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Summary 

For about 20 years, security sector reform (SSR) has emerged as an 

essential tool for crisis recovery and reconstructing weak and failed states 

at the heart of the security-development continuum. It is time to take stock 

of the lessons learnt about SSR and to offer an analysis of good practices 

and the lessons learned from these experiences. Although "good SSR" is 

quite rare, the experience gained helps to identify some principles of 

action. The more successful the SSR is in mobilising a wide range of actors, 

the more likely it is to succeed. The SSR must also meet several criteria: 

have a strategic vision, build a comprehensive approach, link effectiveness 

and governance, be sustainable, adopt the right pace and finally recruit the 

right people. Although "good SSR" is difficult to implement, the issue is 

very important since it is about bringing lasting peace to a country.  
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Introduction 

Since the late 1990s, security sector reform (SSR) has emerged as an 

essential tool for crisis recovery and reconstructing weak and failed states 

at the heart of the security-development continuum. All the complex UN 

peace operations include an SSR component. Many publications have been 

devoted to SSR, including an OECD1 handbook. SSR has even become a 

new profession which is taught in Masters'2 programmes.  

Twenty years later, it is time to take stock of the lessons learnt about 

SSR and to offer an analysis of good practices and the lessons learned from 

these experiences. What makes SSR work and what does not? What are the 

problems faced by SSR? How to respond to them? These issues are 

particularly important for countries, especially African ones, which are 

increasingly involved in military co-operation with sub-Saharan African 

countries3. These countries may therefore want to integrate their activities 

further as part of the security sector reform to give them greater impact4. 

After having clarified the meaning of SSR here, this paper will present 

the key components of a "good" SSR: mobilising a wide range of actors to 

build an arena for consensus; complying with certain essential conditions 

such as having a strategic vision or recruiting the right personnel.  

 
 

1. "Manuel de l’OCDE sur les réformes des systèmes de sécurité : Soutenir la sécurité et la justice", 

OECD, 2007. 

2. For example, the "Security Sector Management MSc" at Cranfield University, available at: 

www.cranfield.ac.uk. 

3. A. Leboeuf, "Coopérer avec les armées africaines", Focus stratégique, No. 76, October 2017, 

available at: www.ifri.org.  

4. The study is based on 15 years of research on SSR in Africa conducted by the author, which 

resulted in several publications and the submission of a doctoral thesis in political  science. This 

research was consolidated by the review and use of existing literature (scientific literature and 

media). See A. Leboeuf, La réforme du secteur de sécurité en Sierra Leone, PhD in Political 

Science, Université Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne, January 2013; A. Leboeuf, "La réforme du secteur 

de sécurité à l’ivoirienne", Études de l’Ifri, March 2016; A. Leboeuf, "D’une armée prédatrice à 

une force au service de l’ONU: l’exemple de la Sierra Leone", in A. Augé and A. Gnanguênon 

(dir.), Champs de Mars, No. 28, October 2015; A. Leboeuf, "La réforme du secteur de sécurité, 

entre bureaucraties et stratégie", Focus stratégique, No. 51, Ifri, April 2014, available at: 

www.ifri.org. 

http://www.cranfield.ac.uk/courses/taught/security-sector-management
http://www.ifri.org/
https://www.ifri.org/fr/publications/enotes/focus-strategique/reforme-secteur-de-securite-entre-bureaucraties-strategie#sthash.GehCtJwc.dpbs


 

 

What is SSR? 

There are many different perceptions of SSR. One of the latest definitions 

agreed upon is the European Union's (EU) one:  

"Security sector reform (SSR) is the process of transforming a 

country's security system so that it gradually provides 

individuals and the state with more effective and accountable 

security in a manner consistent with respect for human rights, 

democracy, rule of law and principles of good governance5." 

This definition has the advantage of emphasising the "process" 

dimension of reform, as well as the two "effectiveness" and "governance" 

components of SSR. Indeed, it is really a long-term endeavour to transform 

the institutions which are part of the security sector and make them more 

effective and better "governed." The exact make-up of the security sector is 

debated: police, the justice system, military, gendarmerie, customs, civilian 

protection, waters and forests, regulatory bodies (parliament, media and 

organisations), to which many people add the private sector (security and 

defence service companies – ESSD, self-defence groups, armed groups, 

traditional justice, etc.)  

