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Disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) and security sector reform (SSR) •	

processes should be interrelated and mutually reinforcing. As DDR and SSR share the same 
objective—consolidation of the state’s monopoly of force to uphold the rule of law—they 
succeed or fail together and should be planned, resourced, implemented, and evaluated 
in a coordinated manner. The natural point of intersection for DDR and SSR is in the rein-
tegration phase, as many ex-combatants find employment in the security apparatus that 
SSR creates.

DDR helps ensure the long-term success of SSR, as it shifts ex-combatants into the new •	

security forces, where they no longer threaten the state’s monopoly of force. If done 
properly, this reenforces the peace settlement by fostering mutual trust between former 
enemies, encouraging further disarmament and transition into civilian life. 

SSR helps ensure the long-term success of DDR, as security-sector governance includes •	

ministry programs that provide for the welfare of former combatants. This focus prevents 
ex-combatants from becoming insurgents or joining criminal gangs. At the same time, 
effective SSR produces professional security forces that can control spoilers and contain 
violence. 

DDR and SSR together promote development by preserving resources and infrastructure, •	

freeing and managing labor, and supporting reconciliation that encourages investment and 
entrepreneurship. They also promote the interests of women, minorities, and former child 
soldiers, who should be supported in a consistent manner between the two programs.

Introduction
In June 1999 Kosovo came under the interim administration of the United Nations Mission 
in Kosovo (UNMIK), which embarked on a program to link disarmament, demobilization, and 
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reintegration (DDR) of ex-combatants with security sector reform (SSR). Many ex-combat-
ants processed in DDR were successfully reintegrated into the Kosovo Police Service (KPS). 
From the onset, UNMIK mandated that the KPS would consist of at least 50 percent former 
Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA) members, and ex-KLA members viewed the KPS as a source of 
well-paying jobs and a path to a meaningful career. This strategy of moving ex-combatants 
into the new security sector proved effective, with few instances of confrontations between 
ex-KLA members and other recruits. It also helped eliminate partisan loyalties to individual 
politicians and political factions by creating a police force with a strong national and pro-
fessional identity.

Similarly, in Liberia, after fourteen years of brutal civil war, the question of what to do 
with the many combatants who still wandered the countryside with weapons was significant 
and specifically addressed in the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA), signed in 2003 by 
all warring parties. The DDR program there, conducted by the United Nations Mission in 
Liberia (UNMIL), disarmed and demobilized over 100,000 ex-combatants, including some 
11,000 child soldiers. UNMIL was also responsible for the SSR of all civilian security orga-
nizations, such as the Liberian National Police. Simultaneously, the United States was in 
charge of demobilizing and reintegrating Liberia’s armed forces after the reconstitution of 
the military and ministry of defense.1 

Liberia’s linked DDR-SSR programs successfully reintegrated many ex-combatants. In the 
case of the legacy Armed Forces of Liberia, 13,500 former soldiers were demobilized, many 
of whom successfully reapplied and were admitted to the new security forces. According to a 
2006 survey, the majority of ex-combatants who completed the training and education pro-
grams saw an increase in their socioeconomic status and a widespread acceptance into their 
communities.2 The program’s reach was admittedly limited; despite the extensive training 
and education initiatives, a large number of ex-combatants are still unemployed and con-
sequently involved in criminal enterprise, particularly illegal mining of gold and diamonds. 
But both Kosovo’s and Liberia’s linked DDR-SSR programs demonstrate the possibilities for a 
strong DDR-SSR framework to help move a country out of conflict.

DDR and SSR Linkages
DDR, encompassing the processes that safely transition combatants back to civilian life, and 
SSR, involving the reconstitution and professionalization of security institutions and actors, 
are interdependent and mutually reinforcing. Working in tandem, they can enable countries 
emerging from conflict to provide for their own security and uphold the rule of law, an 
essential precondition of sustainable development and part of the exit strategy for costly 
peacekeeping missions. As such, politically, they rise or fall together. Without a monopoly 
on the use of force, a state has few ways to uphold the rule of law and protect citizens 
from threats.3 By definition, conflict-affected states have lost this monopoly, and the joint 
purpose of DDR and SSR programs is to restore or establish it by disbanding nonstate armed 
actors and reconstituting statutory forces. 

Beyond their shared political objectives, DDR and SSR are programmatically linked, as 
failure of one risks failure of the other. Ex-combatants who are not properly reintegrated into 
civil society through DDR can complicate and potentially compromise SSR. Ex-combatants 
who do not successfully transition to civilian life may take up arms again or form criminal 
gangs, challenging newly created security institutions and forces that may lack sufficient 
capacity to control such threats. As the population thus becomes vulnerable to violence, 
the state’s inability to protect its citizens undermines its legitimacy. 

