
Operational Guidance Note

Oversight and Accountability 
in the Security Sector

Parliamentary Tool





Operational Guidance Note

Oversight and Accountability 
in the Security Sector

Parliamentary Tool



Political Affairs, Peace and Security Department

Email: SituationRoom@AfricanUnion.org

African Union

P O Box 3243, Roosevelt Street, W2K19, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia
Tel: +251 115 513 822
Fax: +251 115 519 321

: @AUC_PAPS

© 2026 African Union

This document is published by the AU Political Affairs, Peace and Security Department through its Governance 
and Conflict Prevention Directorate. The OGN was developed as part of the AU project “Strengthening the 
capacities of the African Union in the area of Security Sector Reform (SSR)”, supported by the African Policing 
Civilian Oversight Forum (APCOF).

Designed, typeset and proofread by COMPRESS.dsl | 801035_ENGLISH | www.compressdsl.com

mailto:SituationRoom%40AfricanUnion.org?subject=
http://www.compressdsl.com


vOPERATIONAL GUIDANCE NOTE – OVERSIGHT AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN THE SECURITY SECTOR: PARLIAMENTARY TOOL

Table of contents

Abbreviations and acronyms� vii

Background and Purpose� viii

What is the security sector?� 1

Aim of security sector reform� 2

Parliamentarians’ role in oversight and accountability� 4

Pillars for conducting parliamentary oversight� 5

	 Pillar 1: Ability, or capacity� 6

	 Pillar 2: Authority� 7

	 Pillar 3: Attitude, or political will� 8

	 Pillar 4: Accountability� 9

Challenges in conducting oversight� 10

	 Challenge 1: Capacity and experience� 10

		  Understanding parliamentary process and committees� 10

		  Understanding the departments in your sector� 10

	 Challenge 2: Access to information� 11

		  Restrictions on access to information� 11

		  Availability of ‘secret’ information in the public domain� 12

	 Challenge 3: Availability of the executive� 12

	 Challenge 4: Time and programme of parliament and committees� 13

		  Calendar planning� 13

		  Time set aside� 13

		  Technological time-saving tools� 13

	 Challenge 5: Funding� 14



vi OPERATIONAL GUIDANCE NOTE – OVERSIGHT AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN THE SECURITY SECTOR: PARLIAMENTARY TOOL

	 Challenge 6: Research capacity� 14

	 Challenge 7: NGO and society relationships� 15

		  Practical steps� 15

Key parliamentary tools to conduct oversight� 16

	 Tool 1: The National Budget, Annual Performance Plan and Annual Report� 16

		  Budget process� 16

		  Annual Performance Plan� 17

		  Role of Auditor-General� 18

		  Possible questions on the budget� 18

	 Tool 2: Questions in parliament� 19

		  Technical aspects of questions� 19

		  Oral questions� 20

		  Supplementary or follow-up questions� 21

		  Written questions� 22

		  Failure to respond� 22

		  Incomplete or vague answers� 23

	 Tool 3: Oral statements� 23

	 Tool 4: Reporting� 24

	 Tool 5: Site visits� 24

		  Planned and unannounced visits� 25

	 Tool 6: Researchers� 25

		  Customised research� 26

		  Research outcomes� 26

	 Tool 7: Public hearings� 27

Conclusion� 28

References� 29

Further reading� 30



viiOPERATIONAL GUIDANCE NOTE – OVERSIGHT AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN THE SECURITY SECTOR: PARLIAMENTARY TOOL

Abbreviations and acronyms

ACHPR 	 African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights

AG	 Auditor-General 

APCOF 	 African Policing Civilian Oversight Forum 

APP 	 Annual Performance Plan 

AU 	 African Union 

MP 	 Member of Parliament

NGO 	 Non-governmental Organisation

OGN 	 Operational Guidance Note 

SSG 	 Security Sector Governance 

SSR 	 Security Sector Reform

 



viii OPERATIONAL GUIDANCE NOTE – OVERSIGHT AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN THE SECURITY SECTOR: PARLIAMENTARY TOOL

Background and Purpose

This parliamentary tool provides detailed guidance related to the Operational Guidance Note (OGN) on 
Oversight and Accountability of the Security Sector. The different OGNs are developed in line with the 
AU SSR Policy Framework, adopted by the AU member states in 2013.

Over several years, the AU Commission’s Department of Political Affairs, Peace and Security, in 
collaboration with the African Policing Civilian Oversight Forum (APCOF) and AU Member States, 
worked to draft the Operational Guidance Note on Oversight and Accountability of the Security Sector, 
which was validated in 2024.

This OGN provides a guide, setting out the content and process for developing and strengthening 
oversight and accountability in the security sector in Africa. It helps to assess and strengthen 
oversight and accountability of security institutions. In this context, the OGN also refers to the role of 
parliamentarians in overseeing the security sector. 

The Parliamentary tool, is designed to empower members of parliament to better understand and 
make use of the tools and resources available for effective oversight of the security sector. Like the 
OGN, it aims to strengthen the capacity of parliamentarians in AU Member States to oversee the 
security sector. 

We note that no democratic system – whether presidential, parliamentary, or a combination – is without 
its challenges. What matters is that within every system there are mechanisms that parliamentarians 
can use to promote accountability and transparency. 

