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Foreword 

The African Union (AU) is committed to political, social and 
economic development towards human security, as set out in 
the 2004 Solemn Declaration on a Common African Defence and 
Security Policy. This is a prerequisite for sustainable peace and 
security on the continent. As such, the AU continues to promote 
democratic and accountable governance of the security sector as 
an essential instrument for ensuring sustainable peace in Africa.

Accordingly, Security Sector Reform (SSR) has been positioned 
as a priority in Member States emerging from conflicts and 
those undergoing political transitions. Given the peculiarities and 
specific requirements of the continent’s security sector, the AU 
has developed policy frameworks to ensure African ownership 
of SSR processes as entrenched in the AU’s shared values. 
The (re)establishment and strengthening of the capacity of security institutions through comprehensive 
Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration (DDR) of former combatants and SSR constitute key 
priority pillars of the AU Post-Conflict Reconstruction and Development policy.

The AU Policy Framework on SSR endorsed by the 20th Ordinary Session of the Assembly of the African 
Union held in January 2013 provides for a broad strategic response framework ranging from capacity 
building and strengthening of institutional structures to mobilisation of necessary resources to facilitate 
SSR processes in Africa.

A set of AU Operational Guidance Notes (OGNs) has been developed to facilitate the implementation of 
the framework. These include: 1) Training on Security Sector Reform; 2) Conducting Security Sector Reform 
Needs Assessment Missions; 3) Harmonisation of National Security Legislation; 4) Development of Codes 
of Conduct for African Security Institutions; 5) Gender and Security Sector Reform; 6) Handbook on African 
Security Sector Reform Good Practices; and 7) Security Sector Reform Monitoring and Evaluation.

These knowledge management tools were published in 2024.

In 2025, two additional tools were developed: the AU Operational Guidance Note on Oversight and 
Accountability in the Security Sector and its related parliamentary tool.

Collectively, these OGNs provide practical information for AU Member States, Regional Economic 
Communities (RECs), Regional Mechanisms (RMs) for Conflict Prevention and Management Resolution and 
other key stakeholders with a view to the design, implementation, oversight, accountability, monitoring and 
evaluation of SSR programmes in Member States.

The OGNs contribute to the coordinated approach for strengthening Africa’s capacity to address SSR 
challenges in AU Member States.

I am therefore delighted to present these OGNs as handy tools for practitioners working hard to implement 
the provisions of the AU Policy Framework on SSR. I also encourage AU Member States, RECs and RMs, and 
civil society organisations (CSOs), training institutions and individuals, to use them in the implementation of 
programmes for positive results in our security governance sector.

His Excellency Ambassador 
Bankole Adeoye

Commissioner for Political 
Affairs, Peace and Security
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Abbreviations and Acronyms

ACHPR 	 African Commission on Human and Peoples Rights 

APCOF 	 African Policing Civilian Oversight Forum 

AU 	 African Union 

CADSP 	 Common African Defence and Security Policy

CSO 	 Civil Society Organisation 

DDR	 Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration

ECOSOCC 	 Economic, Social and Cultural Council of the African Union 

OGN 	 Operational Guidance Note 

OSF 	 Open Society Foundation 

PAP 	 Pan African Parliament

PCRD 	 Post Conflict Reconstruction and Development

PCS 	 People Centred Security 

REC 	 Regional Economic Community 

RM 	 Regional Mechanism 

SSG 	 Security Sector Governance 

SSPER 	 Security Sector Public Expenditure Review 

SSR 	 Security Sector Reform

SSRC 	 Security Sector Reform Commission
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Purpose and Scope

1.	 This Operational Guidance Note (OGN) on Oversight and Accountability of the security sector was 
developed in line with the African Union (AU) SSR Policy Framework. This OGN provides the AU with a 
guide, setting out the content and process for developing and strengthening oversight and accountability 
in the security sector in Africa. It begins by providing useful definitions and a theoretical framework, before 
focussing guidance on aspects of the Security Sector Reform (SSR) project cycle including assessment, 
implementation and monitoring and evaluation. The AU has developed OGNs on Conducting SSR Needs 
Assessment Missions as well as on SSR Monitoring and Evaluation. These documents can be consulted 
for additional information and guidance. 

2.	 The OGN is primarily targeted at AU Member States and partners, particularly Regional Economic 
Communities (RECs), Regional Mechanisms (RMs) and AU staff members supporting the implementation 
of the AU Policy Framework on SSR, international and development partners and practitioners. The OGN 
is intended for their use to assess and strengthen oversight and accountability of security institutions 
within their jurisdictions or mandates. 

3.	 The OGN can be applied in the context of the development, assessment and strengthening of mechanisms 
of oversight and accountability for security institutions at an organisational and national level. Application 
is also possible at continental level through the provision of technical support that is consistent with the 
principles of the AU Policy Framework on SSR. The OGN can also be used by RECs and Member States 
to guide the development, assessment and strengthening of their own oversight and accountability 
arrangements in terms of their specific needs and context. 

