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AMBER/
RED
The CSSF is flexible and responsive to the priorities of the National Security
Council, but variable programme quality, weak results management and
insufficient learning undermine its contribution to building peace, stability and
security.
The CSSF is a flexible and responsive instrument for supporting the implementation of National
Security Council strategies. Its programmes are well informed on conflict dynamics, and its
programming is able to adapt and stay relevant in volatile contexts. However, the country and
regional portfolios we have seen often lack a clear logic connecting the activities they support
to the objective of promoting sustainable peace, stability and security.
Results management practices are inadequate, given the scale of the funding. As a result, there
is little reliable data on whether projects are achieving their intended results or delivering value
for money. While we saw good quality programming in some areas, most of the programmes
we reviewed showed design or implementation flaws, and at times the approach was contrary
to the available evidence of what works. The CSSF does, however, have some good practices on
gender and conflict sensitivity.
The CSSF has introduced some useful learning processes but does not give enough attention
to capturing or sharing learning from its own experience. Given its size, the CSSF’s efforts to fill
global evidence gaps are modest.

Individual question scores
Question 1
Relevance: How relevant and strategic is the CSSF’s response to particular
conflicts and crises?

GREEN/
AMBER

Question 2
Effectiveness: How effective is the CSSF at addressing conflict, instability and
insecurity and at promoting sustainable peace, stability and security?

AMBER/
RED

Question 3
Learning: How well is the CSSF learning what works in tackling conflict,
instability and insecurity?

AMBER/
RED
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Executive Summary
Conflict is both a major constraint on development and poverty reduction, and a source of threats to the UK
and its interests. The intensification of destructive conflict in a number of countries and regions since 2010 is
widening the poverty gap between conflict-affected and other developing countries. As the number of people
around the world living in extreme poverty falls, an increasing proportion of the world’s poorest are living in
conflict-affected places.
Over the past decade, the UK government has significantly increased its aid to fragile and conflict-affected
countries and regions. The Conflict, Stability and Security Fund (‘the CSSF’ or ‘the Fund’) is one of its main
instruments for tackling conflict and instability. Accessible to a range of government departments, it combines
Official Development Assistance (ODA) and non-ODA funding to support the implementation of National
Security Council (NSC) strategies.
The CSSF was established in April 2015, as the latest in a series of cross-government conflict prevention funds
that stretch back to 2001. Its initial annual budget of £1 billion is set to rise to £1.3 billion by 2020-21. This review
is only concerned with the CSSF’s aid programming expenditure. Therefore, in its first two years of operation,
programming within the scope of this review amounted to £353 and £460 million (or 34% and 41% of the CSSF’s
total spending). Our findings, comments and recommendations relate only to this aid programming.
We assess whether the CSSF takes a relevant and evidence-based approach to spending ODA on addressing
conflict, instability and insecurity, whether its programming is likely to be effective, and how well it is learning
from the available evidence and its own experience. We conducted case studies of four CSSF country portfolios
(Colombia, Iraq, Jordan and Pakistan) and two regional portfolios (the Caucasus and the Sahel), with visits to
Colombia, Jordan and Mali. As CSSF aid programming is very diverse, our findings are specific to those case
studies and may not be representative of the Fund’s wider portfolio.
Relevance: How relevant and strategic is the CSSF’s response to particular conflicts and crises?
The CSSF is tasked with supporting the implementation of the NSC’s country, regional and thematic strategies.
The older NSC strategies we looked at were too broad to provide a strong strategic framework for CSSF
programming, but more recent iterations show greater focus. In five of our case studies, the CSSF portfolios
were aligned closely with the NSC strategies. In the sixth, Colombia, the strategy predated the November 2016
peace accord and was no longer used to guide the Fund’s work at the time of this review.
The CSSF’s aid programming is also aligned with the UK aid strategy. It has helped to deliver on the
government’s commitment to increase funding to address conflict and instability, with a focus on tackling
threats to UK national interests. The CSSF contributes to two of the aid strategy's four strategic objectives:
strengthening global peace, security and governance, and strengthening resilience and crisis response.
We found that the CSSF is well informed on ODA eligibility rules and has effective procedures to ensure that
they are met.
The CSSF and its participating departments invest in good quality analysis of particular conflict situations.
While the written analysis is not always kept up to date, we found CSSF staff to be well informed about conflict
dynamics and current developments. We saw many examples of CSSF programming adapting in response to a
changing context (for example following the Colombian peace agreement or the retreat of Daesh in Iraq) to
maintain its relevance.
The CSSF is set up to be nimble and flexible. Its ability to react to changing contexts with quick, tactical
interventions can be important in responding to conflict situations. However, the Fund is weaker at ensuring
that the totality of its aid programming is greater than the sum of its parts and working towards the end goal
of sustainable peace and stability. We found that the CSSF’s programme-level theories of change, which
should describe how each intervention contributes to this end goal, were unconvincing and did not offer an
adequate basis for managing programmes and measuring results. We recognise that strong theories of change
are rare in the field of conflict-related programming, and that there is limited evidence available on how to
use aid to promote sustainable peace. However, this has been the case since the UK government established
its first conflict prevention funds in 2001, and we would have expected more progress in overcoming these
challenges.
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The CSSF’s coordination arrangements are much improved compared to those of its predecessor, the Conflict
Pool, with better communication, mutual support and collaboration between participating departments, both
at the central level and within UK diplomatic posts. We saw examples of CSSF programmes and UK diplomatic
initiatives pursuing shared objectives.
Wherever possible, the CSSF aligns itself closely with the conflict management and peacebuilding agendas of
partner country governments (although some of its work promoting media plurality and civil society support
is appropriately done without engaging the national government). The Fund uses its aid programming to help
build relationships with national actors and to influence national policies. The CSSF is also an active participant
in many multilateral and multi-donor conflict management efforts, contributing ODA funding to obtain a ‘seat
at the table’ in international initiatives, and using its technical expertise to help shape them.
These are strong positive findings on relevance, meriting a green-amber score. Our main reservation on the
relevance of the CSSF’s aid programming is the absence of a clear rationale for how it contributes to the UK’s
objective of promoting sustainable peace, stability and security.
Effectiveness: How effective is the CSSF at addressing conflict, instability and insecurity and at
promoting sustainable peace, stability and security?
It is difficult to measure the results of programmes that tackle conflict, instability and insecurity. Progress tends
to be slow and uneven, attribution of results to external interventions is problematic, and the volatile context
makes it difficult to sustain activities for long enough to assess the results. In recognition of this, we looked at
whether the CSSF is designing, implementing and monitoring its programmes in a results-focused way, based
on generic good programming principles and on the available evidence on what does and does not work in
conflict-related aid programming.
We found that the CSSF has inadequate results management processes, with basic information on what
the programmes had achieved either missing or incomplete in almost all the programmes we reviewed.
Programme design documents often fail to distinguish accurately between activities (such as training security
forces), outputs (the skills that are acquired) and intended outcomes (people using their new skills in useful
ways). Many of the programmes we reviewed lacked plausible indicators, baselines, targets or milestones, and
therefore had no way of assessing whether they were achieving their intended results. This was particularly the
case for programmes made up of multiple, loosely connected activities.
Inadequate theories of change and results frameworks were mirrored, across our sample, in weak monitoring
and evaluation arrangements. The CSSF is aware of these shortcomings and is taking a range of steps to
address them, but these are at an early stage. The lack of meaningful results data means that neither the CSSF
nor external reviewers such as ourselves can ascertain whether CSSF investments are effective and achieving
good value for money. It also makes it difficult to detect any unintended harmful outcomes in unpredictable
conflict settings.
In the absence of effective results management, we found considerable variation in the quality of the CSSF aid
programming that we assessed, and many instances of poor design and delivery. Across our six case studies,
we found an over-reliance on training, which contradicts the available evidence on what works. Training
improves the work of government agencies only if skills gaps are the main constraint on their performance,
rather than political barriers or conflicting objectives. In the examples we saw, some of the training was of
uncertain relevance, and the monitoring of impact was limited to post-training satisfaction surveys, which do
not measure changes in institutional performance.
We were impressed by the CSSF’s work on strategic communications and media, aimed at strengthening
mutual understanding and counteracting extremist or polarising messaging in divided communities. This
was one of the first areas where the CSSF had produced guidance on what works. We also found examples
of processes to monitor the quality of outputs and measure outcomes. This area of work shows the value of
investing more in learning and results measurement.
The CSSF sometimes designs projects as platforms for diplomatic engagement to further conflict reduction or
peacebuilding, and we saw a few examples of successful influencing outcomes. However, the CSSF does not
routinely articulate its influencing objectives or measure and report on its achievements. This makes it difficult
to judge whether the level of investment in influencing represents value for money. We are also concerned
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that aid programmes designed to secure influence are not maximising the direct return on their ODA
investment. While diplomatic and development goals can be consistent with one another, a grey area emerges
when ODA-funded projects serve unstated diplomatic objectives, over which there is limited reporting and
accountability.
Across our sample, monitoring and evaluation arrangements were not strong enough to support meaningful
value for money assessments. The CSSF has been slow to adopt value for money tools and practices at
programme level, and has recognised this in internal reports. The Fund needs stronger portfolio management
tools to help it improve value for money at country and regional portfolio levels. We also found that some
of the CSSF’s contracting practices – such as short timeframes for projects and disproportionately heavy
reporting requirements – may restrict value for money by raising management costs and encouraging a focus
on short-term, easy-to-measure outputs.
We found that the CSSF is conscientious in the area of conflict sensitivity – analysing the potential impact of
an intervention on the conflict to maximise positive effects and minimise unintended negative consequences.
In Iraq, for example, the Fund has worked with implementing partners to incorporate conflict sensitivity
indicators into results frameworks and procurement processes, and has supported the conflict sensitivity
capacity of its main implementer.
The ‘do no harm’ principle raises particular challenges in respect of working with national government
agencies with poor human rights records. UK government policy on security and justice assistance requires
that all programmes planning to work with national security agencies perform human rights risk assessments
and build risk mitigation measures into their activities. We found that these assessments were not always
done in a timely way or were not of adequate quality. In our sample, the assessments always led to decisions
to proceed with the planned activities, without any design modifications, suggesting that they may not be
an effective control mechanism. We were also unconvinced by mitigation measures, which were sometimes
limited to training security services in human rights and humanitarian law.
In keeping with the 2014 International Development (Gender Equality) Act, as well as with research findings on
what works in peacebuilding programming, the CSSF has a strong focus on gender sensitivity and furthering
the role of women in peace and security initiatives. Gender issues feature in its templates for programme
design and reviews. The Fund conducts training sessions on gender issues and has gender experts to advise
country teams. However, across our sample, the focus on gender was not always fully maintained during
implementation.
Based on these findings, we have given the CSSF an amber-red score for the effectiveness of its aid
programming. Inadequate results management has led to programming of varied quality and unverifiable
results. Despite recent efforts to improve results management, the CSSF’s performance is below the level we
would expect to see for a large fund that builds on extensive prior UK government experience in spending
ODA to address conflict and instability. While our findings are not necessarily representative of the entire
portfolio, they do suggest that weaknesses in programme management in the CSSF may be compromising
effectiveness and value for money.
Learning: How well is the CSSF learning what works in tackling conflict, instability and insecurity?
There is a growing body of research on what causes and perpetuates violent conflict. However, the literature
on how to use aid to reduce conflict and instability is much less advanced. It provides some evidence on
approaches that have not succeeded, but not much guidance on what works.
Against this background, we find that the CSSF draws on academic literature for its conflict analysis, but not
so much to guide policy and programming choices. Efforts to develop and communicate guidance material
for some of its major areas of programming, including security and justice, countering violent extremism and
serious organised crime, are underway but at an early stage. Moreover, the shift of responsibility for security
and justice programming from the Department for International Development (DFID) to the CSSF in 2015
seems to have been accompanied by a loss of knowledge and expertise.
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The CSSF has introduced some internal learning processes, including regular programme reviews and regional
and global learning events. These reviews and events often focused on programme management issues, which
was helpful for participating departments that are new to spending ODA. However, given our findings on the
CSSF’s programme management weaknesses, we are not convinced that the efforts were commensurate with
the need.
Implementing partners were not often part of the CSSF’s learning processes. Annual reviews were not always
shared with implementers, there was no practice of bringing together implementers active in similar areas
to share experiences, and the CSSF did not generally share knowledge with external partners. While we
appreciate that confidentiality and security requirements may preclude the sharing of some information, we
find that the approach is overly cautious and that the lack of transparency inhibits learning. There are practical
solutions available: in Iraq, the CSSF team made an unclassified version of its conflict assessment available to
partners.
As one of the largest ODA funds of its type in the world, the CSSF could make a much larger contribution to
global evidence on what works.
We have given the CSSF an amber-red score due to its inadequate procedures for capturing, using and
disseminating evidence and knowledge beyond individual projects and country portfolios.