Inversely, if DDR succeeds but SSR falters, then people begin to rely on nonstate actors—
ethnicity- or religion-based militias or village self-defense forces—for their security. In 
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some parts of Afghanistan where the reach of national law enforcement is limited, Afghans 
have turned to tribal authorities or the Taliban to provide security and justice. Worse, such 
states can offer safe havens for armed opposition groups, insurgents, organized crime, and 
other armed nonstate actors that foment conflict and regional destabilization. Providing 
security is an essential component of governance, and states that cannot provide it, as 
above, are seen as inept and illegitimate.

DDR and SSR are also operationally linked, as many ex-combatants seek employment in 
the new security forces that SSR programs create. This transference from DDR to SSR occurs 
during the reintegration phase of DDR, making it the natural point of intersection between 
the two. That is, after being disarmed and demobilized, many ex-combatants may seek job 
training and reintegration in the new security sector as soldiers or police. They then fall 
under the SSR program, which vets them for past human rights abuses and assesses their 
qualifications for duty (no ex-combatant should ever be guaranteed a job in the new security 
sector without undergoing proper selection processes). 

Combining DDR and SSR, if done properly, reenforces the peace settlement by fortify-
ing mutual trust among former enemies and encouraging followers to lay down their guns 
and enter civilian life. This outcome is particularly likely if ex-combatants perceive that 
they will have a substantive role in crafting and serving in the new government. If not 
done properly, many will seek employment in militias, organized crime, and private secu-
rity companies, allowing them to legally carry weapons. This employement can result in 
reconstituted warring parties under new names—some of which will be licensed to employ 
lethal force.

Lastly, DDR and SSR jointly promote development, as economic growth depends on long-
term security and stability, which DDR and SSR both provide when implemented correctly. 
This peace dividend manifests itself in preserving resources and infrastructure, freeing 
and managing labor, and furthering reconciliation that encourages investment and entre-
preneurship. DDR and SSR processes also promote the interests of women, minorities, and 
child soldiers, who should be supported in a consistent manner within the two programs. 
A growing body of literature illuminates the strengths of considering gender in DDR and 
SSR, particularly if the programs are managed together so women can benefit from and 
contribute to both.4

Both the academic literature and manuals for practitioners often consider DDR and SSR 
as separate and distinct processes, involving different actors, priorities, timelines, and func-
tions. The majority of scholarship on the topic deals with either DDR or SSR, but rarely treats 
both in an integrated manner, resulting in disjointed approaches and mismatched concep-
tual frameworks on reestablishing the state’s monopoly of force.5 Practitioners’ guides for 
field use tend to specialize in either one or the other, but not both. The United Nations, 
a leader in conducting DDR, issues DDR standards in relative isolation from SSR concerns. 
Similarly, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development–Development Assis-
tance Committee (OECD-DAC) issues its Handbook on Security System Reform, which does 
not substantially address DDR.6 Both academia and practice generally assume that DDR is a 
relatively quick process, followed sequentially by SSR, which plays out over time. 

Such a separation of functions, however, has deleterious effects on the ability of 
conflict-affected countries to recover and establish a viable security sector. Owing to their 
natural linkages, and in partnership with the host nation, DDR and SSR should be planned, 
resourced, implemented, and evaluated as a single entity.7 This integration involves several 
challenges, however, both in SSR and DDR as components and in combining them as part 
of a larger process.

DDR and SSR processes also 
promote the interests of women, 
minorities, and child soldiers, 
who should be supported in a 
consistent manner within the 
two programs. 
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SSR: A Key Link in the Transition from War to Peace
In 1999, Timor-Leste (also known as East Timor) declared independence from Indonesia 
by popular referendum. Violence soon erupted as elements of the Indonesian military and 
Timorese pro-Indonesian militias attempted to reassert Indonesian control over the territory. 
A UN peacekeeping force intervened to restore order and develop the Timor-Leste National 
Police Force (PNTL). 

