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Introduction*

Security sector reform (SSR) and mine action occur in many different settings 
ranging from war-torn to post-conflict and developed countries. However, both 
fields of activity are most commonly implemented in post-conflict contexts. The 
United Nations (UN) Capstone Doctrine testifies to this view by listing SSR and 
mine action among the “critical peacebuilding activities”,1 alongside disarmament, 
demobilization and reintegration (DDR), protection and promotion of human 
rights, electoral assistance and support to state authority. Mindful of this fact and 
the window of opportunities resulting from it, the present research focuses on 
post-conflict peacebuilding contexts. 

Despite their relevance in post-conflict peacebuilding, SSR and mine action 
seem to belong to separate communities of practice and the linkages between the 
two fields remain weak. This paper aims to address this disconnection by seeking 
to answer the following research questions. 

•• What are the conceptual linkages between SSR and mine action?
•• To what extent and how are these conceptual linkages operationalized on the 
ground? 

•• How could the interaction between SSR and mine action be more effectively 
operationalized? 

*	 The authors express their gratitude to Jakob Donatz for his assistance and support in the initial phases of 
writing this paper.
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The paper posits that SSR and mine action have a strong common conceptual 
basis, which draws from a shared understanding of security. They both contribute 
to a concept of security that is not limited to the level of the state, but takes into 
account security threats and needs at societal and individual levels. This common 
basis provides opportunities for synergies between SSR and mine action, by which 
we understand the possibility of achieving greater impact through improved 
interaction rather than actions implemented in silos.2 

However, empirical evidence demonstrates that linkages and interactions 
between SSR and mine action remain limited and underexplored. The respective 
programmes have a tendency to be implemented in distinct clusters, without 
much interaction. This paper argues that stronger linkages between SSR and 
mine action would be beneficial for both domains, and that the concept of human 
security provides a comprehensive framework which can bridge the differences 
and open broader opportunities for cooperation. 

The first section of the paper aims to demonstrate that SSR and mine action 
reflect a similar conceptualization of security – human security. The second 
section shows how this similarity is translated into a common theoretical approach 
in establishing and implementing programmes. The third section is empirical 
and explores how SSR and mine action interact at operational level, both within 
and beyond UN peacekeeping/peacebuilding missions. The conclusion sums 
up the findings and depicts how the concept of human security may help in 
strengthening synergies between SSR and mine action.
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Conceptualization of 
Security: A Broadened 
Perspective 
This section demonstrates that SSR and mine action contribute to the same 
concept of security, namely human security, and that the emergence of this concept 
influenced the evolution of both SSR and mine action towards a broadening of 
their respective fields of activity. The section also addresses the impact of this 
broadened perspective on security in post-conflict peacekeeping and peacebuilding, 
and thereby how SSR and mine action have become essential programmes 
in such contexts. It lays the conceptual foundation based on which the paper 
scrutinizes the existing and potential interaction between SSR and mine action. 

Human security as a conceptual framework: Objectives and principles

Security has traditionally been understood as a matter of survival or 
self-preservation of the state, with defence issues such as border control and 
military posture at the forefront. In the post-Cold War era, civil wars increasingly 
emerged as the most common form of armed conflict instead of interstate wars, 
affecting more and more civilian populations. As a result, the traditional concept 
of security has widened and deepened, based on the recognition that insecurity 
might stem not only from military threats but also from environmental, societal, 
political and economic threats.3 

This broader concept of security has led to the understanding that individuals 
and communities should be the core security concern, and that the security 
sector should provide protection from both external and internal threats without 
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becoming a threat itself.4 In the words of former Canadian foreign minister, 
Lloyd Axworthy, “it has become clear that individual security is not necessarily 
the product of national security [and it requires] a shift in focus, from ensuring 
peace across State borders to building peace within States”.5 Logically, this leads 
to the assumption that the security of the state and the security of its people are 
interdependent, and the state is not secure when its population is not secure.6 

Human security also provides an alternative perspective on state sovereignty 
which, in its traditional sense, relies upon the government’s control over a 
territory, the independence of the state and its recognition by other states. While 
the human security approach of course does not remove state sovereignty, it 
reverses equation: The state is obliged to serve and support its people, from 
whom it draws, in theory, its legitimacy.7 

The concept of human security was popularised by the 1994 UN 
Development Programme (UNDP) Human Development Report,8 which raised 
the importance of threats to human rights, security and development in the 
efforts to fight poverty and improve livelihoods. The Report noted that human 
security has always been defined as freedom from fear and freedom from want.9 
Political, economic, societal and environmental threats began to be addressed as 
threats to security,10 and led to the acknowledgement that the lack of security of 
people—and not only states—was a major impediment to poverty reduction and 
development.11 

It is not the purpose of this paper to discuss in depth the debate among 
scholars, practitioners and politicians on the concept of human security. However, 
it is worth briefly indicating that the understanding of what human security means 
and what it encompasses has not been unchallenged. In particular, some critics 
view an approach of “freedom from fear and freedom from want” as too broad, 
both for theoretical and policy-oriented reasons.12 Firstly, by considering more 
harms as security threats, it becomes more difficult to study the relations and 
causalities between them. Secondly, the broad definition can also be problematic 
for its use at policy level.13 This school of thinking suggests a narrower interpre-
tation that focuses on human security as freedom from fear, meaning the threat 
or use of physical violence. 

