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Introduction

These recommendations are primar-
ily intended to guide parliamentarians, 
civil society organisations and the in-
ternational development community. 
Together, the recommendations aim to 
support countries that seek to establish 
and maintain substantive democratic 
oversight and guidance of the security 
sector. 

The recommendations are grounded in 
the established principles of good prac-
tices in security sector reform and gov-
ernance. Moreover, they assert the prin-
ciple that good governance norms can 
only take hold in a society and its polity 
when there is ‘local ownership’ of secu-

rity sector oversight issues. Establishing 
understanding of, and mechanisms for, 
transparency and accountability across 
the security sector remains a critical is-
sue in many post-authoritarian coun-
tries. 

To help entrench parliamentary over-
sight and guidance of the security sector 
within the context of democratic gover-
nance, and to strengthen the effective-
ness of the security sector, it is recom-
mended that the following concrete 
measures be taken to improve both the 
understanding and capacities of actors 
involved in ensuring democratic over-
sight of the security sector. 

Recommendations for Parliamentarians

Create a Legal Framework 

1 Develop an over-arching legislative 
framework that will create an opti-

mal environment for democratic civilian 
oversight of the security sector, which 
reflects international norms and adjusts
the constitution to reflect those norms.

States need to anchor firmly the concept
of democratic oversight and guidance 
in their key constitutional documents. 
The principle of civilian supremacy over 
the security services, independently 
monitored and enforced by democrati-
cally elected parliamentarians, can be 
embedded not only in a state’s key 
legal documents but also in its con-

sciousness. These principles then need 
to be applied in practice. One method is 
through the adoption of a law on civil-
ian oversight of the security sector (see 
Box 7). 

Another method is to include provisions 
that guarantee civilian oversight in each 
of the laws that regulate the security 
sector, e.g. the police act, protection of 
official secrets act, internal security ser-
vices act, foreign intelligence act, states 
of emergency act, national defence act, 
financial accountability act, military (and
alternative) service act, conscientious 
objectors act, defence procurement act, 
or freedom of information act.



60

DEMOCRATISING SECURITY IN TRANSITION STATES

Box 7: Model Law on Civilian Oversight of the Security Sector

Developed in 2002 by the Geneva Centre for the Democratic Control of Armed 
Forces (DCAF) in partnership with the CIS Parliamentary Assembly, the Model Law 
on Civilian Oversight of the Security Sector was created to help former Soviet coun-
tries create legislation, which embeds the concept of democratic civilian oversight 
of the security sector in their countries as per the obligations of the OSCE Code of 
Conduct. The model law can be found at http://www.dcaf.ch/_docs/bm_fluri_niki-
tin_cis_model.pdf (English) and http://www.dcaf.ch/_docs/bm_fluri_nikitin_cis_
model_ru.pdf (Russian)

2 Develop legislation specific to
each security sector component 

and law enforcement agency in accor-
dance with international precedents. 

Given their different mandates and com-
petencies, it is important that legislation 
distinguishes between defence and in-
telligence services on the one hand, and 
law enforcement agencies such as the 
police and border guard services on the 
other. 

3 Develop legislation which guaran-
tees the independence, function-

ing and availability of suitable instru-
ments for democratic institutions to 
monitor the security sector. 

Parliamentarians must systematically de-
velop and embed in legislation the tools 
necessary for democratic institutions to 
effect oversight. Within parliament, MPs
need, as a minimum, statutory rights to 
hold inquiries and regular hearings; to rat-
ify budgets, procurement decisions and 
international agreements; and to conduct 
these activities in the public arena. 

Additionally, the legislative framework 
needs to ensure that the dialogue be-
tween democratic institutions and actors 
on security issues is underpinned both 

by laws defining the responsibilities and
available means for each of these actors 
and laws ensuring that there is neither 
intended nor unintended immunity for 
any security sector actor. 

Parliamentarians need to ensure that the 
ombuds institution has a statutory right 
to monitor, enquire and report on secu-
rity actors’ activities; that the judiciary 
can oversee court cases against secu-
rity actors; that prosecuting lawyers in 
those trials as well as law-enforcement 
investigators investigating crimes or ac-
cusations can gain access to documents, 
employees and premises of the security 
sector actors to fulfil their tasks; and that
adequate state funding is made avail-
able for all of the actors concerned, not 
only for procedural activities but also in 
the event of emergencies. 

Overall, although overlaps do occur occa-
sionally, the division of labour is based on 
the free flow of information between all
these institutions, as accelerated by the 
activities of civil society and the media. 

4 Integrate human rights norms 
into laws relevant to the security 

sector. 

Since the security sector is prone to hu-
man rights abuses - both within the sec-
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tor as well as by the sector – it is vital to 
develop legislation on human and civic 
rights, including instruments for safe-
guarding such rights (e.g., ombuds insti-
tution and the right to access informa-
tion). Equally important is to ensure that 
security sector legislation incorporates 
the same principles. 

5 Develop strategic documents out-
lining the specific roles, taskings

and means available to security sector 
components. 