The PNTL was plagued with internal problems due to inadequate SSR, impairing the 
country’s movement toward stability. New recruits had a limited sense of national identity 
and factions loyal to specific politicians divided much of the rank and file. Numerous para-
military units were created in the PNTL with unclear mandates and ambiguous chains of 
command. Worse, efforts to professionalize the PNTL were insufficiently incorporated into 
the broader mission of developing the Timor-Leste government, resulting in institutional 
disarray, inadequate oversight, and poor public security. Thus the PNTL was frequently at 
odds with former armed factions and Timor-Leste’s defense force, leading to a mini-coup 
d‘état in the eastern part of the country in 2004. Recognizing the need for change, the Aus-
tralian and British governments launched a series of major police reforms to professionalize 
and depoliticize the PNTL. Timor-Leste demonstrates the critical role of SSR—or the lack of 
it—in stabilizing conflict-affected countries.

SSR defies a commonly accepted definition and has many names—security and justice 
reform, security governance reform, security force assistance, foreign internal defense, and 
security system transformation among them.8 Despite these multiple formulations, SSR has 
a single purpose: consolidating the state’s monopoly of force. SSR involves transforming 
components of the security sector—those institutions that protect the state and its citizens 
from security threats—into professional, effective, legitimate, apolitical, and accountable 
actors; in short, it changes a soldier or policeman into someone that a child would run toward 
for protection rather than away from in fear. This involves more than simple train-and-equip 
programs, which, while necessary for SSR, are insufficient to achieve comprehensive SSR 
alone. The work of reform broadly encompasses the creation of institutions, force-structure 
decisions, the formulation of national security strategy and doctrine, the recruiting and vet-
ting of individuals, the selection of leadership, and a myriad of other considerations.

Typically, the security sector comprises three categories of organizations. First are opera-
tional actors, that is, units of uniformed and armed personnel in direct contact with the 
population. These organizations are on the front line in protecting citizens from security 
threats and include police, military, prison and customs authorities, and border control. The 
second category includes the institutions that manage these actors, such as the ministry of 
interior, ministry of defense, and ministry of justice. Above these institutions, in the third 
category, are oversight bodies, such as the executive or parliament, ideally elected through 
democratic means and charged with ensuring that the security sector serves the people and 
not vice versa. One may conceptualize the security sector as a pyramid of organizations and 
institutions (see figure 1). Nonstatutory forces, such as nonstate militias and other armed 
groups, are sometimes included in the security sector, but this should be a short-term inclu-
sion only, as ultimately the state must control the monopoly of force to remain viable.

Increasingly, SSR is seen within the context of overarching efforts to establish the rule 
of law, another broad concept that resists common or comprehensive definition. The UN 
secretary-general has defined it as the “principle of governance in which all persons, insti-
tutions and entities, public and private, including the State itself, are accountable to laws 
that are publicly promulgated, equally enforced and independently adjudicated, and which 
are consistent with international human rights norms and standards.”9 Within the overall 
context of efforts to establish a safe and secure environment and the rule of law, programs 
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aimed at reforming the security sector and the justice sector thus are interdependent, 
though they entail some distinctly separate tasks. An SSR program should not attempt to 
rewrite a country’s constitution or its laws, address past human rights abuses and crimes 
against humanity, or integrate of traditional and religious systems of justice with interna-
tional norms. Nor should a justice sector reform (JSR) program attempt to recruit military 
and police forces, determine the weaponry and organizational structure of security forces, 
or draft the national security strategy. Such attempts would likely be a calamitous mismatch 
of expertise and functions.

 Where SSR and JSR primarily intersect is in the development of criminal justice institu-
tions and personnel. A JSR program operating without a commensurate SSR effort will likely 
fail, as criminal justice systems require professional police, prisons, customs, and other 
instruments of law enforcement. Similarly, a SSR program operating without a corresponding 
justice reform program will likely doom the security sector, as it will be judged in part by the 
legitimacy of the laws it is tasked to uphold and by the fairness of the judiciary and penal 
institutions. Working together, however, SSR and JSR create the conditions for sustainable 
peace and, in the long term, economic growth. 

Challenges in Implementing SSR Programs 
There are several challenges in implementing SSR programs. First, though there is a growing 
consensus that early local ownership of SSR work is a critical component of its sustainability, 
translating this principle into concrete reality remains a challenge.10 Even the definition 
of local ownership is contested. Deciding which local leaders and political groups truly 
represent local aspirations may be difficult and fraught with uncertainty, and have political 
ramifications in both indigenous and international politics. Also, local actors often have 
competing visions and priorities; choosing local partners can be perilous in conflict-affected 
countries where there is often imperfect knowledge of parochial agendas. In addition, it may 

Working together . . . SSR and 
JSR create the conditions for 
sustainable peace and, in the 
long term, economic growth.
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Figure 1. Taxonomy of the security sector
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prove difficult to keep insurgents and spoilers out of the process. If they are deemed key 
stakeholders, they gain legitimacy and the ability to obstruct progress from within. Finally, 
measuring ownership is difficult. Should metrics privilege local or international values and 
priorities? Local ownership is sound in theory but ambiguous in practice. 