Recommendations
Recommendation 1
The CSSF should introduce country or regional plans specifying how its portfolios of aid programmes and
influencing efforts will contribute to achieving NSC objectives, the intermediate outcomes that the portfolios
will achieve, and the assumptions that need to hold for this to happen.
Recommendation 2
Where the CSSF projects are intended to support diplomatic access and influence, the influencing objectives
should be explicit and progress reported so that the value for money of the investment can be confirmed.
Recommendation 3
Programmes should demonstrate more clearly and carefully how they identify, manage and mitigate risks of
doing harm.
Recommendation 4
The CSSF should address gaps in its results management and in its assessment of value for money of existing
programmes as soon as possible. Meanwhile, it must ensure that all new programming includes adequate
results management and measures to assess value for money.
Recommendation 5
The CSSF should create conditions that allow for the evaluation of a larger part of its portfolio. Independent
reviews and evaluations of the Fund’s work should be undertaken where it is possible to do so.
Recommendation 6
The CSSF should synthesise the evidence on what works in its most important programme areas, both from
its own experience and from the literature, and share this with participating departments and implementing
partners in the form of thematic guidance.
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1 Introduction
1.1 Poverty and violent conflict are closely linked. Poverty and slow, unequal economic growth increase
the risk of conflict, while conflicts often make countries poorer.1 Countries that have previously
experienced violent conflict have a greatly increased risk of renewed conflict. This can lead countries to
become caught in a ‘conflict trap’ – a cycle of impoverishment and violence from which it is difficult to
escape.
1.2 After a decade in which the world seemed to become more peaceful, the past seven years have seen a
rapid rise in major civil wars with disastrous humanitarian consequences, particularly in the Middle East,
the Sahel and the Horn of Africa. By the end of 2016, there were 65.6 million refugees and internally
displaced people globally, with 84% of them living in developing countries.2 The total number of
displaced people has increased substantially since 2010, due mainly to a few large-scale conflicts: in
2016, 32% of the global refugee population were Syrians, while refugees from Afghanistan, Somalia,
South Sudan and Sudan together made up another 32%.3
1.3 The intensification of conflict in certain countries and regions is driving a growing gap between
conflict-affected and other developing countries. The World Bank estimates that, by 2030, nearly half
of all people living in extreme poverty will live in conflict-affected places.4

Box 1: How this report relates to the Sustainable Development Goals
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), otherwise known as the Global Goals, are a universal call to
action to end poverty, protect the planet and ensure that all people enjoy peace and prosperity.

Related to this review

16

Peace, Justice
and Strong
Institutions

Promote just, peaceful and inclusive societies

Goal 16 is dedicated to the promotion of peaceful and inclusive societies for
sustainable development, the provision of access to justice for all, and building
effective, accountable institutions at all levels. Its targets include:
•
•
•

reduce all forms of violence and related death rates
reduce illicit financial and arms flows, and combat all forms of organised crime
build capacity to prevent violence and combat terrorism and crime.5

There are close links between conflict, stability and security and the other Global Goals. As Agenda
2030 states in its preamble, “there can be no sustainable development without peace and no peace
without sustainable development”.6

1.4 The Conflict, Stability and Security Fund (‘the CSSF’ or ‘the Fund’) is a UK government instrument for
addressing issues of conflict and instability around the world (see Figure 3). Established in April 2015, it
combines Official Development Assistance (ODA) and non-ODA funding into a resource that supports
the implementation of National Security Council (NSC) strategies. These strategies guide efforts to
build stability and to counter terrorism and serious organised crime in countries and regions that
are important to UK security interests. The CSSF is accessible to UK government departments that
contribute to the NSC objectives of addressing conflict, instability and insecurity abroad.7 Its annual
budget is projected to grow from £1 billion in its first year of operations (2015-16) to £1.3 billion in 2020-21.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

'On the causes of civil war’, Hoeffler, A, The Oxford Handbook of the Economics of Peace and Conflict, Oxford University Press, November 2012.
Global Trends, Forced Displacement in 2016, United Nations High Commissioner For Refugees (UNHCR), 2017, p. 2, link.
Mid-year trends 2016, UNHCR, February 2017, pp. 6-7, link.
From 17% in 2017. Fragility, Conflict and Violence, Overview, World Bank, April 2017, accessed February 2018, link.
Sustainable Development Goals, United Nations, September 2015, accessed January 2018, link.
Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, United Nations, October 2015, p. 2, link.
Foreign and Commonwealth Office, Department for International Development, Ministry of Defence, Home Office, Crown Prosecution Service, National Crime
Agency and HM Revenue and Customs.
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1.5 The CSSF is the latest in a series of UK cross-departmental conflict prevention funds blending ODA
and non-ODA funding. The first two – the African Conflict Prevention Pool and the Global Conflict
Prevention Pool – were established in 2001. In 2007-08, they were merged into the Conflict Prevention
Pool, which was renamed the Conflict Pool in 2009 and then replaced by the CSSF in 2015.
1.6 In 2012, ICAI published a review of the CSSF’s predecessor fund. It concluded that the fund “has proved
effective at identifying and supporting worthwhile conflict prevention initiatives and has delivered
some useful, if localised, results. It has, nonetheless, struggled to demonstrate strategic impact: it lacks
a clear strategic framework and robust funding model… and it has little capacity for measuring results.”
1.7 This report comes three years after the launch of the CSSF. Although the Fund is relatively new, we
have chosen to conduct a performance review rather than a learning review (see Box 2), since the UK
government has had extensive prior experience with multi-departmental blended ODA and non-ODA
funding mechanisms focused on conflict, stability and security.
1.8 The review assesses whether the CSSF has adopted a relevant and evidence-based approach to
addressing conflict, instability and insecurity, and whether this approach is likely to be effective.
We also review the extent to which the CSSF is learning from internal and external evidence and
experience, and how it uses and shares this evidence and experience to contribute to the global body
of knowledge on using aid to help prevent, reduce and resolve violent conflict. Our review questions
and sub-questions are set out in Table 1.
1.9 Our assessments are limited to the CSSF’s aid programming, and do not cover its non-ODA and
non-programming expenditures. We did not include the ODA component of the UK’s international
peacekeeping contributions, since this is paid as a percentage of overall costs and is not linked to
specific programming. Programming within the scope of this review amounted to £353 million (34% of
total CSSF expenditure) in 2015-16 and £460 million (41%) in 2016-17.
1.10 This review is based on six case studies of country and regional portfolios. We did not assess the Fund’s
governance or management arrangements, except when these impacted on the performance of our
sample portfolios. This was to avoid overlap with the work of the UK Parliament’s Joint Committee
on the National Security Strategy,8 and with the National Security Capability Review of the CSSF, the
Prosperity Fund and the Empowerment Fund that took place in parallel with our review.

Box 2: What is ICAI’s remit, and what is an ICAI performance review?
ICAI has the mandate to scrutinise all UK ODA. It does not have a mandate to evaluate or comment
on the merits of government policy. We assess the likely or actual impact and value for money of aid
programming and related activities against the objectives set by the UK government.9
ICAI performance reviews take a rigorous look at the efficiency and effectiveness of UK aid delivery,
with a strong focus on accountability. They also focus on core business processes and explore whether
systems, capacities and practices are robust enough to deliver effective assistance with good value for
money.
Other types of ICAI reviews include impact reviews, which examine results claims made for UK aid to
assess their credibility and their significance for the intended beneficiaries, learning reviews, which
explore how knowledge is generated in novel areas and translated into credible programming, and rapid
reviews, which represent short, real-time reviews of an emerging issue or area of UK aid spending of
particular interest to Parliament and the public.

8.
9.

Conflict, Stability and Security Fund: Second Report of Session 2016-17, Joint Committee on the National Security Strategy, para. 76-81, February 2017, link.
Independent Commission for Aid Impact Framework Agreement, 2015, ICAI and DFID, link.
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Table 1: Our review questions
Review criteria and questions

Sub-questions

1. Relevance: How relevant and
strategic is the CSSF’s response to
particular conflicts and crises?

• Are CSSF programmes aligned with relevant NSC strategies,
the UK aid strategy and ODA criteria?
• How well does the CSSF identify underlying drivers of conflict,
instability and insecurity, and opportunities to promote
sustainable peace, stability and security?
• Does the CSSF promote coherence with other UK
government activity in the same countries or regions, and
with interventions by other actors, as appropriate?