We note too that the capacity for security sector oversight also differs across AU Member States; 
some parliaments are well-resourced and supported, while others face constraints. Regardless of these 
differences, this tool provides practical guidance that all parliamentarians can apply to strengthen 
oversight in their own contexts.
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What is the security sector?

The various countries in Africa have different security institutions, and the components of the security 
sector vary according to each national context. Generally the 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. 

The 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.

National Human Rights Institutions, Committees, the Judiciary, Security Sector Reform Commission 
(SSRC) and Ombuds Institutions, independent police investigation bodies and military Ombuds are also 
part of the security sector and also report to Parliament.
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Aim of security sector reform

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. 

Good security sector governance (SSG) requires clear expectations for the security sector, which has the 
dual responsibility of ensuring territorial integrity of the country and the safety and well-being of citizens. 

Security sector reform (SSR) primarily aims to ensure that security institutions:

	• operate within the confines of the law and comply with the rule of law;

	• perform their duties with a high degree of professionalism;

	• are responsive to the safety and security needs of the people, ensuring equal and just security for 
all citizens, without biases related to politics, class, ethnicity or gender;

	• make the best use of the resources provided, ensuring efficiency;

	• are sufficiently independent and have adequate powers to carry out their mandate effectively;

	• are adequately resourced to perform their functions;

	• operate transparently and report regularly;

	• receive cooperation from the executive and have the support of both the public and the government;

	• are inclusive and involve civil society in their work as well as women and youth organisations;

	• assess their accessibility to all groups, especially vulnerable populations; and

	• ensure transparency in their actions and in the information they provide, making it accessible and 
available to the public.
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Systems of oversight have a critical role in achieving this. These systems 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 institutions 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.

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.

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. 
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Parliamentarians’ role in 
oversight and accountability 

Parliamentary oversight refers to ways in which members of parliament review and monitor public sector 
organisations, their policies, budgets, plans and programmes. When oversight is effective, institutions 
are called to account for their acts, omissions and spending. Where oversight is absent, weak and 
ineffective, accountability is lessened. Institutional misconduct might go unnoticed or unaddressed. 

Lack of oversight, or weak oversight, does a disservice to all the people in the country: those who voted 
for the ruling party, those whose vote went to another party, those too young to vote and those who 
chose not to vote. 

As we noted in the introduction, different countries in Africa, and across the world, are at varying 
stages of parliamentary development, reflecting differences in democratic maturity. Oversight of SSR 
will therefore move at a different pace and path, depending on the specific country. 

Some parliaments have strong oversight powers, independence, and well-functioning committees, 
while others face challenges such as limited resources, weaker institutions, or a dominant executive. 
Additionally, with the arrival of new parliamentarians after each election, experience and institutional 
memory can be lost. They must be guided on the tools available to them for conducting oversight. 

On this point, we stress that oversight of the executive’s plans and priorities must ensure that all 
people in the country receive the benefit of specific departmental budgets, and of the national budget. 
Members of parliament (MPs) should make sure that there is no favouritism or neglect of certain regions 
or ethnic groups. Special attention must be paid to vulnerable groups such as children and women and 
people who may be marginalised because of their social status. 

Oversight by MPs, if it is done with strong political will and the best use of skills and resources, ensures 
that the security sector executes its mandate in compliance with applicable policies, laws, regulations 
and ethical standards.
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Pillars for conducting 
parliamentary oversight

Parliaments are complex organisms of interdependent structures and procedural rules. In an ideal 
parliament, MPs would have political support, a clear mandate, effective committee collaboration, shared 
objectives, sufficient time, adequate resources, and the right balance of knowledge and experience to 
fulfil their duties, but this is seldom the reality.

Portfolio, standing and special committees are established to scrutinise various sectors and the 
government as a whole. All committee meetings hold the same legal status as parliamentary sessions. 
Committees have the same powers and privileges as a full sitting of parliament. They have the right to 
request information and to summon entities to appear before them. They may give reports to parliament 
and make recommendations. They may meet anywhere in the country – in parliament, outside parliament, 
in person or virtually. 

Like a parliamentary session, all committee meetings are open to the public (unless they are dealing 
with secret information). They should be recorded and made available to the public in real time, and also 
be available afterwards. Committees that do not want their proceedings to be public need to motivate 
to the Speaker of Parliament why that should be the case, and provide evidence of the reason for a 
closed meeting. 

Committees are made up of representatives from different political parties, ideological backgrounds and 
constituencies, who have to work together to conduct effective oversight of the executive in order to 
hold it accountable. Apart from policy and ideological differences, some MPs may be more experienced, 
some may have specialist knowledge of their sector, while others may be new to parliament and/or 
lacking in capacity. New parliamentarians and even experienced MPs may not necessarily understand 
what their respective Constitutions and Rules of Parliament allow or oblige them to do.

Oversight is the key aspect of the parliament, and four integral pillars of oversight can be identified,  
including: ability, authority, attitude and accountability. 
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Pillar 1: Ability, or capacity

As much as parliaments are complex institutions, so is the security sector. Issues for oversight within 
the sector cover areas such as policy, strategies, deployment, human resources, logistics, physical 
resources, finances and training, to name but a few. 

While it is important that you understand the security sector thoroughly, it is not possible for you to be 
an expert in every facet of it. 

