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Box 1.  The lessons presented here are a relevant part of the findings of the ISSAT mission to document the work of the 
ZPSP. The mission took place in Zimbabwe, 21-30 June 2015. During fieldwork a total of 29 one-to-one interviews were 
conducted with a variety of state and non-state actors, including representatives from parliament, government, political 

parties, civil servants, civil society organisations, academic and research institutions, religious institutions, traditional 
chiefs, business actors and external partners. The directors and some trustees and personnel of the ZPSP were also 

interviewed. This body of work is the base for the content of this website, including the lessons in this page.
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The first lesson identified in the process of documenting the ZPSP is that 
buy-in is not ownership. The ZPSP is a locally driven initiative, championed 
by Zimbabwean nationals, which envisioned and designed the programme.  
They drew on carefully selected technical international and financial support, 
but remained the engine of the programme. This is an outstanding feature 
given that the majority of SSR programmes in Africa have been donor-driven. 
More recent SSR initiatives, explicitly entailing management structures and 
processes to nurture national ownership, like in the cases of South Sudan 
and Burundi, have still emerged through significant international agency.  
Exceptions such as that of SST in South Africa are rare. The South African 
experience resided in the fact that security reforms were anchored in the major 
political transformation carried out during the transition from Apartheid.  Such 
favourable political conditions are uncommon, and non-existent in Zimbabwe, 
where regime continuity persists, favouring status quo in the security sector.  
However, the fact that Zimbabwe was experiencing political isolation from 
Western partners when the ZPSP came into being seemed to provide space for 
non-interference in their endeavour to build trust and foster national ownership. 

The ZPSP is a high political risk initiative, given that its operations are impacted 
by political developments beyond the control of the programme. Political 
changes may affect the strategy of the programme as well as the timings of 
implementation of certain activities, and ultimately its viability. This reinforces 
the general lesson with regard to the need to build the resilience of SST 
programmes in light of their vulnerability to advances and setbacks of wider 
political processes, such as more recently evidenced in the cases of South 
Sudan and Burundi.  The ZPSP has been developing resilience through a series 
of combined measures.  It has built-up a board of trustees that reflects political 
inclusivity, whilst retaining political impartiality in the conduct of its business.  
It has developed strategic national partnerships that have already embraced 
elements of SST as part of their own work agenda.  It has also adopted a 
posture of low public visibility combined with transparency of intentions and 
of activities. Thus far these have been effective and compatible risk mitigation 
strategies, since as one interviewee put it “discretion is not secrecy”.
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Balancing an approach of developing institutional efficiency with democratic 
governance and oversight of the security sector is necessary from the start.  
Right from the start of the programme ZPSP has built a central component 
focused on promoting oversight of the security sector. This was verifiable 
through the participation of parliamentarians in various trainings, and in the 
requests for analysis and advice with regard to several security issues tabled 
for discussion in the parliament.  The results from building a significant 
partnership with this state organ have now been recognised with the signature 
of a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) between the Parliament and 
ZPSP.  When compared to the majority of SSR endeavours in Africa, even when 
nationally driven, these were usually focused on a particular sector or thematic 
area, aiming to improve efficiency and, at best, management of the security 
forces. Despite prevailing rhetoric there has been an absence of focus on 
building democratic governance, and therefore ZPSP stands out in this regard.

The ZPSP has adopted a holistic approach to SSR based on widening the 
security concept, anchored in human security. In particular, the use of the 
human security concept facilitated understanding of its state and non-state 
partners with regard to the role that each has to play in the process of 
SST.  It also allowed non-state actors to mainstream the understanding of 
SST into its own work activities.  However, a lesson identified throughout 
programme implementation is that a comprehensive approach to the end 
goal of SST should not preclude seizing opportunities for incremental 
progress. An overall SST process is unlikely to develop in the short term 
in Zimbabwe, however opportunities for capacity building and technical 
professional assistance to relevant state agencies have emerged and ZPSP 
has engaged.  Seizing those opportunities allows for slowly building blocks 
for a more encompassing institutional reform initiative in the medium term.

The work carried out by the ZPSP highlights 
that the process of building consensus around 
SST is intangible and lacks linearity. The 
process entails advances as well as setbacks, 
and tends to be invisible to external partners 
when the environment requires discretion 
and is adverse to their participation.  The 
resulting consensus does not always imply 
that everyone thinks alike, but rather that a 
common denominator is found around which 
to continue dialogue on the basis of tolerance 
for divergent views. Two interviewees summed it up by saying that in the 
process of consensus building “there are situations when others keep quiet 
because they realise the majority no longer agrees with them” and “…you can 
disagree but you understand why you are disagreeing and agree to disagree”. 