2. Effectiveness: How effective is
the CSSF at addressing conflict,
instability and insecurity and at
promoting sustainable peace,
stability and security?

• To what extent are CSSF portfolios and projects delivering, or
likely to deliver, their intended results and value for money?
• Does the CSSF allocate funds and manage and monitor its
portfolios so as to maximise long-term effectiveness and
value for money?
• To what extent are CSSF portfolios and projects ensuring they
‘do no harm’ and paying due attention to issues of gender and
marginalisation?

3. Learning: How well is the CSSF
learning what works in tackling
conflict, instability and insecurity?

• How well does the CSSF use and contribute to research?
• How effectively does the CSSF identify lessons, apply them
in its portfolio and share them with relevant government
departments, implementing partners and other stakeholders,
as appropriate?
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2 Methodology
2.1 Our methodology was designed to assess how well the CSSF responds to conflict, instability and
insecurity. The core of our methodology is a set of six case studies: the country portfolios of Colombia,
Iraq, Jordan and Pakistan, and the regional portfolios of the Caucasus and the Sahel (see Figure 1). We
selected these portfolios following consultation with the CSSF. They reflect the CSSF’s diversity in terms
of geographical presence, budgets, sectors of work, delivery channels, length of programming history,
and the nature of the instability or threat. Together, these portfolios represent approximately 12% of
the CSSF’s total programmable ODA expenditure in the two financial years 2015-16 and 2016-17.
2.2 From these six portfolios, we sampled 34 projects in 17 programmes. A list of the programmes we
sampled is included in Annex 2. Of these 34 projects, 26 were led by the Foreign Office (FCO), five by
DFID and three by the National Crime Agency (NCA). This is roughly proportionate to their share of
CSSF spending (72% FCO, 20% DFID and 8% other departments).
2.3 We assessed the relevance and effectiveness of each of the six portfolios against NSC goals, ODA
eligibility criteria and the UK’s wider ODA objectives, and against the context in each country and
region. We also assessed the way these portfolios had been informed by and had contributed to global
and internal learning. To do this:
•

We conducted 126 interviews and 39 group discussions, reviewed CSSF and external
documentation, and visited project sites in Colombia, Jordan and Mali.10
• We compared our findings with CSSF-relevant findings of related ICAI reviews, to help
determine whether findings from our sampled projects may have wider applicability to the
CSSF portfolio.11
• We compared the CSSF’s approaches against evidence about what does and does not work
in using aid to address conflict, instability and insecurity. To do this, we conducted literature
reviews on the CSSF’s key fields of work (including reviews that were specific to the three
countries we visited) and conducted ten interviews with external specialists (included in the 126
interviews mentioned above).
2.4 The methodology is explained in full in our approach paper, which is available on the ICAI website. Both

Figure 1: Our methodology
Figure 1: Our methodology

The Caucasus

The core of our methodology is a set of six case
studies: the country portfolios of Colombia, Iraq,
Jordan and Pakistan, and the regional portfolios of
the Caucasus and the Sahel.
Together, these portfolios represent
approximately 12% of the CSSF’s total
programmable ODA expenditure in the
two financial years 2015-16 and 2016-17.

The Sahel
Niger

Azerbaijan
Georgia
Armenia

Jordan

Iraq
Pakistan

Mali
Chad
Burkina Faso

Colombia

From these six portfolios, we sampled

34 projects in 17 programmes.
We conducted 126 interviews and

39 group discussions.
We reviewed CSSF and external
documentation, and visited project sites
in Colombia, Jordan and Mali.

Source: Map of the CSSF world, CSSF, December 2017, accessed February 2018, link.
10.
11.

54 of our respondents were CSSF staff and 26 were other UK government staff. The remainder included representatives of external implementers, other donors
and host governments, and external specialists.
Evaluation of the Inter-Departmental Conflict Pool, ICAI, July 2012, link; Review of UK Development Assistance for Security and Justice, ICAI, March 2015, link;
UK aid in a conflict-affected country: Reducing conflict and fragility in Somalia, ICAI, June 2017, link; The UK’s aid response to irregular migration in the central
Mediterranean, ICAI, March 2017, link; and The UK’s humanitarian support to Syria, Approach paper, ICAI, September 2017, link.
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our methodology and this report were independently peer reviewed. Limitations to the methodology
are summarised in Box 3.

Box 3: Limitations to our methodology
The CSSF supports a diverse range of activities and it is difficult to select a subset of its work for review
that is representative of the whole. While we selected as diverse a sample as possible, the country and
regional portfolios we reviewed cover only 12% of the CSSF’s total programmable ODA spend. Our
sample was also limited by CSSF staff availability, and by security constraints that made it impossible
12% to
visit some of the programme sites in Mali and Colombia. This caused a bias away from the most difficult
programming contexts. Our findings may therefore not be fully representative of the CSSF’s global
portfolio.
The CSSF deals with questions of UK national security and therefore operates with a level of
confidentiality. This affected our selection of case studies and, on a few occasions, meant that the CSSF
was unable to make documents or respondents available to us, or that we could see documents only
in a secure environment. We reduced the risk of bias by comparing our evidence with global research
findings and with the findings of other, related ICAI reviews.
Data sensitivity also occasionally required us to omit examples from this report that illustrate the points
we make. This did not affect the underlying analysis or conclusions.
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3 Background
Aid programming by itself is unlikely to resolve conflicts, instability and insecurity
3.1 In the period between 2002 and 2014, global ODA flows to fragile contexts (countries or regions within
countries deemed by the international community to be particularly susceptible to crisis and conflict)
nearly doubled.12 However, these ODA flows have mostly responded to symptoms of crises, in the form
of humanitarian support (as conflicts cause 80% of global humanitarian needs)13 and post-conflict
reconstruction. Work on conflict prevention and reduction has received far less support.
3.2 Moreover, there is no clear consensus on how to use aid funds to reduce conflict risk. Conflicts have
complex causes. Over the long term, aid programming may contribute to reducing poverty and
inequality and to strengthening the capacity of states to deliver public services and infrastructure,
thereby increasing their legitimacy and reducing the risk of conflict. However, aid programming is
unlikely to resolve current conflicts by itself (and in some circumstances aid may even contribute to
conflict). Aid programming may help create conditions that are conducive to a stable and just peace,
but resolving conflicts ultimately requires political solutions at the national or international level.
The UK has increased its aid to fragile contexts
3.3 Since the UK government established its first conflict prevention fund in 2001, it has gradually increased
the share of its aid going to conflict-affected and fragile regions. In February 2011, DFID wrote that
conflict and instability are “amongst the most stubborn barriers to successful development” 14 and the
UK government committed to “direct at least 30% of the UK’s aid to fragile and conflict-affected states”
by 2015. This led to an increase from 22% (£1.8 billion) in 2011-12 to 30% (£3.4 billion) in 2014-15 (see
Figure 2 for related data).15
3.4 In the 2015 UK aid strategy, the government moved from its 2011 pledge to a new approach that
included commitments to “allocate 50% of all DFID’s spending to fragile states and regions” and to “an
expanded cross-government Conflict, Stability and Security Fund”.16 The CSSF commitment translated
into a budget of £460 million for the CSSF’s conflict-related aid programming in 2016-17, compared to
£114 million in the first year of the Conflict Pool (2008-09).

Figure 2: UK ODA spend and CSSF budget
UK ODA in 2016 by spender

UK bilateral ODA spend on fragile states
DFID
BEIS*
CSSF
FCO
Home Office
Others

10%

3.8%
4.5%
5.2%

73.8%

UK ODA spend (£ billion)

3.5
2.7%

3
2.5
2

£0.25 bn
£2.29 bn

£0.19 bn
£2.18 bn

£0.31 bn
£2.54 bn

£0.43 bn
£2.62 bn

2015

2016

DFID
Other spenders of
UK ODA (including
Conflict Pool/CSSF)

1.5
1
0.5
0
2013

*BEIS: Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy

12.
13.
14.
15.
16.

2014

Year

The increase was 98% in constant terms. States of Fragility 2016, Understanding violence, Measuring financial flows to fragile contexts, OECD, 2016, p. 107, link.
Fragility, Conflict and Violence, Overview, World Bank, April 2017, link.
Tackling conflict and insecurity, DFID, February 2011, accessed January 2018, link.
Working Effectively in Fragile and Conflict-Affected States: DRC and Rwanda, House of Commons, International Development Committee, December 2011,
Evidence 71, link.
UK Aid: tackling global challenges in the national interest, HM Treasury and DFID, November 2015, link.
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CSSF budget allocations in 2016-17

CSSF annual spend

£0.01 bn
1%

£0.15 bn
13%

£0.39 bn
35%

ODA programmable funds
Non-ODA programmable funds
ODA peacekeeping
Non-ODA peacekeeping
£0.41 bn
and other non36%
programmable
contributions to
multilaterals
Security and defence
£0.09 bn
Delivery support
8%

£0.08 bn
7%

CSSF spend (£ billion)

1.5
1.2
£1.10 bn
0.9

£1.16 bn

£1.24 bn

£1.32 bn

£1.30 bn

2019-20

2020-21

£0.99 bn

0.6

0.3
0
2015-16

2016-17

2017-18

2018-19

Financial year

2015-16 and 2015-17 figures are subject to departmental audit.
Other figures are projections.

Sources: Statistics on International Development, DFID, accessed February 2018, link. Conflict Stability and Security Fund 2015/16 and settlement for
2016/17: Written statement - HCWS123, Home Office, July 2016, link. Response from the FCO on the main estimates of CSSF funding, FCO, Foreign
Affairs Committee, July 2016, link.