To develop a coordinated approach to 
security sector oversight, demonstrate 
the inculcation of security sector gover-
nance principles, and ensure common 
awareness of the roles and tasks of the 
security sector’s components, it is crucial 
that states develop policy documents 
such as a National Security Policy, Crisis 
Management Plan, Defence Doctrine 
and ‘White Book’ on Defence, as well as 
codes of conduct for servicemen and 
law enforcement officials, which specify
the mandate, roles, powers and limits to 
those powers, resource costs, and avail-
able budgets for relevant security sector 
actors. These documents should build 
upon a broad understanding of secu-
rity which extends beyond state security 
and integrates the issues of human and 
civic rights and specifies instruments for
safeguarding such rights. 

6 Demand democratic, accountable 
and effective executive control and

well-functioning internal control mech-

anisms within the military, police, bor-
der police and intelligence services. 

Parliamentary oversight can succeed 
only if the executive is really in charge of 
and accountable for the armed services 
and if the military and law enforcement 
agencies are disciplined and profes-
sional. Therefore, in addition to informal 
control by civil society organisations and 
media, there are three levels of demo-
cratic control, and each one of them is 
dependent on the next level, i.e., internal 
control within the agencies, parliamen-
tary control and executive control.

7 Ensure that security services ad-
dress the real security concerns of 

the people, and that taxes and other 
resources are used for their intended 
purposes, seeing to it that the security 
services operate in the interests of so-
ciety and observe the human rights of 
men and women.

In terms of legislative measures, this can 
be facilitated by having security services 
which are: 

• governed by statutory laws, 

• operate on the basis of clear and 
transparent rules of procedure, 

• staffed with officials who are recruit-
ed and selected through transparent 
and public processes, 

• possess whistle blower protections,

• accountable to independent courts 
and ombuds persons.
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Create the Means for Oversight 
Within Parliament

8 Create specialised committees to 
deal with each component of the 

security sector.  

Just as each security sector compo-
nent has a different mandate, com-
mittees on defence (armed forces), 
intelligence (domestic and foreign 
intelligence services) and law enforce-
ment (police and border police) each 
face very different issues. Parliament 
should take responsible ownership of 
these committees by setting the agen-
da, planning activities, reporting on 
them to the plenary and public, and 
appointing the chair and membership 
of these committees.

9 Create ad hoc inquiry committees 
to deal with unexpected incidents 

and issues.

Ad hoc committees and inquiries are 
sometimes needed to address a par-
ticular incident or issue, and provide 
a way in which opposition parliamen-
tarians can perform their democratic 
function by holding a government 
accountable for its policies. The right 
of opposition parliamentarians to re-
quest such inquiries provides a vital 
means for them to investigate under-
performance and illegal activities in 
the security sector. 

10 Establish balanced policies and 
clear terms of reference for the 

defence, intelligence and law enforce-
ment committees based on the princi-
ples of transparency and accountability.

Clear terms of reference should include 
the following content and provisions: 

• Full ownership over appointments of 
committee chairpersons, members 
and staff as well as ownership over
the frequency and agendas of com-
mittee meetings, including commit-
tees’ budgets;

• Right to examine and report on any 
policy initiative announced by the 
ministry of defence or ministry of in-
terior (or equivalent), including long-
term planning, reorganisation and 
major equipment proposals;

• Right to conduct inquiries and public 
hearings on any issues raising special 
concern;

• Procedures for hearing petitions and 
complaints from citizens and from 
people working in the security sector;

• Right to consider draft legislation and 
relevant international agreements;

• Right to examine budget estimates 
and budget details, supplement any 
requests and audits, and to report on 
measures of efficiency and rationali-
sation;

• Right to have access to classified in-
formation;

• The power to summon any govern-
ment official to committee meetings
and to question them under oath.

11 Ensure balanced representa-
tion in all committees, includ-

ing by opposition members and female 
and minority parliamentarians, facili-
tating fair representation of the inter-
ests of the whole population. 
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Committees that do not have a repre-
sentative membership will suffer from a
lack of credibility, thus weakening their 
impact. Opposition parliamentarians 
tend to have a greater interest in uncov-
ering shortfalls of a government than 
do representatives of the majority. The 
participation of opposition parliamen-
tarians thus leads to a more thorough 
oversight.

In most countries women are strongly 
underrepresented in security gover-
nance bodies. It is important to include 
them because they can provide impor-
tant additional, but often overlooked, 
perspectives on security issues. Of 
course, the representation of female 
parliamentarians in security-related 
committees provides no guarantee 
that the gender dimension of security 
will be taken into account in commit-
tee deliberations, neither is their ab-
sence a reason to disregard women’s 
security needs. Still, the representation 
of female parliamentarians in relevant 
committees is an important measure 
to facilitate attention to women’s secu-
rity needs to help create gender-sensi-
tive decisions on security matters. It is 
moreover an important goal in itself to 
achieve a gender balanced representa-
tion.

12 Create effective rules and pro-
cedures for each committee.

Rules and procedures need to be strong 
enough to subject any issue to intense 
public scrutiny. Moreover, there may 
need to be exceptional procedures in-
corporating confidentiality issues in cer-
tain clearly defined circumstances whilst 

still allowing the parliamentarians access 
to all relevant information. 

13 Hold regular committee hear-
ings on security sector over-

sight issues.

