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About this Policy Briefing

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 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 funded by the UK Government’s Africa and Global Conflict Prevention Pools. It was conducted  

by the Conflict, Security and Development Group at King’s College London in partnership with the Centre for 

Democracy and Development in Nigeria, the Social Scientists’ Association in Sri Lanka, and the Centre for Basic 

Research in Uganda.
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The new Conflict Prevention Pool (CPP) is the main vehicle for supporting the UK Government’s work on 

SSR. The CPP is managed jointly by the Department for International Development (DFID), the Foreign and 

Commonwealth Office (FCO) and the Ministry of Defence (MOD).

For further information, contact the Conflict, Humanitarian and Security Department (CHASE) at DFID on  

+44 (0)207 023 0767, or email Mark White at m-white@dfid.gov.uk.
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4 About this Policy Briefing 

Security sector reform (SSR) has moved rapidly up the international aid agenda during the 
past decade. HMG has played a leading role in developing the SSR policy agenda and currently 
has SSR assistance programmes in a number of countries in Africa, Asia, Latin America and 
the Caribbean, and the Middle East.

There is increasing recognition that SSR is a fundamentally political activity. Although 
defence is often the entry point for external assistance, SSR requires a broad developmental 
approach. Hence it is hoped that this Policy Briefing will be of interest to the three British 
international departments, and indeed other donors grappling with the need for a whole-of-
government approach.

This comparative study of the politics of security decision-making focused on three 
countries where HMG currently supports SSR: Nigeria, Sri Lanka and Uganda. The aim  
of the study was firstly, to enhance understanding about the factors which influence secu-
rity decision-making processes, and secondly, to explore ways of incorporating this knowl-
edge more effectively into HMG’s SSR and broader conflict prevention and development 
programming. 

The research was conducted by the Conflict, Security and Development Group at King’s 
College London, in partnership with research institutions in Nigeria, Sri Lanka and Uganda.1 

This Policy Briefing consists of five sections containing the key project findings:

	 Section 1: Key findings and policy messages (p. 5 )

	 Section 2: Lessons for future SSR research (p. 10)

	 Section 3: Nigeria policy note (p. 14)

	 Section 4: Sri Lanka policy note (p. 19)

	 Section 5: Uganda policy note (p. 24)

For the detailed analysis which underpins this Policy Briefing, see the full reports listed 
in Annex A (electronic versions can be down-loaded from http://www.ssrnetwork.net/ 
publications/psdm.php). Annex B provides more information on the research institutions 
involved in the project. 

1	 The Centre for Democracy and Development (Nigeria), the Social Scientists’ Association (Sri Lanka) and the Centre 
for Basic Research (Uganda).
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5Section 1  
Key findings and policy messages

Key findings
SSR is a politically sensitive undertaking, significantly more so than in more conventional 
areas of development assistance, such as health and education. This is because control of the 
security sector underpins political power in most countries. Politics therefore shapes security 
decision-making processes and needs to be systematically accounted for in UK SSR pro-
gramming if such programming is to be effective. This requires a coherent response among 
development, diplomatic and defence actors.

Where possible, SSR programming should be underpinned by a firm evidence base. 
Political analysis is often inadequate and limited to the planning stage of UK SSR assistance 
programmes, rather than integrated throughout the programming cycle. As a consequence, 
UK assistance is often not sufficiently tailored to the needs, priorities and circumstances 
facing partner countries, or flexible enough to respond to changes in the political environment.

A key objective of SSR is to support the development of state security institutions that 
are responsive to the security needs of people. Responsiveness – understood as the degree to 
which decision-makers defer to the demands and preferences of the wider community – is shaped 
by a number of factors, including citizens’ ability to articulate a demand for security, the 
inclination of policymakers to defer to this, and the capability of state institutions to trans-
late this intent into public policies that enhance security.

The idea of state responsiveness draws from the experience of mature Western democ-
racies in which power and authority are centralized, there is national consensus around the 
idea of security and safety as a public good, citizens can assert their ‘demand’ for security 
through the political process, there are adequate administrative capacities and resources to 
deliver public services, and the security apparatus is responsive to – but not dominated by – 
the prevailing political wind.