The CSSF includes a specific UK national interest focus
3.5 The UK government justifies its growing conflict-related expenditure both by its importance to
achieving development and poverty reduction and by reference to UK national interests. The UK
interest in global peace and stability and the need to deal with specific identified threats such as
terrorism, organised crime and irregular migration are emphasised in the UK aid strategy and the
Strategic Defence and Security Review.17
3.6 The government’s security strategies for particular countries and regions are determined by the NSC.
The CSSF helps to achieve these strategies. In the words of the former National Security Adviser, Sir
Mark Lyall Grant, “the whole purpose of the Fund, and the sole purpose of the Fund, is to help deliver
the overall strategic effect set by the National Security Council”.18 Other work that helps deliver the
NSC strategies includes defence and diplomatic efforts, as well as the work of other cross-government
funds.
3.7 The focus on the UK’s security interests is accompanied by an ambition that the CSSF take a “more
strategic approach to [the UK’s] work in conflict-affected states” than its predecessor funds did. This
involves creating “a closer link between the NSC’s strategic decision-making and CSSF action on
the ground”.19 It also involves bringing together all the UK departments active in this area, including
departments with expertise on international and transnational security issues such as counterterrorism and organised crime.20
The CSSF’s portfolio and governance arrangements
3.8 The CSSF is the largest of the UK’s cross-government ODA funds. Its total annual budgets are listed in
Figure 2. In 2015-16 and 2016-17, the ODA programmable portions of CSSF expenditures were 34% and
41% (£353 million and £460 million) respectively.
3.9 In 2016-17, the CSSF funded 97 programmes supporting the implementation of NSC strategies across
70 countries (see Figure 3). Over half of its expenditure was in the ten largest country portfolios, which
include our case study portfolios of Jordan, Iraq and Pakistan. Its programming started as single-year
programming in its first year of operations, but is now often multi-annual (though always with annual
break clauses). However, the Fund is also designed with the flexibility to reallocate funding during
17.
18.
19.
20.

National Security Strategy and Strategic Defence and Security Review 2015: A Secure and Prosperous United Kingdom, HM Government, November 2015, pp.
37-39, link.
Oral Evidence to the Joint Committee on National Security Strategy, HC 208, November 2016, Q24, link.
Conflict, Stability and Security Fund Settlement, Financial Year 2015-16: Written statement - HCWS392, Cabinet Office, March 2015, link.
Conflict, Stability and Security Fund: Second Report of Session 2016-17, Joint Committee on the National Security Strategy, February 2017, p. 9, link.
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a financial year. For example, in 2016-17, £22 million was released for additional work on irregular
migration. The CSSF has access to an additional £50 million in ODA funds from the ODA crisis reserve,
to fund short (less than 12 months) and urgent interventions.

Figure 3: CSSF-supported countries and regions and their levels of peace
Coloured countries and regions
are those supported by CSSF
funding.

The Caucasus

Baltic States
Belarus
Ukraine
Western
Balkans
Tunisia Lebanon
OPT

Morocco
Algeria

The Sahel

The Caribbean

Central Asia

Libya

Egypt
Sudan
& South
Sudan

Iraq Afghanistan

Pakistan

Syria
Jordan
Yemen

South Asia

South
East
Asia

Nigeria
Mano
River Union
Colombia
& Peru

Somalia
DRC /
Great
Lakes

Zimbabwe

areas surrounded by a dark line show regional
and multi-country programming

East Africa

The Global Peace Index
measures the state of
peace by country. It uses
three thematic domains:
societal safety and security,
ongoing conflict and
militarisation.

Key: Peace level

Very high
High
Medium
Low
Very low
Non-CSSF-supported
countries

The CSSF also works in UK overseas territories.
Source: Map of the CSSF world, CSSF, accessed February 2018, link; Global Peace Index Report 2017, Institute for Economics and Peace, June 2017,
link.

3.10 All UK government departments involved in the delivery of NSC strategies can apply for CSSF funding.21
In 2016, the FCO spent 72% of all CSSF ODA funds. DFID spent 20%. The Ministry of Defence, the
NCA and the Home Office spent about 2.6% each, and HM Revenue and Customs and the Crown
Prosecution Service together spent less than 0.5%. Departments manage the funds they are allocated
according to their own rules and procedures.
3.11 The CSSF’s thematic areas are listed in Figure 4. The CSSF uses three main delivery channels (see Figure 5): 22
•
•
•

21.
22.

23.

direct delivery by the participating departments
multilateral organisations and multi-donor trust funds
contracts with commercial companies and non-governmental organisations,23 as well as grants
to non-governmental organisations and local civil society organisations.

The Conflict Pool only funded operations through DFID, the FCO and the Home Office.
The CSSF was unable to provide us with an up-to-date breakdown of expenditure across these delivery channels. An October 2016 source says that, in 2015-16,
52% of CSSF regional and thematic funding was delivered by external sources, mostly private companies and non-governmental organisations, 27% was delivered
by multilaterals and 18% directly by government departments. Written evidence to the Joint Committee on the National Security Strategy (CSS0019), HM
Government, October 2016, p. 14, link.
Unless the total contract value is below £106,000, the CSSF’s procurement rules do not permit contracts with national or local organisations, except as partners
in consortia that are led by a company or organisation that is part of the CSSF’s contracting framework. The CSSF does not feel bound by the Grand Bargain
commitment to increase direct funding of national organisations in humanitarian contexts.
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Figure 4: CSSF spending by thematic area
Spending %
0

5
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26.6%
23.5%

Political and stabilisation processes

21.3%
8.2%

Community security and peacebuilding

6%

Counter terrorism and violent extremism,
migration and organised crime

7.4%
10.6%
6.5%
3.8%
6.3%

Governance and human rights
Defence engagement
Economic development and livelihoods
Strategic communications
Gender peace and security
Other

35

30.8%

Security and justice

Capacity building of multilateral institutions

30

10.9%
4.1%
4.5%
4%
4.3%
2.4%
2.7%
1.2%
1.3%

2015-16

5.6%
8%

2016-17

Based on spending projections.
Source: Conflict, Stability and Security Fund: Overview Governance and Accountability, CSSF, undated, unpublished.

Figure 5: Delivery mechanism for programmable funds in 2015-16
3%
18%
52%
27%

Private companies and not-for-profit organisations
Multilateral organisations
UK government departments
Mixed

Includes ODA and non-ODA programmable regional and thematic funds. Excludes ring-fenced activities including peacekeeping.
Source: Conflict, Stability and Security Fund: Second Report of Session 2016-17, Joint Committee on the National Security Strategy,
February 2017, footnote 177, link.

3.12 The NSC sits at the top of the CSSF governance structure. It is responsible for overseeing all issues
related to national security, intelligence coordination and defence strategy. It sets the overall strategic
direction for the Fund, oversees its activities and agrees its annual budget. Under the NSC, there are
nine regional and cross-regional CSSF boards that include senior representatives from the participating
departments. These boards decide on the best approach to implementing the applicable NSC
strategies, allocate funding to particular countries and approve individual programmes. Local boards,
located within UK embassies and consulates, propose programmes for approval by the regional boards
and oversee delivery by country teams.
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3.13 The Joint Programme Hub, an inter-departmental team based in the FCO, provides overall
coordination, offers technical and programme management support, issues written guidance, runs a
technical assistance network and organises learning events.
3.14 The CSSF also funds the Stabilisation Unit, a centre of expertise that supports the work of the
participating departments. It has a roster of Deployable Civilian Experts available to support UK and
multilateral missions to conflict-affected countries.
3.15 Altogether, the CSSF network – including in-country teams, London-based staff, the Stabilisation
Unit and other UK government officials with a part-time CSSF involvement – comprises 360 staff and
consultants.
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Figure 6: Overview of case study countries and regions
The Caucasus

Abkhazia
South Ossetia

Armenia

Context

NagornoKarabakh

Georgia

Azerbaijan

The Caucasus includes the disputed regions
of Abkhazia and South Ossetia in Georgia
and Nagorno-Karabakh in Azerbaijan. These
disputes have threatened regional stability
for the past 20 years.

CSSF budget
2015-16

2016-17

£4.4 million

£4.5 million

*This is CSSF terminology. Some of these conflicts are simmering, with occasional violence.

NSC objectives
The CSSF’s aid programming responds to the NSC
objectives to:
• support international mediation to resolve
territorial disputes
• help develop resilient institutions
• reduce the isolation of conflict-affected
communities and nations
• reform local defence and security sector
organisations to increase their public
accountability.

CSSF ODA programming
• The CSSF aims to reduce the isolation and
vulnerability of conflict-affected communities
by supporting civil society and governments
to resolve ‘frozen’ conflicts* and rebuild links
between conflict-separated communities.
• The CSSF also works to strengthen the
accountability and transparency of the security
sector and complements the work of the Good
Governance Fund on countering destabilising
disinformation.

Colombia
Context
The Colombian government signed a
peace agreement in November 2016 after a
52-year-long internal conflict that displaced
more than 4 million people and killed more
than 220,000.

Colombia

NSC objectives
The NSC strategy pre-dates the peace agreement,
and no longer guides the CSSF’s work.

CSSF budget
2015-16

2016-17

£6.1 million

£10.4 million

CSSF ODA programming
• The CSSF’s aid programming aimed to
support the peace process until the peace
agreement was signed in November 2016.
Since then, funding has shifted to support the
implementation of this agreement.
• The CSSF also aims to assist Colombia in tackling
serious organised crime, through discrete
projects to bolster different areas of the criminal
justice system.

Iraq
Context
Daesh captured Mosul in the summer of
2014. The Global Coalition against Daesh was
formed in September 2014. The Iraqi Prime
Minister announced victory over Daesh in
December 2017.

Iraq

CSSF budget
2015-16

2016-17

£13.1 million

£24.3 million

NSC objectives
The CSSF portfolio is aligned to the NSC objectives
of:
• supporting Iraqi political reform and
reconciliation
• supporting Iraqi economic reform
• building Iraq’s regional and international
relationships.

CSSF ODA programming
• The CSSF supports the United Nations
Development Programme's stabilisation efforts
with infrastructure rehabilitation and livelihoods
programming.
• The CSSF is now moving to longer-term
interventions, including supporting
reconciliation and transitional justice
programmes in liberated areas.

Jordan
Context
Jordan is surrounded by conflict: in Iraq,
Israel, the Occupied Palestinian Territories
and Syria. The large number of refugees
that have arrived from the region threaten
its stability.

Jordan

CSSF budget
2015-16

2016-17

£19 million

£25.3 million

NSC objectives

CSSF ODA programming

The portfolio helps to achieve the NSC objectives of:
• building Jordan’s capability to enhance its own
security and ability to respond to regional threats
• preserving and enhancing Jordan’s stability
in the face of regional crises and protracted
refugee presence
• enhancing its long-term stability via inclusive
economic growth and greater political
participation.

• The CSSF aims to build more resilient
communities, increase stability and social
cohesion, and facilitate the peaceful coexistence of refugees with host communities.
• The CSSF also aims to strengthen the resilience
of communities against extremism and
radicalisation, and to support longer-term
economic reform.
• CSSF programmes complement the recent
stability, resilience and economic reform work
by DFID.

NSC objectives

CSSF ODA programming

Pakistan
Context
Pakistan has been affected by conflict for
60 years. It has an unstable democracy and
a difficult relationship with its neighbours,
particularly Afghanistan and India. This
contributes to instability and insecurity, with
risks ranging from terrorism to the stalling
of economic opportunities.