4.	 The OGN can be used to strengthen oversight and accountability needs of the security sector during an 
AU SSR Needs Assessment and/or support by the AU or the relevant REC through other forms of technical 
assistance in national SSR contexts including in the context of conflict prevention, stabilisation in peace 
support operations, post conflict reconstruction and development or peacebuilding in the immediate 
aftermath of a conflict. Members States, field practitioners, media, traditional authorities, civil society 
and other stakeholders etc can also benefit from the knowledge and insight of the OGN. This OGN can 
be complemented by additional guidance tools developed by the AU, that discuss specific oversight and 
accountability aspects in more detail, such as for example parliamentary oversight.
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Executive Summary

5.	 This Operational Guidance Note is developed in the context of the AU SSR Policy Framework. This 
Framework emphasises the importance of good governance, democratic control and oversight of the 
security sector. In section D6 of the Framework specific references are made to Executive control, 
legislative oversight, judicial control and oversight, as well as independent oversight by designated civil 
institutions.

6.	 At the continental, regional and national levels, significant efforts have been made over the past 15 
years to establish legal, institutional and monitoring frameworks to support democratic security sector 
governance. This framework is reflected in the AU and REC level organs, practice, policy frameworks, soft 
law and guidelines, and in legislation and regulations for the creation of oversight institutions. Examples 
of these include the AU SSR Policy Framework; the African Union Post Conflict Reconstruction and 
Development (PCRD) Policy; and regular Member State reporting to the African Commission on Human 
and Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR) on implementation of the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights 
(the African Charter), the guidance and soft law provided by the ACHPR such as General Comment 
Number 3 on the Right to Life (Article 4) of the African Charter on Human and Peoples Rights and The 
Guidelines on the Conditions of Arrest, Police Custody and Pre-Trial Detention in Africa and the guidance 
provided by the Pan African Parliament through its Model Police Law for Africa. These AU normative 
standards on oversight and accountability are key for further efforts in this area.

7.	 Effective oversight is necessary to ensure accountability. Oversight mechanisms identify when and 
where accountability needs to be enforced. Without oversight, accountability may be weakened because 
misconduct might go unnoticed or unaddressed. 

8.	 Oversight and accountability are at the core of good Security Sector Governance (SSG). This requires 
that clear expectations are set for the security sector, who are in turn responsible to multiple actors 
that exercise an accountability function by overseeing these institutions, and are empowered to address 
errant behaviour and make proactive recommendations to improve efficiency, effectiveness and rights 
compliance. To guide efforts, this OGN describes several guiding principles, complementary to the 
principles mentioned in the AU SSR Policy Framework. The principles include a basis in human rights; a 
systems approach; proactive and reactive oversight; and internal and external oversight and accountability.

9.	 In response to the international duty placed on states to both combat and prevent human rights violations, 
holding actors to account through robust oversight relates to both standard setting and policy making, 
as well as the review and consequence management of actions by the security sector. Ultimately the 
purpose of accountability and oversight is to promote effectiveness, efficiency and responsiveness to 
people-centred security needs.

10.	 The requirement for accountability achieved through oversight are evident in all aspects of the SSR 
process including the needs assessment, implementation, monitoring and evaluation. The OGN describes 
some entry points as well as the importance of SSR review and a Security Policy. Similarly, all aspects 
of the SSR process must be used to assess, develop and strengthen the broad architecture of effective 
oversight and accountability where it occurs both internally to the security institution and externally to 
it within the three spheres of democratic governance, namely the Legislature, the Executive, and the 
Judiciary, in addition to Civil Society. The importance of capacity building and resourcing as well as access 
to information is described, in addition to strategic and operational level interventions available.
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Rationale

11.	 The AU Policy Framework on SSR was adopted in 2013 considering challenges faced by the security 
sector such as a lack of effective democratic control and weak democratic governance. The intention 
of the framework is to contribute to democratic governance of the security sector that is effective and 
efficient. In this context, the Framework highlights several core Principles for SSR, including SSR and 
good governance, emphasising democratic control, accountability and transparency. In particular, section 
D6 in the Framework refers to Democratic control and oversight of the security sector, by describing 
executive control, legislative oversight, judicial control, as well as independent oversight by designated 
civil institutions. 

12.	 Key elements in the good governance of the security sector include: transparency, and the accessibility 
and availability of information; that all security institutions are subject to the rule of law; that there are 
clear systems of oversight; that there are known and available opportunities to participate in decision 
making; institutions are responsive to the safety needs of the people; institutions perform their duties 
with a high degree of professionalism; and make best use of the resources provided. These elements 
provide for oversight, are critical in achieving accountability, and are central to people centred security 
(PCS).