Second, as the security sector comprises various agencies and departments, successful 
SSR conceptually demands a whole-of-government response from donor nations. There are 
several reasons why this is seldom, if ever, done in practice. SSR is a relatively new idea, 
emerging after the Cold War, and consequently suffers from a dearth of coherent frameworks, 
common definitions, and technical expertise. On the practical level, SSR strategy demands 
cooperation from a wide range of agencies that often have conflicting perspectives, priori-
ties, and objectives. The result is often competition among agencies and the uncoordinated 
and ad hoc implementation of SSR programs. Additionally, the lengthy time horizon for SSR 
to produce noticeable change may cause donors to lose interest or focus. 

Third, SSR is a political process that must be accomplished in partnership with the 
country undergoing the reform. Conflict-affected countries’ security forces, both statutory 
and nonstatutory, are the de facto institutions of power when the process begins, and alter-
ing them can provoke violent reactions and a relapse into armed conflict. It is difficult to 
persuade a general or warlord in Afghanistan or Liberia to put down the rifle and become 
a wheat farmer. International organizations or bilateral partners who ignore the political 
nuances of SSR and attempt to implement it in a purely unilateral and technical manner 
will fail. 

Fourth, SSR is difficult to operationalize. The majority of countries undergoing SSR are 
fragile or failed states emerging from armed conflicts. Operating in wrecked countries with 
ruined infrastructure and in areas where everything seems to be a priority is challenging. 
SSR processes are resource intensive, requiring significant numbers of trainers and staff, a 
large logistical footprint, and a programmatic robustness capable of training, equipping, 
fielding, and sustaining the new security force. It takes years and even decades to create a 
viable security sector.

Fifth, SSR programs have few good metrics for success. Even the definition of security is 
ambiguous. Does it refer to state security, regional security, or human security? If all three, 
how should they be prioritized and integrated? Many of the principles that inform different 
ideas about security may not easily translate into a coherent and actionable national secu-
rity strategy. The human security perspective holds that a country is secure when individu-
als attain “freedom from want” and “freedom from fear.”11 How exactly should the armed 
forces and other instruments of national power provide this? 

Finally, international donors are quick to resort to traditional train-and-equip programs 
in an effort to improve the operational effectiveness of local security forces and put new 
police on the streets and soldiers in the field. Such programs quickly produce visible results 
and clear statistics, including number of trainees, uniformed personnel on duty, and vehicles 
operational. They do little, however, to transform institutions, establish government over-
sight, and create an appropriate civil-military relationship, which are the goals of SSR. 

Despite the challenges, SSR processes are an invaluable support for countries looking to 
move beyond conflict. They help the state consolidate the monopoly of force it needs to 
uphold the rule of law by assessing the current security sector in terms of capacity, effi-
ciency, and relevance and supporting the creation of a balanced and effective security sec-
tor, informed by a clear understanding of its objectives, threats, and resources available. SSR 
work can reconstitute and professionalize security forces, such as the military and police; 
build civilian-led security-sector institutions, such as the ministries of interior, defense, and 
justice, which can manage security organs competently; and establish transparent oversight 
mechanisms for the security sector in the executive and legislative branches, providing 
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capable security-sector governance and making the security sector accountable to citizens 
through democracy. Finally, SSR processes can assist in developing a national security strat-
egy that addresses the root causes of armed conflict and geopolitical threats as appropriate 
for that country, and translate that strategy into localized strategies.

However, SSR work must itself be part of a larger peacemaking effort. It cannot resolve 
ongoing armed conflicts or substitute for peace enforcement activities when those are 
required. Nor can it address past abuse and injustices or transform the justice sector, that 
is, managing transitional justice, writing laws, or redressing past security-sector crimes. 
Finally, it cannot transition combatants to civilian life—which is the province of DDR. 

DDR: A Parallel Support for SSR 
When conducting SSR, among the first questions is what to do with ex-combatants, as they 
will shape the future security sector and influence the success or failure of SSR programs. 
If ex-combatants are not successfully integrated into civil society, they may mobilize again, 
threatening a relapse into violence. Successful integration, meanwhile, can naturally mean 
that many ex-combatants find employment in the new security forces that SSR produces. 
Consequently, DDR and SSR are linked and mutually buttressing in conflict-affected environ-
ments and must be planned, resourced, implemented, and evaluated in parallel, not serially.

