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FRAGILE STATES AND SECURITY 
SECTOR ASSISTANCE
U.S. efforts to improve police and military capacity 
accelerated after 9/11, when the United States began 
to see weak, fragile, or failed states as reservoirs of 
insecurity and committed to helping strengthen their 
ability to fight internal threats before they crossed 
borders.1  Meanwhile, as part of a lighter-footprint ap-
proach to global engagement, building the capacity of 
partner states – many of them fragile – became a way 
for the United States to address the growing number 
of crises without directly committing troops.2  

U.S. security assistance (the term used by civilian 
agencies) and security cooperation (the Department 
of Defense nomenclature) involves many U.S. agencies, 
as the most recent presidential directive on security 
sector assistance (SSA), PPD-23, recognizes.3 Since 
only 1 in 5 violent deaths worldwide is now caused 
by civil or interstate war, SSA encompasses law 
enforcement support in addition to military support.4 
In Guatemala, for instance, more people die violently 

today than did during any year of the 36-year civil 
war, one of the multiple causes behind the surge of 
forcibly displaced Central Americans on U.S. borders.5  

Proliferating actors, sprawling authorities, and 
conflicting objectives make it nearly impossible to 
render an accurate account of the scale of America’s 
SSA. What is clear, however, is that the United States 
is increasingly relying on this tool, spending an es-
timated $18.5 billion on SSA in 2014 – two to three 
times more than it did 20 years ago.6   

Unfortunately, there is no correlation between in-
creased SSA and stability in fragile states.7  Studies show 
that in the absence of minimal state capacity and socie-
tal inclusiveness, SSA fails. Improving SSA effectiveness 
requires changes to both strategy and implementation. 

FALLING SHORT ON STRATEGY 
AND IMPLEMENTATION
Strategic Failure 
Security sector assistance presupposes that states 
are unstable because their security sectors are too 
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poor, weak, or unprofessional to address threats. 
Thus, the United States provides funds, equipment, 
and training to redress what appears to be a capac-
ity deficit.

State fragility, however, is primarily an issue of 
political legitimacy. No amount of capacity building 
can redress governance failures. And yet, most U.S. 
SSA to fragile states goes to non-inclusive states with 
poor governance – no surprise since countries with 
exclusionary politics, weak governance, poor rule of 
law, and high rates of corruption have a 30 percent to 
45 percent higher risk of civil war and a significantly 
higher rate of criminal violence.8  

State fragility stems from governments that provide 
extreme privilege and impunity to elites at the ex-
pense of other citizens. This governance style, which 
requires the politicization of security agencies, is a 

hallmark of fragile states.9 In some cases, leaders 
deliberately weaken security agencies to avoid coups. 
Others are starved of resources to feed official-level 
corruption; prevented from arresting violent groups 
connected to government leaders; or filled with 
unqualified staff due to patronage or deals that bring 
rebels into security sectors. Often security services 
are turned into praetorian guards that can achieve 
their real purpose of regime security but are partisan, 
non-inclusive, and uncommitted to securing the 

citizenry.10 In such countries, residents distrust the 
government and turn to criminals, gangs, and insur-
gents for protection, augmenting the violence that 
security services must address. 11   

In fragile states, leaders are often eager to receive 
U.S. training and equipment – not to address violent 
threats, but to consolidate power, increase prestige, 
or enhance their wealth. Without truly aligned goals, 
no amount of training, assistance, and equipment 
can overcome this basic political dynamic.12 In fact, 
SSA often augments the governance structures that 
cause fragility. Meanwhile, when SSA aligns the United 
States with governments at odds with their citizens, it 
reduces U.S. influence and credibility. Other factors 
that undermine U.S. policy objectives include:
1.	 Wasted spending: Self-serving political leaders 

will engage in behaviors such as sending their best 
officers to U.S. training programs to get them out 
of the country, as used to occur in Colombia in 
the 1980s and ’90s; or tearing apart organic units 
post-training, as occurred in Nigeria.