By holding regular hearings on security 
sector issues and systemically interact-
ing with other committees, each com-
mittee can ensure that it is fully briefed 
on key issues, aware of new and future 
developments, and reinforce its author-
ity as a key instrument of democratic 
oversight. 

14 Train and use civilian perma-
nent parliamentary staffers

within parliamentary committees to 
work alongside parliamentarians and 
advise on oversight issues.

Parliamentarians are generally busy on 
a range of issues, thus by building a 
team of civilian, professionally trained 
security sector expert staffers for the
committees concerned, the ability of 
those committees to take informed de-
cisions on oversight matters and keep 
abreast of contentious issues is greatly 
increased. 

15 Insist on and participate in pol-
icy-making and review cycles.

The initial evolution of policies affect-
ing the security sector is often the 
weakest link in the policy-making pro-
cess. Parliamentarians can remedy this 
problem by planning interventions on 
security sector issues from the outset 
of a policy-making cycle, while also 
systematically reviewing the process 
as it becomes more advanced. Such a 
proactive oversight strategy enables 
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parliamentarians to anticipate events 
instead of reacting to past events 
only. 

16 Broaden the consultation pro-
cess on policy development 

by holding public hearings on budget, 
legal, human rights, law enforcement 
and defence issues. 

The participation of experts from the 
public and from civil society groups 
working on security sector oversight 
issues at hearings on policy develop-
ment and draft documents can greatly 
improve the legitimacy and effective-
ness of proposed policy instruments by 
virtue of rendering the process more 
transparent and accountable. As with 
parliamentary staffers, by inviting inde-
pendent civilian security sector, human 
rights and legal experts from national 
and international civil society to assess 
constructively policy and practices, par-
liaments gain objective advice on secu-
rity sector oversight issues.

17 Encourage parliamentary 
unity on security sector over-

sight issues. 

A lack of discipline within and amongst 
opposition parties is often identified 
as one of the major obstacles to hold-
ing a government accountable. In fact, 
such differences of opinion often allow 

an executive to exploit its position for 
its own ends. To give a clear voice to 
democratic oversight issues in parlia-
ment, it is important that opposition 
parties consider their positions on rel-
evant issues not only within their own 
party but also with other opposition 
parties. 

18 Ratify all international agree-
ments which facilitate demo-

cratic oversight and guidance of the 
security sector, including those which 
guarantee human rights, incorporate 
them into national legislation and mon-
itor their effective implementation.

Binding ratification of relevant interna-
tional treaties by parliaments is a vital 
way to ensure that the executive and 
state agencies are bound by interna-
tional law to meet and uphold certain 
minimum standards of democratic 
oversight. 

19 When existing capacity is insuf-
ficient, seek impartial assis-

tance on meeting your country’s ob-
ligations under international law and 
international agreements relevant to 
democratic security sector oversight.

Many development agencies now rec-
ognize the crucial importance of secu-
rity sector governance and can offer as-
sistance to reform initiatives. 

Box 8: Parliamentary Empowerment and Capacity Building in Ukraine 

From 2002 onwards DCAF has cooperated with the Defence and Security Com-
mittee of the Parliament (Verkhovna Rada) of Ukraine on security sector oversight 
issues. The emphasis has been on ‘help for self-help’: the Committee identifies se-
curity governance problems and then requests international assistance with the 
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problem-solving process. In this way not only was understanding of security prob-
lems increased, but capacities to understand, solve and develop new instruments 
were also developed. 

As of today, activities have included: Roundtables on the ‘Draft Law on Parliamen-
tary Oversight of the Security Sector’ (incorporating hearings on money laun-
dering issues) (September and December 2002); Conference on ‘Defence Policy 
of Ukraine: Reality and Perspectives’ (September 2003) focusing more closely on 
defence policy issues in the context of a reformed security sector; Conferences on 
‘Ukrainian Security Sector Reform’ (May 2004), ‘Defence Institution Building – Es-
tablishing a Strategic Planning MoD Department’ (July 2004); Roundtables on ‘Par-
liamentary Oversight of the Security Sector – Defence Budget Transparency and 
Parliamentary Powers’ (April 2004); ‘Personnel Policy in the Defence and Security 
Sector: Oversight of Senior Cadre Appointments’ (July 2004); and  Security Sector 
Governance Conference ‘Current Problems of Defence and Security Sector Reform 
in Ukraine’ (May 2005). The process of rendering advice on legislative oversight 
issues has also been underpinned by sponsorship of the collation, translation and 
printing of all existing Ukrainian security sector laws, which were collected by the 
Defence Committee of the Verkhovna Rada. 

For further information see:  http://www.dcaf.ch/lpag/_index.cfm?navsub1=4&nav1=3

Monitor Internal Security  
Sector Expenditures  
and Appointments

20 Systematically monitor pro-
curement issues across the se-

curity sector.

Defence, law-enforcement and other 
security procurement issues merit 
careful scrutiny by parliamentary de-
fence committees. Cumulatively, the 
goods and services involved form one 
of the most expensive items of a gov-
ernment’s annual expenditure. Sec-
ondly, the secrecy and high financial
and diplomatic stakes often involved 
in the international arms trade means 
that decision-makers in the military, 
executive and parliament can be sub-
ject to corrupt approaches from inter-

nal and external actors. Thus, the leg-
islative branch needs to be involved in 
monitoring defence and security sector 
procurement not only to monitor the 
executive branch but also the practices 
and policies of state agencies. 