Building consensus through consultations and dialogue is essential to the 
longer-term sustainability of SST, and tends to go beyond limited donor 
programming and budgeting cycles. ZPSP has carried out consultations 
and facilitated dialogue amongst state and non-state stakeholders to lay 
the foundation for a potential SST process in Zimbabwe.  Consultations and 
dialogue cannot be considered as one-off activities, or as emblematic of a given 
foundational phase. They are essential elements to nurture the process and 
help manage change that derives from political developments, from shifts in 
the security institutions and in society’s overall balance of power.  Continuity is 
necessary, despite the tendency for poor understanding of this requirement by 
financial partners, and needs to be ensured by a catalyst and legitimate agent. 
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There are situations 
when others keep quiet 
because they realise the 
majority no longer agrees 
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Dialogue is the backbone of SST in politically challenging environments 
because it contributes to dispel suspicions, prejudice, and misinformation.   
The experience of the ZPSP demonstrates that the creation of spaces for 
bringing together a variety of stakeholders that otherwise would not have the 
opportunity to interact constructively, is crucial for building trust. Typically these 
stakeholders have different views or approaches and sit at opposing ends of 
a polarised landscape (political, social, economic, demographic, etc).  ZPSP 
has engaged them in spaces that allowed each and everyone to gain voice and 
express its feelings, concerns and views, and through such process also gained 
traction for its complementary capacity-building and knowledge-based activities.

Conflict-sensitive approaches and mediation methodologies are effective 
tools of trust building for SST. Much of the success of the ZPSP in undertaking 
consultations, facilitating dialogue and implementing capacity-building initiatives 
stems from its use of societal and stakeholder conflict-sensitivity mapping. This 
allows them to identify and tactfully address existent, latent, and potential conflict 
in the course of interactions, using mediation practices that have proved useful in 
generating trust between parties who feared and even loathed each other. ZPSP’s 
strength and effectiveness in the use of mediation methodologies derives from 
the extensive experience of its directors, gained through engagement in conflict 
resolution processes elsewhere in Africa. The conflict sensitive approaches and 
mediation methodologies have also been incorporated as part of the training 
delivered by the ZPSP.  Actors that liaise with communities and engage in 
societal conflict resolution on a regular base—such as traditional leaders and 
specific CSOs—highlighted the relevance and practical utility of such training.

Capacity building on SST is essential and should be carried out prior to 
the development of a formal process. The ZPSP experience is illustrative 
in this area, and highlights the need to build SST knowledge of the different 
stakeholders through specialised training. This is contributing to mainstream, 
amongst diverse actors, a common understanding and grammar concerning 
different SSR approaches, dimensions, concepts and expressions. In the 
case of scholars and researchers, the ZPSP facilitated academic training 

in South Africa. This enabled the development of national capacity 
for technically and empirically sound research, relevant to inform 
policy development in the security sector. In addition, the facilitation 
by the ZPSP of the creation of the Zimbabwe Peace and Security 
Education and Training Network (ZIPSET)— a network of academics 
and researchers that has devised a curriculum for a module on SST 
to be incorporated by several universities in a variety of courses — is 
likely to result in the promotion of SST amongst higher education 

students, including security officials. Ultimately, knowledge-based capacity 
building empowers the different actors to play their roles and to make informed 
contributions to the debates and decisions of a process. This was epitomised 
in the words of one parliamentarian which claimed that capacity building 
is critical because “you may have the power that you don’t understand”. 

Addressing history and collective memory plays an important part when 
projecting SST. In contexts of historically charged interactions between security 
forces and populations, including the occurrence of significant human rights 
abuses, addressing these ordeals becomes a cornerstone of reconciliation. A 
significant number of ZPSP stakeholders highlighted the centrality of this factor 
to rebuilding societal and national trust, as well as to reconstructing a positive 
image of the security forces in Zimbabwe. A process of transitional justice may 
be blocked in practice, despite formal endorsement. However, ZPSP stakeholders 
highlighted that carrying out trauma healing should be awarded serious 
consideration through 1) dialogue and joint capacity building fora, 2) particular 
research and process documentation, and 3) cultural and artistic initiatives.
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The complexity of the environment should not necessarily be interpreted as 
fragility of the state implementing SSR. Supporting SST needs to factor-in 
and navigate a nuanced approach that considers different operational 
elements according to the evolution of the situation in the different stages 
of the conflict cycle.  This implies the adoption of adequate tools in the 
face of a transitional, post-conflict, or pre-conflict phase, considering that 
such phases are not clearly delineated or insulated from each other.  In the 
view of certain ZPSP stakeholders, an approach to conflict transformation 
is continuously required. Some exemplified this with the fact that ZPSP 
facilitated dialogues by addressing the effects of violent conflict between 
different stakeholders, but gradually shifted into a position of conflict 
prevention through building trust and knowledge development around SST.