As a parliamentarian, you should have the skills, tools and support to conduct oversight and accountability. 
You need to:

	• clearly understand your oversight mandate and the theory of oversight and accountability;

	• understand how the parliamentary and specialised committee programmes work;

	• be well versed in the rules of parliament as they provide valuable tools. These tools include national 
budgets, parliamentary questions, statements and debates;

	• know how to best use tools you have available outside parliament, such as public hearings, site 
visits and working with constituencies;

	• make best use of the human resources you have available in parliament, such as researchers 
and committee clerks;

	• make best use of allied government resources outside parliament. These include those bodies 
within government, such as the Auditor-General, human rights commissions, statutory oversight 
bodies and inspector generals; and

	• make best use of civil society organisations and individuals, such as academics, NGOs working in 
the field, and experts.

We discuss the above points in more detail under the sections Challenges in conducting oversight, and 
Key parliamentary tools to conduct oversight below.

By engaging with the full range of human resources in and outside parliament from both government 
and civil society, you are building your own and your committee’s capacity to conduct effective oversight. 
It will positively impact your confidence to ask the right questions of the right people on the right issues 
at the right time.

You will have access to a much broader range of information to inform your oversight practices. Papers, 
presentations, briefings, formal and informal discussions all add up to a more informed parliamentarian. 
This will garner respect for you and your committee when the security sector is called to account.
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Pillar 2: Authority

Most constitutions in Africa include a clear mandate for parliamentary oversight. It is therefore every MP’s 
duty – whether in the ruling party or in opposition – to conduct oversight in order to ensure accountability.

Members of parliament represent the citizens and their aspirations and priorities. It is parliament’s 
responsibility to ensure that all citizens receive the services and governance due to them and that these 
services are delivered effectively, efficiently, equally and cost effectively and according to the agreed priorities. 

SSG:
Information must 
be freely available 
and accessible 
and the security 
sector should be 
transparent in 
its work.

Parliament:
Effective use of 
oversight tools, 
high level of 
understanding 
and inquiry, 
publication 
and flow of 
information 
between 
parliaments and 
the executive.

SSG:
Clear expectations 
for the security 
sector with 
independent 
oversight bodies.

Parliament:
Oversee 
procurement, 
policies and 
personnel.

Ensure 
accountability of 
the spending of 
the parliamentary 
approved/
allocated budget 
measured against 
the agreed 
priorities and 
performance 
targets.

SSG:
All institutions 
including the 
institutions in the 
security sector are 
subject to the rule 
of law.

Parliament:
Approve relevant 
laws, policies 
and treaties 
and oversee the 
implementation.

SSG:
Opportunities for 
all to participate in 
decision making 
including policy, 
legislation and 
strategy.

Parliament:
Public 
participation 
through popular 
representation and 
public involvement 
in parliamentary 
process.

SSG:
Security 
institutions 
responsive to the 
varying security 
needs of ALL the 
people.

Parliament:
Oversight over 
security sector 
employment and 
deployment.

Transparent 
governance

Responsible 
governance

Participatory 
governance

Accountable 
governance

Responsive 
governance

Good 
governance

Effective 
parliamentary 

oversight

Good 
security sector 

governance
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Effective oversight is a critical pillar for good governance. It can limit waste and ensure the delivery of 
services. It enhances the security of the citizens of the country, both physically and socially. In addition, 
it can contribute to building trust between the citizens and the government. Furthermore, it allows 
governments to free up resources for other priorities that will lead to the development of the country, 
improve the lives of the poor and disenfranchised and lead to greater stability all around. 

Pillar 3: Attitude, or political will

As noted above, the mandate to conduct oversight is often enshrined in the national constitution and in 
the rules of parliament. This means that your right to conduct oversight is beyond question. 

Having the political will to conduct oversight is another issue. By political will, we mean the support of 
parliament, the executive, your party and your own commitment to the people you have been elected 
to serve.

The presence of political will is the single most critical element for effective oversight. 

In less mature democratic parliaments, MPs from the ruling party may feel a tension between loyalty to 
the party whose ticket you were elected on, and overseeing the actions of the government. Some may 
feel obligated to defend their party’s government rather than challenge it, as criticism could be seen as 
disloyalty. Some parties may use cadre deployment to appoint loyalists in parliament, and may actively 
discourage MPs from challenging the executive. 

In this scenario, oversight could be viewed as an attack on the party rather than a neutral accountability 
mechanism. MPs may rely on the executive for career advancement, funding for their constituencies, 
or personal benefits, making them hesitant to engage in strong oversight. Many ruling parties enforce 
strict discipline, and fear that exposing inefficiencies, corruption or poor governance could damage the 
ruling party’s reputation, benefiting the opposition and possibly leading to electoral losses.

Indeed, some MPs may themselves be implicated in corruption, giving them little motivation to seek 
accountability or transparency. In parliaments where the ruling party has little fear of losing power, MPs 
may see little personal or political gain in pushing for stronger oversight.

Parliamentarians need to clearly commit to do oversight effectively despite these challenges. You 
represent the people, who demand and deserve accountability, better services, and action on corruption 
and inefficiency. 