2.	Training and equipping the wrong side: The 
Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) gained 
over $1 billion worth of U.S. equipment when Iraq’s 
trained Sunni forces refused to fight for a partisan 
Shia government.13 In Libya, militias stole special-
ized equipment from a U.S. camp training elite 
counterterror units. Congolese army units maintain 
tighter ties to their rebel leaders than to the state 
and may return to insurgency after U.S. training.14  

3.	Offsetting civilian-military balance: Building 
a professional, skilled military in a country with a 
corrupt political class is a proven formula for coups, 
which have long dogged American SSA.15 

4.	Enabling human rights abuses: Leahy Law 
vetting focuses on individuals; it is not structured 
to address states where the security forces form 
the power base of a regime or political parties 
that systematically use this power to abuse civil-
ians.  Building capacity of such agencies – even if 
individual units are not yet guilty of abuse 		
 – makes the United States appear supportive of 
an illegitimate state. 16 

5.	Exacerbating fragility: The United States some-
times trains elite units to address specific threats. 
But this approach can destabilize countries even 
while achieving their aims.  For instance, the Pal-
estinian Authority’s success at capturing terrorists 
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has undermined its popularity among an alienated 
people, abetting citizens’ turn toward the more 
radical Hamas.17 

Implementation Failure
Re-conceptualizing strategy to focus more on gover-
nance and context is essential. Yet it will make no dif-
ference on the ground without fundamental changes 
to implementation. Implementation suffers from:

•	 Siloed planning and poor coordination: SSA 
was traditionally paid for and planned by the 
State Department but implemented largely by the 
Defense Department (DoD) under dual-key autho-
rization. Since 9/11, authorities have increased and 
fragmented. DoD now owns and implements up 
to 120 authorities and operates multiple programs 
without State approval, as do agencies such as the 
Department of Homeland Security. 

	 Programming is often not coordinated even within 
departments, much less across the interagency. 
The combatant commander may know all DoD 
programs but not other agencies’ initiatives with 
the same foreign military. Ambassadors technically 
control all programs, but corralling all agencies to 
even catalog – much less coordinate – programs is 
herculean. A pilot attempt to do so in Yemen took 
months. With the exception of two heroic attempts 
in Yemen and the Philippines, there is no locus at 
which strategic, implementation-level planning for a 
country within and across agencies can take place.18

•	 Fragmented, ill-suited authorities: Even if 
planners could create an integrated interagency 
plan for a country, funding it would require piecing 
together money spread across scores of funds and 
authorities, each with different owners, notification 
requirements, and parameters.  

	
	 These authorities are often ill-suited to goals: 

For instance, there are numerous counterterror 
authorities but far less funding for governance 
and oversight of security bodies. Meanwhile, 
lower-priority programs continue because cutting 
them entails essentially ending “free money” that 
would otherwise simply be lost.19  Authorities for 
yearlong “use it or lose it” funds are often used for 

equipment that wastes U.S. money, while appearing 
to a country’s citizens like their government has a 
blank check from the United States. 

•	 Overly technical programming: SSA generally in-
volves delivering a variety of off-the-shelf products. 
A programmer does not have the constituent parts 

– or any incentive – to deliver a contextualized 
program. Programs tend to focus on tactical skills 
and equipment. They do not address the context 
into which forces are set, from the Ministry of 
Defense or Interior to the broader political context. 
The DoD’s two programs that consider broader 
institutional issues – the Defense Institutional 
Reform Initiative (DIRI) and Ministetry of Defense 
Advisors (MoDA) – are steps in the right direction 
but are tiny and address only the military context, 
not the political structures with which the security 
system must interact.20   
 
The United States military excels at civilian control 
and merit-based promotion. Yet International Mil-
itary Education and Training (IMET) and Expanded 
IMET (E-IMET) programs intended to engage 
partners in governance and human rights issues 
are classroom-based cookie-cutter programs by 
congressional design, often do not discuss political 
context, and have resisted meaningful evaluation.21 
Out-of-context lectures about human rights are 
unlikely to impact a military reward system based, 
for instance, on number of people killed.22   

RECOMMENDATIONS:
Three structural obstacles stand in the way of SSA reform. 

Security sector assistance is often not intended 
to be strategic. Seen as a way to deepen relation-
ships, SSA is often given as a “party favor” during 
high-level visits to increase or maintain goodwill 
and incentivize cooperation. Some U.S. officials fear 
cutting aid would drive countries into the arms of 
other nations, to the detriment of American defense 
sales and security.  

SSA has both relationship and capacity-building goals. 
Both are legitimate.  Problems arise when: 1) rela-
tionship-building goals inhibit long-term governance 
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reform, and 2) the multiplicity of goals is used as a 
smokescreen to avoid evaluating program efficacy. For 
instance, despite its relationship-building goals, the 
IMET database is only systematically updated for the 
1 percent of trainees who have attained “positions 
of prominence,” suggesting that 99 percent of the 
relationships are underdeveloped.23 the Pentagon 
and State Department have fought for years against 
efforts to require security aid programs to state their 
objectives and be evaluated against those goals – 
which could easily include relationship building.24  

There is no locus of responsibility. SSA is usually 
implemented by relatively low-level staff. Many are 
concerned only with implementing their programs – 
not considering their programs in the context of U.S. 
strategic intervention in another country. Those who 
do think strategically are too deep in the bureaucracy 
to address geopolitical issues.  