Many countries in the world at one time or another have gone through 

the SSR process in the last 20 years. From Bosnia to Afghanistan, via Iraq 

or Tunisia, or in sub-Saharan Africa, from the Republic of Guinea to 

Somalia via Sierra Leone, Côte d'Ivoire, Mali or the Central African 

Republic. Countries in crisis are often the subject of SSR. However, other 

countries have benefited from this process, mainly South Africa or Ghana. 

In all these countries, SSR is implemented by the countries' authorities 

with more or less significant aid coming from outside (international donors 

or not, United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the World Bank, 

United Nations (UN), EU, United Kingdom, France, United States, 

Netherlands, etc.) Yet, despite the significant number of countries 

"affected" by SSR, the results are not always up to the mark, perhaps 

because they do not combine key success factors.  

 
 

5. Joint Communication by the European Parliament and Council, "Elements for an EU -wide 

strategic framework to support security sector reform" SWD(2016) 221 final, avai lable at: 

https://ec.europa.eu. 

https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sites/devco/files/joint-communication-ssr-20160705-p1-854572_fr.pdf


 

 

An SSR that mobilises a wide 

range of actors  

SSR is a political, as much as a technical process, which requires the 

mobilisation of a wide range of actors, whether it be donors, the country's 

government where the SSR is taking place, but also members of the 

reformed institutions and the people. All have to "own the SSR" 

(ownership) and make it theirs. To do this, you have to know yourself, but 

also find significant ways of mobilising, while maintaining an in-depth 

understanding of the limits of ownership or consensus.  

Knowing yourself and your partners 

It all starts with knowing yourself, as an SSR actor with specific objectives, 

particular values and methods and limited capacity. It is the "Process 

Approach" promoted by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD):  

“This approach highlights the need for international actors to 

have a clear and full understanding of what they have to offer, 

how the limitations of funding compare to their capacity, and 

how their level of ambition compares to the level of risk that 

donors can live with6." 

SSR requires a long-term commitment from both external and local 

actors, with a real financial commitment and significant risk-taking. Is a 

donor capable of providing such a commitment? What are his/her limits 

and those that he/she will impose on the process? It is useless to claim to 

reform the entire security sector when a donor can only offer some 

internships and training or a few vehicles. It is then better to identify the 

SSR actors in a country and move closer to them, to ensure that the 

training offered is delivered in conjunction with the efforts carried out by 

other actors, international organisations like the UN for example, or 

leading countries in the context of bilateral aid. Often, SSR is implemented 

by one or several leading actors who have a comprehensive vision of the 

reform. This will particularly avoid training the same officers on the same 

subject for the third time or providing another model of vehicle, which will 

 
 

6. R. Keane and M. Downes, "Security-Sector Reform Applied: Nine Ways to Move from Policy to 

Implementation", International Peace Institute, February 2012, p. 4, available at: www.ipinst.org. 

https://www.ipinst.org/wp-content/uploads/publications/ipi_e_pub_ssr_applied.pdf
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further increas maintenance needs. Often, these vehicles cannot even be 

used due to a lack of fuel. For example, one of the Malian army's problems 

is that it has received communications equipment from several donors that 

does not work together which makes its use very difficult.  

For a donor with significant resources, knowing their own prejudices 

and biases about what SSR should be, is a necessary step to better tailor 

their activities to the local realities. Having a clear vision of their own 

resources helps to convince local actors of the strength of support offered 

and to formalise it in a medium-term (five year), and if possible, a long-

term (ten year) action plan. This engagement capacity can also lead less 

involved actors to propose co-operation with the leading actor in the 

context that they have defined. So, in Sierra Leone, the United Kingdom 

signed a 10-year framework agreement with the authorities and was very 

prominently involved in all areas of SSR, which has made it the leading 

actor in this SSR, inviting other donors to co-ordinate with it.  