It’s not a given that the ruling power will always be in power. Where there is increasing dissatisfaction 
over service delivery, corruption, and governance failures, showing that you are conducting good faith 
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oversight and demanding consequences may help with credibility with voters ahead of elections. 
Ruling party MPs show, by conducting effective oversight, that you are upholding your constitutional 
duty, strengthening public trust, and ensuring better service delivery. Engaging in oversight allows you 
to respond to factional dynamics within your party, shape policy decisions, and address governance 
failures before they become crises. On an individual level, it also positions you as a leader committed to 
transparency, which can attract positive media coverage and international support. 

However, ignoring oversight risks weakening institutions, eroding voter confidence, and allowing 
corruption or inefficiencies to persist. This may ultimately be damaging to both your party’s credibility, 
and to your own political future. It gives politicians in general a bad reputation.

You should not be afraid of conducting oversight because it strengthens your credibility, safeguards 
your party’s long-term legitimacy, and ensures that government delivers on its promises. Voters expect 
accountability, and failing to provide it fuels public distrust, opposition gains, and declining electoral 
support. 

Oversight is not disloyalty: it protects your party from governance failures that could be exploited by 
rivals or lead to internal crises. Ignoring corruption or mismanagement only deepens the risk of scandals 
that could damage your career and the party’s future. By demanding transparency and efficiency, you 
reinforce public confidence and show leadership that benefits both parliament and your party.

Pillar 4: Accountability

As a parliamentarian, your oversight role is only as effective as the action that follows it. You can ask tough 
questions and commission detailed reports, but if nothing changes, it is frustrating and demotivating 
for you and the public. Without follow-through, oversight risks becoming a formality rather than a force 
for real change.

One of the biggest challenges is that recommendations are often ignored. Whether it’s the Speaker’s 
office or the government delaying action, inaction weakens the entire process. Parliament, and you, as 
a member, must ensure that findings lead to meaningful outcomes.

Oversight isn’t just about identifying problems; it’s about solving them. If you have the authority to act, 
you must use it. If intervention is needed, it should happen promptly and be seen to happen. Effective 
oversight isn’t about ticking boxes; it’s about ensuring accountability and driving improvement.
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Challenges in conducting oversight

The following challenges are common to effective parliamentary oversight, namely capacity and 
experience, access to information, availability of the executive, time and programmes of parliament and 
the committees, funding, research capacity NGOs and society relationships.

Challenge 1: Capacity and experience

Understanding parliamentary process and committees

Understanding parliamentary processes, rules, and committee procedures takes time. If you’re a new 
MP, you’ll likely need at least a full term to grasp the complexities. Mastering parliamentary procedures 
and how the system operates requires experience. 

Best practice is for a committee to have a stable membership, with members serving for substantial 
periods in order to build knowledge. Constant reshuffling disrupts continuity. It makes it harder for 
members to build expertise and maintain focus on long-term goals. A well-informed, experienced 
committee is far more effective in holding the executive to account.

Understanding the departments in your sector

In addition to understanding the rules of parliament, you need a solid grasp of your specific portfolio, 
its structure, and who is responsible for what. This can be daunting in the security sector, because 
it is made up of multiple departments. For you to be able to participate in meetings fully and speak 
with authority requires deep knowledge of how the sector operates. You need to understand the key 
players, ongoing projects, policies, and the broader context. This takes time, careful study, and regular 
engagement. It is hard work, but the more effort you put into understanding the sector, the stronger 
your oversight capacity becomes.
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Later we deal with the many tools you should use to their fullest to help you conduct oversight. However, 
some of these tools are also useful to enhance your understanding of the sector. In short, you can use 
researchers for key information, request briefings from ministers and officials, and conduct site visits. 
Reading news and engaging with outside experts across the political spectrum also helps you stay 
informed and extend your capacity.

Challenge 2: Access to information

To carry out effective oversight, access to reliable information is needed. The African Commission on 
Human and Peoples’ Rights’ (ACHPR) Declaration of Principles on Freedom of Expression and Access 
to Information in Africa (2019), Principle 9 states that restrictions on access to information for national 
security reasons must meet strict legal and necessity tests and be subject to independent oversight 
and judicial review to prevent abuse. 

As parliamentarians, you should at minimum have access to:

	• the National Security Plan;

	• regional and national security policies;

	• national security strategies;

	• 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 and 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; and

	• any other information that the committee may require in order to conduct oversight on a specific topic.

Restrictions on access to information

Member States should limit restrictions on the right to information on national security grounds. Access 
to information should only be denied if there is a right in law and if making it available would threaten 



12 OPERATIONAL GUIDANCE NOTE – OVERSIGHT AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN THE SECURITY SECTOR: PARLIAMENTARY TOOL

a legitimate national security interest. An independent oversight authority and the courts should 
determine if access should be denied. 

Members may be frustrated when requests for information from the executive are thwarted or delayed. 
This may feel like a deliberate ploy to avoid accountability. Especially in the security sector, there may 
be a reluctance to provide information claiming national security or operational reasons. Sometimes, the 
executive may want to deny access to information claiming that it is confidential, classified or secret. 

Availability of ‘secret’ information in the public domain

However, as parliamentarians, you play a crucial role in determining what information is classified as 
confidential or top secret, and in setting the standards for such classifications through legislation. Also, 
bear in mind that information that might once have been considered secret is now available through 
the internet, satellites, drones and other technology and therefore can no longer be considered secret. 
Technology today can track the deployment of armies, marine activity, defence spending etc. All this is 
quite easy to find in the public domain.