When an issue comes to the attention of deputies or 
principals, it is generally around a crisis or bureau-
cratic turf. The fight is over authorities, budget lines, 
and which agency is prime for overseas engagement – 
not whether a program serves strategic priorities. De-
cision-makers are rarely aware of all the SSA programs 

in a locale until a moment of crisis, when they must 
find workarounds rather than systemic fixes.  

Some reformers suggest that simply returning 
control of SSA authorities to the State Department 
will solve the problems of security sector assistance.25 
It is sensible for the State Department to control U.S. 
foreign policy – but returning authorities alone will not 
greatly increase effectiveness. The Bureau of Politi-
cal-Military Affairs is understaffed and undertrained 
and therefore could not adequately review programs 
before authorities migrated. The new State Depart-
ment Integrated Country Strategies are a step in the 
right direction but offer little strategic guidance beyond 
vague prescriptions, such as “increase maritime 
security,” which give overworked generalists on the 
Pol-Mil staff little purchase on which programs should 
be vetoed or altered. To make SSA strategic, the State 
Department needs more billets and training, a stronger 
planning process, and a willingness to prioritize.

The stale realist/idealist debate. SSA hits the 
news only after a coup or human rights scandal. The 
debate is then binary: Should we give or cut aid? 
Do we help a brutal or corrupt government, or end 
relationships in a country where we have significant 
security interests? The framing prevents political 
leaders from asking more relevant questions about 
strategy, goals, and tactics. 

To overcome these obstacles and ensure that SSA 
supports a more effective response to the fragile 
state challenges, the next administration should:

1.	 Give an entity responsibility for setting goals, 
planning, and evaluation. To make assistance 
Strategic, establish a principal-level position at the 
National Security Council (NSC) responsible for 
overseeing coordinated interagency SSA planning. 
Plans must be explicit about which countries are 
not priorities and which programs are unneces-
sary. Programming should follow international 
best practices by using iterated hypothesis testing 
throughout multiyear budgets. This entity should 
also evaluate for outcomes and impact, looking at 
governance indicators, not just tactical effective-
ness. Congress should allocate a percentage of 
each appropriation to monitoring and evaluation to 
avoid throwing good money after bad.26
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2.	Prioritize by starting countries at zero. The 
United States recognizes 195 countries – and in 
2014, provided SSA to 192 of them.27 Fear of saying 
no has caused funds to be sprinkled so thinly that 
most cooperation cannot be effective. To aid Selec-
tivity, instead of basing future assistance on past 
years, a process that allows for multiyear planning 
should begin from an assumption of zero assis-
tance and be forced to make a case for programs 
and priorities.  

3.	Pool funds and authorities to focus work on 
institutions across justice, security, and gov-
ernance fields. Fragile states are best addressed 
through Systemic measures that coordinate devel-
opment, security, governance, and justice reform.28 
This requires radically reducing authorities while 
creating pooled funds with multiyear budget allo-
cations that could be jointly planned and allocated 
across agencies. 
  
This effort must learn from the failed earlier 
attempt to pool funds between the DoD and 
the State Department. The Global Security Con-
tingency Fund, based on the United Kingdom’s 
successful Conflict Pool, failed in part because 
Congress did not fund the civilian portion of the 
request, then required 30 days’ notice for funds 
to be programmed while forcing the civilian side 
to report to seven committees.29 This time, Con-
gress should base the program on the authorities 
granted to the U.S. Agency for International Devel-
opment’s (USAID’s) Office of Transition Initiatives 
and should allocate funds to the administering 
bodies in each civilian agency.

4.	Create an educated interagency workforce. 
Sustainable aid requires personnel who can think 
long-term, are able to articulate a theory of change, 
and understand evaluating for outcomes. Joint 
interagency training should be offered, and where 
possible, rotations across agencies’ security sector 
assistance offices should be encouraged. The State 
Department should work with its union to incentiv-
ize training and ensure that untrained officers are 
not given billets with high volumes of security aid or 
complex security arrangements.30  

5.	Create heuristics to assist and narrow plan-
ning options. The 2x2 table and three compacts 
below, based on empirical findings, would improve 
effectiveness and allow senior decision-makers 
to avoid constant involvement while raising hard 
choices to their level.

Compacts can simplify decision-making while includ-
ing necessary flexibility for realistic policymaking. 
Compacts might include:

•	 SSA will be ended in the case of a coup.

•	 SSA should be provided only to countries whose 
security agencies are already subordinate to civilian 
authority in practice as well as on paper.