13.	 Furthermore, the preamble of the AU Policy Framework on SSR encourages AU Member States to 
establish mechanisms for the democratic governance and accountability of the security sector as a 
means of restoring public confidence, and to create appropriate and effective oversight bodies for the 
security sector, including parliamentary committees, national ombudsperson, etc.

14.	 While there are indeed oversight institutions in place across AU Members States, many, particularly in 
fragile and post-conflict situations, are often ineffectual for a variety of reasons such as lack of capacity and 
resources, limited transparency and - in particular - political will. Additionally, the exercise of ‘oversight’ 
does not necessarily guarantee ‘accountability’, as results of routine oversight such as adverse findings 
from security sector audits are not always prosecuted or acted upon by national authorities. 

15.	 Member States are therefore encouraged to ensure that the design and implementation of security 
sector reform programmes are based on, but not limited to, fundamental elements of good security 
sector governance including that democratic control and that oversight and accountability mechanisms 
are enhanced and functional.
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Terms and Definitions* 

16.	 Accountability refers to the obligation of individuals and institutions to be answerable for their actions, 
decisions, and policies, and to accept responsibility for them. It involves being transparent, providing 
explanations, and facing consequences for one’s conduct. The ACHPR General Comment No. 3 on the 
African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the right to life (Article 4) describes: 

“Accountability, in this sense, requires investigation and, where appropriate, 
criminal prosecution. In certain circumstances, independent, impartial and properly 
constituted commissions of inquiry or truth commissions can play a role, as long as 
they do not grant or result in impunity for international crimes. Accountability also 
encompasses measures such as reparation, ensuring non-repetition, disciplinary 
action, making the truth known, institutional review and, where applicable, reform. 
States must ensure that victims have access to effective remedies for such 
violations. States should cooperate with international mechanisms so as to ensure 
accountability”. 

17.	 African ownership of security sector reform processes includes ownership by local communities, national 
ownership by Member States, regional ownership by the Regional Economic Communities and Regional 
Mechanisms, and continental ownership by the African Union.

18.	 The African Union includes, for the purposes of security sector reform, the Assembly, the Peace and 
Security Council, the African Union Commission and all other relevant organs of the African Union.

19.	 Armed forces are the military forces of a state, usually one or a combination of an army, navy and air 
force. These forces are ordinarily mandated to defend a sovereign state from threats emanating from 
international or non-international armed conflicts.

20.	 Civil society organisations refer to civil society organisations as defined in article 3 of the Statutes of the 
Economic, Social and Cultural Council of the African Union (ECOSOCC).

21.	 Human security is defined by the African Union Non-Aggression and Common Defence Pact as the 
security of the individual in terms of the satisfaction of their basic needs. It also includes the creation of 
social, economic, political, environmental and cultural conditions necessary for the survival and dignity of 
the individual, the protection of and respect for human rights, good governance, and the guarantee for 
each individual of opportunities and choices for their full development. 

22.	 Law enforcement agencies are agencies of the state that are mandated to uphold and enforce the law. 
These include but are not limited to the police, special investigative units under the prosecuting authority, 
the gendarmerie, institutions in charge of finding and using intelligence to preserve state security, prison 
services, presidential guards, anti-terrorism units, border management, customs and immigration 
authorities. 

23.	 National Security encompasses military and non-military threats to the nation including protection of the 
population and of national institutions and maintaining territorial integrity, among others.

* These definitions are partly based on the definitions as described in the AU SSR Policy Framework.
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24.	 Oversight is the process of monitoring, evaluating, receiving and responding to concerns. Elements 
of oversight include Accounting, Externality, Retrospectivity, Evaluation, Authority  and Consequence. 
Oversight relies on Information, Analysis and Judgement. 

25.	 People Centred Security promotes a people centred, locally owned approach to the security that can be 
provided by the state and encapsulates the security of the state as well as addresses the needs of the 
people. 

26.	 Public Oversight and Management Bodies includes the executive, the justice ministries, the legislature, 
oversight bodies created through legislation, national security advisory bodies, parliamentary committees, 
anti-corruption bodies, customary authorities, the Pan African Parliament, regional parliamentary bodies, 
and the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights.

27.	 Security is a concept which encompasses the rational of state and human centric notion of survival of the 
state and its protection from external aggression by military means and or natural disaster. This definition 
is guided by, but not limited to, the definition of security given in the Solemn Declaration on a Common 
African Defence and Security Policy (CADSP). The CADSP gives a multi-dimensional definition of security 
which encompasses both the traditional state-centric notion of the survival of the state and its protection 
from external aggression by military means, as well as the non-military notion of human security based 
on political, economic, social and environmental imperatives in addition to human rights.