This is when a united committee can work together to pierce the veil of secrecy and put pressure on the 
executive, possibly with the help of the media or civil society organisations. It is worth spending time and 
effort with the executive to explain how it is beneficial for smooth working relationships with the committee. 

We discuss this in the next challenge.

Challenge 3: Availability of the executive

Building and maintaining strong relationships with the executive enhances parliament’s capacity to 
conduct effective oversight. Access to information and key officials within the executive ensures that 
parliamentarians receive relevant documents and briefings in advance of meetings. Committees should 
encourage cooperation rather than adversarial interactions and allow oversight committees to function 
smoothly and without unnecessary friction.

As parliamentarians, you vote on legislation and budgets related to the security sector. It is in the 
executive’s interest to be transparent, open and accessible to you. 

It is a requirement for officials to engage with a committee during the oversight process. They must 
be present at briefings, presentations and meetings that require their presence. Bear in mind that the 
executive is accountable to parliament, and the committees represent parliament.
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If the relevant officials are not present, they may avoid answering questions by claiming that others, not 
present, have the answers.

The committees have the right to subpoena, including members of the executive. The presence and 
engagement of the executive is not a nice-to-have; it is an obligation. 

Challenge 4: �Time and programme of parliament 
and committees

Parliamentarians also face a real challenge with time. MPs have a full programme and some may serve 
on more than one committee.

Calendar planning

When planning the year’s programme, the chairperson of the committee should specifically allocate 
time for oversight. 

This includes pre-briefings with researchers, with external experts and with government officials. This 
tends to improve member participation and often results in more common ground between members 
from different political parties. 

Members need time to read and study the presentations before committee meetings. It is crucial 
that a deadline for the submission of presentations be set and that you receive all the documents and 
information you need some days in advance of any meetings.

Time set aside

Since interrogating the budget is really one of the most important ways to conduct oversight, it should 
be done over time, and not, for example in an afternoon. It is impossible to evaluate an entire security 
budget, for example, in a short time. Ideally, a number of days should be set aside for the committee to 
go over important tools, such as the budget.

One way to manage limited time effectively is for the committee chairperson to delegate tasks among 
committee members. Rather than everyone reviewing the same material, members can specialise in 
different areas, analyse specific issues, and provide briefings to the rest of the committee. This division 
of labour ensures a more efficient and thorough oversight process.

In terms of oversight visits, MPs should lobby parliament to set aside time dedicated to oversight visits.



14 OPERATIONAL GUIDANCE NOTE – OVERSIGHT AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN THE SECURITY SECTOR: PARLIAMENTARY TOOL

Technological time-saving tools

Technological availability helps streamline your work. Digital document management systems reduce 
time spent on paperwork. While in-person meetings are generally best, video conferencing enables 
remote participation, allowing experts and officials to contribute without travel delays. Data analytics 
and AI-powered summaries help MPs quickly identify key issues in reports and budgets. Secure online 
platforms facilitate e-voting and decision-making without requiring in-person meetings, while encrypted 
messaging improves real-time collaboration. Public engagement tools, such as online surveys and 
live-streamed sessions, also allow committees to gather input more efficiently. By leveraging these 
technologies, committees can conduct oversight more effectively despite time constraints.

Challenge 5: Funding

There are costs involved in being able to conduct comprehensive and effective parliamentary oversight. 
Committee budgets must make provision for travel, accommodation and logistical support. Without 
this, your ability to scrutinise government actions is severely limited. Some governments may argue 
that funds are tight, but failing to allocate a reasonable budget for oversight weakens accountability and 
allows inefficiencies, mismanagement, or even corruption to go unchecked.

Challenge 6: Research capacity

To conduct effective oversight, committees need to verify the accuracy of any information they receive, 
from whatever source.

MPs should avoid becoming echo chambers in the sense of blindly accepting information without 
critically evaluating it. The aim of the committees is to work together around legislation, holding the 
executive accountable and representing the citizenry. 

This is where committees can make use of the researchers attached to the committee. Researchers 
can critically analyse information along non-party lines, and brief parliamentarians on their findings. This 
means that members of the committee have the same background information and context going into a 
meeting. You can also ask researchers to focus on specific areas of concern, which gives MPs in-depth 
information on that issue.
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If your parliament does not currently make provision for researchers attached to your committee, it is 
worth lobbying for them to be included in future parliamentary budgets. 

Apart from researchers, you can avoid listening to the same voices all the time by engaging with what 
members of civil society in the security sector are thinking and saying. You can invite academics, other 
individual experts, relevant NGOs and unions to provide their insights. This gives a more complete and 
balanced picture.

By engaging with a broad spectrum of interested parties and critically evaluating the information, MPs 
from different parties may find common ground on issues that need addressing. These interactions 
enrich and broaden the perspective of the committee and avoid echo chambers developing.

As mentioned earlier, the chairperson should plan scheduled briefings by these researchers and external 
experts before meetings. 

Challenge 7: NGO and civil society relationships

Given the complexity and diversity of the security sector, it is unrealistic to expect parliamentarians to 
possess specialised knowledge of all its aspects, although you do need to have a thorough understanding. 
That is one reason why leveraging external expertise is so important for oversight. 