Parliamentarians need to make sure that 
they oversee the whole procurement 
agenda, including needs assessment, 
budget availability, equipment selec-
tion, selection of suppliers, approval of 
contract, as well as any ‘offset’ contracts
which involve the provision of a particu-
lar asset or service as part of a procure-
ment deal with a foreign firm.

In countries with a strong state defence 
sector there is a firm need to prevent
the armament industry from gaining a 
disproportionate share of the state bud-
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get and that government members, civil 
servants, departments, agencies, or cor-
porate interests do not seek illicit profits
from unregulated arms exports. 

Parliaments should also enact laws for 
defence procurement processes, and 
the export of new and used defence 
equipment should be subject to parlia-
mentary approval, in accordance with 
international treaties and law.

21 Ensure cadre appointments are 
transparent through parliamen-

tary ratification.

The appointments of top generals and 
commanders in the various security and 
intelligence services should be subject 
to the approval of the relevant parlia-
mentary committee. Such committees 
should have the right to give and with-
hold consent for appointees, not least 
through convening public confirmation
hearings to review the qualifications of
candidates. At the very least, parliament 
should be consulted by leaders in the 
executive on senior security sector ap-
pointments.

Legislation regulating security sector 
agencies should include a clear frame-
work outlining the process for appoint-
ing the most senior officials. It is vital to
independently verify the relevant quali-
ties of leadership, integrity and indepen-
dence in potential appointees. The ap-
pointment process should be transpar-
ent and consultative, commensurate the 
status of the position. 

As a minimum, it is necessary that ap-
pointments should be open to scrutiny 
outside the executive and the agencies 
concerned. For this reason, in many states 

the top appointments in the security 
sector are subject to consent by parlia-
ment. The appointment verification role
may prevent unsuitable candidates be-
ing proposed in the first place and may
lead to the government discussing, and 
in some instances, negotiating with other 
political actors in order to avoid political 
controversy and to ensure a bi-partisan 
approach.

22 To attract top quality person-
nel, check whether the govern-

ment/executive is a ‘good employer’ for 
security sector personnel.

For example, check whether the work-
ing, safety and health conditions of ser-
vicemen and women in the barracks are 
sufficient, whether salaries are paid on
time, and whether pensions are paid ac-
cording to plan.

Create Adequate Means for 
Oversight  
Beyond Parliament 
For constructive cooperation on secu-
rity sector oversight by parliament, the 
executive, democratic institutions and 
civil society, it is vital that parliamentar-
ians ensure the adequate functioning of 
other oversight mechanisms. 

23 Ensure that an executive over-
sight body, e.g., a national se-

curity council, is established. 

As a body through which the executive 
can perform its role in security sector 
oversight, a national security council is 
also accountable for the executive’s ac-
tions in security sector policy-making 
and practice. 
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24 Ensure that an independent 
human rights ombuds person 

and a military ombuds person (some-
times called inspector-general) are es-
tablished. 

Independent institutions ensure the pro-
tection of civilians from human rights 
abuses and also monitor the rights of 
those working inside the security sector. 

25 Encourage the establishment 
of inter-ministerial regulatory 

and oversight bodies comprised of se-
nior representatives from relevant se-
curity sector ministries. 

In transition democracies, the establish-
ment of inter-ministerial regulatory bod-
ies intended to focus on oversight issues 
can assist with promoting accountability 
within ministries. 

26 Establish formal and informal 
coordination bodies at the na-

tional, district and local levels, includ-
ing government officials and local NGO
representatives.

The creation of coordination bodies pro-
vides a platform for constructive criti-
cism of the policies and procedures of 
security sector actors and also allows 
civilians to increasingly gain local ‘own-
ership’ of security problems. 

27 Participate in inter-parliamen-
tary dialogues and coopera-

tion aimed at increasing awareness 
and understanding of security sector 
governance. 

Within a given group of states in a region, 
parliaments can cooperate to ensure that 
they all have at their disposal the same ac-
cess to information, for example, by pro-

ducing joint annual reports and by having 
regular conferences of the chairs of the na-
tional parliamentary defence committees. 
Such inter-parliamentary dialogues can 
promote the exchange of experiences and 
best practices and serve as a step towards 
greater standardisation of oversight prac-
tices, including those on human rights, 
democratic  institution building and civil 
society participation. They can also facili-
tate  cooperation on trans-border security 
issues such as trafficking and crime, or
support dialogue on conflict issues.

Through dialogue on these issues, par-
liamentarians not only keep themselves 
well briefed and oriented on international 
legal issues, but it can also improve their 
understanding of issues and legal instru-
ments available to help assert democratic 
oversight.

Democratic & Human Rights-
Based Institution Building 

28 Ensure that legally mandated 
institutions exist to coordinate 

monitoring, oversight and enforce-
ment activities throughout the coun-
try, that they function effectively and
cooperate with all relevant ministries 
and civil society partners. 