To this end, it is a question of knowing the other donors better, who 

are already actors or wanting to get involved in SSR in a country, which the 

donor wishes to participate in. For this reason, it is useful for all external 

actors contributing to SSR to meet at least once a month alone or under the 

local government's leadership to co-ordinate their activities and get to 

know each other better. It is sometimes difficult when the government is 

opposed to such meetings and favours a bilateral relationship with donors, 

like President Kabila's Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). However, it 

can also take the form of informal "track 2" negotiation type meetings, 

which will facilitate communications and incorporate a broader range of 

actors, but will not have the same impact as an official meeting. This was 

particularly the case with the Brown Bag Seminars, organised by the 

United Nations in Côte d’Ivoire with the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung (FES) 

until the departure of the UN mission in 2017, which not only brought 

together the official SSR actors, but also representatives of different parties 

and of civil society7. 

These last examples are a useful reminder that the main actors to 

know are, above all the local actors, who should have an interest in 

contributing to SSR. The term "local actors" refers to the government; 

members of reformed institutions in their diversity (the chain of command 

but also the rank-and-file men and women), who may block the reforms by 

refusing to implement them; but also the indirect beneficiaries of the 

 
 

7. The FES has continued to organise these seminars since the departure of the United Nations 

Operations in Côte d'Ivoire (UNOCI). 
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reforms: the people in all their diversity8. This effort to better understand 

the security sector, the government and the people, must not be 

prescriptive but pragmatic. It can be provided by funding policy-oriented 

research in social science. However, it requires above all the establishment 

of open dialogue with all these actors to take them into account, listen to 

them and meet their expectations as far as possible, which can help to build 

the broadest possible "arena for consensus". In doing so, it will need to 

avoid the donor’s approach being opposed to local needs9. 

Building an arena for consensus  

Unlike the idea of an "ownership" that would be applied automatically and 

effortlessly, mobilising broad public support requires on the contrary a 

certain "tenacity" to build consensus around reforms undertaken. For this 

reason, the Sierra Leonean example is interesting, as it shows several 

strategies implemented by the British to obtain support from the Sierra 

Leoneans. The first strategy is very prescriptive and difficult to implement: 

British military personnel in the International Military Training Team 

(IMATT) took the place of the officers most resistant to change, by 

removing them and sending them abroad for training, and then trained 

and promoted young officers able to carry out the reforms. They had the 

direct support of the Sierra Leonean president in this: the head of IMATT 

was his military advisor and influenced the president. In the short term, 

this method may seem effective, but in the medium term it comes up 

against the reluctance of the removed officers and creates tensions in the 

military chain of command which are primarily expressed once the foreign 

advisors have left. Although the reforms bank on training an elite of 

"champions10" 0f reforms, it must finish this process and enable this elite 

to take and maintain power in the reformed institution. This is not what 

happened, for example, with the police reform in Guinea-Bissau, where 

former police officers trained in the Soviet bloc, retained power and 

blocked the reforms promoted by the young officers trained by the UN11.  

 

 

8. There is much talk of "ownership", but often ambiguity persists regarding who should own a n 

SSR (the people, elites, a country's leaders, external actors, reformed organisations, etc.) For us,  

the approach must be the most comprehensive possible at the outset, even if it is then reduced in 

practice by pragmatism, as some actors cannot be associated despite the initial efforts. See  for 

example N. Ball, "The Evolution of the Security Sector Reform", in M. Sedra (dir.), The Future of 

Secrutiy Sector Reform, The Centre for International Governance Innovation, 2010, p. 38-41. 

9. N. Ansorg, "Security Sector Reform in Africa: Donor Approaches Versus Local Needs", 

Contemporary Security Policy, vol. 38, No. 1, 2017, p. 129-144. 

10. S. Eckhard, "The Challenges and Lessons Learned in Supporting Security Sector Reform", 

Friedrich Ebert Stiftung Study, June 2016, p. 31, available at: http://library.fes.de. 

11. C. Kohl, "Setting the Model: Reforming Policing in Guinea-Bissau", PRIF Report, No. 135, 

2015. 

http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/iez/12630.pdf
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Nevertheless, in Sierra Leone, the fact of having appointed a British 

commissioner as police chief relying on a small team of Commonwealth 

advisors has made the whole process very effective for mobilising the entire 

Sierra Leonean police and training a new elite for the police. So, the new, 

British, police chief organised meetings with all the police forces to discuss 

the reforms, to listen to them, but also to convince them of the benefits of 

the reforms for the police. These meetings enabled him to identify some 

promising young officers and to promote them, especially after sending 

them to train together in a British police academy, helping to test their 

motivation and level. The best then became the new leadership in the 

Sierra Leonean police and have quickly replaced the British police chief. 