•	 Countries that rank in the bottom quartile for 
corruption or non-inclusive governance will not 
receive SSA; countries in the fourth quadrant of the 
heuristic (in the graph below) will be capped at a 
predetermined financial level of assistance.

SSA implicated by these compacts would include 
relational as well as capacity-building programming 
but would exclude civilian and nongovernmental pro-
grams to improve governance, which could continue 
and would serve some relationship-maintenance 
purposes. 

Many government officials see engagement as 
the means for encouraging reform. These compacts 
instead leverage change by using the willingness 
of receiving countries to work for the privilege of 
security sector engagement with the United States. 
NATO’s Partnership for Peace, the Millennium 
Challenge Corp., World Trade Organization, and 
European Union have all found that incentivizing 
countries to make an internal decision to change 
has been more effective than treating engagement 
itself as leading to reform.34 
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Top Priority Difficult Cases

These countries are more likely to be the 
success stories of SSA.

•	 Provide the full range of security aid 
instruments at highest funding levels.

•	 Use multiyear programming, 
budgeting, and pooled funds to 
address security, governance, and 
employment needs simultaneously.

•	 Fund domestic, nongovernmental 
accountability and anti-corruption 
organizations to ensure that 
security sector does not undermine 
governance.

•	 Assist with security sector 
organization at political and Ministry 
of Defense levels to deepen functional 
governance.

•	 Provide recognition and offer the 
status of U.S. military joint exercises 
and other desired opportunities as 
reforms continue.

•	 Offer transparent security budgets 
to local legislators to enable civilian 
oversight.32

Senior-level attention is required. Capacity 
building is unlikely to succeed. SSA may 
backfire, deepening government illegitimacy 
and compounding violence and fragility. 

•	 Funding should have multiyear 
budgeting to enable long-term thinking 
and sustainability, with approval 
required annually to address political 
volatility.

•	 Provide training to vetted enclave units 
to fight particular foreign threats.

•	 Where possible, avoid providing 
fungible money or goods.

•	 Allocate funds for increased oversight of 
spending, monitoring, and evaluation.

•	 Use an improved E-IMET to build 
relationships. 

•	 Provide funds to nongovernmental 
organizations to enhance government 
accountability and anti-corruption 
activities.

•	 Provide training to legislators and 
nongovernmental groups to exercise 
security sector oversight.

•	 Undertake low-cost professionalization 
activities focused not on troops but on 
civilian control of the security sector, 
such as MoDA and DIRI programs.

•	 Where possible, use cash-on-delivery 
programs to incentivize change.33
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Easier Cases Low Priority

Small amounts of funding can have 
outsized results.  Consider these long-
term investments. Encourage and fund 
multilateral organizations and other third 
parties with the ability to carry out long-
term programming.

•	 Give these countries access to the 
full range of security aid instruments, 
but at low overall aid levels, using 
multiyear programming to avoid aid 
volatility.

•	 Offer opportunities for joint training 
and exercises, education, and other 
relatively low-cost, high-touch 
activities.

•	 Provide recognition and offer the 
status of U.S. military cooperation as 
reforms continue.

Capacity building unlikely to succeed; 
funding should be capped and provided 
only within red lines for long-term civilian 
sector goals that improve governance 
and essential relationship maintenance. 
If country is a higher priority for allies, 
encourage their governance efforts. 

•	 Do not offer training and equipment, 
technical capacity building, Foreign 
Military Financing (FMF), joint 
exercises, or other security aid 
that could be used to enhance the 
status of the security sector through 
association with the United States.

•	 Use an improved and evaluated 
E-IMET to build relationships and 
create a store of competent, known 
professionals.

•	 Provide funds to nongovernmental 
organizations to enhance government 
accountability and anti-corruption 
activities.

•	 Provide training to civilian legislators 
and nongovernmental organizations to 
exercise oversight. 

•	 Undertake low-cost professionalization 
activities focused on civilian control, 
such as MoDA and DIRI programs.

•	 Where possible, use cash-on-delivery 
programs to incentivize change.33 
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CONCLUSION
Efforts to improve security sector assistance have 
foundered for years due to fractured responsibility 
and focusing on the urgent over the important.35 Yet 
American security requires building effective partner-
ships in fragile states. The next administration should 
prioritize SSA improvements. The United States can-
not reform countries that do not wish to change.  Yet 
successes are real and meaningful. Improving strategy 
and implementation will allow the United States to 
deprioritize countries where its effects will be minimal, 
prioritize potentially significant successes, and focus 
senior officials on the areas with the hardest choices 
so they can avoid making the situation worse.
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