Pakistan

CSSF Budget
2015-16

2016-17

£21 million

£21 million

The CSSF portfolio supports the NSC objectives of:
• helping Pakistan to reduce harm to the UK and
UK interests
• helping it play a more constructive role in the
region
• helping it consolidate its democracy, prioritise
economic growth and reduce poverty.

The CSSF aims to contribute to stability in Pakistan
by supporting the UK government’s wider efforts
that seek to:
• reduce tensions in areas affected by conflict
• improve relations with Pakistan’s neighbours
• enhance democracy
• improve the rule of law and the public belief
therein
• help to counter extremism and tackle organised
crime, including illegal migration.

The Sahel
Mali

Niger

Chad

Burkino Faso

CSSF budget
2015-16

2016-17

£4.4 million

£5.4 million

Context

NSC objectives

CSSF ODA programming

The Sahel is affected by chronic instability,
including food insecurity, drug trafficking
and terrorism, that benefits from
ungoverned spaces as well as inter-state and
sectarian rivalries.

The CSSF portfolio is aligned to the NSC objectives to:
• protect UK security interests by supporting
efforts to build regional stability and counter
terrorism and serious and organised crime and
their root causes
• multiply UK influence in the Sahel through
multilateral and bilateral cooperation and
increased promotion of Global Britain’s core
values
• advance UK commercial interests while lifting
people out of extreme poverty.

• The CSSF aims to disrupt serious and organised
crime and to increase border security.
• The CSSF also works towards increasing
community dialogue and reconciliation and
towards increased access to independent
information.
• The CSSF provides small amounts of
ODA funding to a number of multilateral
organisations, for example to train Malian armed
forces in international humanitarian law.
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4 Findings
4.1 This section presents the findings of our review. The findings are specific to our case study countries
and programme sample, and may therefore be indicative rather than representative of the CSSF
portfolio as a whole.

Relevance: How relevant and strategic is the CSSF’s response to particular conflicts and
crises?
CSSF portfolios help deliver NSC strategies, but early iterations of these strategies provided limited
guidance for programming
4.2 In each country where it operates, the CSSF’s portfolios support the implementation of NSC country or
regional strategies.24 These strategies are relatively recent innovations – the earliest ones for our case
study countries and regions date back only to 2015. This first generation of strategies did not provide
strong strategic frameworks for programming, and in some cases strategies were written to reflect
existing Conflict Pool and CSSF activities.
4.3 We were told that the most recent iterations of NSC strategies have been the product of more crossdepartmental dialogue and in-country analysis. This has reportedly resulted in more focused and
feasible strategies that provide a clearer rationale for new programming. This was the case for Jordan,
which is the only country for which we have seen both the 2015 and 2017 versions of the strategy.
4.4 In five of our six case studies, the CSSF’s ODA-funded programming could potentially help to achieve
at least some of the NSC objectives, and in most instances we were able to identify the link between
individual project goals and one or more of the NSC sub-objectives. In the sixth case, Colombia, the
NSC strategy preceded the 2016 Colombian peace agreement. It no longer guided programming at the
time of our country visit, which took place nearly a year after the peace agreement had been signed.
We were informed that a new NSC strategy was under development.
The CSSF is aligned with the UK aid strategy
4.5 The 2015 UK aid strategy announced a number of policy commitments that are of particular relevance
to the CSSF:
•

•

•

24.

The commitment to increasing the CSSF budget has been met. There has also been an increase
in CSSF expenditure, although the Fund’s ODA expenditure has been below planned spending
throughout the review period.
The commitment to using aid to address threats to UK national interests and tackle global
insecurity is reflected in the geographical distribution of CSSF funding. Funding allocations to
countries and regions reflect NSC assessments of their importance to the UK.
The CSSF’s work contributes to two of the four strategic objectives of the UK aid strategy (see
Box 4).

We saw the NSC strategies of all our case study countries and regions except the ones for Pakistan (for which we saw the Integrated Development Plan instead)
and for the Caucasus (for which we saw a one-page summary).
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Box 4: The CSSF contributes to at least two of the UK aid strategy’s four strategic objectives
The UK aid strategy sets out four strategic objectives for UK aid:
•

strengthening global peace, security and governance [by tackling] the causes of instability,
insecurity and conflict, and [by tackling] crime and corruption

•

strengthening resilience and response to crises

•

promoting global prosperity

•

tackling extreme poverty and helping the world’s most vulnerable people.

The work we have seen is relevant to the first two objectives. The 2016-17 CSSF annual report says that
the CSSF delivered against the fourth objective as well, but this was not obvious in our case studies.

The CSSF complies with rules on ODA eligibility
4.6 DFID and the Joint Programme Hub have provided participating departments with training, written
guidance and advice on how to identify the ODA-eligible components of their CSSF work. We found
that procedures for ensuring ODA eligibility are sound and that nearly all the ODA-categorised
programming in our case study countries is ODA-eligible.
4.7 Some activities are partially ODA-eligible, and recorded as such. For example, the Ministry of Defence
provides CSSF-funded training to military counterparts. In such cases, only training on certain topics,
such as international humanitarian law and the protection of civilians, qualifies as ODA (in accordance
with new rules adopted by the OECD in February 2016).25 We found that appropriate assumptions were
made as to what share of the budgets of such programmes was reported as ODA.
For all six case studies, the CSSF has produced or co-produced conflict, stability and security assessments
4.8 In 2011, the UK government introduced Joint Analyses of Conflict and Stability (JACS). These analyses
are meant to “identify the situation-specific interventions that will be most likely to succeed in
helping to prevent conflict and build stability”.26 The responsible departments used JACS to inform
their Conflict Pool and CSSF programming in all case study countries and regions with the exception
of Jordan, where, in the absence of an active conflict, the embassy used an alternative DFID tool (the
Building Stability Framework) to inform the 2017 version of its NSC strategy and the CSSF portfolio.27
4.9 These analyses have been useful for identifying conflict drivers and threats to stability. As crossdepartmental initiatives, they have also sometimes helped to align the agendas of different
departments to address conflict drivers and threats, thus contributing to the government’s goal of
acting as ‘one HMG’.28
4.10 In addition to these joint overall assessments, the CSSF and its projects make use of more tailored
assessments. In our case studies, these assessments ranged from quick, internal options papers to a
few substantial pieces of externally commissioned research. These assessments have helped identify
fields of programming and have even, in some cases, led to well-argued decisions not to invest in a
certain field. We have also seen some evidence of CSSF-funded assessments contributing to wider
cross-government thinking on mitigating transnational threats.

25.
26.
27.
28.

DAC high level meeting communiqué, OECD, February 2016, link.
The UK’s Building Stability Overseas Strategy, quoted in Joint Analysis of Conflict and Stability: Guidance note, Stabilisation Unit, June 2017, link.
However, in our 2017 review of the UK’s work in Somalia, which included a number of CSSF programmes, we noted that no JACS had been undertaken.
For example, the exercise in Jordan fostered a broad agreement on the UK priorities in the country. Conversely, the 2017 JACS for Iraq said that there “is not an
agreed set of cross-HMG positions on how the UK should address conflict and insecurity in Iraq” [emphasis in original].
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Analytical work is not always updated when the context changes, but CSSF staff demonstrate up-to-date
knowledge
4.11 The various assessments have provided the CSSF with insights into drivers of conflict and informed the
CSSF’s initial programming, but some of these assessments are now outdated. At the time of our visits,
the JACS for Mali was more than two years old, in a rapidly changing environment, and the JACS for
Colombia was written in 2013, well before the November 2016 peace agreement was concluded.
4.12 However, we found CSSF staff to be up to date about recent developments and analyses in their
respective countries (see Box 5). They often had limited access to project sites,29 but were well
connected with FCO political staff, as well as with the host government and the wider international
community.30 They also had access to a range of reports from multilateral and other bodies. As a
result, they were able to reflect on conflict drivers, recent developments and the implications for CSSF
programming.

Box 5: In Colombia, the documentation does not capture the depth of the CSSF staff’s
insights
The documentation for the two CSSF programmes in Colombia is relatively weak. At the time of our
visit, the plans and result frameworks presented in the annual programme documentation were poorly
articulated and not explicitly linked to an adequate theory of change or thorough and documented
conflict analysis. The annual reviews offered numerous recommendations to improve these formal
documents, many of which the embassy had yet to follow up on at the time of our visit.
However, the oral analyses of in-country programme staff showed their in-depth knowledge of the
threats to the peace implementation process. Staff had well-informed views on the strengths and
weaknesses of the government of Colombia and a range of other stakeholders, on the programming
efforts of the international community, and on the opportunities for the CSSF to make a small but
strategic contribution to the country’s peace, stability and security.

Programming retains short-term relevance by adapting to changing realities, but the link to the goal of
sustainable peace, security and stability is not always clear
4.13 A recent joint study by the World Bank and the United Nations looked at 20 case studies where violence
was prevented from escalating or recurring due to early interventions. The research identified lessons
from successful prevention efforts.31 One of these was that action had been taken swiftly to address
critical and immediate risks.
4.14 With its ability to blend ODA and non-ODA spend and to act nimbly, the CSSF is equipped to help
address such immediate risks, and we saw a few examples of this happening. More commonly, and
in each of our case studies, we saw evidence of programming that was changed swiftly to seize
opportunities, address risks and reflect broader progress – or regression – in pathways to peace,
stability and security (such as the Colombian peace agreement, the retreat of Daesh in Iraq, and the
increasing instability in central Mali).
4.15 The CSSF’s flexibility to respond to changing contexts with quick, tactical interventions can be
important in managing conflict situations. However, this is only one part of the CSSF’s ambitions.
The Fund also aims to address the longer-term drivers of conflict, instability and insecurity. For CSSF
programming to do this, it needs a clearer rationale for how it will contribute to sustainable peace,
stability and security.
29.

30.
31.