28.	 Security and justice sector comprises individuals, groups and institutions that are responsible for the 
provision, management and oversight of security for people and the state, and the delivery of justice 
services. These include but are not limited to primary security institutions such as the armed forces, the 
police, gendarmerie, and border guards, specialised intelligence and security institutions, public oversight 
and management bodies such as the executive, the legislature, national security advisory bodies and anti-
corruption bodies, justice and rule of law institutions such as the judiciary, prisons, offices of the public 
prosecutor, ombudspersons, and human rights commissions, civil emergency units such as search and 
rescue services, fire fighting, riot control, natural disaster management and natural resource protection 
units, and non-state security bodies such as private security companies, informal security providers, 
customary authorities, and traditional justice systems.

29.	 Security sector reform is a process by which states formulate, re-orient or develop the policies, structures, 
and capacities of institutions and groups engaged in the security sector in order to make them more 
effective, efficient, and responsive to democratic control, and to allow them to better respond to the 
security and justice challenges confronting the state and its people. Depending on the context and focus, 
SSR is sometimes expressed as security sector governance, security sector transformation, security 
sector development, security sector review, as well as security and justice reform.
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Guiding Principles

Introduction

30.	 Systems of oversight encompass an agreed set of systems, mechanisms, processes and procedures 
through which performance is measured, evaluated and regulated, covering not only issues of behaviour, 
misconduct and legality but also equity, efficiency and performance and which hold the individual or 
intuitions accountable. Ultimately, they also have the important objective to enhance and maintain 
effectiveness. Effective oversight and accountability assist in building and strengthening the legitimacy 
of and trust in security sector institutions by ensuring they are trustworthy, transparent and legitimate 
in their actions. To guide these efforts, the AU SSR Policy Framework identified several core principles 
for Security Sector Reform in section B of the Framework. In addition to these core principles, a few key 
guiding principles are identified specifically to support oversight and accountability efforts. 

A Basis in Human Rights

31.	 International and regional human rights law creates both the obligation for the accountability of security 
actors and sets the standards against which they should be assessed. It imposes positive duties on 
security agencies, including to: 

•	 Discharge the duties assigned to them by law in an equitable, diligent and professional manner.

•	 Uphold the rights of all people to non-discrimination and equality. 

•	 Guarantee in both law and practice the absolute prohibitions against torture and other ill-
treatment, arbitrary killings and enforced disappearances. 

•	 Ensure that victims are treated with dignity and compassion, while respecting their privacy.

•	 Account for human rights violations, including through internal and external controls, civilian 
oversight mechanisms, parliamentary oversight, national human rights institutions, and civil 
society.

Systems Approach

32.	 Effective oversight by which to achieve accountability requires a whole of system approach.

33.	 In any security organisation this should include:

•	 individual members, who are, at all hierarchical levels, individually accountable to their 
supervisors for their own conduct; 

•	 superior officers who are accountable, through reporting, supervision and disciplinary procedures, 
for the conduct of those under their command as well as for their own conduct; and

•	 the security agency being accountable to society at large for their success in maintaining and 
providing security and ensuring that all actions are undertaken in compliance with relevant 
international, regional and national laws

34.	 A robust system of oversight combines internal and external processes. It is dependent on resources, 
capabilities and political will within and outside, including the legislature, executive, judiciary and civil society. 



Oversight and Accountability in the Security Sector� 15

35.	 Democratic control of the security sector recognises that multiple channels of accountability are required 
for effective accountability. Security institutions are thus accountable to multiple audiences through 
multiple mechanisms.

Proactive and Reactive Oversight

36.	 Effective oversight and accountability are not just about identifying errant behaviour as it is often 
understood, and referred to as reactive oversight or after-the-act accountability. In order to be able to 
accept responsibility for one’s actions, security actors need clear and prior direction through policy, 
law, regulations, standing order and procedures, instruction, education, training and supervision. This is 
referred to as proactive oversight or before-the-act accountability. Effective oversight and accountability 
should lead to a positive change in behaviour.

37.	 Proactive oversight and accountability occur in the areas of policy, law-making, budgeting, training, and 
the development of regulations and codes. In the AU Policy Framework on SSR, it is articulated across all 
areas of SSR programming as described in section D of the Framework, including: Reviews and Needs 
assessments, National Security Strategies, Legal and Policy Frameworks, Capacity Building and Training, 
Resourcing, and Monitoring and Evaluation frameworks.

38.	 Reactive oversight and accountability take place through monitoring, both physical and document based, 
assessments, reviews of policy application, strategic planning and budgets, and investigations into 
individual allegations or incidents.

Internal and External Oversight and Accountability

39.	 Effective oversight and accountability operate on three levels, State and Government control, Social or 
Civilian Control, and Internal Control.. Each of these spheres of oversight and accountability are important and 
together are able to provide for a comprehensive system of oversight and accountability. The effectiveness 
of external systems of oversight and accountability rely on equally effective internal systems. This enables 
cooperation for corrective action, and ensuring that remedial actions which rely on internal discipline, and 
not judicial remedy, can remain in check. Effective internal systems of accountability and oversight also 
ensure that security sector institutions take ownership for managing the errant behaviour of their members. 
However, being singularly reliant on an internal system, without additional external mechanisms, can render 
internal systems biased, inaccessible, untransparent, and can affect their credibility. 