It was only in 2012 that the international community agreed on a definition 
of human security, enshrined in UN Resolution 66/290. This definition 
considers human security as an approach aimed at “identifying and addressing 
widespread and cross-cutting challenges to the survival, livelihood and dignity 
of [member states’] people”, entailing among others the “the right of people to 
live in freedom and dignity, free from poverty and despair” and entitling them 
“to freedom from fear and freedom from want, with an equal opportunity to 
enjoy all their rights and fully develop their human potential”.14 The backbone of 
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this approach is that security is people-centred, comprehensive, context-specific, 
prevention-oriented and nationally owned. States bear the primary responsibility 
for ensuring the survival, livelihoods and dignity of their citizens. 

In the same resolution, the interlinkages between peace, development and 
human rights are clearly articulated. It is argued that SSR and mine action share 
many of the building blocks, goals and approaches of human security. Some 
stakeholders even perceive the global movement to ban anti-personnel landmines 
in the 1990s, with its emphasis on the humanitarian impact rather than the 
national security aspects of their use, as a starting point for the human security 
approach.15 In the following subsections the evolution of SSR, mine action and 
UN peacekeeping/building operations is analysed within this broadened and 
more holistic understanding of security. 

Security sector reform: Towards comprehensive security and good governance

The concept of SSR emerged with the end of the Cold War and has contributed 
to overcoming the traditional definition of security as a field limited exclusively 
to the military dimensions of state defence. In particular, as shown in Figure 1, 
SSR has produced a double broadening of the concept of security.16 Firstly, SSR 
broadens the range of actors typically associated with security by integrating 
other dimensions of state security provision besides the military. Secondly, SSR 
broadens our understanding of security by moving beyond the state as the only 
beneficiary of security to account for the security of individuals and social groups.

Figure 1: Holistic nature of SSR17
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Like the concept of human security, SSR thus reflects the need to address security 
concerns in a comprehensive manner. However, SSR does not consist only of this 
broader view, but also entails a specific focus on the management and oversight of 
the agencies and institutions responsible for delivering security. In other words, 
at the core of SSR there is not only the question of effective delivery of security 
but also a concern for ensuring that such delivery respects democratic principles, 
the rule of law and human rights.18 Ultimately, effectiveness and accountability 
are not separable, and both are essential for determining the nature and content 
of the reforms that are needed to achieve security for the state and its people. 

SSR has been recognized by many major international bodies and states 
as a crucial prerequisite for security, peace and development. Despite this, no 
generally accepted definition of SSR has yet been proposed, but it is frequently 
acknowledged that there is some convergence around the definitions put forward 
by the Development Assistance Committee of the Organization for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD-DAC) and the UN. 

In its 2005 guidelines on Security Sector Reform and Governance, the 
OECD-DAC describes SSR as seeking “to increase partner countries’ ability to 
meet the range of security needs within their societies in a manner consistent 
with democratic norms and sound governance principles, including transparency 
and the rule of law”.19 In the UN context, SSR has been defined as “a process of 
assessment, review and implementation as well as monitoring and evaluation 
led by national authorities that has as its goal the enhancement of effective and 
accountable security for the State and its peoples without discrimination and 
with full respect for human rights and the rule of law”.20 Although not identical, 
both these definitions have been interpreted as essentially agreeing on three core 
features of SSR.

First, SSR must be a locally owned process, meaning that “the reform of 
security policies, institutions and activities in a given country must be designed, 
managed and implemented by local actors rather than external actors”.21 While it is 
true that what can and cannot be achieved by SSR efforts is often greatly dependent 
on local power relations and political will, it is also important to emphasize that 
local ownership is not synonymous with government ownership.22 Rather, it 
implies a people-centred approach that considers the needs of all stakeholders, 
particularly those in the most vulnerable and disenfranchised groups.