In all our case studies, with the exception of Jordan, the access of CSSF staff to regions or groups was restricted due to security concerns or limitations required
by host governments. For example, at the time of our review CSSF could not access parts of Mali and was not at liberty to communicate freely with ex-FARC
guerrillas in Colombia.
In-country teams had working contacts and knew of the work of various UN agencies, the EU and the other key international donor country embassies.
United Nations and World Bank. 2017. “Pathways for Peace: Inclusive Approaches to Preventing Violent Conflict—Main Messages and Emerging Policy
Directions.” World Bank, Washington, DC. doi:10.1596/978-1-4648-1162-3. License: Creative Commons Attribution CC BY 3.0 IGO, p. 23, link.
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4.16 This rationale should be set out in theories of change. At a minimum, a theory of change must specify
plausible links between desired end results (the what) and the means for achieving them (the how). It
should also include key assumptions that must hold in order for the pathway from means to end to be
realisable. These assumptions should include the identification of risks that could undermine progress.
To retain relevance, particularly in volatile settings, theories of change should be revised regularly.
4.17 A theory of change must cover a coherent effort. In the case of the CSSF, this would often include one
or more CSSF programmes (ODA and non-ODA), as well as diplomatic or defence engagements and
possibly other UK and wider international efforts. At a minimum, a theory of change would cover the
CSSF projects that together form a coherent programme.
4.18 There has been significant progress in programme coherence, compared to the Conflict Pool
portfolios. Nevertheless, roughly half the programmes within our sample still consisted of disparate
and poorly joined-up projects. Within the same programme, projects often focused on different issues
in different areas, and implementers did not engage with each other (or even know of each other’s
existence). Often their grouping into one programme was a form of window-dressing: adhering in
form, but not substance, to the requirement of defragmenting programming portfolios.32 Even in the
case of programmes that did seem to be internally coherent, we have not seen examples of theories of
change that provide a plausible causal link with the end goal of peace, stability and security (see Box 6).
Sometimes, other parts of programme documentation came closer to outlining the link between end
results and the means of achieving them, and the various assumptions that must hold for the causal link
to be plausible.

Box 6: An example of a CSSF programme’s theory of change
We saw a number of theories of change that consisted only of a few bullet points, such as this two-bullet
example:
•

“If government institutions are effective, transparent and responsive, then they will be better
able to manage internal and external threats.

•

“If conflict-affected communities are less isolated and understand each other better, then the
risk of radicalisation and community tensions are reduced – thereby creating a more conducive
environment for compromise and reconciliation.”

Such a superficial theory of change is not useful for planning, monitoring or evaluation purposes.

4.19 We recognise that good theories of change are still uncommon in the broad field of conflict-related
programming. However, this is not a recent insight. In the years leading up to the UK establishing
its first conflict prevention pool in 2001, the Utstein Study assessed 336 then-recent peacebuilding
projects by four donor countries in 13 recipient countries. It concluded that most peacebuilding
projects lack a connection to a broader strategy, and that links to broader strategies that did exist
were often superficial and little more than pro forma.33 In the years since then, we would have
expected the UK government to achieve significantly more progress in this field than we have seen.

32.

33.

There is progress in this field. Within our programme sample, a number of outlier projects have been terminated since the start of the CSSF. In the Caucasus,
for example, the number of projects was cut from 45 in 2015-16 to 31 a year later, and we understood that the CSSF is working towards reducing the number of
projects further. Other projects have been redesigned, and there are now more programmes with component parts that have some level of coherence than
there were in 2015.
Towards a Strategic Framework for Peacebuilding: Getting Their Act Together, Overview report of the Joint Utstein Study of Peacebuilding, Dan Smith, PRIO for
the Evaluation Department of the Royal Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, January 2004, p. 46, link.
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The logic underpinning donor [peacebuilding] activities is often unclear. Numerous
strategies and programmes are poorly designed with ill-defined objectives and a lack
of clearly stated, tested (or testable) theories of change (ie the implicit or explicit
understandings of how it is hoped that what is being done will contribute to peace).
Evaluating peacebuilding initiatives in settings of conflict and instability,
OECD, November 2012, p. 33, link.

The CSSF ensures good cooperation across departments and cross-fertilisation with wider UK government
efforts
4.20 The 2012 ICAI review of the Conflict Pool concluded that the inter-departmental nature of the fund
meant that the transaction costs were high, and that “there seems to be… considerable scope for
simplifying the structure”.34
4.21 Even though the number of participating departments has increased, collaboration among them has
improved since the Conflict Pool period. This is apparent at headquarters level, within embassies and,
sometimes, regionally. The Joint Programme Hub and the local and regional CSSF boards provide a
strong coordination function. Communications have improved, reporting is more complete and of
better quality, and there is more mutual support and cross-fertilisation. Delays in contracting and
financial transfers are now less common than they were in the CSSF’s first year.
4.22 The CSSF implements its work with wider UK programming in mind, and this helps to avoid gaps
and overlaps. In Jordan, in anticipation of a renewed DFID presence, the CSSF piloted work for DFID
to take over. In Pakistan’s Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA), the CSSF also developed a
programme for eventual handover to DFID. Also in Pakistan, the CSSF decided not to enter the field
of combatting drug trafficking because it would overlap with other UK government efforts. Instead,
the CSSF focused on other areas, in part so that its political engagement could ‘oil the machinery’ of
larger UK initiatives in Pakistan.
4.23 CSSF programming and UK diplomatic initiatives sometimes reinforce each other to achieve the
CSSF’s ODA-eligible objectives. We saw evidence of this in Pakistan, as well as in parts of the Caucasus,
Jordan and Iraq, and it was most obvious in Colombia. Here, the UK’s long-standing relations with
the Colombian government have given embassy staff high-level access to, and insights into the work
of, national counterparts. This helps to inform well-targeted CSSF interventions. The Colombian
counterparts generally welcome this support, especially in areas where the UK has particular expertise
(such as in strategic communication, homicide investigations and cross-government cooperation).
The CSSF aligns its efforts with the priorities of host governments and sometimes seeks to influence these
priorities
4.24 Most of the CSSF programmes in our case study countries were aligned with the host governments’
conflict- and peace-related priorities. The exceptions were some of the civil society funding and work
to promote media plurality, which was appropriately done without engaging closely with the national
government.
4.25 Sometimes the alignment was the consequence of shared views on the drivers of conflict and how to
address them. This was the case in Jordan, where the CSSF and the government of Jordan agreed on
a short-term focus on refugee camp stability and on providing municipal infrastructure and service
delivery to benefit both refugees and host communities.35

34.
35.

Evaluation of the Inter-Departmental Conflict Pool, ICAI, 2012, p. 11, link.
This ‘whole of community’ approach is aligned with research which found that friction caused by scarcity of resources (in this case municipal infrastructure and
services) is best reduced by addressing the needs of both groups.
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4.26 In other instances, the agendas were less naturally aligned. In the field of gender equality, for example,
the CSSF’s sense of importance and urgency was rarely matched by that of host governments. In such
cases, the UK supported the government agendas while, in parallel, attempting to influence these
agendas through a combination of CSSF programming and diplomatic efforts. In the examples we
reviewed we were satisfied that the CSSF had found an appropriate balance between supporting the
host government and attempting to influence its agenda.
The CSSF works with and seeks to influence wider international efforts
4.27 The CSSF generally opts for bilateral programmes where it believes the UK government has specific
expertise to offer.36 In other instances, it contributes to joint international efforts (multi-donor trust
funds, UN agencies and the World Bank). This has the advantage of reducing transaction costs and
sharing risk. When selecting multilateral partners, the CSSF tends to follow the preferred choice of
host governments. In Pakistan and Iraq, this is the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP),
and in Colombia these are the United Nations Multi-Partner Trust Fund for the Post-Conflict projects
and the International Organization for Migration for direct government support.37
4.28 Much of the CSSF programming is embedded in wider international efforts. CSSF staff are aware of
the work of other donors and of the other funding sources of the CSSF’s implementers. We saw only
a few CSSF activities that duplicated other international efforts, and a good range of examples where
coordination had avoided such duplication, sometimes at the UK’s instigation.
4.29 The CSSF also positions itself to influence wider international efforts. It often makes early
contributions to multi-donor endeavours to ensure it has a say in decision-making, and then makes
the minimum contribution required to retain a seat at the table.
4.30 The CSSF’s technical expertise helps shape multi-donor efforts. For example, CSSF staff participated
in the UN trust fund project selection process in Colombia. This helped to ensure a sound approach
to demining – a new area of work for the trust fund. In Iraq, the team helped shape the UNDP
Transitional Justice Programme by funding an advisor and agreeing to be the programme’s first donor.
Conclusions on relevance
4.31 We find that the CSSF is aligned to the high-level objectives and policy choices of the UK aid strategy,
and to NSC country and regional strategies. The latter were initially retrofitted to existing CSSF
portfolios, but are becoming more effective frameworks to guide programming.
4.32 In our case study countries, the CSSF has produced or co-produced good quality conflict, stability and
security assessments. While the written analysis is not always up to date, we found CSSF staff to be well
informed. The country portfolios are guided by the available analysis, and able to respond in real time
to changes in context and conflict dynamics.
4.33 The CSSF is helping to improve coordination across UK departments, which has improved
significantly since the Conflict Pool era. It also coordinates well with host governments and with other
international actors. The CSSF prioritises maintaining close relationships with partner governments,
and is to some degree able to use those relationships to influence its partners and further UK
priorities. It also provides useful technical input into multi-donor efforts.
4.34 Our main reservation on the relevance of CSSF programming is that its interventions are often
reactive and tactical, without articulating how they will contribute to the longer-term goal of
promoting sustainable peace, stability and security, and the assumptions which need to hold for this
to happen. The CSSF has prioritised the ability to respond quickly and flexibly to NSC priorities and
in-country risks and opportunities, leading to portfolios that can appear fragmented (though less
36.
37.

In various CSSF documents, the Fund claimed UK global leadership on security sector reform, stabilisation, human rights, rule of law, gender in general and
issues of women, peace and security in particular, demining, cross-government cooperation, counter-extremism and strategic communication.
The Sahel programme is an exception to this rule: the CSSF does not select its multilateral partners on the basis of host government preferences, the
institution’s strategic importance or their alignment with the CSSF’s priorities, and instead spreads its modest multilateral programme thinly by supporting
a range of multilateral initiatives for the sake of the UK’s visibility and access to intelligence (the United Nations Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization
Mission in Mali, the EU Training Mission, the EU Capacity Building Mission and the EU Delegation in Bamako; the CSSF also contributes expertise to the Agence
Française de Développement).
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so now than two years ago) and reactive, rather than focused on following a pathway towards the
strategic goals identified by the NSC and the UK aid strategy. While quick, tactical interventions can be
important in managing conflict situations, the scale of the CSSF’s budget suggests that they need to
be balanced by a more concerted effort to address the underlying drivers and maintainers of conflict.
4.35 Based on these conclusions, we have awarded the CSSF a green-amber score for relevance.