However, these conditions rarely hold in many of the contexts where SSR is being pro-
moted, which are often conflict-affected, as our three studies show. There are likely to be 
different sources of security decision-making authority with varying degrees of autonomy 
from the central state. The state may not be the sole or even principle provider of security 
services, and a plurality of legal systems may be in place. This suggests that there are real 
limitations to state-centric approaches to SSR.

Furthermore, the ability of citizens to articulate and exercise a ‘demand’ for security is 
influenced by a range of factors, including levels of socioeconomic development, social cohesion 
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and the array of militias and other non-statutory security forces that play a prominent role 
in Uganda’s security sector. On the other hand, the structural link between the ruling party 
and the security forces, which goes back to the days of the liberation war, may mean that 
fundamental defence reforms are unlikely while the current crop of Movement leaders are 
still in power. 

The third priority – as noted above – is the whole area of aid-security dynamics, in 
particular understanding how aid-dependency and donor–government relations affect the 
incentives for reform in the security domain. The kinds of changes HMG (and many 
Ugandans) would like to see in the security domain are unlikely to emerge from technical 
consultations. In a sensitive domain like security, the PEAP is not a sufficient instrument for 
addressing the deep issues of social and political change within Uganda that are necessary 
for enhancing state responsiveness to insecurity. This underscores the importance of political 
dialogue to complement technical SSR initiatives as well as coherence among donors who 
at times work at cross-purposes. 

But more fundamentally, it suggests the need to acknowledge the limitations of a state-
centric SSR strategy in the absence of complementary initiatives to strengthen internal  
‘demand’ for security. The level of internal demand for change should be a determining factor 
in the nature, orientation and level of HMG engagement in Uganda’s security domain. 

The above suggests that an analysis of power and process in security policy-making can 
improve external interventions in Uganda’s security sector. To achieve this, however, HMG 
may need to invest in greater in-country administrative capacity in order to manage SSR 
engagements in an effective, sensitive and politically-informed manner. This requires staff 
with appropriate local knowledge, skills, and incentives to engage with the non-administrative 
aspects of programme management including political analysis, policy development and 
relationship-building. Outsourcing of SSR to consultants can carry risks if it results in divorce 
between the technical and political dimensions of an assistance programme, and should 
primarily be seen as an instrument to enhance rather than to substitute for a coherent cross-
departmental engagement. 

A dynamic and continuing analysis of the factors that will affect SSR in Uganda should 
underpin all stages of HMG’s proposed programme and, as much as possible, draw on rel-
evant local knowledge provided by Uganda’s fledgling security research community. A final 
decision on whether DFID should take forward work in these areas will depend on agreement 
with the government on an SSR programme and positive signals that it is committed to taking 
forward the Defence Review recommendations. 
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29Annex A Research outputs

Micro-case studies
Nigeria

	 Irregular forces and security in the Niger Delta (Fidelis Allen, University of Port 
Harcourt)

	 O’odua Peoples Congress and vigilante activities in Lagos State (Abubakar Momoh, 
Lagos State University)

	 The political economy of public security decision-making: the case of the Bakassi Boys 
of Abia State (Nwaorgu Omenihu C., University of Port Harcourt)

	 The politics of security decision-making: MPRI case study (Julie G. Sanda, National War 
College, Abuja)

	 The politics of security decision-making: the case of the Hisbah in Kano State (Y. Z. Ya’u, 
Centre for Information Technology and Development, Kano)

Sri Lanka

	 Responsiveness for defence: security decision-making for peace-making (Austin Fernando, 
Independent researcher)

	 Security concerns of the Muslim community in Sri Lanka (Farzana Haniffa, Law and 
Society Trust, Colombo)

	 Sri Lanka Defence Forces: a case study of decision-making processes and the defence 
reform initiative of 2002 (Sundari Jayasuriya, Aus-Aid)

	 The role of disappearance commissions as a mechanism to provide redress for human 
rights abuses (Amal Jayawardane, University of Colombo)

