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INTRODUCTION 
West Africa and the Sahel continue to be plagued by 
fragility, conflict and violence. Faced with challenges 
ranging from the spread of Boko Haram to persisting 
food insecurity, forced displacement, and youth un-
employment, the region needs help. In response, the 
international community has marshalled significant 
resources to support governments in fostering the es-
sential preconditions for peace – inclusive security 
and sustainable development. Such tasks can devour 
the funds of even the most ambitious aid programmes, 
while the reality of budgetary constraints calls for a 
constant search for efficiency. 

The European Union’s engagement in Security Sector 
Reform (SSR) is a case in point. Transforming security 
and justice systems in fragile states is one of the top 
priorities of the EU’s external action. According to its 
2016 SSR framework, the EU will help partner countries 
put the military under civilian oversight and provide 
effective, legitimate and accountable security and jus-
tice services to their citizens.1 EU programmes will ap-
ply a comprehensive approach aimed at: (i) formulat-
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Africa is increasing. Governments in the 
region are also modernising their militar-
ies. However, for donors and governments 
alike, budgetary constraints require a con-
stant search for efficiency. 

›› Security sector public expenditure reviews 
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sector reform (SSR) to help examine the im-
pact of defence and security spending on a 
country’s public finances.  
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ness of security expenditures amidst inten-
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›› In the future, PERs can be used as a part-
nership framework for national and inter-
national stakeholders to align their pro-
grammes and identify defence and security 
financing needs together. This would great-
ly benefit the EU’s security assistance and 
SSR programmes. 



2

Paul M. Bisca

ing integrated security and justice policies and setting 
up national coordination mechanisms; (ii) providing 
training and non-lethal equipment to defence and se-
curity forces; and (iii) building internal accountability 
mechanisms and systems for human resources plan-
ning, budgeting, and financial management.2 

In 2017, €2.5 billion in Official Development Assistance 
(ODA) managed by the European Commission was al-
located to governance and civil society, including SSR.3 
There are ongoing or planned rule-of-law, security and 
justice programmes in more than 40 countries world-
wide.4 In West Africa, EU institutions have channeled 
over €100 million to finance the nascent 5,000-strong 
G5 Sahel Joint Force, while assistance for stabilisation 
in the region has reached €400 million.5 

The EU has also launched three Common Security and 
Defence Policy (CSDP) missions. In Mali and Niger, 
capacity-building missions (EUCAP) provide techni-
cal assistance, training and equipment for internal 
security forces to fight against terrorism, organised 
crime and irregular migration. The EU Training Mis-
sion in Mali (EUTM) has been helping the government 
to restructure eight army battalions.6 France has de-
ployed 4,000 soldiers for Operation Barkhane in Mali, 
Niger, and Chad, an endeavour that costs about €600 
million per year.7 Meanwhile, development funding to 
improve security outcomes by tackling the root caus-
es of conflict has also risen. The EU Emergency Trust 
Fund for Africa allocated almost €1 billion to Lake Chad 
and the Sahel, with projects in Mali, Niger, Nigeria and 
Senegal supporting youth employment, private sector 
development, social protection, health and education.8 

Given the scale of the investment, the following ques-
tions arise: what is the value for money of each ad-
ditional euro spent on strengthening West Africa’s 
armies and police? How can SSR assistance lead to ef-
fective and sustainable reforms, and ultimately con-
tribute to reduce fragility, conflict and violence? 

This Brief seeks to answer these questions by analysing 
the introduction and implementation of the security 
sector public expenditure review (PER), a public sec-
tor governance instrument that assesses the economy, 
effectiveness and efficiency of governments’ security 
and defence allocations, including SSR programmes. 
Developed by the World Bank in partnership with the 
United Nations, this data-driven assessment tool can 
facilitate a policy dialogue between civilian adminis-
trators, soldiers, and diplomats on the affordability 
of armies and police, and can therefore maximise the 
impact of security assistance programmes. Following 
an overview of security expenditures in West Africa, 
the Brief outlines the genesis of security sector PERs 
and highlights lessons learned from implementation 
in Liberia, Mali and Niger. The conclusion then offers 
recommendations on how PERs can be applied by the 

EU to ensure affordability and national ownership of 
defence and security assistance programmes.  