Effectiveness: How effective is the CSSF at addressing conflict, instability and insecurity and
at promoting sustainable peace, stability and security?
4.36 In this section, we set out our conclusions on the effectiveness of CSSF portfolios and programmes
in our case study countries and regions. In making our assessment, we take into account that the
results of programmes that tackle conflict, instability and insecurity are always difficult to measure.
Progress tends to be slow and uneven, attribution of results to external interventions is problematic,
and volatile contexts make it difficult to sustain activities for long enough to assess the results.
We therefore look at whether the CSSF is designing, delivering and monitoring its programmes in
a results-focused way, at whether its programming is well planned and implemented, and at the
available evidence on the effectiveness of programming.
Results information is either missing or incomplete
4.37 CSSF programmes generate activity- and output-level data, but often little else. Programmes are
subject to annual reviews, but in our case studies these reviews contained little robust information on
whether the activities and outputs were contributing to the intended outcomes – and therefore to
the achievement of NSC strategy objectives.
4.38 In part, this is the consequence of the CSSF’s inadequate theories of change. Within our sample,
we have not seen a theory of change that could be used as intended for planning, monitoring and
evaluation. Moreover, the CSSF’s programme design documents and results frameworks often
do not distinguish accurately between activities (such as training people), outputs (the skills and
competencies gained as a result) and intended outcomes (people using their new competencies in
ways that help address conflict, instability and insecurity).
4.39 Many of the results frameworks that we reviewed lacked plausible indicators, baselines, targets or
milestones. As a result, even if they were clear about what they wanted to achieve, they offered no
means of measuring their progress. In the examples we reviewed, it was not always clear which of a
programme’s projects was responsible for which output, or contributed to which outcome, and poor
version control of results frameworks meant that the CSSF and its implementers did not always work
with the same set of outputs and indicators. Furthermore, where programming did not lend itself
to results frameworks, the CSSF did not encourage its implementers to use alternative planning and
monitoring tools.38
4.40 Because of the inadequate theories of change and results frameworks, it is unsurprising that, across
our sample, monitoring and evaluation arrangements were not strong enough to test whether the
often implicit assumptions behind CSSF project designs were being borne out in practice. Most
programmes were not collecting data on their achievements at outcome level. While there was often
relatively close oversight by CSSF staff, implementing partners were being held to account for their
delivery of planned activities and outputs, rather than their contribution to NSC country objectives.
4.41 Of our six case studies, only Pakistan had made use of external evaluation,39 despite the fact that thirdparty monitoring is increasingly recognised as good practice in security-constrained environments,
where third parties with sufficient monitoring calibre and access exist. CSSF staff argued that the
relatively small size of most projects meant that the cost of an external evaluation could not be
justified (a reasonable argument at project level, but unconvincing across a fund the size of the CSSF).
38.

39.

Evaluative approaches that do not require results frameworks include outcome mapping and outcome harvesting. We have not seen evidence that the CSSF is
using either of these approaches but note that one of its project implementers – Saferworld – is an innovator in the field of outcome harvesting, Doing things
differently: Rethinking monitoring and evaluation to understand change, Saferworld, 2016, link.
In Pakistan, a Countering Violent Extremism programme evaluation was conducted in 2016.
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4.42 In January 2017, the parliamentary Joint Committee on the National Security Strategy only had access
to documentation in the public domain and concluded that it was therefore “unable to verify whether
the CSSF’s programmes are delivering the NSC’s strategic objectives, let alone whether they are
collectively having a strategic impact and therefore represent value for money for the taxpayer”.40 For
this review, we also reviewed internal documentation, and we found that evidence required to verify
the portfolio’s value for money does not exist. We find the CSSF to have an inadequate set of results
management processes for a fund of this size. We note that the absence of results monitoring also
means that the Fund does not know if it might cause unintended harm.
4.43 The Joint Programme Hub is aware of the Fund’s shortcomings in this area, and is taking action to
address them (see Box 7).

Box 7: Measures underway to improve results management across the CSSF
We found three different measures underway which, albeit at an early stage, promise to improve the
CSSF’s results management procedures over time.

40.
41.

42.
43.
44.

•

The Joint Programme Hub appointed a senior advisor with responsibility for monitoring and
evaluation in mid-2016, and a dedicated monitoring and evaluation (M&E) staff member was
being recruited at the time of writing this report.41 The senior advisor found that programme
teams were, in many cases, unable to commission evaluations because the necessary conditions
were not in place (such as clear programme objectives and testable theories of change, with
baselines and real-time capture of results data). She is therefore working on a three-step
plan that focuses on improving the quality of monitoring and learning in the short term, on
strengthening incentives and capacities for monitoring and evaluation in the mid-term, and
on conducting evaluations and research on what works in the longer term.42 Given the current
level of results management, a phased approach to improving the CSSF’s results management
practices may be necessary and appropriate. However, as the UK government has had extensive
experience with cross-departmental funds in this area, we would have expected the process to
be far more advanced than it is.

•

The Joint Programme Hub is taking steps to lift the quality of CSSF theories of change. We saw
some promising summaries of theories of change for Jordan and Somalia and we were told that
more complete theories of change are under development for Iraq and the Caucasus.43

•

From the start of the Fund’s operations, the Joint Programme Hub has been investing in building
the CSSF’s ability to develop and report against results frameworks. It chose “to get the basics
right” by focusing on the use of traditional results frameworks, rather than introducing new
tools that may be better suited to the flexible nature of CSSF programming, but are also more
difficult to use. Again, this phased approach is defensible, considering the starting point. We
saw evidence that more recent results frameworks are somewhat stronger than older ones, and
recent changes in guidance are promising.44

Conflict, Stability and Security Fund: Second Report of Session 2016-17, Joint Committee on the National Security Strategy, para. 23, February 2017, link.
When this specialist assumed her position, there were already CSSF M&E advisors in a few of the regions, and the Stabilisation Unit provided M&E guidance,
training and short-term direct M&E support. This guidance, training and support may lead to better M&E data in the future, but we have seen little evidence of it
having already resulted in substantial evidence-based insights into what works.
This builds on what one CSSF staff member described as the M&E trajectory in the Fund’s first years: “in the first year it was about making sure teams were doing
it, in year two it was about doing it on time and in year three it is about improving the quality”.
We received these particular summaries, even though Somalia is not one of our case studies, as we had asked to see the Fund’s highest quality theories of
change. We have not seen evidence that the full versions of these theories of change exist.
For example, a January 2018 instruction asks programmes to weigh “outputs and outcomes [so that] it is easier to hone in on the really important elements of a
programme, and work out what is worth investing most time into”. (Email from the CSSF Head of Programmes to CSSF staff, 4 January 2018.)
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Of the small number of project sites we visited, almost all showed signs of poor quality delivery
4.44 In the three countries we visited, we conducted a small number of site visits to consult with project
implementers, beneficiaries and external observers. On these visits, we found that planned outputs
had been delivered but that, in the face of project design and implementation flaws, many of the
outputs were of low quality (see Box 8 for examples).
4.45 Our sample of site visits was small and not representative of the CSSF portfolio. However, the types of
weaknesses we saw are common in projects that are implemented in volatile contexts where direct
supervision of implementers is limited by access constraints. Our observations suggest that the
CSSF’s current system of quality control over design and implementation decisions which, in our case
studies, was largely based on implementer self-assessment, is inadequate.

Box 8: Examples of low-quality outputs we saw during project site visits
In Jordan, we visited a community water supply project where CSSF funding had been used to install
part of a water supply system that caused increased leakages in another part of the water supply system.
This led to some households receiving a reduced water supply.
In Mali we visited a prison where Conflict Pool funding was used (in 2017, so under CSSF oversight) to
strengthen security. New physical access infrastructure was poorly designed and not used as intended,
undermining the whole rationale for the investment.
In Colombia we visited reconciliation activities that were not much more than opportunities for elites to
give speeches, departing significantly from the good practice principles of inclusivity, participation and
transparency.
Some CSSF activities compare poorly to good practice and evidence on what works
4.46 There are areas in which the CSSF follows approaches that research has found often to be ineffective.
The most common and prominent examples relate to training and broader capacity building efforts.
We are also concerned about some of the CSSF-funded ‘quick-impact’ infrastructure repairs.
4.47 The effectiveness of using training as a means to improving organisational performance usually
depends on a range of other institutional factors changing at the same time. If poor organisational
performance is a result of political constraints or conflicting priorities, rather than a lack of capacity,
then training is unlikely to improve institutional performance. Even where capacity is a binding
constraint, training may only be effective if the right organisational policies, structures and systems
are in place to enable individuals to employ their new skills.
4.48 Training is a common activity for the CSSF in all six of our case studies. In some instances, it is a
sensible part of a wider package of support. The CSSF’s work with community police in Jordan,
for example, included not just training but also mentoring, new standard operating procedures,
institutional reforms, infrastructure and equipment. In most cases in our sample, however, the
decision to provide training was not based on needs assessments that suggested that capacity was the
binding constraint or that the conditions for addressing capacity gaps were present. Monitoring of
impact was limited to post-training satisfaction surveys, which are not a useful measure of changes in
institutional performance.
4.49 During our visit to the EU Training Mission in Mali, we saw basic weaknesses that are likely to affect
results. The mission had no control over the selection of trainees from the Malian armed forces and
did not keep records of the participants’ identities or backgrounds. One key informant reported
that some trainees had received the same training more than once, and parts of the training were
inconsistent with Malian realities (for example by incorrectly assuming the participation of women in
combat operations). The key performance measure was related to ‘the number of people trained’. As
it is not known if the training strengthens the trainees’ and their employers’ performance, the number
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of people trained is not a meaningful indicator. While our findings are limited to our case studies,
there is evidence that undue focus on training individuals is a problem across the CSSF portfolio.
4.50 Capacity building beyond the provision of discrete training courses requires longer-term investment
in a range of interventions to improve institutional performance. We found that the CSSF timelines
and annual cycles are poorly suited to the needs of such long-term capacity building. Even for multiyear projects, CSSF contracting and management processes encourage a focus on short-term results.
Moreover, we saw a few cases where CSSF capacity building work was unlikely to be sustainable
beyond the period of UK support: UK nationals paid by the CSSF played managerial rather than
supporting or advisory roles and the host governments showed no sign of being willing to take over
the cost of maintaining capacity.
4.51 Restoring infrastructure is a common activity in post-conflict settings, designed to provide a ‘peace
dividend’ to the population and to restore confidence in national authorities. It features in three of
our case study countries.
4.52 In a few key Jordanian municipalities, CSSF investments in infrastructure may have helped to reduce
friction between Syrian refugees and their host communities. This was appropriate programming,
even if there was insufficient attention, in the first few years, to maintenance and opportunities to
create jobs through these investments.
4.53 For the CSSF-supported infrastructure work in Iraq, however, we found no evidence to back up the
stated objective of supporting stabilisation. The implementing partner presents the investments as
the work of the national government, in the hope of rebuilding public trust. However, there is no
evidence that infrastructure investments are indeed increasing trust. Available evidence in relation
to similar projects in Afghanistan reaches mixed conclusions.45 The Afghanistan experience also
suggests that quick-impact projects such as these (the timeline for UNDP infrastructure projects in
Iraq is only 90 days) in challenging operating contexts give rise to a high risk of corruption and elite
capture, which could undermine public trust.46 Stabilisation Unit analysis from 2014 found that such
quick-impact projects are very rarely a useful application of resources in stabilisation, and that the
risks of misuse of funds, corruption and poor delivery are likely to outweigh the potential for positive
outcomes. We saw limited evidence of the implementing partner mitigating against these risks. When
we asked why the CSSF nonetheless continues to fund this work, the response was that the decision
was partly political, and partly based on the expectation that the CSSF could positively influence
the international approach through engagement. To date, the CSSF’s efforts have not caused an
important shift in the implementer’s approach in relation to its rapid infrastructure work.
4.54 The work in Pakistan started in September 2016. The CSSF noted that the implementer paid
insufficient attention to conflict drivers and dynamics, but did draw on lessons learned in Afghanistan
to reduce some of the key risks. For example, the implementer’s approach was less hasty than had
been the case in Afghanistan (and still is in Iraq), the budgets were smaller, and the project worked
through community platforms to increase engagement between citizens and public authorities.
However, evidence about the extent to which the project is achieving its stated objective of
supporting stabilisation is still inconclusive.