Second, the two main objectives of the reform process are enhanced 
effectiveness and accountability of the security sector. The former refers to 
the capability of the security sector to meet the security and justice needs of a 
country’s population adequately and ensure the overall well-being of the state 
and its citizens. Accountability denotes the manner in which security is provided. 
It entails the existence of checks and balances to safeguard against power 
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abuses and guarantee that all actors in the security sector provide their services 
in accordance with the law. The normative assumptions in this context usually 
promote democratic and civilian oversight of the security sector, transparency 
and the protection of human rights as indispensable elements of sustainable 
accountability.23

A final feature on which most definitions agree is that SSR employs a holistic 
approach to reflect the system-wide interconnectedness of security issues. It 
makes little sense, for example, to improve the operability of the law enforcement 
sector if at the same time mechanisms to interpret the law fail to meet even a 
minimum standard of accountability and legitimacy. In accordance with a holistic 
approach, reform efforts are therefore not limited to statutory security providers 
(the armed forces, police, intelligence services, etc.), but also engage with security 
management and oversight bodies (parliament and its relevant legislative 
committees, the government, including ministries of defence, etc.); justice and 
rule of law institutions (justice ministries, prisons, the judiciary, human rights 
commissions and ombuds offices, etc.); non-statutory security forces (liberation 
armies, guerrilla armies, private military and security companies, political party 
militias, etc.); and civil society groups (the media, research institutions, religious 
bodies, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and community groups, etc.).24 
However, this does not mean that SSR should always encompass reforms of all 
the components of the security sector. What is essential is to grasp that any SSR 
programme, even a narrow one, requires a comprehensive understanding of 
the security sector.25 Disregarding the holistic nature of any SSR process would 
lead to the “fatal mistake” of believing that effectiveness alone could “trigger 
commitment to good governance and a more comprehensive SSR approach”.26

From these three core features, it is important to emphasize three charac-
teristics of SSR that become important when we look at its linkages with mine 
action. First, SSR is essentially a political process because it touches on capacities 
and functions related to the state’s monopoly of the legitimate use of force.27 In 
fact, regardless of the specificities of the implementation context, SSR affects 
not only capacities in delivering security but also the control over and oversight 
of security providers, and consequently it impacts the balance of power between 
the state and the society and among political actors. The political nature of SSR 
explains why it is particularly sensitive in post-conflict contexts, where the state 
is weak and other actors have significant power and influence on politics. In 
such contexts, the challenge for SSR is to overcome resistance and manipulation 
aiming at preserving or increasing control over the security services.28 

Second, SSR is affected by the context, and “no one-size-fits-all”29 approach 
works. This characteristic is related to the political nature of SSR, and its implemen-
tation demands a profound understanding of local political actors and dynamics. 
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Third, SSR needs to consider a number of cross-cutting issues, like human rights, 
gender and financial management, as well as related processes, including DDR, 
small arms and light weapons (SALW) control, transitional justice and mine 
action.30 This need is the direct consequence of a broadened understanding of 
security, and more specifically of the SSR focus on good governance and people’s 
security. In operational terms, this means that SSR requires a wide range of skills 
and the adoption of a multidisciplinary approach – SSR measures are unlikely 
to succeed if implemented in isolation from other peacebuilding, post-conflict 
reconstruction and development programmes. 

These three characteristics show that the concept of SSR brings a significant 
contribution to the broadening of the concept of security and is consistent with the 
human security perspective. Thus human security provides a basis for identifying 
common features with mine action and potential synergies. Having reviewed the 
evolution of SSR in this subsection, we next analyse the evolution of mine action 
to illustrate how it has also moved towards a more holistic response. 

Mine action: From humanitarian demining to explosive hazard management

The UN International Mine Action Standards (IMAS) – a set of sector-wide standards 
providing guidance, establishing principles and defining requirements designed 
to improve safety, efficiency and effectiveness – define mine action as “activities 
which aim to reduce the social, economic and environmental impact of mines 
and ERW [explosive remnants of war] including unexploded sub-munitions”.31 
Consequently, mine action is not only about clearing land, but equally about people 
and societies at large and how they are affected32 by landmines33 and ERW,34 with 
the ultimate goal of reducing the risks to a level “where people can live safely; in 
which economic, social and health development can occur free from the constraints 
imposed by landmine and ERW contamination; and in which the victims’ needs 
can be addressed”.35 Nowadays, mine action is commonly understood to comprise 
five complementary groups of activities or “pillars”:

•• mine/ERW risk education (MRE);
•• demining, i.e. mine/ERW survey, mapping, marking and clearance;
•• victim assistance, including rehabilitation and reintegration;
•• stockpile destruction; 
•• advocacy against the use of anti-personnel mines and cluster munitions.36

The origins of mine action can be traced back to 1988, when for the first time 
the UN appealed for funds in a humanitarian response to the problems caused 
by landmines in Afghanistan. The appeal related to “humanitarian demining”, a 
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new term which was understood to mean removal of emplaced mines and also 
information and education activities to prevent injuries. The term “humanitarian 
demining” was used to denote mine clearance for humanitarian purposes and 
distinguish it clearly from the military activity of “breaching”, which cleared 
paths through minefields to attain military mission objectives during combat 
operations. 

The creation of the world’s first international humanitarian mine clearance 
NGOs in the late 1980s further accelerated the shift from military to humanitarian 
demining. Even more so, the growing importance of commercial demining 
companies following the clean-up of Kuwait after the Gulf War in 1991 further 
contributed to the affirmation of mine action as a professional civilian activity.37 
Today around 40 states and territories have established some form of mine action 
programme, while in some other states and territories mine action activities are 
overseen by the UN. 