THE COSTS OF WEST 
AFRICA’S SECURITY 
Greater EU assistance comes at a time when West 
African security forces are getting a makeover. His-
torically, African militaries have been grossly under-
funded, sometimes because political leaders sought to 
deliberately weaken them and create unaccountable 
loyal parallel structures. The result has been poorly 
equipped, ill-trained armies who cannot neutralise 
security threats and, in some cases, become drivers of 
conflict in and of themselves.9 

Figure 1: Increases in total military personnel 
(2012-2016) 

Data: World Bank, 2019

But amidst more intense regional cooperation, this 
trend has started to change. According to the Stock-
holm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), 
military expenditures in Africa rose by nearly 50% be-
tween 2007-2017, measured in constant 2016 US dol-
lars.10 In the Sahel, Mali more than doubled the number 
of soldiers from 8,000 to 18,000 between 2012-2016, 
while the personnel of the Nigerian armed forces grew 
by 25% between 2014-2015 (see Figure 1). Spending 
on defence in Burkina Faso, Mali and Niger more than 
doubled in the past five years. As a share of GDP, mili-
tary expenditures have nearly tripled – with the no-
table exception of Chad – while most G5 Sahel coun-
tries allocate 10-15% of government spending to their 
armed forces (see Figure 2).
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Security investments become even more significant 
when factoring in police and gendarmerie, whose 
numbers are difficult to compile due to cross-country 
variations in organisational models. For example, Ni-
geria’s defence spending – which far exceeds that of 
other countries in West Africa and topped $2 billion 
in 2018 – has been decreasing both in absolute terms, 
as well as as a share of GDP and government expendi-
tures. This figure, however, does not cover the money 
allocated for police, whose standing force of 400,000 
is double the size of the army. Even so, Nigeria’s army 
has deployed to all 36 states since 2015, a decision that 
both reflects and contributes to police malfunctioning. 
Indeed, the World Internal Security and Police Index 
(WISPI), which measures capacity, process, legiti-
macy and security outcomes, places Nigeria’s police 
at the bottom of the global list of 127 countries ana-
lysed in 2016.11

THE VALUE ADDED OF PERS 
IN THE SECURITY SECTOR
More spending on defence and security is only the ini-
tial step in guaranteeing long-term peace and stabil-
ity. For both international actors and national authori-
ties, the greater challenge is to ensure that security 
expenditures are affordable, efficient, and effective. In 
other words, what is the value for money of each addi-

tional euro targeted at West Africa’s armies and police? 
How can donors and governments ensure that support 
is actually making a difference? Will African govern-
ments jeopardise their long-run economic prospects if 
they invest more in their security forces? 

Answering such questions requires a data-driven pol-
icy instrument that links SSR priorities with economic 
and financial resource management. At the govern-
ment's request, PERs examine government resource 
allocations within and among sectors, assessing the 
economy, efficiency and effectiveness of those alloca-
tions within a country’s macroeconomic context. In 
addition, a PER identifies the reforms needed in the 
budget cycle to improve the efficiency of public spend-
ing, assessing risks to public financial management 
(PFM) systems.12 Although PERs are the bread and 
butter of economists and public finance experts, the 
nexus with the security sector originates in the 2011 
World Development Report (WDR) on Conflict, Security, 
and Development, which called for applying public sec-
tor governance tools to improve security and justice 
services in fragile states.13 The WDR 2011 underscored 
that the basic framework for expenditures should be 
the same for the military, police, and criminal justice 
system as for other sectors like health and education. 
Before spending money, governments should test the 
rationale for budget allocations and understand how 
these allocations affect the economy as a whole. They 
should also carefully study how paying more for mili-
tary hardware and people (inputs) relates to actual 

Figure 2: Military expenditures in the Sahel
(2012-2017)

Data: SIPRI, 2019
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combat or policing missions (outputs), and ultimately, 
to stability and public safety (outcomes). 

Figure 3: Public Expenditure Reviews in the security 
sector – An overview 

Data: World Bank, 2017

PERs of armies and police in fragile states thus pro-
vide a common platform for soldiers, diplomats and 
economists to tackle these questions together. As 
shown in Figure 3, they must first trace how security 
threats determine defence and public safety priorities, 
and investigate how the military, police, and possibly 
the gendarmerie are organised to achieve them. For 
example, if a country is confronted with high levels 
of organised crime, why is the army in charge of the 
government’s response and not the police? If there 
is a presidential guard, does it duplicate any of these 
roles and is it better financed? Once these answers are 
clear, the PER will then look into how money, people 
and assets are allocated and managed by these institu-
tions. For instance, according to the Public Expendi-

ture and Financial Accountability Framework (PEFA), 
policy-based budgeting is among the pillars of good 
public sector governance because it allows policymak-
ers to direct resources on the basis of clear goals, and 
thus improve public service delivery.14 Are budget al-
locations for the military or police made on the basis 
of concrete strategies and policies? Do policymakers 
debate the rationale for additional spending, or are 
security institutions the privileged recipients of funds 
irrespective of budgetary constraints? With greater 
clarity on the macro picture, the PER will then delve 
into budget execution and oversight. For example, do 
the soldiers on the payroll actually exist? Are they paid 
on time? How is cash managed and are poor logistics 
affecting the speed and success of troop deployments 
in battle? Here some typical challenges include mini-
mising the cost of resources, maximising the out-
puts (i.e., get more ‘bang for the buck’), and measur-
ing progress on security outcomes. These criteria are 
known as the ‘three Es’ - economy, efficiency, and ef-
fectiveness.15