DDR is a first step in the transition from conflict to peace by removing weapons, demo-
bilizing armed units, transferring combatants back to civilian life, and enabling them to 
earn livelihoods through peaceful means. The United Nations has been a leader in develop-
ing and implementing DDR, with programs in Burundi, Côte d‘Ivoire, Democratic Republic 
of Congo, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Sudan, Uganda, Afghanistan, Nepal, Solomon Islands, and 
Haiti. According to the United Nations, a DDR process “deals with the post-conflict security 
problem that arises when combatants are left without livelihoods and support networks dur-
ing the vital period stretching from conflict to peace, recovery and development.”12 

As the term implies, DDR is a three-step process. The first step is disarmament: Ex-
combatants report to a safe DDR site within the conflict zone, where their small arms, 
munitions, and light and heavy weaponry are collected, documented, and ideally destroyed. 
This portion of DDR can also be linked to a broader small-arms and light weapons counter-
proliferation program. Next, ex-combatants are demobilized and disbanded, formally break-
ing up command structures and marking their official entry into civilian life. Lastly, they are 
reintegrated into civil society. This typically is divided into two phases: initial reinsertion 
and long-term reintegration. Initial reinsertion entails giving ex-combatants a short-term 
support package and transporting them back to their homes to begin their new lives. Rein-
tegration involves longer processes of job training and placement programs, working with 
communities to accept ex-combatants, and monitoring ex-combatants’ progress. Sometimes 
the international community adds a fourth R for rehabilitation, attending to ex-combatants’ 
physiological needs and mental health, though nearly every DDR or DDRR program addresses 
this challenge to some extent. Overall, DDR processes seek to ensure permanent disarma-
ment and sustainable peace. 

Challenges in Implementing DDR Programs
Compared with SSR, DDR is relatively easier to manage, with clearer priorities, objectives, 
metrics, and time horizons. The priorities and goals of DDR are obvious and measurable, 
by numbers of combatants disarmed and demobilized, types and numbers of weapons 
collected and destroyed, or numbers of ex-combatants receiving reintegration benefits. 
Such clear program offerings and metrics, at least for DD if not R, make planning relatively 
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straightforward, and results are understandable to donor nations, the host government, and 
the population. Also, the project timeline is short: DDR must occur as soon as possible fol-
lowing a peace accord between warring parties to prevent a relapse of violence and can be 
completed in months, as opposed to SSR, which may take years. 

However, DDR is still difficult to execute in conflict environments due to several chal-
lenging preconditions for success. The first is the actual cessation of fighting, preferably 
negotiated through a political agreement that includes all warring parties. If the agreement 
provides a clear framework for a DDR process, the process is more likely to succeed. Such 
a framework should include, at a minimum, eligibility criteria for participation in the pro-
gram, assignment of international or national actors responsible for managing the program, 
creation of credible responsible institutions, defined and realistic goals, and a timetable for 
implementation.

Second, the combatants must consider the environment safe for them to give up their 
weapons, and the receiving party (e.g., an international peacekeeping force) must be seen 
as credible and neutral. Leaders must personally commit to the peace process and direct 
their followers to lay down their arms. Often former combatant groups hold back their best 
fighters and most modern weapons to gain advantage or as a hedge against manipulation 
of the political process. 

Third, all combatant groups must disarm simultaneously, which is a significant operation-
al challenge for peacekeepers already working in a highly chaotic and dangerous environ-
ment. However, failure to disarm groups at the same time results in some groups becoming 
defenseless against armed enemies seeking reprisals or advantage. 

Fourth, a major challenge for DDR is what some call the forgotten R. As DDR requires a 
whole-of-government approach, security organizations often conduct the disarmament and 
demobilization, whereas development agencies deal with reintegration. However, military 
and development organizations differ widely in training, culture, and perspectives, which 
sometimes impairs effective integration. Problems can occur if ex-combatants have to wait 
weeks or months between the DD and R. Worse, the reintegration program may run out of 
funds, so that some ex-combatants receive benefits while others do not. Disarmed and demo-
bilized ex-combatants who are not immediately reintegrated may turn to violent crime to 
maintain themselves. Other potential ex-combatants may simply give up on the DDR process, 
thinking it not credible. This manifests itself most visibly in criminal gangs that form from 
demobilized groups and plague both reconstruction efforts and the population generally. 
Unlike combatant groups, gangs cannot undergo DDR; they are a law enforcement problem 
and must be arrested, tried, and incarcerated within the criminal justice system. Both DDR 
and SSR planners may have to include preventing the rise of gang activity in their plans. 