Whilst paying attention to the security 
sector’s specific needs, it is important for
parliamentarians to ensure equally that 
democratic institutions which monitor 
and enforce security sector oversight  
function adequately. The independence 
of the judiciary and the ombuds institu-
tion, and the availability of enforcement 
mechanisms, legal instruments and ad-
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equate funding are vital to ensure the 
transparency, stability and accountabil-
ity of the security sector. 

29 Ratify international agreements 
which facilitate democratic 

oversight and guidance of the security 
sector, including those which guarantee 
human rights for men and women.

Again, binding ratification by parliaments
is a vital way to ensure that executives and 
state agencies are bound by international 
law to maintain certain standards. 

30 Work to create mutual confi-
dence and understanding be-

tween civilians and the security sector.

It is important to see the relation be-
tween civilians and the military as an 
issue of shared responsibility, which 
should be characterised by trust and dia-
logue. Trust and dialogue are not natu-
ral phenomena – they both have to be 
earned. For example, if parliamentarians 
at the defence and security committee 
leak classified information to the press,
the military and other security officials
would be very hesitant to share such 
information with the parliamentarians 
at a later time. On the other hand, if the 
military covers up scandals, the trust of 
civilians in the military will be seriously 
damaged. A democratic parliament can 
act as a constructive intermediary be-
tween the various stakeholders.

Managing Change  
in the Security Sector 
To ensure the emergence, inculcation 
and proliferation of best practices, a pro-
grammatic assessment of the status of 

security sector governance in a country 
can allow parliament to gain objective 
insight and benchmarks into both status 
and needs of democratic oversight. Do-
nors are anxious to help new democra-
cies make substantive steps in security 
sector reform and identifying areas for 
international assistance helps a country 
to create ownership of its security needs. 
The relevant committees can undertake 
and coordinate such assessments.  

31 Identify needs for security sec-
tor reform programme imple-

mentation. 

Undertake comprehensive assessments 
to determine the full impact of security 
sector reform needs by individual actor/
agency, including police, border police, 
intelligence, defence, general staff etc.,
and ensure adequate follow-up. 

32 Develop draft multi-year ac-
tion plans with predictable 

funding commitments in order to facil-
itate oversight of planning and imple-
mentation and to guarantee feasible 
budgeting. 

Such steps will also facilitate any ap-
proaches to the international develop-
ment community for advice on technical 
issues. To ensure parliamentary involve-
ment in the reform process, it is particu-
larly important to insist that parliament 
be consulted and regularly briefed on 
assistance agreements entered into by 
the ministries of defence and interior. 

33 Identify a list of the most ur-
gent needs. 

To help bring democratic security sector 
capacity development forward as a prior-
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ity during consultations within the coun-
try but also with the international com-
munity, identify the most critical issues 
affecting security sector governance.

34 Seek expert assistance to fos-
ter consensus on the benefits

of transparency and accountability in 
the security sector, including the inter-
relation of and differentiation between
human rights, human security, defence 
needs, policing, intelligence and law 
enforcement.

One of the greatest sources of resis-
tance to democratic oversight of the se-
curity sector is the misperception that 
creating transparent and accountable 
institutions weakens defence and law 
enforcement agencies. Instead, coun-
tries with corrupt security agencies are 
usually less developed as excessive se-
crecy allows security agencies to con-
ceal inefficiency and waste which, in
turn, deters foreign investment due to 
their corruptibility. 

Recommendations for Civil Society: Participating in 
Democratic Oversight of the Security Sector

sial issues. CSOs can then also interact 
with the institutions concerned to devel-
op solutions to problems in the security 
sector. In general, CSOs concerned with 
freedom of speech, human rights, polic-
ing, access to justice and defence issues 
tend to be in the forefront of discussions 
on security sector issues, but it is impor-
tant to note that those concerned with 
minorities, women, gender relations and 
children also have a valuable contribu-
tion to make. 

1 Develop monitoring and analyti-
cal capacities with which to docu-

ment and report on the ways in which 
security sector actors affect not only
CSO members but society as a whole.  

CSOs are often best placed to perform 
these functions by virtue of their man-
date as non-governmental organisations, 
which are not intrinsically concerned 
with the preservation of a government’s 
mandate. Data from a diversity of CSOs 
often allows common themes as well 

Civil society organisations (CSOs) have 
a crucial role to play in democratic over-
sight of the security sector from the 
national to local level. Depending on 
their precise mandate, CSOs can provide 
vital testimony, information and analy-
sis to parliament and other democratic 
institutions about the ways in which 
national security policies and activities 
affect their members and society as a
whole. They often represent interests 
of marginalized groups and thus have 
the potential to bring a wider range of 
interests to the fore. In many post-con-
flict societies, CSOs have played a vital
role in supporting the development and 
protection of the security sector through 
various functions, ranging from facilitat-
ing aid to facilitating trust between the 
general populace and the authorities. 

Moreover, CSOs perform the same func-
tion by interacting with the media whom 
are often the first to either bring to light
problems identified by CSOs or to ask
CSOs for their opinion about controver-
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as marginalised issues to be identified
more quickly and for appropriate solu-
tions to be rapidly developed. 