LESSONS FROM PER 
IMPLEMENTATION IN 
LIBERIA, MALI AND NIGER 
The security sector PERs undertaken by the World 
Bank at the specific request of the governments in Li-
beria, Mali and Niger between 2012-2014 hold valuable 
lessons for SSR programming. Lessons vary in their 
objectives, scope and depth. In Liberia (2012), the PER 
was a joint UN-World Bank exercise which examined 
the costs of transitioning away from a UN-led peace-
keeping mission to the provision of security solely by 
national authorities. In Mali (2013), the PER identified 
risks and vulnerabilities in the public financial man-
agement of the army and police, while also running 
some long-term cost projections.  In Niger (2014), the 
report forecasted rising defence expenditures in the 
wake of the Malian crisis. These analyses helped tackle 
sensitive policy issues with facts and data, breaking 
down the usual silos that emerge between soldiers 
scrambling to put together functional security institu-
tions, and economists concerned with the long-term 
implications of additional security spending on de-
velopment. 

Knowing what to spend on 
At the macro-level, the PERs in each country had to 
determine how security threats factor into spending 
priorities. In Liberia, the 2012 PER used policy objec-
tives identified in the threat assessment prepared for 
the national security strategy together with the UN. 
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The assessment concluded that stability was at risk of 
being undermined by disputes over land, high youth 
unemployment and the large numbers of demobilised 
soldiers and ex-combatants (about 117,000 in total). 
Liberia’s porous borders also made it vulnerable to po-
litical tensions and insecurity spilling over from Côte 
d’Ivoire, Guinea and Sierra Leone.16 In Mali, work on 
the PER started once the military junta that had staged 
a coup d’état in 2012 agreed to an ECOWAS-brokered 
transition. National security threats were far more ur-
gent, with the army having to recover from desertions 
resulting from defeats to Tuareg rebels and regain lost 
territory in the north while negotiating the transfer of 
power back to civilians. In Niger, public safety was un-
dermined by urban crime and disputes over land and 
livestock, while externally, the crises in Libya and Mali 
challenged the army’s ability to deter rebel attacks 
from abroad.     

How did these trends shape strategic objectives? In Li-
beria, the potential for internal disorder to escalate into 
large-scale violent confrontations meant that the po-
lice became central to achieving stability. By contrast, 
the army was less important because external threats 
such as an invasion or proxy war were not foreseen as 
likely.17  The opposite was true in Niger. After the fall 
of the Libyan regime, the Nigerien army mounted the 
Malibéro operation, in which some 1,200 men were 
deployed to monitor the circulation of arms, fight ter-
rorism, and deter an armed rebellion in the north.18 
The short-run military re-
sponse was complemented by 
the Security and Development 
Strategy in the Sahel-Sahara, 
which aimed to boost the ca-
pacity of the army and border 
police, as well as deliver ser-
vices such as health, educa-
tion and transport in sparsely 
populated areas vulnerable to 
security shocks.19 Meanwhile, 
the response to insecurity in Mali was primarily driven 
by the urgent need to recapture the north from rebel 
control and set up a UN-led peacekeeping mission. 

Linking security threats to spending priorities is al-
ways easier on paper than in reality. Yet, an explicit 
policy consensus between security forces, civilians, 
international organisations and bilateral donors mat-
ters for several reasons. First, a systematic dialogue 
between defence and finance officials is missing even 
in developed countries, where the quality of public sec-
tor governance is higher, and civilian control over the 
armed forces is more entrenched. Such a dialogue is far 
more urgent in West Africa, where the pervasiveness 
of fragility and conflict require governments to make 
difficult short-run trade-offs between security and 
development expenditures. Second, disaggregating 
budget allocations between the military and police and 
comparing them against national security objectives 
can help decision-makers better understand how de-

fence and security functions are funded. This is a first-
order challenge in Africa, where threats to public order 
are often contained through internal military deploy-
ments, rather than effective policing. Third, identify-
ing the right spending decisions can help donors and 
international organisations better direct their funding 
to alleviate the most pressing shortcomings affecting 
defence and police. 