Fifth, it may be difficult to secure local ownership for DDR programs. Most conflict-affected 
populations see the need to disarm and demobilize combatants, but some noncombatants 
may take umbrage with rewarding combatants with money and job opportunities after they 
terrorized the population, especially when innocent civilians receive fewer benefits. Some 
communities may not welcome ex-combatants, especially if they are linked to atrocities and 
war crimes. DDR staff may need a sophisticated public communications and sensitization 
program to allay apprehensions and gain local ownership of the program.

Sixth, sufficient funds must be in place for the DDR program. The reintegration portion 
of the program is usually the most expensive, as it provides benefits for ex-combatants over 
time. DDR programs that are low on funds usually prioritize the DD portion, leaving the R 
to wither. A DDR program that runs out of money halfway through risks disaster, as it may 
provoke an attack by the armed on the unarmed, foment reprisals against DDR staff, or 
encourage ex-combatants to take up the gun again to make a living. 
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Finally, because every conflict is unique, DDR programs must recognize that not all ex-
combatants have the same needs. Effective programs must be adaptable to the specific 
requirements of different target groups, especially vulnerable populations, such as the 
disabled, child soldiers, women, or widows. Child soldiers often cannot benefit from rein-
tegration programs that do not specifically account for their needs. Worse, they can be the 
most difficult ex-combatants to reintegrate, as they grew up in armed group camps and 
were exposed to human atrocities and exploitation. Female combatants, abducted girls, and 
families of combatants also typically do not fully benefit from DDR programs. Male combat-
ants may discriminate against women, especially if they do not have official rank and must 
rely on men to confirm their statuses. Many women associated with fighting groups were 
abducted for sexual services and do not qualify as ex-combatants. Families of combatants 
who lived in the armed group’s camp and provided logistical support to combatants also 
may not qualify for reintegration benefits, depending on the noblesse oblige of the combat-
ants they supported. DDR programs thus often neglect women and children, who may need 
reintegration benefits the most.

Like SSR work, DDR processes can help the state consolidate the monopoly of force that 
is needed to uphold the rule of law. They can offer armed groups a way to turn in their 
arms without being seen to have given up or surrendered, separate combatants from their 
weapons, and help break up command structures. They also return ex-combatants to peace-
ful civilian life and provide a short-term safety net for them and their dependents, while 
providing unique benefits to vulnerable groups, such as the disabled, child soldiers, women, 
and widows. All these processes are a signal to combatant groups and civilians that a truce 
has been reached and hostilities have ceased.

DDR work, however, cannot guarantee that hostilities between ex-combatants will not 
reoccur. It cannot create goodwill and reconciliation among ex-combatants, or force them to 
take part in the program, even if the peace agreement compels their participation. It cannot 
disarm and reintegrate criminal gangs or members of organized criminal enterprises. As with 
SSR work, addressing past atrocities committed by ex-combatants is beyond the purview of 
DDR processes. Finally, it is not a substitute for programs that foster longer-term develop-
ment or reduce the proliferation of small arms and light weapons. Thus, to be most effective, 
DDR and SSR programs must be integrated into a cohesive whole, working alongside other 
diplomatic and transitional justice efforts to ensure lasting peace.

Challenges of Integrating DDR and SSR
Despite the fundamental linkages between DDR and SSR programs, in practice there are 
serious challenges to integrating them. There are several reasons for this. First, DDR and 
SSR programs are political, and changing power structures in a conflict-affected country is 
complex and dangerous. Reintegrating ex-combatants who may still harbor legitimate griev-
ances against the government, or transforming security institutions, which can lawfully use 
force, can provoke a relapse of armed conflict. The political concerns, priorities, and agendas 
of ex-combatants in DDR versus SSR processes may differ, making it challenging for program 
planners to adopt a unified approach to political issues.

Different levels of local support and ownership may exist for DDR versus SSR. A popula-
tion traumatized by civil war may welcome the disarming of combatants, but shun their 
inclusion in new security forces, especially if distrust of the police and military linger 
because of atrocities committed in the past. Conversely, local populations may not welcome 
ex-combatants into their communities, but strongly desire a new, professional police force. 
These different levels of local support can decouple DDR and SSR. 

To be most effective, DDR 
and SSR programs must be 
integrated into a cohesive 
whole, working alongside other 
diplomatic and transitional 
justice efforts to ensure lasting 
peace.
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Programmatically DDR and SSR can be difficult to synchronize, owing to their differing 
priorities, objectives, and time horizons. DDR is complicated, in that it is difficult, yet has 
clear and achievable objectives, and a solution can be engineered. SSR, meanwhile, is com-
plex, in that there are no clear and achievable objectives that can reliably be measured, and 
a solution may not be obvious at first. Also, SSR programs take years and even decades to 
complete, while DDR generally takes months. 

