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About this study

Security sector reform (SSR) has moved rapidly up the international aid agenda during the past decade. There is 

growing recognition that SSR is fundamentally a political activity and that this requires a coherent response 

among UK development, diplomatic and defence actors. 

This comparative study of Nigeria, Sri Lanka and Uganda had two aims: firstly, to examine who makes decisions 

about security, the factors which influence decision-making, and the consequences for the security of people; 

and secondly, to suggest ways to incorporate such knowledge more effectively into UK SSR programming.  

The study was conducted by the Conflict, Security and Development Group at King’s College London in partner-

ship with the Centre for Democracy and Development in Nigeria, the Social Scientists’ Association in Sri Lanka, 
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	 Secondly, what are the avenues of influence by which different groups in society exercise 

their ‘demand’ for security? SSR is a political agenda that generally requires significant 
alterations in power relations among different groups in society. Yet SSR assistance 
policy is often narrowly focused, targeting security agencies within the state without 
adequately accounting for who will drive the ‘demand’ for change, particularly if the 
proposed changes are resisted by the security establishment. Such an approach in effect 
assumes that political and security elites can reform themselves, in the process down-
playing the crucial role that political pressure has to play in bringing about policy change. 

	 Thirdly, how do external actors impact upon security decision-making? There has been 
insufficient critical reflection on the ways in which donor interventions, both in the 
security sector and the broader public domain, may unwittingly make it more difficult 
for governments to meet the security needs of their populations. Aid dependency, eco-
nomic and political conditionalities, and deficit reduction objectives (imposed as part 
of financial stabilization packages), among others, can all impact negatively on state 
sovereignty in the security domain and, in particular, on governments’ ability to respond 
when the security of their populations is threatened. 

3.2.2 The organization of the research
The selection of Nigeria, Sri Lanka and Uganda as case studies was influenced by two factors. 
Firstly, for the purposes of our comparison, we sought countries that shared a number of 
general characteristics: low-to-middle income developing countries, conflict-afflicted, sub-
stantial aid recipients and with SSR programmes of one form or another that are supported 
by external actors. Secondly, because the study was UK-funded and a key component of our 
methodology was to explore ways of using research generated in partnership with local actors 
to influence donor SSR policy, we privileged countries where there was a UK-supported SSR 
initiative and the resident UK conflict adviser had expressed an interest in our research agenda. 

A central aim of the research was to enhance our understanding of how state decision-
makers perceive (or fail to perceive) their duties vis-à-vis their citizens, particularly in relation 
to state security services. Because it is difficult to examine these kinds of issues at the generic 
level, we anchored our analysis in six ‘micro’-case studies in each country. This was in order 
to bring out the complex dynamics that are often more clearly discernible in the context of 
an actual crisis or episode where key security decisions are made. The main purpose of the 
micro-case studies was to generate the empirical data that would feed into the country studies 
in Phase Two of the project. 

3.2.3 Strategies for influencing policy
The Phase Three policy and dissemination work was intended to feed our research findings 
into HMG’s SSR policy and programming processes. The research model sought to bring about, 
with variable success in the three countries, regular interaction between the researchers and 
the UK conflict advisers. These meetings offered an opportunity for the UK advisers to both 
absorb some of the preliminary findings and, at the same time, provide feedback to the authors, 
particularly with regard to relevant HMG activities in the country. 
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In April 2007, an international policy workshop was convened in Dubai, the main aim 

of which was to discuss the preliminary drafts of the country studies and brainstorm on 
the policy implications. This meeting brought together the country research leaders; several 
micro-case study authors; relevant HMG advisers from Nigeria, Sri Lanka, Uganda and 
London; two members of the Security Sector Development Advisory Team (SSDAT), and a 
number of outside country experts and policy analysts to serve as resources persons. The 
discussion in Dubai resulted in a greater appreciation of the dilemmas of researching sensitive 
security issues and packaging the findings in a policy-relevant format.17 

3.3 Research findings

3.3.1 The context of public insecurity

Historical and sociopolitical context

The experiences of Nigeria, Sri Lanka and Uganda underscore why historical and structural 
analysis is a necessary starting point for understanding the challenges states face in meeting 
public security needs. All three countries share a British colonial legacy that has heavily  
influenced how their political systems, bureaucracies and security sectors have evolved. 
Although each has been confronted with an array of security challenges since independence, 
including violent internal conflicts, neither Nigeria, Sri Lanka nor Uganda fit the stereotype 
of a collapsed, failed or fragile state. Each country has followed a different development tra-
jectory, reflecting its unique sociopolitical context and external environment. 

