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WHY IS IT IMPORTANT FOR US AT THE WORLD BANK? 

The phenomena labeled as “private security providers” (PSPs) include non-state actors engaged in 

providing security, either on behalf of the state or on behalf of another stakeholder. These are most 

commonly security companies guarding private sector, state installments and infrastructure, or 

domestic houses, but can also be mercenaries or companies focusing on technological solutions to crime 

or surveillance.  

In strong states, such as South Africa, these actors often act on behalf of the state due to i.e. a decision 

to downsize the public security sector, effectively outsourcing the state’s monopoly of violence. It 

becomes a process of “denationalization” or  “commodification” of the state where the provision of 

security can be sold or bought as any other commodity on the open market. 

In situations where the state is weak and so also the control of the security sector, the PSPs can serve a 

plethora of different interests and hence will impact the conflict dynamics and the prospects of peace- 

and state-building in the country in many different ways.  In DRC the big mining companies protect their 

installations with private armies. Investment follows and both infrastructure development and security 

development becomes isolated to “enclaves” of private economic interests. In Somalia, the regional 

administrations protect their self-proclaimed regional autonomy with private armed groups and can 

therefore be seen as an instrument from fractionalization of the country. 

The buyers of these services are usually the elites, and hence the PSP becomes a factor of isolating a 

small elite-center from the broader, poorer periphery, creating two different societies in one and 

increasing the gap between those who have access to power and those who have not. 

In economic terms, the sector of private security is HUGE. In South Africa, it employs directly some 

500,000 people as “Security Officers” and indirectly some 2,000,000 and accounts for 2% of GDP. 

Globally it is projected that the industry will be worth $230 billion in 2015, and developing countries 

account for the highest growth and will soon account for the biggest market share in the near future. 

Private Security Companies like G4S are one of the world’s largest employers. 

As shown, the sector of private security has a direct impact on poverty, on economy, on conflict and on 

security.  

SOME ISSUES THAT ARE IMPORTANT TO HIGHLIGHT AND NEED FURTHER INVESTIGATION: 

 Regulation of the sector is a hot topic. This is often driven by lobby groups of the PSPs 

themselves, since it is in their interest to be perceived as more legitimate. 



 Mimicking the police and military – quite often, the PSPs do their best in terms of uniforms, 

logotypes and appearances to mimic the police or military, which confuses the citizenry but 

gives them more legitimacy in the eyes of the general public. 

 Public good – since the services of PSPs are generally for elite interests, they cannot be 

perceived as a public good in the same way as public police. But in exceptions such as 

Somaliland, the only security is the private security and they do provide a level of public order. 

 Mandate in the domestic sphere – in some societies, PSPs are called upon to intervene in 

domestic disputes, and to “impose a moral order”, such as teaching rights and wrongs, to 

domestic employees, often with the use of threats. This shows how far the mandate of the PSPs 

has transcended many societies. 

 PSPs often provide employment opportunities in post-conflict societies for ex-combatants. These 

might be taken abroad on international missions or peace keeping operations. When these 

fighters come home, they can have profound transformational impact on their societies, 

depending on the experiences they carry with them. Current research shows examples how 

former soldiers from Sierra Leone were hired in thousands for a subcontractor to the US mission 

in Afghanistan. These soldiers were treated very badly and shamed when they returned.  The 

result was huge concentrations of angry, frustrated, but highly trained soldiers trying to 

accommodate in a fragile post-conflict society. 

 

POSSIBLE IMPACT FOR PROGRAMMING AND POLICY: 

The PSP becomes highly relevant for the World Bank as we ramp up our engagement in fragile states 

and situations. More boots on the ground, more missions and more investments means bigger demand 

for security, and the providers of this security will most probably be private. We need to know which 

actors we hire or relate to and how added resources to them impact not only the dynamics on the 

ground, but also how we are seen in the eyes of the local population. The first thing they will see will be 

the company providing our security. 

There are also examples where PSPs are direct implementers in projects such as DDR or SSR or as agents 

for monitoring and evaluation in areas where access is limited due to security. 

To minimize our reputational risk, vigorous vetting is needed. But vetting of these companies is not 

easy. Vetting on a global level does not necessarily mean vetting of subsidiaries and individuals. The 

rotation of personnel between guerillas and shadow groups, to PSPs and even peace keeping missions is 

extensive, and it will be very difficult to know if a formal guerilla fighter with a dubious human rights 

record is the one guarding our premises in a blue and white G4S uniform. 

