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Political Economy Context1

There is a clear need to understand 
the local political economy context 
of a given country before intervening. 
Security and justice sector reform is 
a political endeavour rather than 
a technical one. All interventions 
should be guided by an analysis 
of the undercurrents at play, the 
historical trajectories, the incentives 
that exist for progress or the opposite, 
the power balances and how they are 
acted out and the rules of the game 
both written and unwritten. 

Support provided by developed countries, armies or police forces 
can often tend towards the more technical fix approaches, without 
sufficient emphasis on stronger political economy analysis. 

There is a need to see who is leading 
reform, and in whose interests. There 
is a further need to map the skills 
and competencies of those who 
are supporting security and justice 
re form. Peer- to-peer  suppor t 
provided by developed countries, 
armies or police forces can often 
tend towards the more technical fix 
approaches, without the capacity 
within for stronger political economy 
analysis. 

Market place in Yaounde, Cameroon - Photo Source : UN Photo / BZ
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Exported Models2

Exported models of security or 
justice, for example in relation to 
policing, often do not work. This is 
because they do not take into account 
the nature of transitional societies 
and their specific challenges. It 
should be recognised that there are 
different phases in transitions, and 
that transition is often not linear. 
Different approaches might be 
needed at different times. 

Linked to this is the issue of 
scalability. Too often, efforts are 
focused on pilots or good practices 

Take into account the nature of transitional 
societies and their challenges. 

that might achieve localised success 
for a limited period of time, but 
which prove not to be scalable or 
long-lasting. 

In the Irish experience, security 
sector reform assistance is more 
ef fect ive  when i t  focuses  on 
addressing security and justice 
challenges that are context specific, 
where there is a concentrated effort 
to tackle identified problems and 
where the lessons learned locally 
from this have a chance of being 
taken up more generally. 

Bosnian muslim woman waits with her children at a checkpoint - Photo Source: UN Photo / John Isaac
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Country Ownership3

Central to security and justice sector 
reform is the degree of country 
ownership that can be instilled. 
The initiative by Uganda to set up 
the Justice, Law and Order Sector 
( JLOS) in the late 1990s sustained 
the reform process for many years. 
It was owned by the institutions 
themselves, and driven by their 
leaders. It can be argued that the 
higher the level of ownership, 
the higher the rate of success and 
sustainability. There is a greater 
recognition of the need to support 
locally-led reform processes. 

Some of the efforts still being 
undertaken today look very much 
like the efforts of the 1970s and 
1980s. Quite often, buy-in to donor 
programmes is assumed to be local 
ownership, when the two can be very 
different. Furthermore, the specific 
site of ownership should be clarified. 
For instance, if the Government 
Ministries, the Police, the Army, the 
Courts or the Prisons are competing 
for scarce attention and resources, 
coordination can falter.

Finally, ownership also means 
that the support being provided is 
integrated into how the indigenous 
institution is doing things. True 
reform happens when a reform 
effort that is supported from outside 
finds its way into the mainstream. 
But this can take time. Community 
policing training by An Garda 
Síochána (Police Service of Ireland) 
in Uganda was considered to be very 
successful. However, it continued to 
be regarded as an add-on and was 
not fully integrated into the Uganda 
Police Force training cycle. 

True reform happens when a reform effort that is supported 
from outside finds its way into the mainstream.

Graduation Ceremony for Police officers trained by UNMIS - Photo Source: UN Photo / Tim McKulka
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Value-Centric Approach 4

There is often a value-centric 
approach, or a doctrinal one, to 
security and justice reform. Reform 
efforts have been based on what a 
‘good’ army looks like, or what a 
‘good’ police force is. 

Judgement of what ‘good ’ is, 
and the often idealised compass 
used, can lead to reform efforts 
that presume that the expected 
standards of armies and police 
forces in developed countries 
should be directly relevant to 
post-conflict settings. Often, such 
assumptions are very wide of the 
mark. Instead of starting with the 
ideal and having to work towards 
the reality, there is a need to start 
with the reality and move towards 
the ideal. 

Value-centric approaches that 
see reform as undoubtedly true 
and good, might preclude other 
programmatic options that may in 
fact be ultimately more effective in 
terms of promoting development 
( fo r  example  work ing  wi th 
non-state security actors) from 
being used.

Instead of starting with the ideal and having to 
work towards the reality, there is a need to start 
with the reality and move towards the ideal.

 Patrol Greenville to Monrovia - Photo Source: Irish Defence Forces
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Coordination5
Unless there is very strong coordination, donor efforts in the 
area of security and justice reform will be hit-and-miss.

Unless there is very strong 
coordination, donor efforts in 
the area of security and justice 
reform will be hit-and-miss. 
In this area, the motivation of 
donors should be given closer 
scrutiny.

Some donors are often less 
wi l l ing to take par t  in a 
coordinated ef for t  where 
this may lead to a loss of 
visibility (flying the flag).
Also important is the internal 
coordination amongst those 
who are providing support. 
This is because security and 
justice sector reforms are often 
supported by more than one 
state agency. 

Bicycles provided by Ireland to the Uganda Police Force during the Community Policing Programme supported by An Garda Síochána.  - Photo Source: Irish Aid
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A handshake in Chad - Photo Source: Irish Defence Forces

Difficult to Measure6

Importantly, whilst security and 
justice sector reform is believed 
to be intrinsically good and efforts 
and investments in that direction 
are needed, it is often unclear 
as to whether these investments 
are paying off, whether there is 
value for money or whether the 
intended impacts are being felt. 
That is because many of the reform 
areas are difficult to measure. 
Evidence of effectiveness has been 
largely anecdotal in community 
police reform.