40.	 Key External Oversight Institutions include Parliament, National Human Rights Institutions, Committees, 
the Judiciary, Security Sector Reform Commission (SSRC) and Ombuds Institutions. Some states have 
specialist bodies such independent police investigation bodies and military Ombuds. 

41.	 Oversight by Civil Society is critical to an effective and robust system. It includes organised civil society, 
community-based groups, academia, the media and unions. Civil Society has a watchdog role, raises 
concerns, and communicates actions and outcomes. It undertakes research into thematic issues, and 
plays a role in policy making and law reform. It has an important role in promoting confidence in the 
security agency and can play a significant role in advocacy efforts for reform.

42.	 The lived experience of the recipients of security vary according to status and the intersection of status such 
as race, ethnicity, colour, gender, language, religion, political or any other opinion, socio-economic status, 
age or disability. Systems of oversight and accountability must recognise and provide for diversity. They must 
be gender transformative. This must include ensuring the composition of oversight bodies are themselves 
diverse. The AU has developed an OGN on Gender SSR, which can be consulted for further information.

43.	 Internal oversight and accountability mechanisms include specialised integrity mechanisms such as Internal 
Affairs Units or inspectorates, but most importantly it is the direct line supervision, systems of discipline 
management and performance review, and systems of recruitment, vetting and training and promotions. 
These need to be guided by clear standards of operation as contained in Standard Operating Procedures or 
Instructions, and codes of conduct. The AU has also developed an OGN on the Development of Codes of 
Conduct for African Security Institutions, which can be consulted for more information.
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Operational Guidance on 
Developing and Strengthening 
Oversight and Accountability

AU Normative Standards on Oversight and Accountability

44.	 In 2006 the ACHPR recognised the critical role played by oversight mechanisms through the adoption of 
resolution 103a that urged State Parties to the African Charter to establish independent civilian policing 
oversight mechanism where they do not exist. The recognition of oversight as both a proactive and 
reactive function, is repeated in subsequent soft law developed by the ACHPR. 

45.	 The ACHPR Guidelines on the Conditions of Arrest, Police Custody and Pre-Trial Detention in Africa 
(2014) advise that “states should have in place, and make known, laws, policies and standard operating 
procedures to set enforceable standards of conduct for police officers, prison officials and other law 
enforcement or judicial officers that are consistent with internationally recognised standards of conduct”. 
Furthermore, Member States are encouraged to establish independent external and internal complaint, 
monitoring and investigative oversight mechanisms. 

46.	 The ACHPR Guidelines on Policing Assemblies by Law Enforcement Officials in Africa (2017) encourage AU 
Member States to make all incidents of lethal force subject to review by competent independent authorities. 

47.	 In the Guidelines on Upholding Human and Peoples’ Rights during States of Emergency and Disaster 
(2022), Member States are reminded by the ACHPR that oversight and accountability mechanisms should 
enjoy special measures of protection during states of emergency and disaster. They should be “afforded 
the institutional guarantees necessary for their more effective functioning, given the heightened risk of 
violations during emergencies or disasters on account of the extraordinary power vested in the executive 
arm of government.” 

48.	 The ACHPR Principles and Guidelines on Human and Peoples Rights while Countering Terrorism in 
Africa (2015), obliges states to ensure accountability and to effectively investigate and publicly disclose 
information about human rights abuses, and bring to justice, including through prosecution, perpetrators 
of human rights abuses. 

49.	 The Pan African Parliament’s Model Law for Police in Africa (2019), includes a schedule on external 
civilian oversight. It encourages parliaments to establish statutory oversight mechanisms, empower 
them to receive complaints, ensure the mandatory reporting of serious violations such as death, 
ensure comprehensive record keeping, and oblige co-operation. Next to the specific guidelines and 
documents of the ACHPR and PAP, AU SSR efforts including the element of good governance, oversight 
and accountability are based on a few additional AU policies. The Solemn Declaration on a Common 
African Defence and Security Policy (CADSP) of 2004 provides a multidimensional definition of security, 
including human security and human rights. The Post Conflict Reconstruction and Development (PCRD) 
Policy developed in 2006 and reviewed in 2024, describes the importance of democratic governance, 
accountability and the establishment of effective oversight bodies. The AU SSR Policy Framework 
developed in 2013, is based on these documents, and also specifically refers to the importance of good 
governance of the security sector and democratic control and oversight of the security sector. 
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Entry Points for Developing and Strengthening Oversight and Accountability in Security Institutions 
or Security Sector

50.	 Developing and strengthening oversight and accountability of SSR will be operationally guided by the 
following: a strong legal framework; independent internal and external complaint and investigation 
mechanisms; access to information and; judicial review.

