nature, content and character of Liberia’s new armed forces 
without consultation of the parliament or civil society, is evidence of a serious 
lack of transparency in the SSR process. Both government officials and civil 
society groups voice their concern about a lack of local ownership, and call for 
a “Liberianising” of the process.70 Recently, civil society organisations have 
taken the initiative by starting a dialogue on SSR and calling for civil soci-
ety to be part of the process. These initiatives may yet succeed in broadening 
local participation in SSR, but civil society has not been incorporated into the 
government’s reform framework.71 The case of Liberia illustrates the common 
tendency to posit a tension between the principle of efficiency and the principles 
of legality, transparency and accountability. This tendency applies to the SSR 
process as a whole and, in particular, to the reform of the armed forces. 

People-centred security

Conceptual writings on SSR emphasise its commitment to people-centred and 
individual security, and this implies sensitivity to the specific security needs and 
vulnerabilities of different segments of society, including a recognition of the 
gendered nature of security arrangements and their differing impact on men and 
women. With regard to SSR in Sierra Leone, policy statements all indicate a 
more people-centred understanding of security, which must be acknowledged as 
a break with Sierra Leone’s history of exclusive and abusive security institutions 
that justified arbitrary violence in the name of national stability.72 Important 
elements of the security structure for bridging the gap between the population 
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and the state institutions are the above-mentioned decentralised District and 
Provinicial Security Committees. The SSR process in Sierra Leone also incor-
porated a gender perspective. Provision was made for the appointment of 
women into senior positions within the armed forces. Within the police depart-
ment, a family support unit was set up, including female police personnel, and 
leading to higher reporting rates of sexual and physical violence against women. 
Police were trained on how to deal with crimes of this nature.73 Despite these 
elements, which represent a piecemeal approach rather than a coherent overall 
strategy, an evaluation found that gender was not well represented in SSR in 
Sierra Leone.74 Two years after the transition, complaints about insensitivity to 
gender-based violence and the failure to investigate rape and domestic violence 
were frequent.75 This latter finding is open to various interpretations: one is that 
it may be that the reform process opened a space where such complaints could at 
least be articulated, thus enabling activists to highlight gender-specific security 
issues.

The Liberia National Police (LNP) cannot to date be considered effective. 
Physical insecurity is widespread, and the high rates of gender-based violence 
and armed robbery in Monrovia are a few of the most pressing problems.76 
Notwithstanding the high level of threat to physical integrity, some develop-
ments in Liberia point in a positive direction with regard to people-centred 
security: “However ineffective the LNP may be, the fact that it is actually 
deployed and doing some visible policing without instilling fear in communi-
ties may be considered major progress.”77 Popular trust in the police appears to 
have risen since the end of the war: in a survey of 2005–6, the LNP was named 
second most frequently (after UNMIL) as the most important institution for 
guaranteeing people’s personal safety. However, the national police lacks the 
capacity to provide security without assistance from other forces, so in addi-
tion to UNMIL, this gap is partly filled by so called Community Watch Teams, 
which operate at a community level.78 

In the new judiciary framework, rape is now considered a serious crime punish-
able with the maximum sentence. All in all, sexualised violence against women 
is now discussed more openly in Liberia. Furthermore, as part of UNMIL’s 
activities a police unit from India has been training women, which has led to 
more recruitment of female police personnel and is seen as enhancing police 
responsivity to gender-specific security issues. Liberian security sector and 
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government structures in general are more open to women, partly due to the 
conviction of Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, Liberia’s president since 2006, that women 
have an important role to play in Liberia’s peace- and statebuilding efforts. 
UNMIL is also evidently influenced by the UN Security Council Resolution 
1325 on Women, Peace and Security (2000). From its inception, UNMIL has 
had an Office to the Gender Advisor which assists in mainstreaming gender into 
all aspects of the UN mission. However, in Liberia as well as in Sierra Leone the 
involvement of women in the peacebuilding process followed a familiar pattern: 
initially there was a high degree of engagement, but “once the machinery of 
peace begins, the impetus of women and their competencies and contributions 
are completely overlooked…”.79 This leads to the conclusion that women’s 
rights and security needs can all too easily become sidelined in a technocratic, 
managerial approach to SSR.