Civil society has much to contribute to the work of oversight committees. Research organisations that 
specialise in the security sector have a wealth of information to share. Whether they are in agreement 
with government’s policies or not, hearing what they have to say gives you a different point of view. 
Alternative viewpoints help you to make informed recommendations.

Inviting academics, research bodies and other NGOs to brief you promotes transparency and adds to 
your own research. It is also an alternative source for those parliaments that do not have researchers.

Practical steps

Relationships between committees and civil society resources do not exist automatically. They need to 
be fostered and developed, and trust needs to be established. 

	• Keep an updated list of all organisations in civil society working in the field.

	• Invite these organisations to public hearings and special briefings.

	• Create opportunities for committee members to interact with them.
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Key parliamentary tools to 
conduct oversight

The following are key tools at the disposal of parliament: the national budget annual performance plans 
and annual reports, questions in parliament, oral statements, reporting, site visits, researchers and 
public hearings.

�Tool 1: The national budget, annual 
performance plan and annual report 

Budget process

Budget 
vote

Committee 
meetings to discuss 

the budget, make 
recommendations

Presentation to 
parliament by 

minister of finance

Budget 
preparation

The national budget typically follows the head of government’s state of the nation address, which is 
given at the beginning of the parliamentary calendar. During the address, the head of state spells out 
the government’s priorities and plans for the year. 

At a specified time after the head of state’s address, the minister of finance presents the national 
budget to parliament and the nation. The budget details what funds are available and how they will be 
divided to support the plans and priorities set out by the head of state. 

The budget is probably the most important tool available to you to conduct oversight of the security 
sector. It is an expression, in numbers, of the government’s economic policies and priorities. The figures 
detail the amount allocated to each government programme. You, as a parliamentarian, need to be able 
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to understand the figures in order to be able to scrutinise them. It is of enormous help to have briefings 
with internal researchers or external experts to get their view of specific areas of the security budget.

In the months leading up to the drafting of the national budget, cabinet ministers consult with their 
departments on their plans, priorities, policies and financial needs. The outcomes of these consultations 
form the basis of the budget. 

In the security sector, the ministers of defence and police and other ministers related to security sector 
have all been part of developing the budget, specifically with regard to the security sector section of the 
budget. Each department in the security sector portfolio has its own priority programmes and spending 
allocations. Though separate, the budgets should complement each other and underwrite the national 
security plan.

Before the house votes to approve the national budget, each portfolio committee conducts budget 
hearings. These meetings are between the committee, the relevant department and the minister. The 
main aim of these hearings is to ensure that there is alignment between the security sector’s priorities.

We have spoken earlier about the complexity of the security sector. The budget also reflects this 
complexity. There are a huge number of line items for the committee to scrutinise. We recommend that 
the committee focuses on the priority plans and programmes that were outlined by the head of state 
in their state of the nation address. Trying to get to grips with the entire security budget may not be 
productive, and could lead to distraction and divergence.

Annual Performance Plan

The Annual Performance Plan (APP) includes targets for each programme, and is a crucial tool for 
assessing the budget. It is against these targets and the allocated line item budget that the auditor-
general (AG) measures the performance of the department at the end of a financial year.

Example of comparing the APP to the security sector budget

The APP of defence indicates that they are going to increase the recruitment figures by 
10%. The committee needs to ensure that the budget for training reflects the increased cost 
for training, due to an increase in staff.

Many departments also submit annual reports to parliament on the work of the department of which 
the minister is the political head. The annual report is an overview of the work done in the financial year, 
and is audited by the auditor-general against the budget and the APP. 
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Role of auditor-general

The auditor-general (AG) checks – line by line, on a micro level – how each department managed their 
allowance and whether the services were delivered properly. 

Their annual report often highlights financial problems like wasteful spending, unauthorised expenses, 
dodgy procurement deals, and poor financial controls. It also looks at whether projects are completed 
on time and services meet expectation. 

On the governance side, the AG flags weak oversight, lack of transparency, and ethical concerns like 
conflicts of interest or political interference. 

The report of the AG on the annual report is an important tool for you to use in conducting oversight. 
Most of the work of highlighting spending and service issues has been done by the AG.

Possible questions on the budget

On a practical level, the information you would seek to evaluate when conducting oversight on the 
national budget might include:

	• What is the annual expenditure ratio of the security budget to the overall budget, compared 
to other sectors? 

	• What can one interpret from the ratio in relation to the country’s stated policy on security? 

	• Do the total projected programmes and annual expenditure of the defence and security ministries 
align with the national security policy?

	• Do the individual projected programmes and annual expenditure align? For example, if upgrading 
all defence computer hardware and software systems is one of the plans, has a realistic amount 
been budgeted for? 

	• Are the key performance indicators for each plan relevant and realistic?

	• Have potentially marginalised groups been considered in the budget?

	• Have vulnerable groups, such as women and children, been considered?

	• Does the budget reflect neglect or preference for a certain region of ethnicity? Is it justified?

	• Are the budget headings comprehensive and transparent?
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A budget heading is a category or section within a budget 
that groups related expenses or income under a specific label. 
It helps organise financial planning by specifying how funds 
are allocated for different purposes. 