Over time, the concept and scope of mine action have widened incrementally. 
In its earliest days, it focused on landmines exclusively. It soon became clear 
that other forms of explosive hazards and remnants of war (unexploded and 
abandoned ordnance) also had to be addressed. A later focus on cluster munitions 
as a specifically significant threat resulted in a further modification of the scope 
of mine action. The need to develop effective treaties and laws may have both 
reflected and driven the dynamic evolution of mine action. A well-defined legal 
framework emerged, with three principal instruments of international law: 

•• Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons (CCW), with its Amended 
Protocol II and Protocol V;

•• Anti-Personnel Mine Ban Convention (APMBC);
•• Convention on Cluster Munitions (CCM).

The first treaty addressing contamination by explosive hazards is the UN’s 
CCW,38 which forms a framework treaty applicable to situations of armed conflict 
containing generic provisions and protocols relating to specific weapons and their 
use. It is built upon the customary rules that regulate the conduct of hostilities 
contained in international humanitarian law (IHL), including the principle of 
distinction between combatants and civilians; proportionality between the choice 
of military targets and the intended military objectives; precautions in attacks; 
and prohibition of weapons that are of a nature to inflict superfluous injury or 
suffering on combatants.39 In 1980 states adopted the framework convention and 
its first three protocols. 

Protocol II on Landmines, Booby-Traps and Other Devices reflected the state 
of customary law at that time by limiting the use of landmines, booby-traps and 
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“other devices” and requiring some general measures to be taken to reduce the 
dangers to civilians. However, the rules were later shown to provide inadequate 
protection to civilians from the effects of anti-personnel mines in particular, 
and in 1996 the High Contracting Parties amended the protocol; it now further 
regulates but does not ban the use of landmines, booby-traps and other explosive 
devices. Under Protocol V on Explosive Remnants of War, adopted in 2003, states 
recognize the serious problems caused by ERW and commit to take remedial 
measures and all feasible precautions to minimize their occurrence and impact. 

Although the 1996 amendment to CCW Protocol II fell short of prohibiting 
landmines, civil society and pro-ban states took advantage of the momentum 
generated. They initiated a new process outside the UN framework, which 
concluded in a global ban on anti-personnel mines with the adoption of the 
APMBC40 in 1997. The convention entered into force in 1999, with the clear 
humanitarian goal of putting an end to civilian suffering from anti-personnel 
mines. To achieve this, the convention establishes an absolute ban on the 
production, use, transfer and stockpiling of anti-personnel mines. In addition, 
it requires remedial measures such as the destruction of stockpiles, clearance of 
emplaced mines and support to victims. The APMBC has become the backbone 
of mine action and, with the inclusion of victim assistance, initiated a ground-
breaking normative development. As of January 2016, 162 countries have agreed 
to be bound by the APMBC, and many that have not done so do abide by its main 
principles and objectives.

In 2006 negotiations on cluster munitions were initiated within the CCW. 
In parallel, liked-minded states started a process reminiscent in several aspects 
of the negotiations which led to the APMBC.41 This process concluded with the 
adoption of the CCM in 2008 and its subsequent entry into force in 2010. The 
CCM comprehensively prohibits the production, use, transfer and stockpiling of 
cluster munitions, and requires the destruction of stockpiled cluster munitions 
and the clearance of their remnants. It also contains detailed provisions on 
victim assistance. As of January 2016, a total of 98 states have ratified or acceded 
to the CCM. 

In addition to the conventions, mine action is regulated by IMAS. Although 
not legally binding, they provide guidance to mine action stakeholders and 
translate the principles included in IHL treaties, basic human rights and clearance 
requirements into practical and detailed norms. IMAS have become the relevant 
standards implemented by mine action organizations, and constitute the basis 
for national mine action standards. Mine action further relies where relevant 
on the 2011 International Ammunition Technical Guidelines (IATG), providing 
standards for the management and destruction of ammunition stockpiles, and 
the 2012 International Small Arms Control Standards (ISACS). These two norms 
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reflect the trend in mine action to broaden its support to include ammunition 
and SALW. 

The various international treaties and standards lay a solid normative 
foundation, the extent of which might be missing for SSR. It is demonstrated 
below that the international obligations and IMAS provide useful guidance for 
the implementation of mine action, for instance in relation to good governance 
and the adoption of a human-rights-based approach. 

Initially conceived as a humanitarian emergency response, mine action’s 
focus was on safely and efficiently removing the threat of mines, cluster 
munitions and ERW to meet basic security needs of the civilian population and 
humanitarian workers. While this remains a key priority, it has been increasingly 
recognized in recent years that explosive legacies of armed conflict also impede 
the construction of infrastructure required for economic activity and mobility, 
and limit access to resources (e.g. water and land) and social services (e.g. schools 
and clinics). 