These new officers, promoted due to the reforms, understood them and 

had a marked interest in pursuing them.   

A third interesting, Sierra Leonean example is the organisation of a 

broad consultation with civil society actors with a view to drafting Sierra 

Leone's security sector review. In doing so, this document, which 

admittedly has taken longer to be drafted than if it had been drafted by 

external consultants, has acquired a legitimacy that it would not have had 

otherwise. However, such consultations do not work if they are only 

organised to communicate decisions already made and they should leave 

open the possibility for those consulted to state their expectations, their 

needs and be listened to.  

These efforts to strengthen the middle management of ministries and 

reformed institutions with "mentors" or advisors, by training new 

managers and by emphasising the "champions of change12" do not 

therefore always work perfectly. However, it is a solution which deserves to 

be explored when senior management is also made aware and convinced of 

the importance of the reforms. If they feel that their position is threatened, 

they will block the reforms, hence their importance.  

Sometimes, neither the consultations nor the promotion of champions 

can really "build consensus", mainly because the political will to change the 

situation is lacking. As long as the sponsors are happy to provide funding 

or equipment, their help is welcome, but if they start to become involved in 

governance or structural reform that could jeopardise the current 

government, the latter is opposed to SSR. What can be done then and how 

to build ownership? Some researchers suggest settling for conventional co-

operation activities, concentrated on effectiveness and not on governance, 

or to focus on the activities to be conducted with civil society or to establish 

what they call "second-generation SSR", i.e. community-centred from the 

 
 

12. R. Keane, M. Downes, op. cit., p. 7-8. 
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bottom up13. However, such an approach may significantly slow down 

progress with the reforms, but it leaves open a window of opportunity for a 

greater commitment if the situation develops and the public authorities 

decide to support the more ambitious reforms. The greater the 

mobilisation, the more the SSR is likely to have results, but in practice, it 

will never be possible to involve all actors in the SSR.  

Knowing the limits of consensus  

In fact, there will always be subjects which lead to conflicts and which must 

be dealt with sensitively. This is particularly true for the control of 

resources and the transparency with which they are managed (fight against 

corruption14). By definition, where the distribution of resources takes place 

(purchases, payment of wages, illegal gratuities, etc.), also determines the 

wealth of some people with or without the means to defend their acquired 

positions. Here too, Sierra Leone is quite exemplary, insofar as the British 

have struggled for a long time to control procurement (rice, fuel, etc.), but 

have had to accept that it was beyond their power.  

So, the reforms are in the interest of some people, but are also 

opposed to the interests of other actors, and there will always be spoilers15, 

actors who will lose their position and fight against this change. For 

example, the armed groups which will lose power will be opposed to it 

unless they are offered sufficient compensation or have a situation imposed 

on them where they can gain nothing more by continuing to fight it.  

Another problem which arises regularly during SSR consists of the 

worsening of bureaucratic competition phenomena between the security 

forces. So, in Sierra Leone, clashes took place between the police and the 

army, with the former considering the latter favoured by the reforms. It 

took time and effort to get the army and police to accept the new balance 

and their new roles. The primacy of the police in the country's territory and 

at the borders nowadays allows the army to focus on its peace-keeping 

missions. Furthermore, the army provides a reserve force for the police, if 

it makes an official request. In Guinea Bissau, the emphasis placed on the 

police reform within a national guard and its appreciation at the expense of 

the army have even resulted in significant attacks by the army against the 

 

 

13. R. Keane, M. Downes, op. cit., p. 3. 

14. Testimony of a French colonel with a long experience of co-operation, Paris, October 2017. 

15. For a reflection on the spoilers in DRC, read N. Wilén, "Identifying the Spoilers in the Security 

Sector Reform: Disarmament, Demobilisation, and Reintegration Process in the Congo", Defense 

& Security Analysis, vol. 29, No. 2, 2013, p. 117-127. 
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police after the coup d’état in 2012, following which the national guard was 

put under the army's control16. 

Finally, it is possible that SSR can be built on a weak consensus, with 

the external actors and the local government not sharing the same vision of 

the process, as is the case nowadays in the Central African Republic17. 