51.	 The core elements which underpin the AU Policy Framework on SSR, which includes SSR reviews, 
security policies, law reform, capacity building and resourcing, all offer entry points for developing 
and strengthening oversight and accountability in SSR institutions. Other entry points include public 
expenditure reviews of the security sector, national security policies and audit reports. All these elements 
will strengthen security governance, emphasise the importance of the security needs of the people, and 
enhance the security service delivery to the people.

SSR Review

52.	 The AU Policy Framework on SSR encourages Member States to carry out regular reviews of the security 
sector. The methodology for every review should include identifying whether oversight and accountability 
mechanisms exist, and an assessment of those identified. 

53.	 Regular internal and external integrity reviews of security sector institutions must be undertaken to 
help identify the causes for inadequate service delivery. Internal integrity relates to the respect for basic 
norms and values by staff, as well as procedures and mechanisms in place to monitor and enforce such, 
including disciplinary and complaint procedures, codes of conduct, budgetary accountability procedures, 
gender representation, representation of minorities, adherence to human rights principles, and others. 
External integrity relates to various means of formal and informal external oversight to monitor the 
institution’s respect for basic norms and values, as well as of safeguards to prevent political interference 
and ensure independence and transparency.

54.	 Regular reviews must also be carried out on all existing oversight and accountability mechanisms. The 
reviews must include whether these mechanisms: have adequate powers to carry out their mandate 
effectively; are sufficiently independent, adequately resourced, operate transparently, and report regularly; 
receive co-operation; have the support of the public and the government; and involve civil society in their 
work. 

55.	 The review must also assess the extent to which the oversight mechanisms are accessible and responsive 
to the needs of groups, particularly groups vulnerable to abuses, because of their status or identity, or an 
intersection of one or more statuses or identities, including by being poor, migrant and refugee, youth, 
and/or on the basis of gender or disability.

Security Policy

56.	 There can be no credible or meaningful oversight or accountability without proper defence and security 
planning and procurement processes and practices in place. These planning and procurement processes 
and practices must align strategic goals or targets to allocation of resources in the security sector. This 
implies that a National Security Policy Framework/Strategy is in place, and that regular Defence and 
Security Reviews are undertaken. 

57.	 A National Security Policy articulates the national, collective and long-term vision of security; a common 
understanding of security challenges, and possible internal and external threats that the Member State 
and its people may encounter; linkages between national security and development; commitment to 
international, continental and regional peace and security obligations based on the principles of non-
aggression, legitimate self-defence and collective security; a definition of security priorities and allocation 
of adequate resources to address them; a definition of the roles and responsibilities of various security 
institutions; and a commitment to the participation of all relevant groups at all levels of national security 
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activities without discrimination because of status or identity, or an intersection of one or more statuses or 
identities, including by being poor, migrant and refugee, youth, and/or on the basis of gender or disability.

58.	 The inclusion of all actors to contribute to the development of this policy at strategic and operational level 
provides an essential accountability function, and subsequent reviews establish a system of oversight 
of the policy implementation. These must be provided in the methodology for drafting and approval 
of the Security Policy. This inclusive approach contributes to building and creating trust in the security 
institutions and their service delivery.

Internal Mechanisms

59.	 A system of internal oversight and accountability relies on a clear line of command, clear and unambiguous 
instructions and orders, transparency of decision-making and an effective reporting system that is 
followed up by supervisors. A mechanism for members of the public and officials within the institution to 
file a complaint, a procedure for whistle-blowing, a structure for disciplinary proceedings, and of taking 
corrective measures following proven recklessness misconduct negligence and neglect of duty or criminal 
offences, should also be included. There should be unequivocal support for external independent oversight 
bodies and their authority. These provisions should be assessed and comprehensively addressed in SSR 
reviews and subsequent reforms, programming

External Oversight 

60.	 The AU Policy Framework on SSR advises Member States to commit themselves to strengthening 
instruments for democratic oversight and accountability of the security sector. In this regard, the Policy 
highlights four oversight mechanisms necessary to achieve support greater accountability: 

a)	 Legislative oversight, with the objective to oversee the work of the security sector by holding the 
Executive accountable for the mandates, budget/finances, roles and missions of the security sector. 

b)	 Executive control of the security sector, which recommends that the Executive provide political 
policy direction and oversight of the security sector institutions, in line with Constitutions and other 
related legislation.

c)	 Judicial control and oversight aimed at ensuring that the security sector does not exercise any 
powers beyond those granted by law; and simultaneously ensuring that legal frameworks adopted 
by executive or legislature are compatible with both national and international law.

d)	 Independent oversight by designated civil institutions, through the establishment of appropriate 
independent oversight mechanisms Member States are also encouraged to provide space and 
empower traditional and community-based oversight structures. 

Furthermore, the AU Policy Framework on SSR emphasises the vital role of civil society organizations (CSO) 
in democratic security sector oversight. 