Figure 2: Mine action programme stages42
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Hence, beyond the immediate humanitarian concern, the importance of mine 
action for and its broader contribution to a country’s longer-term peacebuilding 
and development have enjoyed greater attention. This trend is illustrated 
schematically in Figure 2, representing the stylized transition stages of a mine 
action programme over time from conflict to stabilization, reconstruction and 
longer-term development. Mine action organizations and donors have started to 
place an increasing emphasis on ensuring that mine action achieves developmental 
outcomes such as access to basic services and improved livelihoods.43 

Another evolution of mine action relates to activities which organizations 
undertake beyond their traditional mandate. Although there are diverging views 
on whether such activities fall within core mine action,44 or if they rather represent 
related fields with which mine action organizations increasingly interact, the 
trend whereby mine action organizations address broader threats to safety and 
security is uncontested.45 

Threats to safety and security are globally understood in a wider – and 
widening – context, recognizing in part the broad threats of armed violence to 
human security. Drawing on their longstanding experience, technical expertise 
and capacities in removing and destroying mines and ERW in a wide range of 
conflict and post-conflict contexts, mine action organizations have in some cases 
evolved towards addressing other instruments of violence, such as SALW and 
ammunition, or even towards engaging with the agents of violence.

As conflicts evolve, mine action organizations respond dynamically to 
emerging challenges, such as the increased use of improvised explosive devices 
(IEDs). As a weapon of choice for non-state armed groups, IEDs are used 
against military personnel, peacekeepers and civilians alike. Poorly secured 
and inadequately managed ammunition sites can fuel the production of IEDs 
and, as the UN Security Council expressed in Resolution 2040 (2012) on Libya, 
proliferation of weapons and explosives poses a serious risk to regional and 
international security.46 In addition, improperly managed storage areas with 
ageing ammunition represent a considerable humanitarian hazard, as testified 
by the number of unplanned explosions in depots located in populated areas, 
causing widespread damage to people and infrastructure.47 

Therefore, mine action operators increasingly engage in physical security 
and stockpile management (PSSM) programmes, entailing mainly training in 
accounting and munitions handling practices to enhance theft prevention, 
deterrence measures, demilitarization and refurbishing or building new storage 
depots.48 

This ongoing evolution of mine action actors towards addressing wider 
security threats related to issues such as IEDs and munition stockpiles is largely 
in response to observed needs on the ground and in recognition of increased 
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efficiency and effectiveness if the problem is addressed in a more comprehensive 
manner. Hence not only has SSR become more holistic, but so have mine action 
actors. The following subsection examines how peacekeeping and peacebuilding 
relate to a broadened understanding of security, and how their evolution gave rise 
to SSR and mine action becoming essential tasks in such contexts. 

The evolution of peacekeeping and peacebuilding 

SSR and mine action do not take place exclusively in post-conflict countries, but 
their definition and evolution are fundamentally connected with the promotion 
of peace. For this reason, this subsection shows that the broadening of the modus 
operandi of UN peacekeeping and political/peacebuilding missions is instrumental 
in identifying existing and potential interactions between SSR and mine action 
and grasping the importance of linking them in post-conflict contexts. 

UN peacekeeping has evolved since its beginning. Traditional peacekeeping 
was a tool for conflict management and relied on three principles: consent 
of the parties to the conflict, neutrality and impartiality, and use of force for 
self-defence or in defence of the mandate. This approach has been undermined 
by the rise of intrastate conflicts and the targeting of civilian populations, 
violations of human rights and IHL, and the multiplication of actors involved 
in a conflict. Thus traditional peacekeeping has been largely replaced by multi-
dimensional peacekeeping operations that have a wider spectrum of activities, 
including facilitation of national political dialogues and reconciliation, protection 
of civilians, support to elections, DDR processes and the restoration of the rule 
of law.49 In addition, some missions have become more “robust”, as illustrated 
by the establishment of the Intervention Brigade within the UN Organization 
Stabilization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (MONUSCO).50 
According to Ramsbothan et al., this pattern reflects an effort “to expand 
the traditional concept of military collective security … into an international 
commitment to use military force, where required, ultimately under a UN aegis, 
to uphold the wider concept of human security”.51

The broader spectrum of peacekeeping activities provides an overlap between 
peacekeeping and post-conflict peacebuilding in the first phases of a peace 
process, because multidimensional peacekeeping is supposed to play a “catalytic 
role” in favour of peacebuilding (see Figure 3).52 
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Figure 3: Linkages and grey areas53

The concept of peacebuilding was defined in the 1992 “Agenda for peace” as a 
response to the evolution and limits of traditional peacekeeping as described 
above. Boutros-Ghali’s agenda perceived peacebuilding as an action linearly 
following conflict prevention, peacemaking and peacekeeping by defining it as an 
“action to identify and support structures which tend to strengthen and solidify 
peace to avoid relapse into conflict”.54