However, these extreme situations may result in the failure of the SSR and 

call for firm responses to rebuild the arena for consensus, as much as 

possible before it is too late.  

 
 

16. C. Kohl, op. cit., p. 6. 

17. T. Vircoulon, "La reconstitution de l’armée centrafricaine: un enjeu à hauts risques", Note de 

recherche, IRSEM, No. 36, 28 April 2017. 



 

 

Essential conditions for SSR  

Although SSR is often necessary, it should not be put into place if some 

essential conditions are not met. It goes without saying that any SSR is 

accompanied by experimentation, stumbling, and trial and error. 

Sometimes, it struggles to start (launch phase), and then seems to progress 

quickly (development phase), until it becomes obvious that the structural 

problems have not been solved, as in the Republic of Guinea or in Côte 

d'Ivoire (feedback on experience); then the situation is blocked again. 

Sometimes, the political will is lacking (Bozize's Central African Republic 

and Kabila's DRC) to the point that it is better to consider withdrawing, or 

a coup d’état puts an end to the SSR (Guinea Bissau). Is it necessary to go 

completely or stay (see above), by shifting the impact onto civil society in 

order to maintain a window of opportunity to re-engage if the situation is 

favourable again? Everything comes back to deciding what risks the donors 

are prepared to take. However, it is not a question of contributing to any 

effort branded as "SSR." Some conditions must be fulfilled to find ways to 

put "good" reforms in place: a strategic vision, which allows a 

comprehensive approach, makes reform possible both in terms of 

effectiveness, but also in terms of governance, is sustainable and takes the 

challenges of pace and recruitment into account.  

A strategic vision  

SSR requires knowing what direction is taken, what are the objectives, and 

what means are available to achieve it, i.e. a strategy. It can be specific to 

one actor, or better, be the product of consensus between external actors 

and local government.  

Such a strategy requires a good knowledge of the country to start with, 

an analysis of the context, of the security sector in its entirety, but also the 

level of ownership of reforms by the government and the security sector 

decision-makers (see above). This strategy must also define each force's 

tasks to clearly limit who does what and avoid tensions between forces 

based on the needs but also real or accessible capacities. Ideally, this 

strategy, if it is consensual, is the subject of a wide communication effort so 

that it is known and, if possible, supported by a large number of actors.  

Some issues must be also be considered by the strategy because they 

are crucial to the SSR's success. This is the case for the human resources 
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function (recruitment, promotion, payment of salaries and wages) which 

must resist the temptations of corruption and allow the emergence of a 

security apparatus based on meritocracy. Procurement and the budgetary 

process are also often decisive, even if they are more difficult to control or 

even influence.  

Comprehensive approach 

In order to build this strategy, it is also important to have an overall vision 

of the working of the security sector to be reformed in order to prevent the 

central components of the security sector being forgotten and jeopardising 

the efforts made. Indeed, the specific nature of the SSR and its strength is 

that it tries to establish an approach that is as comprehensive as possible 

for the security sector and its interactions. For this reason, it is essential 

that the "disarmament, demobilisation, and reintegration" (DDR) process 

is considered complementary to the SSR, in order to avoid integrating a 

large number of veterans into the army or other security forces, who will 

then have to be trained, which will risk making any structural reform of 

these institutions very difficult.  

For this reason, it is useful to recall the importance of co-ordination 

between the actors to avoid reproducing a model of independent silos that 

do not communicate together. Admittedly, it is not necessary to establish 

an integrated and unified approach: each institution has its own specific 

nature and warrants being dealt with by specialists of this institution. This 

silo logic was observed at the beginning of the British intervention in Sierra 

Leone, but did not pose a problem in general, because the various British 

advisors met and spoke regularly. However, if these specialists do not talk 

to each other, the SSR may face significant difficulties. For example, the 

councillors may come to defend "their" institution at the expense of others 

when they compete: so, the British reforming the Office for National 

Security (ONS) in Sierra Leone were sometimes opposed to military 

personnel advising the Sierra Leonean army when the interests of two 

institutions were in conflict.  