Embedding DDR within SSR and fully integrating the two programs is the best way to 
deal with the above challenges, and as mentioned above, the two processes even have a 
natural point of intersection: the reintegration phase of DDR programs, which can flow into 
longer-term SSR work as ex-combatants find legal and peaceful employment in the new 
security apparatus that SSR programs create. Problematically, however, reintegration is also 
often the most difficult aspect of DDR, owing to the aforementioned issue of the forgotten 
R. This makes reintegration both the best place to incorporate DDR into SSR and one of the 
clear sites where such an incorporation can fail.

The Forgotten R
A forgotten R in a DDR process represents a missed opportunity for ex-combatants who are 
seeking jobs in the new security sector, which, for its part, needs a labor pool of qualified 
and vetted recruits. Worse, ex-combatants may be integrated into the new security forces in 
an ad hoc manner, without proper human rights vetting. This can be a major setback to SSR, 
as it allows insurgents and other undesirables to infiltrate the security forces and commit 
crimes in uniform, damaging the new forces’ legitimacy. Failures of this nature have been 
witnessed repeatedly in Iraq, and as a joint Department of State and Department of Defense 
inspector general’s report found, this is “a problem not easily undone.”13 

Other cases illustrate the potential long-term ramifications of forgetting the R in DDR. 
Following the El Salvador civil war in 1992, the peace accord specifically established a DDR 
framework. According to the UN mission in El Salvador, approximately 15,000 Farabundo 
Martí National Liberation Front (FMLN) combatants and over 20,000 Armed Forces of El 
Salvador (FAES) troops were demobilized, for a total of over 40,000 combined forces. Unfor-
tunately the reintegration of combatants did not proceed as successfully as the disarma-
ment and demobilization phase. The process did not meet the timelines established in the 
peace accords, and both FMLN and FAES ex-combatants were widely victimized and shunned 
in communities where reintegration was attempted. Also, while former FMLN combatants 
reintegrated into the political system, the same could not be said for former FAES troops. 
Female and child combatants were treated in the same manner as men, failing to recognize 
their specialized needs; this is particularly distressing considering that over 30 percent of 
FMLN combatants were female.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the signing of the Dayton Peace Accords marked the end of 
conflict and the beginning of DDR efforts there. Owing to political sensitivities, the accords 
did not establish a formal long-term strategy for DDR. The first phase of the process involved 
downsizing armies and disarming combatants dismissed from service. Of the 400,000 troops, 
nearly 300,000 left voluntarily, which nullified the need for extensive demobilization. Criti-
cally, however, soldiers who voluntarily demobilized were provided few to no reintegration 
benefits, and assistance was left up to local and state governments, which lacked capacity 
to deliver basic services. Consequently, many of the ex-combatants entered a devastated 
postwar economy with limited resources, little education, and almost no opportunities.
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DDR, SSR, and Transitional Justice
Transitional justice generally refers to a range of judicial and nonjudicial mechanisms to redress 
past human rights violations committed in countries transitioning from conflict to peace. 
Judicial mechanisms include special courts, either domestic or international, such as Sierra 
Leone’s Special Court, the International Tribunal for Rwanda and Yugoslavia, or the Interna-
tional Criminal Court, which claims universal jurisdiction. Nonjudicial mechanisms include truth 
and reconciliation commissions at the national level (e.g., Argentina in 1983, Chile in 1990, 
South Africa in 1995, Ghana in 2002) or international level (e.g., El Salvador in 1992, Guatemala 
in 1997, East Timor in 2001, Sierra Leone in 2002). The efficacy of transitional justice is not 
without debate, but in general, the primary purpose is to end cultures of impunity and reaffirm 
the rule of law within a context of democratic governance. 

There is a natural tension between transitional justice and DDR-SSR programs, and these 
two categories of activities should be isolated and compartmentalized, even as they must 
sometimes work alongside each other. Sometimes authorities must choose between security 
and justice, or prioritize one over the other, in the aftermath of conflict. DDR and SSR must 
include some form of amnesty to be successful; otherwise ex-combatants have no incen-
tive to cooperate. In a classic case of the prisoner’s dilemma, ex-combatants will not show 
up to a disarmament site if they think they might be arrested, detained, and investigated 
under a special court or truth commission. Such a perception not only discredits the DDR 
process, but encourages ex-combatants to bury their weapons and clandestinely regroup 
their command structures. In some cases, DDR will fail unless it is clearly disaggregated from 
transitional justice efforts and ex-combatants have some reassurances that they will not be 
punished for cooperating.