2 Develop monitoring and analyti-
cal capacities with which to docu-

ment and report on the effectiveness
with which democratic institutions 
regulate security sector actors.

Assessments of the competence of dem-
ocratic institutions with responsibility for 
security sector governance should cover 
the following principal institutions: par-
liament, the judiciary, the ombuds insti-
tution and local police boards. 

3 Ensure that the governance mech-
anisms of your organisation are 

transparent and accountable. 

CSOs must be as accountable as any oth-
er actor involved in debates on security 
sector governance. CSOs can be open to 
the accusation that they are neither ac-
countable to anyone nor that their com-
petences are measurable. CSOs should 
thus have, as a minimum: clear and eas-
ily accessible terms of reference, statutes 
and duty guidelines; prohibitions on 
conflicts of interest; an elected govern-
ing board; annual and other financial
audits; and annual and other reports is-
sued to outline the CSO’s performance 
of its mandate. 

4 Enhance expert capacities to max-
imise the utility of CSOs’ input into 

discussions on and investigations into 
security sector policy and practices. 

CSOs can enhance their skill-sets and 
knowledge bases by training their staff
responsible for security issues. Subjects 
for training include awareness of interna-

tional norms, precedents and best prac-
tices on security sector reform issues. 

5 Interact with local and national 
media in discussions on security 

sector issues. 

By monitoring and reporting on security 
issues, CSOs are often requested to com-
ment on important security issues, while 
also having the capacity to bring to light 
such issues in the first place.

6 Develop awareness raising capaci-
ties.

At local and national levels, CSOs’ 
awareness raising capacities are depen-
dent on their resources, skill-sets and 
budgets. CSOs need not only to be able 
to tailor their capacities to promoting 
solutions to problems at hand, but also 
to develop those capacities in direct 
proportion to their profile and available
resources. 

7 Develop training capacities.

At local and national levels, the ca-
pacity of CSOs to train civilians on sub-
stantive issues remains one of their most 
important functions alongside aware-
ness raising. The ability to substantively 
inform and train civilians on relevant 
issues enables CSOs to simultaneously 
spread understanding alongside aware-
ness. 

8 Develop the capacity to mount 
sustained campaigns on critical 

oversight issues.

On the basis of monitoring, analysis, 
reporting and media interaction ac-
tivities, when CSOs identify problems 
which remain unaddressed or unsatis-



71

DEMOCRATISING SECURITY IN TRANSITION STATES

factorily resolved they can lobby local 
and national representatives, institu-
tions and the media to focus attention 
on these issues. Platforms can also be 
built with which to engage the same 
actors at the international level. Cam-
paigns can have an informational na-
ture but can also vividly draw attention 
to a particular problem and advocate a 
solution.

9 Seek to pursue a dynamic role in 
security sector oversight issues at 

local and national levels.

By virtue of their specialised focus, 
agendas and memberships, CSOs can 
provide a vital role by contributing their 
relevant input to discussions at nation-
al and local levels. At the national level 
CSOs can interact with parliament, na-
tional media,  government departments 
and democratic institutions; at the local 
level with their parliamentarian, local 
media, and the local representatives of 
government departments and demo-
cratic institutions.

10 Build networks with other CSOs 
working on related security sec-

tor oversight issues.

For reasons of mandate, funding and 
human resources, CSOs often focus on 
a narrowly defined set of issues. Since
each CSO has different skill-sets and re-
sources, a dynamic interaction between 
CSOs on a particular issue helps to im-
prove their capacities to campaign on 
that issue. Furthermore, the improved 
cooperation not only enhances advo-
cacy, but also prevents the duplication 
of efforts by organisations with often
limited means.

11 Use established networks to 
create and share campaign 

platforms with other CSOs working 
on security sector oversight issues.

Sharing a platform with local, national 
or international CSOs not only improves 
the availability and diversity of skill-sets 
to perform a particular task: the act 
also creates a mandated forum through 
which the collective consensus of CSOs 
can be expressed to others, including 
government authorities, the media and 
donors. Through the process of such 
networking, CSOs enhance their sup-
port-base, thus increasing their lever-
age to influence decisions.

12 Seek to actively participate in 
legislative consultation and 

the formation of regulatory networks.

On the basis of their expertise, CSOs 
have a crucial role to play in contribut-
ing to debates on legislative reforms in 
their countries, particularly those that 
support freedom of association, the es-
tablishment of regulatory frameworks, 
freedom of speech and the media. 

13 Undertake a gender analysis 
and ensure that the security 

interests of men, women and children 
are factored into CSO agendas.

It is important to analyze the different se-
curity issues affecting men, women and
children and to integrate these issues into 
CSO agendas and activities. Women and 
children are often affected by a range of
issues – for example, human rights, access 
to justice, discrimination, law enforce-
ment, minority rights and social welfare 
needs – which, whilst cumulatively form-
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ing a large corpus of interests and needs, 
are often overlooked. 

Activities can take several forms, based 
on prevention, protection and empow-
erment, whereby CSOs can seek to act as 
advocates on the following issues. 