Talking about a comprehensive approach does not mean doing 

everything at the same time. Since the resources for the reforms are 

necessarily limited, SSR can sometimes start with small-scale actions, but 

with snowball effects to create a broader movement later on.  
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Effectiveness but also governance  

It seems easier to focus on the problems of an institution's effectiveness 

than its governance. Indeed, it is easy to build a police station or a Court of 

Justice, to purchase vehicles, provide computers or organise courses, by 

putting the logos of the organisation to label and show the efforts made. 

But, if the corruption is such that there is no fuel to run the generators, that 

the staff has not been paid for several months, or that the police and army 

are used for the benefit of a regime and not that of the population, the risk 

is high that these apparent efforts have no long-lasting effect.  

However, it is legitimate to ask how to influence the governance of a 

security sector, as the objective seems ambitious. One solution is to 

strengthen the bodies monitoring the security sector (parliament, media, 

civil society) which is a long-term effort that may not yield results 

immediately – especially in countries where parliamentary power is 

reduced, where the media is in the authorities' pay and serves as a 

soundboard, and where civil society lacks the dynamism and 

representativeness because it is tightly controlled by the regime in place.  

It is also then possible to try to reform the security sector from within, 

particularly by supporting the institutions which will promote a human 

security approach and try to co-ordinate the SSR, and above all maintain a 

strong government interest in the SSR process, like the Office for National 

Security (ONS) in Sierra Leone or the National Security Council (CNS) in 

Côte d’Ivoire. However, the risk is that these institutions only exist as long 

as they are supported by outside actors. Once this support is reduced or 

once certain key people are transferred elsewhere, they may prove to be 

"empty shells" as the government makes the decisions which count outside 

of these frameworks that are deemed too restrictive. Another option is to 

appoint advisors or mentors to key positions in the management of the 

institutions to be reformed, in order to influence their governance as much 

as possible and allow a number of changes to be implemented in a top-

down approach.  

Finally, talking about governance requires a reminder that the reform 

of the justice system is crucial for this issue. Very difficult to implement 

because of its complexity, a reformed justice system makes it possible to 

impose respect of human rights and anti-corruption rules on the security 

sector as a whole, by enforcing sanctions on those who do not respect 

them. It also sets limits on government action.  
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Sustainability 

An SSR strategy requires thinking about the measures taken18 in terms of 

sustainability. It is essential to take the requirements into account by 

comparing them with available resources. For example, this requires the 

maintenance chain being reviewed, even if it means training mechanics to 

prevent new vehicles being abandoned at the first breakdowns. However, it 

is also avoiding a bloated army that the country will not be able to pay or 

very badly (like in Afghanistan or the DRC). As far as possible, preference 

should be given to small forces, like in Sierra Leone or Liberia, and the 

option of dissolving the army (like in Costa Rica) should be considered 

when the army is in such a state of disintegration that it has rather become 

the crux of the problem than the solution, and especially when there is no 

type of military threat requiring the presence of an army. If the choice is 

made to keep a bloating army for political reasons (DDR does not work and 

there is a will to prevent former soldiers and fighters from being on the 

street), it is then crucial to plan how these men will be paid.  

A sustainable approach also consists in imagining reforms that are 

able to last after the departure of international actors and that move slowly 

so that the local actors have the time to own reforms19. Other solutions are 

possible: better control of budgetary procedures20 or training units 

responsible for maintenance; involving Ministry of Finance officials in the 

reforms so that they are more likely to be supported financially. Often, it is 

also a question of making the reforms as simple as possible. For example, 

in Liberia, notebooks were distributed to police officers to make up for the 

lack of computers and electricity21. This requires taking the details into 

account and not just focusing on the strategic level, or at least thinking 

strategically about the details.  

The challenge of pace 

An SSR is necessarily a process which requires a long-term approach22, 

sequenced in stages, while managing to set the right pace, neither too fast 

nor too slow.  