Typical budget headings might include:
	• Personnel costs – salaries, wages and benefits
	• Operational expenses – utilities, rent and office supplies
	• Capital expenditure – infrastructure, equipment or construction
	• Training and development – workshops, courses and skill-building programmes 

In the context of the security sector, a budget heading might refer to ‘Defence Equipment 
Procurement’, ‘Border Security Operation’, or ’Military Training and Development’.

Tool 2: Questions in parliament

As with committee meetings, questions in parliament – and their answers – are open to the public 
and should be broadcast live and be available afterwards in an accessible manner. Because of their 
public nature, the questions you ask should reflect concerns of the people. The answers given are an 
important source of information for MPs and the public.

There are two types of questions: oral and written. Each parliament has its own rules about the 
content, frequency and time scheduled for questions. Ideally, the presiding officer should set aside 
regular times for questions, whether every day or once a week.

If your parliament doesn’t allow for oral questions, you need to make use of written questions.

Technical aspects of questions
Questions must be formulated in a specific way. Many parliaments have a question office that handles 
the technical aspects of parliamentary questions before they are sent to the relevant minister or 
department. 

This office ensures that your questions follow procedural rules, including proper numbering, format and 
language. 
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It also checks that oral questions are appropriate for an oral answer in the limited time available at the 
session. 

Conversely, it checks whether you’ve provided enough detail for a meaningful response while making 
sure the question remains within parliamentary regulations. 

By overseeing these technicalities, the question office helps maintain clarity and efficiency in the 
questioning process, preventing poorly structured or non-compliant questions from slowing down your 
oversight efforts.

Oral questions

As discussed above, these Parliamentary sessions are open to the public. 

How to prepare an oral question

	• Use simple language that everyone can understand.

	• Be specific. Ask about a particular incident or action. Don’t ask for percentages or figures that 
would require the minister to do research. The minister can then evade the question by claiming 
that the question requires too much detail to respond to in the allocated time. The minister may 
then ask to reply in writing.

	• Don’t ask yes/no questions. You may just get a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer with nothing further.

Example of yes/no question

Is the Minister aware of the rape at Wakanda? 

	• Ask open-ended questions, or comparative questions. 

Example of open-ended question

Can the Minister provide details of the rape at Wakanda?
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Example of a more detailed open-ended question

Minister, the barracks at X have been without water for more than three months. Soldiers 
here are living in conditions worse than a pigsty. They say you and the National Command 
do not care. They are demotivated, and this affects their loyalty. 

How would you respond to concerns from soldiers who feel that this decision reflects a lack 
of regard for their sacrifices in protecting the country?

Supplementary or follow-up questions

Some parliaments allow on the spot follow-up questions that the minister has not had sight of before 
and therefore does not have a prepared answer for. These can be more hard hitting or probing and must 
be related to the original question. You cannot introduce a new topic.

Example of a supplementary question

Can the Minister explain to the House why no action was taken against the same commander 
three years ago when another female soldier laid similar charges?

How to prepare a supplementary question

	• Think about what answer you specifically want to extract. 

	• The executive should not anticipate your question. This way, you’ll get a much more spontaneous/
less prepared answer.

	• Your aim is to delve deeper into the topic and extract more information and different information. 
Come in at a different angle, as in the example above. It’s about the same issue but is more probing 
and points to a possible lapse or negligence on the part of the executive. Or it could point to gender 
discrimination.

	• Don’t ask yes/no questions. Ask open-ended questions, or comparative questions. 
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Written questions

Written questions are particularly useful for complex issues where MPs require precise figures, policy 
details or technical explanations. The questions themselves are more detailed than oral questions.

The aim is for MPs to request in-depth information, data or explanations that require time to compile, 
and for the answers to be aired in the public domain. Ministers are required to respond within a set 
period, typically between 10 and 30 days, depending on parliamentary rules. 

Once answered, written responses become part of the parliamentary record, providing documented 
evidence that can be referenced in future debates or follow-up questions. Because ministers are obligated 
to respond, written questions are more difficult to ignore, and failure to answer can lead to further scrutiny.

Example of written question

1.	 �Were any dockets lost or stolen in the previous three financial years? If yes, provide 
a list of:

a.	the individual stations, 

b.	the number of lost or stolen case dockets per station.

2.	 If yes, were any steps taken to improve the security of dockets?

a.	If yes, provide details. 

b.	If no, provide details.

Failure to respond

If a minister is unable to respond within the required timeframe, the minister can request an extension 
before the deadline to the speaker’s office. 

If the minister does not ask for an extension or the time has lapsed, a written question will be converted 
into an oral question. The official will be expected to answer the question at the next oral question 
opportunity.
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Incomplete or vague answers

Even if a minister provides an incomplete or vague answer, the key outcome is that the issue is now on 
record and in the public domain. By raising the question, you show your constituents and the media that 
you are engaged and following up on important matters. A weak response can still be useful, as it may 
highlight a lack of progress or the need for further clarity. It also creates an opportunity for follow-up, 
whether through additional questions, media engagement, or committee discussions. Once a matter 
is on the agenda, it becomes harder to ignore, encouraging more transparency and accountability 
over time.

Tool 3: Oral statements

Statements by MPs are a standing order of parliament. These are often statements that are designed 
to call attention to a current issue. 

They are often constituent based in the sense that they raise issues related to your specific constituency. 
It is an important way for you to show that you are concerned about issues in your community.

There are no questions attached to statements. However, the specific department minister should 
respond. 