SSR compared in Sierra Leone and Liberia

The approaches to SSR discernible in Sierra Leone and Liberia are clearly very 
different. The comparison between the two cases serves to highlight the posi-
tive effects that SSR’s novel elements can have. But the analysis also reveals 
the limited impact of major statements on SSR, such as the OECD-DAC’s 
conceptual work in this area, in cases where donors and recipients are not ame-
nable to the fundamental guiding principles that inform the concept of SSR. 
Reviewing the two cases, it is apparent that, in Sierra Leone, there has been and 
continues to be a serious attempt at comprehensive reform encompassing not 
merely the military and police institutions, but also intelligence agencies and 
the criminal justice system. This comprehensive approach was furthered by a 
comparatively high degree of coordination both among relevant actors in Sierra 
Leone and between the government departments of the main donor country, the 
UK. Although problems of coordination among different actors remain, SSR 
in Sierra Leone broadly conforms to the holistic undestanding of SSR propa-
gated by the OECD-DAC. In Liberia, in contrast, SSR has been criticised for 
its narrow focus on only two elements of the security sector: the military and 
the police. With regard to local ownership and democratic participation in the 
SSR process, the case of Sierra Leone again demonstrates a fairly high level of 
both, whereas Liberia shows all local actors except the executive being mar-
ginalised from the SSR process. The contracting out of major elements of the 



ACCORD Occasional Paper

28

reform to foreign private security and military companies, themselves largely 
unaccountable to public scrutiny, has made it extremely difficult for the legisla-
tive body and civil society actors to exercise any kind of monitoring function, 
let alone have a genuine input into security policy. People-centred security is 
reflected in Sierra Leone in the establishment of security committees that give 
the population a channel to voice security concerns, and both countries have 
gone some way towards rectifying gender imbalance in their police forces and 
ensuring that crimes of sexualised violence are treated seriously. Although, in 
both cases, some positive developments can be noted, the significant differences 
between them cast doubt on the impact of initiatives like the OECD-DAC SSR 
standards. 

Conclusions

Drawing conclusions about the practice of SSR is not easy, as there is a serious 
lack of empirical research. What is especially needed is rigorously compara-
tive research with analytical depth. Most empirical studies on SSR currently in 
existence, although certainly providing a wealth of data and some interesting 
insights, are often largely descriptive; the categories of analysis and the evalu-
ation criteria often remain somewhat unclear, making it difficult to judge the 
success of SSR initiatives, the standards by which such success is measured, 
and the comparative performance of different programmes. Moreover, many of 
the available studies emanate from experts who are themselves directly involved 
in policy formulation and implementation, rather than being independent. Broad 
conclusions about the effectiveness of SSR therefore need to be made with cau-
tion; however, we believe that a few generalisations can safely be extracted 
from the foregoing survey of SSR in Africa.

Almost five years ago, Michael Brzoska observed that the popularity of the term 
“SSR” had not led to its widespread application in practice and drew attention to 
“the lack of instances of security sector reform on the ground”.80 Broadly speak-
ing, this seems as true now as it was then, and certainly applies to SSR in Africa, 
where more recent assessments have drawn attention to the same notable gap 
between policy and practice with regard to SSR in Africa.81 The co-ordinated, 
holistic approach as promoted by OECD-DAC and other institutions is rarely 
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found in practice. Where such an approach has been attempted, it was almost 
always after the end of violent conflict concentrating – as in Sierra Leone and 
Liberia – on so-called “failed states”. Instead of the comprehensive approach the 
conceptual literature posits as being a definitive feature of SSR, reform of the 
security sector is frequently seen in narrow institutional terms focusing on one 
segment (army, police, intelligence, justice etc.), “characterised by few linkages 
across security institutions, let alone linkages to oversight institutions or civil-
ian agencies.”82 In general, defence and police reform are given more attention 
than other sections of the security sector. Local ownership is frequently reduced 
to a question of securing the agreement of local governments to programmes 
and strategies devised by foreign donors.83 The principles of transparency and 
accountability are not, in practice, treated as centrally important; Liberia’s mili-
tary reform offers the most glaring example of this. And, finally, the emphasis 
on community and individual security — which implies dialogue with precisely 
those communities and individuals affected by the security arrangements, in 
order to discern their perceptions of their own security needs and give them 
genuine input into and control over reform — also seems to be underdeveloped 
in many practical applications of SSR.