Peacebuilding as a concept evolved and was refined during the 1990s to 
become better integrated. More than two decades later the UN has initiated 
several major reviews of its capacities for conflict prevention and peacebuilding, 
and while the implications of these reviews remain as yet unclear, it is likely that a 
closer analysis of the linkages between peacebuilding activities will be required.55 
Since 2001, the Security Council has understood the aim of peacebuilding as 
“preventing the outbreak, the recurrence or continuation of armed conflict and 
therefore [it] encompasses a wide range of political, developmental, humanitarian 
and human rights programmes and mechanisms”.56 Despite its many challenges, 
the immediate aftermath of conflict provides unique peacebuilding opportunities 
in three mutually reinforcing dimensions: 
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•• basic safety and security (such as through mine action, protection of civilians, 
DDR, strengthening the rule of law and SSR);

•• socio-economic peace dividends (including the provision of basic services, 
economic revitalization and rehabilitation of basic infrastructure and 
employment);

•• political reconstruction and processes (including electoral processes, transitional 
justice, good governance, basic public administration and promotion of 
inclusive dialogue and reconciliation).57

The evolution of peacekeeping and the emergence of peacebuilding came at a time 
when the concept of and discourse on human security gained much international 
political support. The trends in peacekeeping and peacebuilding as well as the 
emergence of the human security approach responded to the same security and 
humanitarian challenges and to the changing nature of conflict in the early 1990s. 
The thematic and time congruencies clearly suggest that the conceptualization of 
and narrative on human security reflected and supported the way in which the 
UN rethought its peace operations. Although anecdotal, it is symptomatic that the 
former Canadian foreign minister Lloyd Axworthy proposed that building peace 
is about building human security.58 

Human security is especially relevant to peace operations when bearing 
in mind that peacekeeping and special political missions (also referred to as 
political/peacebuilding missions in this paper) are more and more required 
to link security and development efforts. What is more, a common pattern of 
intrastate conflict is the targeting of civilians. The trend underlines a need to focus 
on the human impact of conflict and the adequacy of a human security approach 
to peacekeeping.59 The question of whether stable peace can be achieved without 
ensuring human security at individual and community level is of course, simple 
as it might seem, of particular relevance.60 

The converging evolution of peacekeeping and peacebuilding missions in 
conjunction with the dominant role of the human security concept prompted 
the inclusion of SSR and mine action as essential elements in such missions. 
While the Security Council had earlier been involved in tasks related to SSR 
support and implicitly referred to SSR, it has given peacekeeping and political 
missions explicit SSR mandates only since 2004.61 This shift reflects the inter-
connected nature of SSR, increasingly recognized since the late 1990s in line 
with the evolving understanding of peacekeeping and peacebuilding in the sense 
that political, economic, legal, social and security sector reforms have to be 
undertaken holistically to meet the security needs of individuals and communities 
in post-conflict peace operations.62 
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Similarly, mine action components have been introduced in many peacekeeping 
missions.63 More explicitly, the UN Security Council noted in 2003 the importance 
of addressing mine action in mandates for peacekeeping operations.64 That same 
year, through restructuring its mine action coordination center, the UN Mission 
in Ethiopia and Eritrea became effectively the first peacekeeping mission to 
incorporate an integrated civilian and military mine action headquarters in the 
mission structure.65 A review of current mandates is provided in the third section 
of this paper.

As for other peacebuilding activities, SSR and mine action support the 
prevention of violent conflict and peacebuilding in its three dimensions listed 
above. Their contribution to basic safety and security may be the most visible.66 
Mine action seeks to provide physical safety, for example through clearance of 
contaminated areas or the reduction of stockpiled weapons and ammunition.67 
SSR aims to ensure that security provision is locally owned, accountable and 
effective, thereby contributing to building confidence in and strengthening state 
institutions, as well as to enhancing the rule of law and the security apparatus 
protecting the population. 

The contribution of SSR and mine action to peacebuilding also entails 
dividends for socio-economic development. Addressing the various peacebuilding 
dimensions simultaneously and in a balanced way is a challenge in post-conflict 
peacebuilding, but a necessity, since it is widely admitted that “there can be 
no peace without development, no development without peace, and no lasting 
peace or sustainable development without respect for human rights and the 
rule of law”.68 Thus it is often argued that an appropriately sized, accountable 
and well-governed security sector contributes to an environment less prone to 
violence, thereby improving both security and sustainable economic and human 
development.69 This refers to an even broader and demonstrated link that 
governance and effectiveness not only foster development but at the same time 
reduce the potential for conflict.70 