An SSR requires many steps to mark the little progress, progressively, 

but also to maintain enthusiasm and the initial willingness. In Côte 

 

 

18. M. Sedra, "Towards Second Generation Security Sector Reform", in M. Sedra, op. cit., p. 105. 

19. R. Keane, M. Downes, op. cit., p. 6. 

20. Ibid., p. 7. 

21. Ibid., p. 8. 

22. R. Keane and M. Downes, op. cit., p. 4-5; M. Sedra, "Towards Second Generation Security 

Sector Reform", in M. Sedra, op. cit., p. 106. 
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d’Ivoire, the SSR was initially branded by an action plan, the National 

Strategy for SSR, which detailed 108 reforms with different priorities: 

urgent ones (to be carried out within six months) short-term (to be carried 

out within 12 months), mid-term (within five years) and long-term (within 

10 years). Although the implementation of this programme did not achieve 

all the objectives, this approach had the advantage of setting a clear and 

ambitious agenda in the long term, showing total transparency in the 

direction taken and the priorities set. The National Security Council even 

developed an evaluation and audit method to regularly check the progress 

of the reforms undertaken. So, SSR requires planning, but it is important 

that this is done flexibly, in order to tailor the planning to changes in the 

local situation23.  

Finding the right pace for the reforms is difficult. If the process of 

change moves too quickly, there is the risk of losing some of the local 

support. Indeed, placing the host country in moving forward, the reforms 

can result in doing nothing, because actions carried out are not accepted 

and are forgotten or "erased" as soon as the external actor reduces the 

pressure on the institutions to transform. To the contrary, even if a foreign 

SSR consultant is ultimately brought in to do the administration and to 

write a large part of a white paper or a new law, the process leading to the 

drafting must have involved local actors extensively, so that they feel that 

the final product represents them and is "theirs" and not that of the 

foreigner who drafted it. Training local actors who will participate in 

drafting a document before the start of the process is proving to be a simple 

and inexpensive good practice to implement24. 

Although reforms must not be too quick, they must not be too slow 

either. The risk here is of primarily concentrating on reforms that are easy 

to implement, such as constructing buildings or supplying uniforms or 

vehicles at the expense of structural reforms which will take longer to be 

implemented. This is the case with the make-up of the army in Côte 

d’Ivoire and in the Republic of Guinea, with a pyramid of very unbalanced 

ranks in both countries, but with great difficulty in changing the 

recruitment methods and departure of soldiers to try to achieve a more 

balanced make-up out for fear of triggering mutinies. This discrepancy is 

also found between short-term reforms and structural reforms in the 

Central African Republic25. 

 
 

23. S. Eckhard, op. cit., p. 37. 

24. M. England and A. Boucher, "Security Sector Reform: Thematic Literature Review on Best 

Practices and Lessons Learned", Stimson, December 2009, p. 47, available at: www.stimson.org. 

25. T. Vircoulon, op. cit., p. 5. 

https://www.stimson.org/sites/default/files/file-attachments/Stimson_SSR_practicenotes_complete_set_dec09_1_1.pdf
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In Côte d’Ivoire, since the mutinies in the early 1990s, all soldiers are 

engaged up to their retirement at 60 years old, resulting in an ageing army. 

Each president has integrated groups into the army which were a priori 

more favourable to them, which makes the army not a national army, but a 

composite army, including 8,400 former rebels integrated after the post-

electoral crisis in 2011. Yet, if these structural problems are not tackled 

from the outset, they risk being postponed to a time when the political will 

will peter out (especially in view of new elections). Moreover, these 

problems risk jeopardising or even derailing the SSR. It is evident 

nowadays in the case of the Ivorian army. Its reform was too late and is 

nowadays much more difficult to implement after the many mutinies in the 

first half of 2017, especially as the 2020 elections are getting closer. These 

are the source of significant political tension and seem able to jeopardise 

the country's future. Nowadays, there is very little time left to reform this 

army, even if real efforts are now being put into speeding things up 

(training of three battalions by Morocco, thinking about setting up a 

voluntary redundancy scheme, reopening the non-commissioned officers' 

school, etc.) Paradoxically, it is possible that nowadays there is a last 

window of opportunity to implement structural reforms in Côte d’Ivoire, 

but it is still too early to know if this will be properly managed.  

The Ivorian example really shows that it is never too late to put 

reforms in place, even structural ones. This was also the case for Sierra 

Leone, where it was not until the political transition of 2007 that the newly 

elected government set itself an ambitious goal of reducing army numbers, 

which the previous government refused to do for fear of triggering unrest 

and losing votes. However, there are also times when these structural 

reforms are easier to put into place and you have to know how to take 

advantage of this. The question of pace to be adopted for SSR is therefore 

fairly difficult, but essential, to keep in mind when trying to put "good SSR" 

in place.  