The prevention of violence against wom-
en through:

• Increased awareness raising on the 
rights of women and gender-based 
crimes

• Increased awareness raising on the 
punishment of perpetrators

• Effective training for the police

• Effective collection of gender-disag-
gregated data

• Furthering research on causes, con-
sequences and solutions 

• Effective monitoring and assessment

• Attention by relevant oversight bod-
ies to cultures of violence, and gen-
der relations that perpetuate vio-
lence against women

The protection of women against vio-
lence through:

• Universal ratification of international
instruments on international human 
rights and humanitarian issues

• Effective implementation of legal re-
form and improvement of access to 
justice 

• Ensuring adequate punishment of 
perpetrators in law and in practice

• Strengthening institutional mecha-
nisms for protection, including 
through training on gender relations 
and women’s security needs

• Allocation of proper budgets

• Establishment of shelters and sup-
port mechanisms

• Protection of women in armed con-
flicts

The empowerment of women against 
discrimination through:

• Education and training

• Participation in decision making. 

14 Ensure the needs of minorities 
and other vulnerable groups 

are addressed. 

In the aftermath of conflicts, there are
often displaced minorities, ex-combat-
ants, and ex-prisoners who are particu-
larly vulnerable when a security sector is 
weak. These groups can benefit from the
application of the agenda for advocacy 
outlined above.
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Donor countries and internationally 
mandated organisations can support 
post-authoritarian security sector re-
form. The relevance of security sector 
reform for democratic governance and 
human development is now broadly 
recognized, and a commitment to this 
issue has been made, for example in the 
OECD/ DAC process. Given that the na-
tional willingness for far-reaching reform 
is often identified as a stumbling block,
assistance should not only focus on the 
functioning of security providers but 
also involve policy-oriented activities, 
such as briefing, advising and helping to
embed oversight bodies.

Security sector reform assistance still 
tends to focus on the executive and the 
security providers, with parliaments and 
the public at large only marginally in-
volved. This approach leads to increased 
competence of the security instruments 
at the disposal of the executive while not 
addressing the governance dimension, 
i.e. the accountability of those instru-
ments to the elected parliament.

1 Document and explain the differ-
ences between concepts of de-

fence, human security, transparency 
and accountability. 

It is often not clear that transparency and 
accountability in the security sector, and 
in particular in the defence sector, can 
improve a state’s defensive capacities 
rather than weaken them. Conscripts and 
professionals alike who suffer repeated 
human rights violations are less effective

than those whose rights are protected. 
These violations might also lead to the 
perpetration of a violence culture that 
contradicts and undermines the sector’s 
purpose. Similarly, corruption can lead to 
the loss of small arms ammunition, fuel 
and other high-value items. Parliamentar-
ians must be encouraged to help create 
and maintain transparency mechanisms 
preventing such resource losses.

2 Explain the roles of specific security
sector institutions in democratic 

governance and under the rule of law.

Elaborate the specific roles of the judi-
ciary, ombuds person, inspector-general 
and civil society in security sector gov-
ernance and the interrelation of each 
of these various institutions and actors, 
including limitations on absolute execu-
tive privileges.  Moreover, it is important 
to elaborate the role of human rights in 
the security sector context and explain 
the ways in which security sector gover-
nance is a dynamic process. 

3 Stress the role of civil society and 
the importance of consultation 

processes to create local and national 
ownership of security problems and 
seek ways to affect it.

Only by developing civilian interest and 
expertise in these issues can truly demo-
cratic oversight be effected. Civil society
can serve the dual function of empower-
ing parliamentarians through informa-
tion on the one hand, and on the other by 
holding parliament, institutions and the 
executive accountable through monitor-

Recommendations for Donors: Addressing the 
Governance Dimension of Security Sector Reform 



74

DEMOCRATISING SECURITY IN TRANSITION STATES

ing and media activities, as well as bring-
ing to the fore interests of marginalised 
groups such as women and minorities.

4 Promote the notion of human se-
curity as an alternative vision to a 

state-centric security agenda.

The human security concept is still poor-
ly understood in many transition and de-
veloping countries. Where the national 
security strategy and parliamentary de-
bates are dominated by a state-centric 
vision of security, democratic oversight 
will remain weak, with a negative impact 
on human rights and human develop-
ment for both men and women. 

5 Offer financial and technical as-
sistance to relevant parliamentary 

committees.

Relevant assistance for committees in-
cludes, but is not limited to:

• Advising on the composition of com-
mittees and rules of procedure

• Developing understanding of bud-
getary matters, audit, review and 
procurement

• Strengthening of investigative ca-
pacities

• Linking committees and MPs to de-
fense experts, civil society and think 
tanks

• Providing expert advice on technical 
and legislative issues and facilitating 
access to specialized independent 
research on security matters

• Promoting exchange of experience 
with other committees, including 
through study tours

• Raising awareness of the human se-
curity concept, including specifically
on issues affecting women’s security
(e.g. rape, trafficking, etc)

• Explaining and tackling cultures of 
violence within the sector through 
training and dialogue

6 Support training of parliamen-
tary staffers and civil society ex-

perts.

In many transition countries, there is a 
lack of civilian expertise on security issues, 
both within and outside parliament. Train-
ing programmes can help to address this 
capacity gap. While dedicated training 
programmes are important, it is more sus-
tainable, where possible, to help revise ex-
isting national training schemes and inte-
grate security-related content into them.

