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Since the end of the 1990’s the global private security industry has experienced a substantial 

increase and many states are continuing to outsource functions, which were traditionally 

undertaken by military or police, to private contractors. While research on the private security 

industry is limited, there is no evidence to suggest that the growth of the private security sector is 

near decrease.  

 

In South Africa, for example, private security guards exceed the police forces in numbers. This is 

also true for the US, the UK, Israel, Germany, Russia and the Philippines, where the number of 

private security company employees and the budget for the private security sector surpasses that 

of national law enforcement agencies.  South Eastern Europe has experienced a development 

where the private security industry has moved from a total absence to the point where the 

industry represents a major employer and security provider. The conflict in Iraq has been referred 

to as the first privatised war, and has raised many concerns about human right abuses and business 

ethnics.  

 

That is not to say that the privatisation of security cannot make a valuable contribution by 

increasing the state’s and public institution’s effectiveness in the realm of security. However, of 

central concern is the lack of legitimacy and accountability.  

 

The role of the state is, in this respect, to provide security, as a public good, for its citizens. It 

should provide this right equally to all citizens and in a way that upholds human rights and 

democratic principles. Private security providers are responsible to their shareholders and 

company owners, and if not properly managed and regulated, they can present a risk to the 

development of a stable democratic state, or undermine established democratic and accountable 

security institutions. 

 

The services provided by private companies in the security sector today cover a broad spectrum of 

activities; everything from combating troops to private guarding services at airports, banks or for 

private individuals. Although it is recognised that the private security industry includes a number 

of key actors and that it might be analytically beneficial to distinguish them, the reality is that the 

private security industry comprises all actors that provide security under contract and for profit. 

Be it mercenaries, private military companies or private security companies.  



 

Not only governments or wealthy individuals contract private companies to provide security. In 

various geographical contexts international organisations, and humanitarian aid agencies, 

international and national companies hire private security companies to ensure their safety in 

carrying out their work.  

 

Accusations of misconduct and unprofessionalism, or inappropriate links between private security 

actors and political parties, ethnic groups or paramilitaries are all too frequent. A case in point is 

the incident at the Abu Ghraib prison, where the failure to hold contracted individuals or 

companies responsible for the atrocities made world news. Further, the private security sector 

often arms large groups of individuals - that might be untrained or with a dubious background- 

who are often left to their own devices unsupervised. 

 

Particularly in Africa where armed conflict rages on in many places without clear political or 

ideological objectives, privately contracted individuals that are armed continue to be directly 

involved in warfare. In these cases an unregulated and poorly controlled private security sector 

can have atrocious effects on human life.  The sector often exacerbates the grievances that lead to 

the conflict in the first place and have also been accused of forcing support through brutal acts of 

violence leading to gross violations of human rights including looting, rape and intimidation of 

women, men, boys and girls. In many cases this has resulted in mass exodus of populations and 

sometimes the outright collapse of affected states. 

 

Contrary to the notion of security of public good to which all citizens should be entitled, in Latin 

America for example, security is in many cases conditioned by wealth.  Corruption of the police 

force and the perception of ineffectiveness of existing security providers are reinforced by citizens 

turning to private security companies. People with money can afford security. This does not only 

give the security contractors unjustified leverage in the development of the security sector, but it 

also undermines the law enforcement work and the notion of universal access to justice. 

 

The private security industry has also contributed to the status quo of inequitable security 

distribution in places like Colombia, Chechnya (Russia) and Tajikistan where economic interest in 

insecure contexts has fuelled the growth of the private security sector thus creating ‘secure’ 

enclaves within a highly insecure environment. While governments might be tempted by the 

quick fix of private security intervention, in essence this jeopardises the democratic accountability 

and transparency in the security sector. Further, it enhances the perception of the State’s capacity 

to provide security for its population. There are also suggestions that companies active in 

territories emerging from conflict may have deep links to organised crime or act as an 

unauthorised political force exploiting human rights for profit.  

 

In some cases it has proven difficult to recruit competent people to national security institutions in 

transition as private companies are often able to offer attractive salaries and benefits, which 

national authorities are unable able to match. This has been a problem for example in Iraq and 

Afghanistan and has obstructed local ownership of the much-needed institution building of the 

security sector. 

 

Although the private provisions of security sector functions strikes at the core of the discussion 

about Security Sector Reform (SSR) little attention has been given to the private security industry 

in this regard. Many donors have outsourced the implementation of SSR programmes to 



contractors. Companies that have been contracted to train and educate the security sector often 

have no requirement to include human rights, humanitarian law, gender- related issues, or arms 

proliferation issues in military, security or police force training.  

 

There is a growing acceptance that security is an essential public good, like education, health and 

clean water. To ensure the proper use of privatised security it is essential that states develop 

comprehensive legislation regulating and controlling the work of the private security industry. 

Although many states do have a legal framework regulating the private security sector, many lack 

adequate laws, or have laws and regulations with many loopholes. States must ensure that the 

private security sector is a subject for democratic civilian control to ensure good security 

governance and the protection of human rights. 

 

The international community has yet to develop an agreed response to the emergence of the 

privatisation of security, making it difficult to regulate the provision of security by non-state 

actors operating trans-nationally. In 1998 the UN General Assembly adopted the International 

Convention against the Recruitment, Use, Financing and Training of Mercenaries which makes 

mercenary activities illegal. However, due to the unclear legal definition of Private Military 

Companies and Private Security Companies, these are not covered by the UN Convention. This 

leaves the international legal parameters for the private security sector notably unclear.     

 

In 1977 the Organisation of African Unity (now the African Union) adopted the Convention for 

the Elimination of Mercenaries in Africa. Equally to the UN Convention, Private Military and 

Private Security Companies do not fall under this convention. Although discussions are underway 

to agree on an international code of conduct for the private security sector, the EU, NATO and 

OSCE should strongly push for a process to ensure common standards for the regulation of the 

private security companies. It would be a first useful step to address the regional and international 

vacuum on these issues, and would be a sound process in order to inform a future international 

response on how to regulate the privatisation of security.  
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Recognizes that the role of the state is to ensure that all citizens have equal right to security and 

access to the rule of law; guaranteeing an effective system of democratic regulation and oversight 

of the private security sector; 

 

Acknowledges the negative impact that the private security sector can have, if unregulated, on 

security governance, fundamental human rights and the rule of law; 

 

Encourages the implementation and the enforcement of existing national laws governing the 

private security companies, and to close the legal loopholes in the control of private security sector 

activities;  

 

Supports the members of the Forum and their parliamentarian colleagues to formulate  legislative 

and regulatory framework for the private security sector and develop effective mechanisms for 



control and oversight in order to better address the growth and expansion of the private security 

industry; 

 

Takes note of the fact that as yet there are no international convention or coordination 

mechanisms that in a comprehensive way captures and regulates all elements of the private 

security industry;  

 

Supports efforts on the regional level to pursue common standards on the regulation of the 

privatisation of security, which in turn can inform a international response to the issue; 

 

Urges donors that outsource SSR implementation to introduce mechanisms that ensure that 

private contractors are committed to professional methods and that they carry out their work in 

line with human rights, gender consideration, minority rights and humanitarian law; 

 

Recommends, as complimentary to legislation and regulation mechanisms, operational oversight 

structures are established or strengthened, such as developing the capacity of an Ombudsperson or 

Parliamentary Committees, to improve control of the private security industry. 

 

Mandates the Board and the Secretariat to follow the development of the privatisation of security 

and take action in line with the adopted policy. 

 

 

 