The importance of recruitment  

Finally, good SSR is above all the men and women who implement it. They 

must clearly have the qualities and skills required. Hence, several articles 

insist on these human resources as the basis for SSR26. The personality of 

an advisor deployed to help an institution put reforms in place can thus 

have both positive and negative effects on the process. For example, a 

 
 

26. E. Skeppström and F. Gabrielsson Kjäll, The SSR Adviser’s Handbook, Folke Bernadotte 

Academy, Swedish Agency for Peace, Security and Development, 2016; N. Wilson, "Aide Memoire 

– Advising And Mentoring Foreign Militaries", Blog Grounded curiosity, 10 August 2017, 

available at: http://groundedcuriosity.com.  

http://groundedcuriosity.com./
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British general who led the IMATT in Sierra Leone, had the reputation of 

taking any substantive objections raised by a Sierra Leonean as a mark of 

resistance to the reform. Quickly, the Sierra Leoneans stopped telling him 

why some of his decisions were unsuitable to the Sierra Leonean situation 

and it took the arrival of his replacement to make up for his errors and for 

the reforms to return to the path of ownership again.  

Therefore, the essential human qualities are the ability to listen (to 

understand their local partners' expectations and needs), patience and 

determination (to persevere regardless of the difficulties encountered, 

while leaving local partners time to own the reforms), creativity (to invent 

new solutions to the problems encountered), a strong ability to adapt to 

specific local and changing conditions, and a certain curiosity (to look 

below the surface).  

The SSR advisors should also be trained before their job, both in the 

specific features of the SSR, but also in the local realities of the country 

where they will be involved. Ideally, this preparation is accompanied by 

preparation for the role by reading as much as possible about this country 

and by meeting experts from the country. It is also essential that these 

advisors are deployed for a long enough time to be able to have an 

appreciation of local realities (two to four years) and understand them 

better, by developing strong interpersonal relationships of trust with their 

local partners, especially if it is their first time in this country. It is 

recommended not to stay longer than four years; otherwise the advisors 

may lose their initial motivation and show a certain fatalism detrimental to 

their role. It is also important that the advisors know their own standards 

and biases in order to only impose them knowingly, because they are 

essential to the SSR's success or because they are critical for the 

participating actor.  

Because it is difficult to combine both qualities and knowledge in one 

person, it can be useful to deploy teams of at least two advisors, who 

complement each other, one having a greater knowledge of the country, 

while the other will have a greater experience of SSR for example. It is not 

so much about always finding such a rare pearl, but really keeping the 

necessary qualities in mind and the need for training the recruited 

advisors.  



 

 

Conclusion: being pragmatic  

Sometimes, it is better to put an end to an SSR which is blocked, or not 

start it, if the conditions for its good performance are not met, particularly 

if the mobilisation is not sufficient, and especially if the political will is 

lacking. The donors can then wait for a better combination of interests or 

undertake some additional, less ambitious, reforms to maintain a channel 

of action that can be used to implement more important reforms once 

better conditions are encountered. However, when "good" SSR cannot be 

implemented because it does not meet all the conditions, it may be enough, 

by pragmatism and modesty27, to implement an SSR which is "good 

enough" and whose advice is tailored to the situation in the country and 

enables a certain amount of progress to be made. As, M. Sedra has written, 

"there is no blueprint of formula for SSR… there are multiple approaches 

that can be taken28." 

"Good SSR" is fairly rare and difficult to conduct, but the challenge is 

very important since it is about bringing lasting peace to a country and 

transforming the relationships between the security sector, the political 

sector and the population in a more harmonious way, preventing coups, 

mutinies and other tragedies in history. These reforms are essential for 

those who wish to transform armies in the long term and make them 

professional. Indeed, it is about finding a new balance, which removes the 

privatisation of armies in favour of the ruling elite, while reinstalling a rule 

of law to control and punish armed men who do not respect the law.  

 

 
 

27. M. Sedra, "Introduction: The Future of Security Sector Reform", in M. Sedra (dir.), The Future 

of Secrutiy Sector Reform, The Centre for International Governance Innovation, 2010, p. 27.  

28. M. Sedra, "Towards Second Generation Security Sector Reform", in M. Sedra, op. cit., p. 103. 



French Institute
of International
Relations