Interestingly, the debate on SSR in the early 1990s started among development 
donors looking at ways to improve the effectiveness of development aid. The 
positive effects of SSR in terms of improved safety of people and property, a shift 
of expenditures from military to development, conflict prevention and wider 
participation in decision-making on security provision came up very prominently 
in the discussions.71 However, the concrete developmental impact of SSR is subject 
to controversy. While it is assumed that the above objectives are at the core of SSR, 
it is less obvious that SSR has thus far been programmed with development goals 
in mind.72 In post-conflict situations it is apparent that SSR’s security mandate 
has been more vigorously pursued than its development dividends.73
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The contribution of mine action to development is more obvious. Contamination 
by or fear of ERW leads to human displacement, delays the return and resettlement 
of refugees and internally displaced persons, and blocks access to vital resources 
and social services.74 In response to the recognition of this clear interconnect-
edness, mine action organizations and their donors started to place increasing 
emphasis on the “security–development nexus” and integrate mine action into 
broader national development plans.75

Finally, some scholars and practitioners point to the primacy of the 
political aspect of peacebuilding,76 which SSR supports very directly. It is more 
difficult to demonstrate mine action’s contribution to the political dimension 
of peacebuilding, especially given the fact that in most instances traditional 
mine action has a humanitarian vocation. What is uncontested, however, is that 
mine action can play a key role in confidence building among warring parties, 
including through sharing information about minefields and conducting joint 
demining projects. This may serve as a foundation for conflict resolution or inject 
valuable confidence in the peace process with spin-off effects on reconciliation. 
With populations seeing enemies or former parties to the conflict clearing and 
removing the explosive hazards affecting them, confidence can be built or rebuilt. 

To sum up, SSR and mine action evolved from a narrow set of activities 
to more comprehensive action, and this evolution is grounded in a changing 
understanding of security. Also, the emergence of the human security concept 
is reflected in the evolution from traditional to multidimensional peacekeeping 
and the growing emphasis on integrated peacebuilding. This contributed to 
the explicit conceptual inclusion of SSR and mine action in such missions. An 
understanding of this broadened perspective on security proves essential to 
examining the conceptual commonalities between SSR and mine action, which 
are the focus of the following section. 
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SSR and Mine Action: 
Common Approaches
The previous section describes the general pattern of the broadening understanding 
of the concept of security beyond the sole security of the state. This change is 
related to the development of the concept of human security and reflected in how 
SSR, mine action and peacekeeping/building operations are defined today. This 
section takes a step further by showing that SSR and mine action not only share 
the same understanding of security, but also have strong similarities in the way 
programmes should be designed and implemented. 

In particular, this section examines in greater depth approaches common 
to both SSR and mine action, and scrutinizes how these commonalities are 
articulated conceptually. This analysis prepares the ground for the third section, 
in which these conceptual linkages are tested against the operational realities. 
We identify national ownership and capacity development, good governance 
and a people-centred focus and human rights as shared approaches given their 
cross-cutting nature and relevance to SSR and mine action. They further reflect 
some of the founding elements of human security as defined in the first section. 

National ownership and capacity development 

SSR and mine action are steered by the assumption that concerned states bear 
the ultimate responsibility for both processes. There is recognition that for 
SSR and mine action to be successful and sustainable, national ownership77 
is sine qua non and commitment by national leadership indispensable.78  
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The legal-normative framework governing mine action is helpful in this regard, 
as it makes state responsibility a legal obligation. For instance, the APMBC 
and CCM confer responsibility on concerned states very explicitly, noting their 
obligation to destroy stockpiles and clear the territory under their jurisdiction 
or control. Likewise, IMAS enshrine this principle, stipulating that the primary 
responsibility is vested in the government of the mine-affected state.79 

The importance of national ownership is also key for SSR. United Nations 
Security Council Resolution 2151(2014) “reiterates the centrality” of national 
ownership of SSR and “the responsibility of the country concerned in the 
determination of security sector reform assistance”.80 Yet because SSR targets 
the reorganization of political power structures and authority, SSR might be 
an endeavour with greater political implications than mine action. National 
ownership of SSR might thus be more sensitive, since it involves issues related to 
accountability and control. Hence, given such implications, national motivations 
for reform may not always align with the good governance principles promoted 
by SSR processes. What is more, aid providers could fear that their support to the 
security sector might be misused to commit human rights violations.81 

Armed conflict generally leads to a lack of governance institutions or weak 
and even illegitimate structures. In this context, national ownership might be 
illusory in an early phase and external assistance is usually provided to ensure 
the delivery of the most critical peacekeeping and peacebuilding tasks, including 
SSR and mine action. While some authors caution the risk of aid dependency 
potentially leading to reduced efforts of recipient countries to help themselves 
and an inherent tension between externally induced, funded and supported 
initiatives and national ownership, such an institutional vacuum also provides 
excellent opportunities for setting up effective and accountable structures and 
building the necessary capacities from the outset.82 