Context shapes the contribution of different actors in fostering SST, 
yet in the majority of instances responsibility for a national process 
lies with the state. In the context of Zimbabwe, the ZPSP as a non-state 
actor that has legitimacy, knowledge and sensitivity has made significant 
progress in preparing the ground for SST, however the commencement 
of a formal institutional process ultimately lies with state authorities.

Stakeholder analysis has to be continuously updated throughout 
the cycle of programming. The experience of the ZPSP has been that 
the volatility of the political environment requires that an analysis of 
stakeholders, including their strategy, work plans and interests be 
revisited at each stage of ZPSP’s own programming, usually with a 
requirement to adapt to new and unexpected developments.

The sequencing of engagement of stakeholders is primarily defined by context. 
In Zimbabwe, after carrying out a stakeholder and situational analysis, the ZPSP 
decided to first brief, sensitise and consult with state agencies and security 
forces so as to carve out space and acceptance of its activities.  This was crucial 
for creating tolerance for ZPSP’s subsequent engagement with non-state actors.

Less sensitive areas of SST work can provide entry-points for the most 
challenging stakeholders. The identification of these areas and subjects needs 
to be context-specific, but in the case of the ZPSP experience in Zimbabwe, 
addressing gender in a police training activity has gained traction with the police 
forces, generating subsequent requests.  Matters such as border control and 
professionalism in the conduct of the security forces are additional examples. 

Evidence-based research and experience-based knowledge are essential for 
credibility and acceptance of the information relayed on security matters. 
The training workshops and dialogues promoted by ZPSP always feature 
a piece of evidence-based research on which to base discussions, and/
or include case-studies delivered by resource persons with practice-based 
experience, allowing for meaningful comparative debate. This has been 
important from the point of view of the utility of the training for practitioners.
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Changes in the policies and funding cycles of external partners affect the 
strategy and pace of implementation of programmes, requiring a degree 
of flexibility for adjustment. The ZPSP has been negatively affected by its 
external partners funding cycles, and their requirement to use different policy 
and funding instruments as the political situation in Zimbabwe evolves. It has 
also been exposed to a shortage or loss of funding following the election of new 
governments with different political orientation in external partner countries.  
These are a function of donor dependence and ZPSP is aware of the need to build 
alternative and sustainable sources of income, including funding for gap periods.  
In light of this ZPSP is considering setting-up a line of paid consultancy services, 
developing partnerships with the business sector, and securing state funding 
through incorporation of the ZPSP into a state agency or public university.  This 
reinforces another general lesson of SSR, i.e. that some financial contribution 
from the implementing country is a pre-condition for sustainability of the process.

The different reporting systems of the external partners overburden local 
programmes. The ZPSP has addressed this hurdle by engaging in a dialogue with 
its funders to create pooled funding mechanisms with one commonly agreed 
system of reporting. This has allowed an improvement in time dedicated to 
financial reporting as well as flexibility in the management of funds to cope with 
unforeseen changes in activities derived from the impact of external factors.

Results of programmes implemented in preparatory phases anticipating 
a national and more formal SST process may easily be underrated given 
the difficulty in developing baselines and measuring impact. The ZPSP 
has been negatively impacted by the fact that its main line of work implies 
creating space for dialogue and trust, laying the ground for a conducive 
environment for SST. Documentation to account as evidence of consultation 
and dialogue is difficult to obtain, since these activities require sensitivity 
and confidentiality, without allowing for signed minutes or public reports, 
and therefore implying that the means of verification are poor.  In addition, 
measurement of progress is difficult when clear baselines are non-existent and 
targets are problematic. Carrying out baseline studies that inform the design 
of adequate targets will be impossible to undertake without an SST process 
in place, or at least formal authorisation from state security institutions. 

Appropriate monitoring and evaluation methodologies need to be adopted 
to design indicators that account for indirect and partnership focused 
results. The ZPSP works extensively with and through its national partners. 
This is a strategy that enables enlarged and inclusive ownership, but that 
has the effect of blurring clarity concerning the central contribution of the 
ZPSP to the partnership-based activities. The ZPSP has often contributed 
as a facilitator, knowledge repository, capacity-builder, and in certain cases 
driving force of activities, but given its discretion and posture as an enabler, 
its input is hard to pin to the results that accrue from partnering efforts.
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