The Legislature 

61.	 The legislature provides a critical oversight and accountability function in a democracy. It has the power to pass 
legislation, amend laws, monitor the implementation of the laws, question members of the executive and the 
security sector, approve budgets and assess performance. The support and involvement of parliamentarians 
in security sector reform is thus crucial in developing systems of oversight and accountability.

62.	 In many countries, standing or select committees deal with security related matters. Their 
effectiveness is contingent on the capacity of the members to have a thorough understanding of 
the security sector and individual agencies within the sector and access to relevant information. The 
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continuity of these committees either through its membership, comprehensive documentation and 
archiving or through professional research and secretariat competencies is critical to the success of 
specialised committees.

63.	 The oversight role of the legislature must be emphasised alongside its role as lawmaker. This oversight role 
can include, amongst others, tracking the implementation of recommendations of parliamentary committees; 
annual reporting obligations of the expenditures and activities of security institutions; parliamentary 
ratifications of security sector international agreements entered into by the executive; prior approval by 
parliament of appointments by the President for all heads of security sector institutions; deployment of 
troops outside the country should require parliamentary approval either prior to or immediately after.

64.	 In its adoption, review and reform of security sector legislation, the legislature must ensure that provisions 
are included in law that enable effective oversight, and which reflect good security sector governance. 
The AU has developed an OGN on Harmonisation of National Security Legislation which can be consulted 
for additional information.

65.	 The legislature must be adequately resourced and capacitated to carry out their mandate. 

The Executive

66.	 Civilian control by the executive of the security sector though free and fair elections of a civil authority 
to whom the security sector is accountable is key to achieving democratic control of the armed forces 
and other security institutions. This is a stated objective of the AU Policy Framework on SSR. There is, 
however, a fine line in ensuring this democratic authority does not become political interference. 

67.	 To ensure good security sector governance, security sector institutions require clear and transparent 
procedures, which are incorporated into law, and effective systems of accountability, including the review 
of obsolete laws and drafting new laws and regulations where necessary.

The Judiciary

68.	 All SSR-related legal frameworks outline the important role the judiciary play in accountability. The 
judiciary can pronounce on the legality or illegality of an action. This can include the scope of police 
actions, the deployment of the military, and the collection of information by the intelligence community. 
The independence of the judiciary must be secured in security arrangements, and their integrity open to 
scrutiny and review.

69.	 Independent legal procedures allow courts to exercise a crucial oversight role.

Independent Oversight Bodies

70.	 Independent oversight bodies, established through legislation, can have broad mandates for oversight 
and operate within a specific discipline such as an auditor general over finance, or a National Human 
Rights institution over human rights. Other independent oversight bodies can be focussed specifically on 
the agency in question, such as the police or the military.

71.	 Accordingly, independent oversight bodies should be provided for in law, preferably within the 
Constitution, and have adequate powers to be able to carry out their mandate. These powers should 
include to require mandatory reporting to them, to initiate and to take over investigations, to subpoena 
evidence and witnesses, and to recommend criminal prosecution or disciplinary action as may warrant. 
Independent oversight bodies should be adequately resourced and sufficiently funded to carry out their 
mandate, and to attract and retain suitably skilled personnel. The mechanism should be fully independent 
of the executive, report to legislature, and be subject to oversight by the legislature.
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Civil Society

72.	 An important aspect of SSR is to ensure the participation of civil society to give effect to the principle of 
being responsive to people’s needs and to improve services provided to them. Special effort needs to be 
made to include women, and vulnerable and marginalised groups. The ability of civil society organizations 
to play a constructive role in accountability is dependent on their protection by governments and security 
forces.

73.	 Civil society is key to inculcating a culture of accountability throughout society. Institutions of oversight 
and accountability are inevitably vulnerable to elite capture and neglect. If a culture of accountability is 
sustained and championed throughout society, institutions of oversight and accountability can be better 
preserved. The importance of accountability needs to be identified, taught and promoted throughout 
society including in basic education and media.

74.	 Civil society groups and academia are a key component of a system of oversight. They provide evidence-
based information that assist all stakeholders including the parliament and the judiciary to strengthen 
their oversight role on the security institutions. 

Capacity Building and Resourcing 

75.	 A key variable in the success of independent oversight bodies include having the necessary capacity 
and resources. Skills needs include theories of oversight, stakeholder management, investigation skills, 
working with witnesses and victims, and ethics. 

76.	 Oversight bodies need secure and adequate budgets to fulfil their mandates, and to attract and retain 
personnel with relevant skill sets.

77.	 Political leadership and the political will are critical for the progress of security sector reform. 

78.	 Investing in the capacity and resources of parliament is important in successfully harnessing this political 
will. Parliament provides both political and public participation through popular representation and public 
involvement in parliamentary processes.