In practice, then, SSR in Africa has not yet realised its potential, and donor 
projects labelled SSR do not always greatly differ from the previous piece-
meal and uncoordinated approach donors have traditionally adopted towards 
defence, policing and justice reform. In some ways, the insistence on the 
nexus between security and development may actually have strengthened the 
influence of foreign military establishments at the expense of the civilian devel-
opment donor community. The danger exists that development cooperation will 
be increasingly securitised, that is, seen increasingly as a security issue that 
is appropriately dealt with by security institutions – the exact opposite of the 
concept’s original intention, which was to make security an issue on the devel-
opment cooperation agenda. Perhaps the most striking example of the effects of 
this securitization is the growing role of the Pentagon in U.S. foreign aid pro-
grammes: it now accounts for over 20% of US official development assistance 
(ODA), beyond the resources it deploys in non-ODA assistance that are directed 
towards training and equipping foreign military forces.84 Although the greater 
part of US ODA goes to Iraq and Afghanistan, the Pentagon is also expand-
ing its role to include activities hitherto undertaken by the State Department, 
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the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), and civilian 
bodies, including NGOs. The establishment of the new United States Africa 
Command (AFRICOM), with the potential to override civilian programmes, is 
a clear example of this tendency.85 At best, this form of “mission creep” entails 
giving military authorities responsibility over development projects that are 
essentially civilian; at worst, it runs the risk that long-term development goals, 
including SSR, are subordinated to the perceived short-term security interests 
of a foreign power.

Should the concept of SSR, then, be dismissed as a case of false packaging? 
We suggest that it should not; rather, donors need to be held to their avowed 
principles. They also need to learn from successful endeavours in the field of 
SSR that have largely been conceived and executed without foreign assistance. 
South Africa’s reforms in the fields of defence and internal security stand out as 
an example of a genuinely inclusive and comprehensive approach. The South 
African experience indicates that a long-term approach is necessary, and that 
external development donors, if they are serious about SSR, will need to take 
such a long view. 

Experiences with security sector reform in Latin America, following the democ-
ratisation process that took hold on that continent from the 1980s onwards, also 
indicate that far-reaching reform is a long-term process in which each step 
builds on previous achievements.86 In general, there is an urgent need for greater 
donor sensitivity to the various experiences of recipient countries. It is to be 
welcomed that new networks are being established to strengthen the South’s 
voice in the SSR debate. One of these is the African Security Sector Network 
(ASSN), created in 2003 with participation from countries from across the con-
tinent. The Network aims to increase Africa’s voice in the SSR debate, pointing 
out that SSR at present mainly reflects donor views and needs.87 This donor 
bias is evident in the exclusive focus of the SSR debate on the reform needs of 
countries in the global South, while major deficits in the advanced industrialised 
countries, including a general lack of transparency, arms exports, and discrimi-
natory policies with regard to immigrants, remain outside of the SSR dialogue. 
This is a serious lack, the more so since these problems of security governance 
in the OECD countries have a direct bearing on security arrangements in the 
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South. Moreover, a critical review of security governance in the industrialised 
world suggests that donors often proclaim higher standards for development aid 
recipients than they themselves care to establish. 