	 The Prevention of Terrorism Act of Sri Lanka: security decisions as a cause of insecurity 
(S.I. Keethaponcalan, University of Colombo)

	 Security policy-making in Sri Lanka: a case study of government actions and non-actions, 
May–August 1983 (Jagath P. Senaratne, Independent researcher)

Uganda

	 Carrot and stick: the oscillating security policy positions on the Northern Conflict in 
Uganda (Kasaija Phillip Apuuli, Makerere University, and John Ssenkumba, Centre for 
Basic Research)

	 Donor influence on security decision-making in Uganda: insights from the defence 
budgeting process, 2002-05 (Dylan Hendrickson, CSDG, King’s College London)
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	 The politics of security decision-making in Uganda: an analysis of the dynamics of 

forceful disarmament in Karamoja (Frank Muhereza, Centre for Basic Research)
	 The politics of security decision-making in Uganda: the case of the Arrow Boys militia 

in Teso Region, eastern Uganda (Abbas Wetaaka Wadala, Marcus Garvey Pan-Afrikan 
Institute, Islamic University, Mbale )

	 Decision-making in the provision of public security in an urban setting: the case of 
Operation Wembley and the Violent Crime Crack Unit (VCCU) in Kampala, Uganda 
(John Ssenkumba, Centre for Basic Research)

Country studies
	 Nigeria country study (Okechukwu Ibeanu, University of Nigeria, Nsukka, and Abubakar 

Momoh, Lagos State University)
	 Sri Lanka country study (Jayadeva Uyangoda, Social Scientists’ Association, and Sunil 

Bastian, International Center for Ethnic Studies)
	 Uganda country study (Sabiiti Mutengesa and Dylan Hendrickson, both CSDG, King’s 

College London)

Policy papers
	 State Responsiveness to Public Security Needs: the Politics of Security Decision-making: 

Synthesis of Findings and Implications for UK SSR Policy (Dylan Hendrickson) 
	 State Responsiveness to Public Security Needs: the Politics of Security Decision-making: 

Review of Methodology and Lessons for Future Research (Sunil Bastian and Dylan 
Hendrickson)

	 State Responsiveness to Public Security Needs: the Politics of Security Decision-making 
– A Comparative Study of Nigeria, Sri Lanka and Uganda: HMG SSR Policy Briefing 
(edited by Dylan Hendrickson)

Electronic copies of the country studies and the policy papers can be down-loaded from 
http://www.ssrnetwork.net/publications/psdm.php
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31Annex B Partner institutions

The Centre for Basic Research (CBR) is a research and training organization based in Kampala. 
Established in 1988, CBR is a centre of excellence on sustainable development issues. CBR 
conducts basic and applied research of social, economic and political significance to Uganda 
in particular and Africa in general, so as to influence policy, raise consciousness and improve 
quality of life.

www.cbr-ug.org/

The Centre for Democracy and Development (CDD) is an independent, not-for-profit,  
research, training and advocacy organization based in Abuja, Nigeria. Its primary mission 
is to be a catalyst and facilitator for strategic analysis and capacity building for sustainable 
democracy and development in the West African sub-region. Dr. Jibrin Ibrahim, who managed 
the Nigeria research, is Director. 

www.cddwestafrica.org/

The Social Scientists’ Association (SSA) is a leading civil society institution in Sri Lanka 
committed to the production and dissemination of critical knowledge in the areas of political 
economy, gender, social and political change, conflict and peace processes. The SSA is also 
engaged in community education and advocacy. SSA publishes Polity, a monthly journal on 
current critical issues concerning Sri Lanka. 

www.ssalanka.org/

The Conflict, Security and Development Group (CSDG) is a leading international resource 
for research, analysis, training and expert policy advice on issues at the intersection of secu-
rity and development. CSDG was established at King’s College London in 1999 with the aim 
of bridging the academic and policy communities. Its core mandate is to deepen under-
standing about the development challenges confronting societies in Africa, Asia and Latin 
America, and to help translate this knowledge into practical agendas for change at local, 
national, regional and international levels.

www.securityanddevelopment.org/