Knowing what is affordable 
New security investments can weigh heavily on na-
tional budgets. In Mali, the 2012 coup and the territorial 
dispute in the north introduced new risks to medium-
term macroeconomic stability. Previously, the country 
had grown at 5% between 2005-2010. Yet a drought in 
2011 led to a decline in growth, and 1.5% contraction 
in real GDP. As a result, government revenues fell by 
30%.20 This happened at a time when the post-coup 
transition and the rebellion in the north required the 
government to spend more on defence and security. 
Thus, while revenues fell, security sector budget allo-
cations went up by 37%, while the proportional weight 
of security expenditures in the general budget doubled. 

The Mali PER looked into whether this increase was 
fiscally sustainable. Under various scenarios con-
structed based on the country’s medium-term budget 

framework, the report con-
cluded that defence and se-
curity spending could range 
anywhere between 9 and 
25% of the budget in the near 
future. Three stabilising fac-
tors helped minimise this 
impact: (i) the resumption of 
the external budget support 
following the ECOWAS-bro-
kered transition deal; (ii) the 

ability of the government to increase domestic revenue 
collection; and (iii) the deficit targets set by the gov-
ernment. As a result, defence and security spending 
was expected to account for around 12 % of the budget, 
and could be affordable if the government redirected 
money from other sectors.21 

The impact of growing security costs on fiscal space was 
more clear-cut in Liberia. The PER estimated that the 
total cost of maintaining public order between 2012-
2019 stood at $712 million. The bulk of this amount 
accounted for salaries, allowances and pensions paid 
to the Liberian forces, as well as non-wage recurrent 
costs such as equipment maintenance. However, given 
the revenues projected in Liberia’s medium-term ex-
penditure framework (MTEF), the PER estimated that 
a financing gap of $86 million would emerge between 
2012-2018. To address this shortfall, the study recom-
mended that the ministry of finance join the national 
security council to explore ways to reallocate funds or 
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identify cost-cutting measures together with officials 
in uniform.22

In Niger, the PER measured the impact of rising se-
curity expenditures on the overall fiscal deficit. Prior 
to the crisis in Libya and Mali, Niger’s MTEF forecast 
a downward trend in defence and security spending. 
This was difficult to justify given existing threats, as 
well as the urgent capital investments in the army. The 
PER determined that multiyear security sector budget 
estimates were neither realistic, nor achievable: ‘All 
things being equal, and without taking personnel ex-
penditures into account, it would have taken over 30 
years to respond to the needs that were deemed priori-
ty needs.’23 The PER put forth multiple scenarios based 
on pre-crisis security spending levels and revenues, 
but also examined the possibility that rising threats 
and renewed military engagements would become the 
‘new normal’. In the most pessimistic projections, the 
investments wanted by the ministries of defence and 
internal security would have required additional rev-
enues from taxation or more foreign aid.

Affordability analyses of defence and security reveal 
that fragile states in West Africa must make tough 
trade-offs when financing people in uniform. Invest-
ments in equipment or personnel necessary to enhance 
the state’s monopoly on the means of violence are un-
avoidable if countries want to control large portions 
of territory. Even when massive fiscal deficits can be 
averted, as in Mali, reallocations from other sectors or 
additional external assistance may be needed. More-
over, external security assistance can be the ‘make 
it or break it’ factor between financially realistic and 
untenable security investments. Yet none of the PERs 
examined this issue in depth. Off-budget funding for 
military and police thus remained off-limits.  

Knowing how to care for 
assets and people 
Analyses of macro-fiscal implications of security and 
defence spending can thus anchor SSR planning with-
in realistic budget envelopes. But investigating budget 
execution brings to light financial management chal-
lenges that can undermine not only long-term afford-
ability, but also the operational effectiveness of mili-
taries and police. 

In Niger, the lack of effective asset management was 
one of the main challenges to the PFM integrity of the 
armed forces. A strong asset management capacity has 
two advantages. First, it helps ensure that equipment 
is efficiently allocated to operative units. Second, it 
helps reduce transparency risks and prolongs the life 
of the equipment, which contributes to a better eco-
nomic return on investments. New investments in 
security between 2010-2012 resulted in additional re-

current costs for supplies and people. But the security 
personnel in charge of equipment were insufficiently 
trained, and departments lacked consistent standard 
operating procedures. Internal control of asset man-
agement was largely on paper and regular power out-
ages limited backup capacities.24  