Listening to, and fully incorporating, voices from the South could help overcome 
the undoubted Eurocentrism of current SSR practices. Despite the OECD-
DAC’s insistence on context sensitivity, the matrix for SSR too often seems to 
be an idealised version of the Weberian and democratic state – an ideal to which 
donor countries themselves do not conform. With regard to SSR processes in 
Africa, external actors need to be more aware of the potential of non-state actors 
and informal mechanisms and institutions that have no counterparts in Western 
societies and can therefore all too easily be lost from view. Non-state, informal 
structures and coping mechanisms that have always played a part in security 
arrangements in African societies need to be fully incorporated into SSR pro-
grammes. This implies a recognition of the much higher prevalence of non-state 
security actors in many African countries, from armed groups to non-state dis-
pensers of justice. Western concepts, for all their talk of local ownership and 
sensitivity to local contexts, seem to find it difficult to incorporate such actors 
into their vision of SSR. Similarly, the inclusion of civil society actors, if it 
takes place at all, tends to focus on organisational forms readily recognisable 
from Western societies, such as formally-constituted NGOs. Dissimilar struc-
tures (clans, families, councils of elders etc., and newer organisational forms 
such as social movements and neighbourhood self-help groups) may easily be 
overlooked or underestimated by Western donors involved in SSR projects. 

In general, then, SSR remains a concept with innovative and emancipatory 
potential. Its emphasis on participation, transparency, accountability and the 
provision of security for all within the rule of law, make it an approach that 
should transcend the more narrow concerns of traditional military and police 
assistance, based largely on the search for “effectiveness” or “efficiency” (often 
defined in terms of regime security) with little or no concern for the normative 
criteria that inform the concept of SSR. For the potential of SSR to become 
reality, however, the debate needs to become global, rather than including only 
experts from the industrialised world. The latter should be reminded of the 
potential inherent in the holistic and normatively-inspired concept of SSR, and 
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be held to the conviction that security is essential for development, rather than 
allowing development issues to become subordinated to the developed world’s 
own security concerns.
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Appendix

The data presented here was compiled on the basis of a search of open sources, 
mainly the websites of donor institutions. These institutions have very different 
reporting styles, and the data should be taken as indicative of general trends 
rather than representing a complete overview of SSR measures with external 
involvement. Data as of August 2008.

Table 1: External support for SSR projects in Africa •	

Table 2: States/regions with external support for SSR measures•	

Table 3: Involvement of external actors in SSR according to states/regions•	
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Table 2: States/regions with external support for SSR measures

Country/region Donor country/institution

Burkina Faso US

Burundi UK

DRC Belgium, EU, France, UK, UN

Ethiopia UK

Ghana Denmark, Germany, IBRD, UK, UN, US

Guinea-Bissau EU, UK

Kenya Germany, UK, UN, 

Lesotho UK

Liberia UK, UN, US

Malawi Norway, UK, US

Mali US

Mozambique Germany, UN, US

Nigeria South Africa, UK, US

Rwanda UK, UN; US

Sierra Leone UK, UN, US

Somalia UN

South Africa Denmark, Germany, UK, US

Sudan UK

Tanzania Germany, UK, UN, US

Uganda Germany, Netherlands, UK, US

Zambia UK

ECOWAS/West Africa Canada, UK

SADC/Southern Africa Germany, UK
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Table 3: Involvement of external actors in SSR according to 
states/regions

Donor Recipient country/region

Belgium DRC

Canada ECOWAS

Denmark Ghana, South Africa

EU DRC, Guinea-Bissau

France DRC

Germany Ghana, Kenya, Mozambique, South Africa, Tanzania, Uganda, 
Southern Africa

IBRD Ghana

Netherlands Uganda

Norway Malawi

South Africa Nigeria

UK Burundi, DRC, Ethiopia, Ghana, Guinea-Bissau, Kenya, 
Lesotho, Liberia, Malawi, Nigeria, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, 
South Africa, Sudan, Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia, ECOWAS 
region, SADC region

UN Ghana, Kenya, Liberia, Mozambique, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, 
Somalia, Tanzania

US Burkina Faso, Ghana, Liberia, Malawi, Mali, Mozambique, 
Namibia, Nigeria, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, South Africa, 
Tanzania, Uganda
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