It is often noted that a precise definition of national ownership in SSR 
contexts is challenging, due to the very different environments in which SSR is 
undertaken and the varying “stages” at which reforming states find themselves, 
especially post-conflict. In the same vein, the level of support needed by affected 
states in mine action is uneven: some programmes only require limited external 
assistance, building on solid national know-how and institutions, while others 
request more profound support. Leaning on Nathan’s conceptualization, the 
objective of national ownership might in both cases be that the mine action 
programme or the reform of security policies, institutions and projects is 
designed, managed and implemented by domestic, not external, actors.83 

With the involvement of international stakeholders such as the UN, 
international or regional organizations and NGOs at the early stage of post-conflict 
recovery, the issue of transitioning responsibilities to national entities is therefore 
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a critical, although delicate, process. In mine action this role is generally 
assumed by the UN Mine Action Service (UNMAS), which manages temporarily 
– sometimes for years – a national programme while striving to accelerate the 
transfer of responsibilities to national actors at an appropriate time.84 However, 
transition has to be well timed so as to ensure that the capacities, institutions and 
structures are in place and sustainable. Transition can only take place and respon-
sibilities be assumed if there is a progressive “handover” process “through which 
the international community reduces its financial and technical support, as the 
affected state develops the required national programme management capacities 
that lead to national ownership. Successful transition will only occur when these 
parallel components have been reasonably effective.”85 

This definition entails building and developing national capacities to ensure 
that they are capable, empowered and adequately equipped to assume ownership. 
In post-conflict environments, however, the development of national capacities is 
often addressed as part of exit strategies of international interventions, whereas it 
should be an integral part thereof immediately at the outset. Both SSR and mine 
action actors face this challenge. This concern becomes particularly striking when 
keeping in mind that “inattention to capacity development constrains national 
actors from taking ownership of their recovery and limits accountability between 
the State and its people”.86 

In mine action in particular, experience illustrates that it can be challenging 
to accommodate donor preferences for home-grown organizations and in-kind 
contributions, since this external support might not be the most appropriate in 
a given environment.87 In the same vein, Donais stresses a different, but related, 
challenge in SSR – equally relevant to mine action – with regards to political will 
from donors. Putting the concept of national ownership into practice requires 
donors to cede parts of the control and authority they usually tend to exert and 
accept a higher level of uncertainty.88 The issue of the willingness of donor states 
to lose part of their sovereignty over aid provision is, however, a more systemic 
challenge which also emerges in broader debates on donor coordination and aid 
effectiveness.89 

Good governance: Transparency, accountability and effectiveness

Another conceptual commonality between SSR and mine action relates to good 
governance. Good governance has been interpreted by development donors as a 
concept aimed at improving the efficiency and effectiveness of public services. 
It is widely understood to be composed of three key pillars: accountability; 
transparency, interpreted as freely available information, therefore representing a 
precondition for accountability and sound decision-making; and participation of 
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citizens, either directly or through legitimate intermediaries such as parliamentary 
representatives.90 

SSR seeks to apply the principles of good governance to the security sector 
to ensure that individuals and societies feel safer through more effective and 
accountable security provision. In this context, it is critical that security institutions 
work under civilian control and the rule of law, since the absence of accountability, 
resulting in an environment where security institutions can act with impunity, 
may often lead to political interference and human rights violations. The absence 
of accountability puts human security at risk.91 In turn, SSR favours security 
institutions under civilian oversight and democratic governance, gives people a 
participative voice in the decision-making process regarding security institutions 
and promotes a legitimate, transparent and inclusive state which is accountable 
to its citizens. SSR therefore has a substantive role to play in consolidating 
democracy and promoting human rights.92 Indeed, rights holders are not simply 
reliant on the good will of the state to deliver rights, but should participate actively 
in developing and implementing policies that provide for those rights.93 

However, “providing both security and democratic governance is not an easy 
challenge to meet”.94 Particularly in post-conflict peacebuilding, it is of utmost 
importance to enhance good governance in the security sector, even though 
a common error in programming usually gives less priority to the promotion 
of transparency and democratic accountability than to training and equipping 
security forces.95 

The three key good governance pillars also apply to humanitarian demining. 
Since mine action re-establishes access to vital resources, prioritization of tasks 
is an essential element of these programmes. During such processes a number 
of aspects have to be taken into account, such as land rights, political and social 
considerations and development perspectives. With a view to not doing harm 
nor creating or refuelling tensions, a legitimate, participatory and transparent 
process is required which will ultimately enhance good governance and ensure 
the enjoyment of human rights.96 The importance of participation in strategic 
planning is also essential to this goal as stressed in a recent study on this issue.97 
This clearly reflects the wider recognition that active participation from the 
population is the basis for any successful peace process. Furthermore, dialogue 
on security issues should be carried out with a gender and diversity perspective, 
as security might be perceived differently by women, girls, boys and men, as well 
as minority groups.98 Broad participation fosters ownership and the inclusion of 
local context and specificities. 

Mine action is often among the first internationally supported mechanisms 
in post-conflict environments. As such, it is a good entry point to promote good 
governance, with considerable spin-off effects on further structures in the security 