Mali faced similar challenges. In 2012, the armed forces 
acquired approximately 160 troop-carrying vehicles, 
five tank carriers, light and heavy weapons, as well as 
T-55 tanks. Money for maintenance and upkeep was 
scarce, and the majority of funds were centrally man-
aged by a directorate which decided on a case-by-case 
basis whether to honour requests for repairs or parts 
that were too costly. This practice caused delays that 
were detrimental to actual military operations against 
rebels. This problem could have explained why the 
army kept an entirely separate special account for the 
‘Northern Zone’. But this too was a major source of 
vulnerability in the PFM system because there was no 
real spending ceiling, the purpose and operating con-
ditions of the special account were not adhered to, and 
budget charges lacked transparency.25 

In Liberia, human resource management of internal 
security forces emerged as one of the central chal-
lenges in the transition to domestic security provision. 
The police had weak command and control functions. 
It numbered 4,200 people in 2012, but had to double 
its size to effectively take over public order manage-
ment from the UN, a real challenge for the police acad-
emy. Moreover, the government had to establish a new 
pay and grading structure, as well as incentives for 
promotions.26 

While these challenges are typical for police – where 
the payroll accounts for as much as 80% of costs – 
they are particularly relevant for African militaries too. 
In Niger and Mali, the governments had to spend a lot 
of money on new equipment. But in many other coun-
tries, effective SSR is complicated by weak personnel 
management, as top-heavy armies with imbalanced 
rank pyramids cannot execute operations effectively. 
An analysis conducted by the UN in Guinea-Bissau re-
vealed that resource mismatches and political capture 
had weakened the military over the past three decades. 
For example, in the army there was a rise in promo-
tions based on political patronage: in the 1990s, it only 
had one general, while in 2009 it had 17, and in 2016 
there were 37. As such, 80% of soldiers were over the 
age of 40 in 2016, and with no retirement structure in 
place, most soldiers preferred to stay in the ranks. As 
shown in Figure 4, only 31% of the roughly 4,000 sol-
diers were enlisted troops.27
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Figure 4: Army personnel structure in Guinea-Bissau

Data: ISS Aftrica, 2019 

IMPLICATIONS FOR EU 
SECURITY ASSISTANCE 
IN WEST AFRICA 
Since armies and police embody state power, looking 
into how much money people in uniform spend and 
how effectively they work is a high-risk project. Devel-
opment banks and financial institutions can provide 
the technical know-how to assess defence and security 
expenditures with public finance tools. Data and sound 
technical analysis can help match SSR ambitions with 
the realities of budgetary constraints. 

For these reasons, and looking at the lessons from 
West Africa’s case studies, the potential of secu-
rity sector PERs to create value added in EU SSR pro-
grammes is significant. Since 2006, most of the 35 
CSDP missions included programmes to reform police 
or improve the policy coordination between security 
and justice institutions. But an evaluation conducted in 
2016 to help craft the EU’s new SSR framework argued 
for several improvements. These included grounding 
programmes in deeper local knowledge, synchronis-
ing technical support with diplomatic efforts to secure 
the buy-in of national authorities, and shifting away 
from project-based interventions to more sustainable 
budget support.28 What more could be done?

First, the EU could require security sector PERs as pre-
conditions for deploying new financing for SSR or 
security assistance more broadly. The European De-

velopment Fund (EDF) has disbursed €2.2 billion to 
the African Peace Facility since its creation to finance 
African-led peace operations, build the capacity of 
the African Union Commission, and provide funds for 
emergency response.29 The EDF could also be used as an 
instrument for SSR in Africa by financing large-scale 
budget support for defence and security forces. To this 
end, findings of security sector PERs could identify the 
conditionalities for the direct transfer of EDF money to 
national budgets.

Second, the EU could work with its partners to transform 
security sector PERs into standard instruments of inter-
national engagement, similar to Recovery and Peace-
building Assessments (RPBAs). RPBAs are partnership 
frameworks which help donors, international institu-
tions, and governments to align their programmes by 
identifying post-conflict recovery priorities together.30 
Security sector PERs could fulfil the same role for exter-
nal support to armies, police, and courts, whether on a 
national or regional basis. For example, out of 16 exist-
ing peacekeeping missions around the globe, only two 
have been costed – Liberia and Somalia. The EU could 
thus work with bilateral and multilateral partners to 
make security sector PERs mandatory for all such UN 
missions which feature a peacekeeping mandate. 

For West Africa and the Sahel, the challenges posed 
by fragility, conflict and violence are real and urgent.  
Whether by way of moral obligation or geopolitical in-
terest, more money and EU resources are now available 
to help countries in the region contain chaos and be-
come more resilient. But only the best technocratic in-
struments can maximise the value of such investments, 
turning strategic visions into concrete results. Secu-
rity sector PERs are one such instrument which the EU 
could deploy to become an even more effective security 
provider in West Africa. 
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