In all three cases, the nature of the colonial administration’s relationship with the local 
populations, mediated through different forms of political mechanisms, laid the groundwork 
for how the newly independent governments defined their security roles and responsibilities 
vis-à-vis their citizens. The differences between Sri Lanka and the African cases were quite 
stark, however. By independence in 1948, Sri Lanka had already experienced a process of 
partial democratization through constitutional reforms that introduced universal adult 
franchise and representative government. A strong social welfarist policy regime emerged in 
the 1930s and 1940s that associated the state with the notion of the main provider of ‘security’, 
both in the social and law and order sense. This ideology had its origins in the country’s 
electoral and left-wing politics and underpinned the state’s approach to security until the 
early 1980s, when its monopoly of violence was challenged by a host of ethnic Tamil groups. 

By contrast, in both African cases, British ‘indirect’ rule was administered through a 
range of so-called ‘native’ or customary institutions and ‘divide and rule’ tactics. The nature 
of the colonial state, its legitimacy crisis, and its resulting preoccupation with law and order 
in the face of resistance to its extractive and taxation agendas resulted in a security crisis for 
many populations in each country. In Nigeria, divide and rule tactics found a more persua-
sive acceptance from the centralized caliphate system in northern Nigeria, and resistance 

17	 The methodological issues covered at the workshop, together with the strategies that were developed for influencing 
policy, are reviewed in Bastian and Hendrickson, ‘State Responsiveness to Public Security Needs, Review of Methodology’. 
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from western and eastern Nigeria. This reflected the British interest in using the Hausa as 
the core of its security formation when the colonial army was established in Nigeria. 

In Uganda, a similar process of divide and rule unfolded, dictated by the colonial state’s 
economic interests in the region. This resulted in the preferential treatment of southern 
communities and the systematic neglect of others, particularly in the north; uneven devel-
opment; and the lopsided distribution of social services. As in Nigeria, this strategy shaped 
the crafting of security institutions that defended colonial interests, resulting in ethnically 
biased recruitment policies. This had implications not only for the security of marginalized 
communities in Uganda, but also the eventual viability of the post-independence state.

The nature of the British withdrawal from each country also determined the ability of 
the newly independent states to meet their security needs. The hasty granting of independ-
ence in 1962 and the sudden departure of the colonial officials from Uganda set the stage 
for the instability that characterized the post-independence era. Local politicians were left 
to manage a delicate ethnopolitical balance that they did not create and could not cope with, 
either in terms of capacity or resource availability.18 This decapitation created a void at all 
levels of government, including in the civil service, the executive, the judiciary and the 
armed forces. The resultant fragility of successive post-independence administrations in 
Uganda, combined with the heightened polarization of the political classes, was the cause 
of much of the instability and violence that the country experienced until well into the 1990s. 
Under successive governments, the military has become the principle instrument for medi-
ating political disputes.

A similar dynamic was apparent in Nigeria in 1960, where the newly independent 
country was confronted by extreme ethnic and religious heterogeneity and a structure of 
governance that, in the absence of any real devolution of powers, dramatically raised the 
stakes for control of the state. Nearly half a century later, Nigeria’s extended aspiration to 
nationhood has been one marked by deep-seated insecurity, including a civil war lasting 
from 1967 to 1970 in which over one million people died. Ethnocommunal violence, religious 
conflicts and struggles over the equitable sharing of the proceeds from the country’s natural 
resources, particularly petroleum resources in the Niger Delta region, have at different times 
brought the country to the brink of anarchy. During the long period of military rule in 
Nigeria, egregious human rights violations and repression of political dissension character-
ized the policy of ruling elites.

Although the post-colonial process of nation-state building in the post-colonial phase 
has not produced a state structure of power-sharing among majority and minority ethnic 
communities, Sri Lanka enjoyed a considerable degree of social peace for the first twenty 
years after independence in 1948. The country inherited a highly centralized state structure, 
managed by a professional bureaucracy. With the exception of the short-lived JVP (Janatha 
Vimukthi Peramuna or People’s Liberation Front) rebellion of 1971, it was not until the 1980s 

18	 Upon gaining independence on 9 October 1962, Uganda did not even have the financial resources to retire the colonial 
civil servants and ship them back to their home country. In order to do so, the new government had to immediately 
apply for its first loan grant (Nyamugasira, ‘Aid Conditionality, Policy Ownership and Poverty Reduction’, 1). 