Similarly, in SSR work, potential recruits will be discouraged from volunteering for the 
new security forces if they believe that results from background checks will be used against 
them in a court or truth commission. Vetting is a mandatory component of SSR and, regret-
tably, often overlooked because the process in postconflict societies is difficult, owing to 
the lack of credible public records; it also depends in large part upon guaranteeing the ano-
nymity of verified witnesses who provide character references for recruits.14 SSR programs 
that conduct vetting frequently compile a relatively substantial amount of information on 
individuals, many of whom are ex-combatants and some of whom committed atrocities. The 
temptation to hand SSR vetting records to a special court or truth commission is great, but 
should be avoided. If this happens and the records are used as evidence against a candidate, 
vetting sources and methods can be compromised and may result in reprisal killings against 
witnesses who spoke against candidates on condition of anonymity. Also, the SSR program’s 
credibility will be irreparably damaged, as the program will be viewed as a shill for transi-
tional justice mechanisms. Sometimes not everyone in the population wholly embraces or 
trusts transitional justice programs, seeing them instead as witch trials. Even candidates 
with little to hide may refrain from volunteering to serve in the new security sector if they 
believe that a flawed background check could lead to a trial and false conviction in a special 
court. This fear can devastate SSR efforts. 

Conclusions and Recommendations 
DDR and SSR are fundamentally related, codependent, and mutually reinforcing; failing 
to plan and implement them simultaneously and in a holistic manner risks compromising 
both programs. The two functions work together to consolidate the state’s monopoly on 
force, which enables the state, in turn, to enforce the rule of law and move toward sustain-
able development and peace. Moreover, as fragile states secure themselves, peacekeeping  



12

missions can withdraw gracefully. The following are recommendations to better integrate DDR 
and SSR:

DDR and SSR should be conceived as one.•	  Both programs share the same objective: consoli-
dation of the state’s monopoly of force so that it may enforce the rule of law. DDR and SSR 
programs rise or fall together, and therefore should be planned, resourced, implemented, 
and evaluated in a coordinated manner. 

DDR and SSR should be implemented and evaluated in parallel, not serially.•	  This buttresses 
both programs by rapidly transitioning qualified ex-combatants into the new security 
sector, controlling spoilers, and containing violence. In addition, former combatants can 
benefit from security sector programs that provide for their welfare so they do not become 
a chronic source of instability.

DDR and SSR should have a source for common funding. •	 DDR and SSR programs, like many 
programs in conflict-affected countries, are resource and time intensive. Funding them from 
myriad sources encourages stovepiping and discourages integrated programming. Secretary 
of Defense Robert Gates has proposed that the U.S. Congress create a common fund to 
finance the civilian aspects of nation building. These proposals should be pursued and 
applied to SSR and DDR programs.

DDR and SSR should be mandated in peace agreements. •	 Establishing a mandate for DDR and 
SSR, agreed to by all warring parties, is critical to program success. The more programmatic 
detail is incorporated into the agreement, the better: An agreement could establish clear 
eligibility criteria for participation in the program, determine the roles and responsibili-
ties of actors conducting the program, define realistic goals, and create a timetable for 
implementation. 

Remember the forgotten R. •	 Reintegration is a natural point of intersection between DDR 
and SSR, as many ex-combatants will seek employment in the new security forces. How-
ever, reintegration is difficult from both the DDR and SSR perspectives, and a more robust 
capability is needed.

Be cognizant of security versus justice trade-offs.•	  Ideally, security and justice should comple-
ment one another in conflict-affected countries, but this may not always be the case. In 
some circumstances, there is a natural tension between security programs, such as DDR 
and SSR, and transitional justice programs, such as special courts and truth commissions. 
In these cases, DDR and SSR must be partially disaggregated from transitional justice pro-
grams or they may fail, tempting a relapse of armed conflict.

Ideas matter. •	 Theoretical work and field-based approaches to DDR and SSR should recognize 
their crucial interaction and treat them as a single entity. Clarity over terminology, actors, 
objectives, tasks, and sequencing should be developed to integrate these functions. Pro-
moting the study of these concepts and drafting doctrine is essential, as is establishing 
expert teams that understand the theory and practice of both programs and can compe-
tently conduct assessments and joint plans, so that DDR and SSR reenforce each other 
rather than conflict. It is time to begin this work. 
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