Traditional indicators used in 
other development interventions 
can be limited. Achieving results 
in security and justice reform 

Evidence of effectiveness has been largely anecdotal. 
Traditional indicators can be limited. Results in 
security and justice reform can take time. 

can take time. Programmes of 
support are often evaluated 
when they are finished - which 
is a natural way of providing 
accountability and learning - 
but it might be better to wait for 
some years to see what actually 
was achieved and how well 
sustained this was. 

Effectiveness and results should 
be gauged from the people who 
are the end users of a justice 
system and who are being 
protected by security forces. It is 
this group that need to be asked 
what works and what does not. 
Implementers in turn need to 
realise that peoples' experiences 

and expectations of security 
and justice change over time. 
What is seen as progress at 
one time (after-dark security in 
Northern Uganda) may not be 
sufficient at a later stage (when 
land is being grabbed by day).
The end result is that previous 
models of implementation are 
repeated without clear evidence 
of impact. 
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Transitional Justice7

An important part of any security 
and justice reform is transitional 
justice, which seeks to govern 
how a society responds to a legacy 
of past gross violations of human 
rights. 

Transitional justice has often 
been seen as the poor relation 
of security and justice sector 
reform. This can be a sensitive 
area for Government leaders who 
sometimes may not wish to drag 
up the past. 

Transitional justice has often been seen as the poor 
relation of security and justice sector reform

Mural with victims of genocide in Rwanda - Photo Source: UN Photo
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Supply and Demand 
Thinking8

Moves should be made away from the 
type of supply and demand thinking 
that has dominated much governance 
support, including security and justice 
sector reform. A falsely clear-cut 
model that places the supply (the 
army, the police and the courts) on one 
side – and the demand (citizens, local 
populations, refugees) on the other 
is often prevalent in security sector 
reform programmes. 

Efforts are often placed on making 
the supply better, or in other cases 
supporting the demand e.g. through 
civic education or awareness-raising. 
It must be understood that progress is 
made not on one side or the other, but 
when both sides engage productively. 

This is about improving relationships, 
sharing responsibilities, engaging at 
the local level and with the leadership 
– and enabling 'both 'supply' and 
'demand' actors to engage with each 
other to identify needs and solutions.

Moves should be made away from the type of supply and 
demand thinking that has dominated much governance 
support, including security and justice sector reform.

Rural DRC Woman - Photo Source: UN Photo / Sylvian Lietchi
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Women and Girls9

A focus on women and girls has been 
found to be essential in achieving 
results. This is because women 
and girls bear a disproportionately 
negative impact from the absence 
of security and justice, because of 
the central roles they play in their 
households and communities, and 
because of the extreme vulnerability 
of women and girls in situations of 
conflict and transition. 

Gender awareness and equality, as 
well as the empowered decision-
making of  women in conf l ic t 
processes, is well captured in Ireland's 
second National Action Plan on 
Women, Peace & Security, launched 
in January 2015.

Women and girls bear a disproportionately negative 
impact from the absence of security and justice

UNMIS Troops Patrol in Abyei Area, Zambia  - Photo Source: UN Photo / Tim McKulka
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Ceasefire monitoring in Kidal, Northern Mali - Photo Source: UN Photo / Blagoje Grujiic

Fragile Countries, 
Fragile Regions10

There is a need to stop seeing fragile 
countries within the confines of their 
borders. In more cases than not, fragile 
states exist in fragile regions. Regional 
approaches to security sector reform 
should be explored, given that conflict 
and insecurity increasingly does not 
stop at a border. 

This is challenging because it is often 
easier to deal with one Government 
rather than many. Regional work is 
difficult to plan and implement. Efforts 
are however being made in regions 
themselves, such as in the East African 
Community or in the Great Lakes 
Region, to foster greater cooperation 
and coordination amongst, for example, 
police forces. 

There is a need to look more at regional approaches, given that 
conflict and insecurity increasingly does not stop at a border 
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To find out more about Ireland’s work on Conflict Resolution: 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade - Conflict Resolution Unit 
https://www.dfa.ie/our-role-policies/international-priorities/peace-and-security/conflict-resolution/

To find out more about Ireland’s work on International Development: 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade - Irish Aid 
https://www.irishaid.ie/

For further information: 
Conflict Resolution Unit 
conflictresolution@dfa.ie

10 Lessons Learned from Ireland's support to 
Justice and Security Sector Reform efforts

Adapted from a presentation by Dónal Cronin, Ambassador of Ireland to Uganda.

‘Security and Justice Reform in post-conflict contexts, lessons from UN operations and bilateral assistance programmes’ 
- Seminar held at the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Dublin, 5th May 2015.

About the Conflict Resolution Unit

The Conflict Resolution Unit of the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade works to develop and strengthen 
national and international capacity across the spectrum of conflict, with particular emphasis on the protection 
of and empowered participation of women and girls, and in the sharing of the lessons-learned from Ireland's 
experience of the Northern Ireland Peace Process.

https://www.dfa.ie/our-role-policies/international-priorities/peace-and-security/conflict-resolution/
https://www.irishaid.ie/