Example

Minister, there’s a shortage of police vehicles in (x place). Yesterday, a heist could have been 
prevented by the quick arrival of the police. Instead, no cars were available.
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Tool 4: Reporting

Reports drive action; they are much more than just paperwork. They shape parliamentary debates, 
inform future committee work, and serve as reference points for MPs and other committees.

Committee reports are a key tool for accountability. When a committee has finished its deliberations, it 
produces a report summarising the study or investigation it has carried out and making recommendations 
and findings. 

Committees can choose to let parliament note its report or for parliament to adopt the report. When 
the report goes to parliament for adoption, it has a stronger standing than when it is intended for mere 
notification. In the case of adoption, the recommendations require follow-ups and action as well as 
feedback to parliament.

Other parliamentary committees also have access to these reports, which can inform their work. 

Beyond parliament, committee reports can also be shared with the government and the public. This 
transparency helps ensure that oversight doesn’t stop at reporting. It leads to actual change.
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Tool 5: Site visits

Oversight visits provide a unique opportunity to parliamentarians to first hand gather independent 
information. 

They show the executive and the public that parliament is watching, and that government institutions 
must answer for their actions. A site visit to a military base, a police station, a correctional facility or a 
border post will deliver insights that would not otherwise be available in a committee meeting.

Oversight site visits are also an effective way of allowing you to evaluate the information presented by 
the executive to you. Together with experts and relevant NGOs, site visits help you determine if what 
the executive presents is a true reflection of what is happening on the ground.

Example

If you ask the minister what the state of the barracks are at a training base, you will get a 
polished answer. When you visit the site, compare the answer to the reality that you see.

Planned and unannounced visits

When sites have forewarning of your impending visit, they have time to prepare, and possibly to stage 
or hide reality. Unannounced site visits are a useful balance to get a realistic sense of how things are 
working on the ground. They allow you to check whether services are being delivered as intended and 
whether facilities are operating as they should. 

It’s helpful to assess the same key elements each time so that you can track progress or identify 
ongoing challenges. 

For oversight site visits to be successful, you should:

	• know the standing orders or operational procedures; 

	• have questions prepared so you are focused and don’t get sidetracked; 

	• be consistent when you visit; for example, look at the same issues so you can track changes; and

	• have a system such as a monitoring tool for capturing information in a way that can be used to 
analyse, compare and provide continuity from one parliamentary term to the next.
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Tool 6: Researchers

As a parliamentarian, you have a valuable resource in parliamentary researchers. They provide expert, 
independent analysis to help you navigate complex issues. Because they are non-political, their insights 
are objective, giving you a clear and balanced view.

Most importantly, their work enables parliament to hold the executive accountable.

Earlier in this guide we discussed the challenge of MPs not having enough time due to their full 
programme. Researchers are a time-saving resource. They gather information, analyse data and identify 
key issues, allowing you to focus on what matters most.

Their research can also help you narrow down issues, prioritise, and focus on the most important ones.

It takes at least a parliamentary year for MPs to understand the security sector. Because researchers 
work closely with committee clerks, they are well positioned to track progress across parliaments, from 
term to term.

Customised research

You can determine the parameters and focus of the research to deliver the information you need. If 
there is a specific topic you require information on, you can request customised research, such as:

	• Fact verification: Researchers must verify facts and sources, check for misinformation or 
deliberately false information, and ensure credibility. This is especially important as social media 
posts are not fact-checked and may be shared by individuals with specific agendas, or even by 
bots.

	• Bias assessment: You can ask researchers to assess the strengths, weaknesses, and potential 
biases in any information.

	• Evaluation: Researchers are skilled at evaluating different policies, reports and statements. By 
highlighting contradictions and gaps, they can provide a clear picture.

	• Tracking progress: Researchers can monitor changes and measure the implementation of 
government commitments, policies or projects.

	• Summarising: Long reports and technical information can be condensed into key takeaways for 
easy reference.
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Research outcomes

The output of this customised research can help you and your fellow committee members to conduct 
effective oversight. Verified, credible, comprehensive information may bring MPs from different parties 
together to unite on pressing topics.

	• The chair can organise in-person or virtual briefing sessions where researchers present their 
findings.

	• A written summary can highlight key issues, contradictions, and areas needing attention.

	• More detailed reports and other documents can be used for debates, oversight, and follow-ups.

Tool 7: Public hearings

In the drafting of legislation, it is important to engage with the views of various stakeholders. Public 
consultations are an opportunity to hear and take on board the views expressed. Public hearings must 
be conducted in a way that allows for the participation of not only the privileged and resourced, and not 
only those from cities, but also of the marginalised and ordinary citizens and those staying in remote 
and rural areas.
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Conclusion

The AU Policy Framework on SSR encourages Member States to ensure that the design and 
implementation of SSR programmes are based on, but not limited to, fundamental elements of good 
security sector governance. This includes democratic control and enhanced and functional oversight and 
accountability mechanisms. 

This tool in particular shows that parliamentarians play a critical role in ensuring that the key elements 
in the good governance of the security sector are achieved, and how this can be done. The OGN on 
Oversight and Accountability of the Security Sector in particular describes the importance and relevance 
of these issues.

These 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;

	• that institutions are responsive to the safety needs of the people; and

	• that 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.
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