7 Adapt assistance programmes to 
promote democratic oversight of 

the security sector.

Most development agencies have sepa-
rate management and implementation 
processes for their work on democratic 
governance, rule of law and human 
rights on the one hand, and conflict
prevention and security sector reform 
on the other. Important synergies often 
remain unexplored. New entry points 
for reform can be found when conflict,
security and democratic governance is-
sues are approached hand in hand. 

A first step would be to include secu-
rity-related components into relevant 
governance programmes, for example 
on parliamentary development, and to 
include human rights and governance 
components into security/ conflict pro-
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grammes, for example on policing. In all 
cases, special attention should be paid 
to ensure that the elected democratic 
bodies at national, district and local 
level are duly included in consultation, 
planning and monitoring processes. 

8 In some countries, it may be difficult
to address security oversight issues 

through direct support to the defense or 
internal security committees. This can be 
the case when there is no willingness for 
reform or because the powers of parlia-
ment or the capacities of the judiciary 
are severely limited. Rather than aban-
doning the objective of enhanced secu-
rity sector oversight, it can be possible to 
use an indirect approach by:

• Strengthening parliamentary in-
dependence (civil service statutes, 
professional staffing, parliamentary
immunity, revised rules of procedure 
for parliament)

• Addressing political corruption (re-
vised political party laws; money 
laundering legislation)

• Focusing on the powers and compe-
tencies of the budget committee

• Promoting parliamentary interac-
tion with civil society and other 
sources of non-partisan information

• Revising legislative frameworks for 
free media, access to information 
and journalist protection

• Developing whistle-blower legislation

• Supporting an independent judiciary 
as well as ombuds institutions

• Supporting parliamentary human 
rights committees and their investi-
gations

This is where it is most crucial to inte-
grate a security perspective into demo-
cratic governance programming.

Box 9: Laying the Foundation for Parliamentary Oversight - UNDP Support to the 
Kyrgyz Parliament

Parliamentary oversight is a core mandate of any parliament’s work. However, 
in most CIS countries, the capacity of legislators to conduct independent parlia-
mentary oversight is still poor because of lack of knowledge and experience, and 
because of procedural and political factors that hinder parliamentary oversight. 
Any effort to enhance parliamentary oversight over specific sectors such as the
security sector must therefore be informed by a critical assessment of parliament’s 
oversight capacity and underpinned by a long-term strategy to institutionalize 
and professionalize the oversight function of parliament. It sometimes takes a 
long time before it is clearly understood that the legislative function does not end 
with the adoption of a law, and that monitoring the implementation process is just 
as essential for the rule of law and human security.

In response to the challenge of effectively implementing parliamentary oversight
responsibilities, UNDP Kyrgyzstan embarked on a long-term project in 2001, which 
aims to support the Kyrgyz Parliament (Jogorku Kenesh) improve its oversight, leg-
islative, and representative roles. Designed as a consecutive process, the first steps
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focused on raising awareness among Members of Parliament (MPs) and parliamen-
tary staff on their specific responsibilities concerning oversight, and the practical
mechanisms to enhance it. The Kyrgyz Parliament received practical, non-partisan 
technical advice on oversight procedures and instruments by UNDP international 
advisors, as well as best-practice studies and experiences from other parliaments. 
This information promoted debates among MPs on the institutionalization of parlia-
mentary oversight and encouraged reform-minded MPs to be proactive in support-
ing a process of change.

The creation of a legal base was a special priority at this first stage, and resulted in
the establishment of a normative framework for parliamentary oversight. A special 
provision on the oversight mandate of the Kyrgyz Parliament was introduced in 
the national constitution as a counterbalancing measure against the concentra-
tion of power in the hands of the president. In 2004-2005 a chapter on parliamen-
tary oversight was inserted into the ‘Rules of Procedure’, and a law on parliamen-
tary oversight was adopted. The creation of a legal framework promoted the in-
stitutionalization of parliamentary oversight procedures such as budget hearings, 
parliamentary investigations, debates, and government reporting.

UNDP also assisted the budget committee to conduct hearings in line with a stan-
dardized procedure – including public announcements, the identification of par-
ticipants, advance distribution of the budget, and receiving public feedback. In 
2005 the draft Kyrgyz budget was placed on the parliament’s official website for
the first time and became available for those wishing to view it.

Additionally, one of the most important outcomes of subsequent stages of the 
project was the increased involvement of civil society organizations and non-par-
tisan experts in the budget hearings. Not only parliamentarians attended these 
hearings, but also representatives of regional administrations and local commu-
nity activists. In this way, civil society in Kyrgyzstan has an opportunity to inter-
act directly with representatives of the central government concerning questions 
over government expenditures.

With the new situation in the country after the ’March Revolution’ in 2005, and 
the new role of the Parliament in the national political arena, it remains important 
to continue this capacity development for parliamentary oversight and expand it 
into the monitoring of the implementation of laws and government reform proj-
ects in all public sectors, especially in vital social sectors.

Gulmira Mamatkerimova, Programme Advisor on Parliamentary Reform and Human 
Rights/Head of Cluster, UNDP Democratic Governance Programme in Kyrgyzstan  