79.	 Parliaments and parliamentary committees can be capacitated to deepen their understanding of the role 
they can play in providing oversight over security sector reform and fostering democratic and human 
rights based civilian security sector governance. The development and nurturing of practical approaches, 
skills and tools for oversight and accountability within the framework of both public and secret information 
should take place. This capacitation should include building clarity and insight into their mandate; the 
theory of oversight and accountability; the parliamentary and specialised committee programmme; the 
tools available for oversight; the utilization of budgets as an oversight tool; parliamentary questions, 
written and oral; specialised committee meetings; planning and preparation; statements in the house; 
debates; site visits; and working with constituencies. The AU has developed an OGN on Training on SSR, 
which can be consulted for more information.

80.	 Collaborative and mutually empowering partnerships between civil society organisations and parliaments 
in practical exercises such as Security Sector Public Expenditure Reviews (SSPERs), Government 
Defence Integrity Indices, Public Security Indices or Security Sector Governance Observatories can 
provide needed research capacity to crucial aspects of security sector governance to assist in decision 
making regarding planning and resourcing. 

Access to Information

81.	 In order to do effective oversight, reliable information is needed. 

82.	 Oversight bodies must have a clear mandate and authority to access relevant information from security 
sector institutions.
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83.	 Information that should be available to oversight bodies includes, at a minimum: regional and 
national security policies; records of debates, decisions, motions, laws, etc concerning the security 
sector, minutes of all parliamentary (committee) meetings on security issues if not classified, budget 
information, annual plans, annual reports; all security-related legislation and bills before the parliament 
as well as all subsidiary regulations and operating procedures; data on complaints received by security 
sector actors and the measures taken to resolve those, internal operating procedures for both conduct 
of security sector institutions as well as dispute resolution and disciplinary procedures.

84.	 The Tshwane Principles on National Security and the Right to Information provide clear guidance on 
access to information in the security sector. Specifically, they provide that independent oversight bodies 
for the security sector should have access to all information needed for effective oversight. 

85.	 Member states should not place restriction on the right to information on national security grounds 
unless they can demonstrate that: (1) the restriction (a) is prescribed by law and (b) is necessary in 
a democratic society (c) to protect a legitimate national security interest; and (2) the law provides for 
adequate safeguards against abuse, including prompt, full, accessible, and effective scrutiny of the 
validity of the restriction by an independent oversight authority and full review by the courts. 

Strategic and Operational Level Interventions

86.	 Strategic and Operation level interventions available to SSR practitioners including AU Member States and 
partners, RECs, RMs, and AU staff members supporting the implementation of the AU Policy Framework 
on SSR, including States, other non-state stakeholders, media, traditional authorities include;

Strategic and Operational Level Interventions

Strategic Operational

Ensuring internal and external oversight 
mechanisms are recognised as key to good 
governance of the security sector and are 
prioritised in all SSR processes.

Internal and external oversight mechanisms must 
be guided by an inclusive and people-centred 
national security policy. 

Recognising that institutions of oversight are 
particularly vulnerable to elite capture. Strong legal 
mandate and skills capacity and good resourcing 
are needed to insulate and capacitate oversight 
bodies.

Advocating the fundamental value placed by 
the AU in accountability must be consistently 
emphasised by all organs of the AU and in all SSR 
technical support and finance.

State parties implement the African Charter 
on Democracy, Elections and Governance and 
with regard to this OGN the specific provisions 
related to “Promote good governance by ensuring 
transparent and accountable administration. ( 
Art12, Art 32, Art 33)”

Develop a comprehensive stakeholder database.

Undertake security sector audit, develop and implement national 
and sectoral security strategies.

Audit all oversight mechanisms. This should include establishing 
which oversight and accountability mechanisms exist, along 
with a needs analysis (to inter alia trac k progress towards the 
establishment and strengthening of oversight and accountability 
mechanisms where there are gaps). This can be done in 
conjunction with the SSR needs assessment and related OGNs.

Budget and Plan for a comprehensive consultation and 
development process. 

Provide for legal literacy learning and capacity building 
opportunities in theories and practice of oversight. These can be 
provided via strategic partnerships and at various skill levels.

Design and implement an internal and external communication 
and outreach strategy with the emphasis placed on oversight 
and accountability. 

Ensure means of oversight is provided in law and is sufficiently 
independent, transparent and resourced. National Constitutions 
and national security legislation must make express and 
mandatory provisions for oversight and accountability.

Identify and seek reform on identified areas of weakness.

Design and implement a monitoring and evaluation systems

Identify and engage relevant organs of the AU supporting and 
invested in strengthening oversight and accountability.
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Monitoring and Compliance

87.	 The use and implementation of this operational guidance note is monitored by the AU Commission 
Department of Political Affairs, Peace and Security.
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Dates

88.	 This operational guidance note shall be effective from 1 January 2026.



Contact

J
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Contact

89.	 The contact for this operational guidance note is the AU SSR Focal Point of the Defence and Security 
Governance Division.



History
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History

90.	 This is a new operational guidance note and has not been amended. Member States have been consulted 
in the drafting of this operational guidance note. 
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