We need an analytical framework that helps us in our understanding of the impact of PSP in the 

conflict dynamics of the context where we are operating. A takeaway from the discussions in the 

conference is that it could be helpful to understand them looking at who gives them their 

mandate, or in other words which interests they serve. It was pointed out in the discussion that 

many times it is very difficult to actually find out which interest they serve (one researcher made 



the point that it took him four years to understand that some of the PSP in DRC actually where 

indirectly owned by the M23 groups), or that they serve multiple interests. 

 

Using the lens of interest we can single out a couple of categories: 

 

a) The State interest – in serving the interest of the state, like in South Africa, or to a lesser 

extent in Ghana, they might perform state activities in an outsourced way and hence 

becoming an extension of the state in areas where the state for some reason (downsizing of 

police force, extensive territory etc.) does not have reach. 

 

b) Private interest – Protecting private interests, like mining sites or other valuable assets, or 

acting in other spheres on the specific instruction of a company. In this role, the PSPs might 

not rely on government oversight, but would most likely have to adhere to state regulation 

and exist in harmony with the public sphere. Otherwise their actions would create problems 

for their employer, the company. 

 

c) Personal interest – Former combatants (example Liberia, Ghurkas in Nepal) take up jobs in 

Peace Keeping Missions, or as employees of PSPs with big contracts in another country. 

They would go abroad, serve a term, earn money and come back to their own context to 

invest or support their (extended) family. In the case of Liberia, were these individuals 

where very badly treated and underpaid whilst abroad, they came back with anger and 

mistrust and became a negative factor in the conflict dynamic. In other situations they could 

have a stabilizing impact. 

 

d) Elite interest – personal armies or shadow groups working to serve the interest of political 

or economic elite, doing their “dirty work”. 

 

e) Domestic interest – in the case of South Africa, were the rapid response teams of PSPs often 

are called in to intervene in domestic disputes, and takes on the role as mediators, or as 

“imposers of moral order”. 

 

f) Sub-national, or regional interest – Somalia being the case where private groups act on 

behalf of regional administrations to maintain control over a territory. They become part of 

politics and will have a huge impact on state- and peacebuilding prospects. 

 

g) Interest of a foreign state – there are examples where private security providers serve the 

interest of a foreign state to operate on their behalf in the territory of another sovereign 

nation. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 



The main conclusion for the World Bank right now is the need to know more about this huge sector 

which for some reason is easily overseen when engaging in fragile and conflict environments. We need 

to establish a framework both for analyzing and for engaging with private security providers, where 

the lens of “interest” could be useful. We should therefore include them as a major stakeholder in the 

stakeholder mapping of our conflict- or fragility analysis, and take note of their economic stakes in the 

security sector when making economic sector reviews. Country specific analysis is needed to understand 

the different mandates and interests that these actors play out, and how it impacts the conflict 

dynamics and state-building prospects. 

When operating in FCS we are directly or indirectly relaying on PSP to provide security to our missions 

and our property. Sometimes, these providers provide a whole range of other services outside of the 

strict security realm (implementers to projects, housing, logistics etc). These services are usually 

expensive, but essential to our operations. To make sure we hire the “right” PSP a rigorous vetting 

system must be in place and followed. In the international code of conduct of PSPs, vetting is included, 

but the process itself has inherent problems of bias or transparency as explained above. 

 

Finally, if they are part of the solution or part of the problem? 

As everything in a fragile or conflict setting, the answer would be context specific. I believe it is about 

checks and balances. Who holds the stick and the carrot to these private companies? Which interests do 

they actually serve in the end? 

In the private sphere in a conflict setting, protecting private property and lives against crime seems 

innocent enough, 

But when the public and private security spheres are blurred, it is more difficult. 

In a modern democracy, the state should own the monopoly of violence, but in an environment where 

the state has low or no capacity for big scale security provision, and can reach an agreement with 

private providers; this might provide a short term solution to the stabilization problem. 

In the end, private companies have one major carrot, to earn money, and once the checks and balances 

becomes contrary to that carrot, and this might not always be consistent with the objective of state run 

security – to protect the safety of its citizens. 

Thanks you for your kind attention. 

 

 

 