45.

46.

See Winning Hearts and Minds? Examining the Relationship between Aid and Security in Afghanistan, Fishstein, P, and Wilder, A, Feinstein International Centre,
Tufts University, January 2012, p. 3, link; Assessing the Impact of Development Cooperation in North East Afghanistan 2005 – 2009’, Zürcher, C, Koehler, J, and
Böhnke, J, Ministerium für Wirtschaftliche Zusammenarbeit und Entwicklung, 2010, p. 5, link; and ‘Winning Hearts and Minds? Evidence from A Field Experiment
in Afghanistan', Beath, A, Fotini, C, and Enikolopov, R, MIT Political Science Department, Research Paper No. 2011-14, January 2012, link. See also Key Lessons 5
and 6 of Conference report; Stabilisation after 2014: lessons from contemporary operations, Stabilisation Unit, June 2014, link.
Fishstein and Wilder found this to be the case in Afghanistan, see Winning Hearts and Minds? Examining the Relationship between Aid and Security in
Afghanistan, Fishstein, P, and Wilder, A, Feinstein International Centre, Tufts University, 2011, pp. 3-4. See also the US Senate's 2011 investigation into US aid
in Afghanistan, Evaluating U.S. Foreign Assistance to Afghanistan, US Government, June 2011, link; and CGD research 'Economic assistance in conflict zones:
Lessons from Afghanistan', Kapstein, E, and Kathuria, K, CGD Policy Paper 013, October 2012, link.

25

The CSSF portfolio also includes potentially effective programming
4.55 The portfolios we have assessed include some programming with good prospects of success,
designed by the many CSSF staff and implementing partners who are highly knowledgeable in
their fields. For example, we found the work on strategic communications to be well designed and
implemented in several of our case studies (see Box 9). This is a thematic area where the CSSF was
quick to produce guidance on what works.47 It is also the area of programming where monitoring of
the quality of outputs is the most advanced.

Box 9: Two examples of strong programming in the field of strategic communications
In the Caucasus, the CSSF funds projects to reduce media polarisation by offering a ‘balanced voice’.
Through human interest stories and by covering both points of view in conflicts, these projects aim
to humanise ‘the other’ (for example, people at the other side of a geographical dividing line or with
different sexual orientations, or internally displaced people). The implementers do this in multiple
languages, reflecting a regional horizon, and proactively cover gender issues. Their reach is dwarfed
by that of polarised media outlets but their audiences are rapidly growing, and other outlets are
increasingly republishing their work. Reach indicators are monitored, and there are plans to move in
2018 towards measuring attitude change among people reached.
In the Sahel, a non-governmental organisation is implementing a community peacebuilding programme
that combines work with local radio stations with a range of face-to-face communication mechanisms.
The project assessed similar work in other countries for lessons as to what works, has a thorough
monitoring system and follows good practice principles (such as the use of listener groups for
monitoring, and using radio broadcasts as one of several mutually reinforcing communication channels).

CSSF influencing efforts would benefit from more consistently explicit objectives and strategies, and from
progress monitoring
4.56 Influencing host governments’ agendas and approaches is an important part of the CSSF’s work. In
a few cases, we saw evidence suggesting that the CSSF managed to do so. In Colombia, for example,
the National Crime Agency (NCA) saw a causal link between a stronger judiciary and a stronger
peace, and encouraged parts of the judicial system to coordinate their efforts, using CSSF funding for
technical support to facilitate that coordination. Elsewhere, we saw influencing efforts that seemed
to have limited prospects of success. For example, some of the influencing work on gender equality,
social security reform and countering violent extremism seemed insufficient to stand a chance of
countering deeply entrenched views or interests in counterpart institutions.
4.57 Influencing is a difficult field of work, but a few important breakthroughs can be sufficient to justify
a number of unsuccessful efforts. To reduce the high risks of failure, we would expect to see explicit
influencing goals and strategies, a clear rationale for the level of investment, and at least some steps
toward measuring what has been achieved. In our case study countries and regions, we did not see
enough of this.48
4.58 We were concerned to find cases where the CSSF had embarked on ODA projects that had limited
prospects of success, because they believed the investment would provide the UK with diplomatic
access to key actors in government. While diplomatic and development goals can converge, a grey
area emerges when the stated objective of an ODA-funded project is actually serving an unstated
diplomatic objective, over which there is limited reporting and accountability.

47.
48.

Strategic Communications in Conflict and Stabilisation Interventions, What Works Series, Stabilisation Unit, July 2016, link.
We were told that the CSSF is testing a tool for measuring influence in East Africa. In Pakistan we noted a level of commitment to measure the results of political
influence and access, but the work is still at an early stage and limited to using anecdotal trackers.
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The CSSF’s value for money approach is underdeveloped
4.59 The CSSF introduced new guidance on value for money in the second half of 2017, and the Joint
Programme Hub is now working to embed new practices across the Fund. Previous programme
guidance referred the participating departments to DFID’s Smart Guide on value for money and its 3E
and 4E frameworks:
•
•
•
•

Economy: getting inputs of the appropriate quality at the right cost
Efficiency: turning inputs into outputs as cost-effectively as possible
Effectiveness: the extent to which the outputs are leading to the desired outcomes
Equity (the additional fourth E): the degree to which the results are equitably distributed.49

4.60 Although the CSSF has formally followed the 3E framework from the start of its operations, its annual
programme reviews were not able to assess value for money meaningfully in practice. DFID's Internal
Audit Committee concluded that “ensuring the CSSF achieves [value for money] appears challenging,
and would benefit from a more structured approach across efficiency, effectiveness and economy”.50
This is not surprising – applying value for money management approaches would require significant
improvement in the CSSF’s ability to specify and measure its results. As a result, in the words of one
CSSF staff member, progress on building the value for money approach is proceeding “in baby steps”.
Pakistan was the only one of our six case studies where the CSSF had attempted value for money
assessments of any part of its portfolio.
Some CSSF funding conditions may limit opportunities for value for money
4.61 In its first year, the CSSF used only single-year contracts. The Fund has now moved to multi-year
contracts in many instances, but these include clauses allowing the CSSF to cancel them at the end
of each year, so implementers feel they have only single-year certainty. In fact, and especially in the
first year, delays in the release of funding often meant that implementers had less than a year to
implement their projects.
4.62 In the case of commercial companies and non-governmental organisations, the CSSF imposes overly
demanding contractual terms. It requires activity-based budgeting,51 imposes stringent expenditure
restrictions related to salaries and equipment, and requires frequent and relatively heavy reporting.52
The rationale for these measures is to mitigate risk for the UK government. However, the drawbacks
include a reporting burden that leads to a disproportionate focus on donor accountability, short time
horizons for activities and strong incentives to focus reporting on successful activities and outputs,
rather than on outcomes and on addressing more complex and longer-term challenges. In contexts
where results take time to achieve, these funding terms may be contrary to maximising value for
money.
The CSSF could improve its management of value for money at the country and regional portfolio level
4.63 The CSSF has established national and regional boards. In parallel with the Joint Programme Hub,
these boards provide an oversight and challenge function that the Conflict Pool did not have.53 These
boards have strengthened the coherence of country and regional portfolios in our case studies,
but there are a few areas where stronger portfolio management tools could help these boards to
improve value for money at country and regional portfolio level. Current shortcomings in portfolio
management include:
•

49.
50.
51.
52.
53.

Insufficient use of risk and return analysis to assess the balance of interventions and to manage
and monitor risk at a portfolio level – including by aligning the CSSF’s direct and third-party
monitoring and supervision requirements to the level of risk of its projects.

While the fourth E of Equity is now in common use within DFID and globally, we have not seen it used in CSSF programming.
IAD Briefing Note – Summary of Assurance Reports Submitted to the Audit Committee, DFID Internal Audit Department, January 2017, unpublished.
Budgets that are disaggregated over activities rather than outputs. This is time-consuming and often artificial (for example, a demining company uses paint for
a range of activities and dividing that paint over these activities is inevitably arbitrary).
In most cases quarterly, but in the case of Mali a non-governmental organisation contract requires monthly financial and narrative reports.
At the time of this review, the Pakistan portfolio was not covered by a regional board but directly by the Cabinet Office.
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•

•

Unclear criteria for the selection of implementing partners, and in particular for choosing
between delivery by a UK government agency or an external partner. This includes lack
of clarity about the implementation requirements of each project (such as the value of
building bilateral ties between counterpart agencies in the two countries, and the need for
confidentiality).
The absence of criteria for right-sizing activities in relation to their objectives and strategic
significance. In the portfolios we assessed, it was rarely clear on what basis budgets were set
(other than other donors’ choices, in the case of multi-donor contributions). The options
appraisals were generally superficial and unconvincing. In particular, where the primary
objective was influencing rather than delivery of results at scale, this objective was not explicitly
(even if confidentially) expressed, making it hard to assess the level of investment required.54

CSSF programmes are relatively sensitive to how their interventions affect conflict dynamics, and the CSSF
also provides conflict sensitivity support to key implementers
4.64 Conflict sensitivity analysis is mandatory for all CSSF programmes. A conflict sensitivity analysis seeks
to understand the effects that an intervention may have on a conflict, so as to maximise positive
effects and minimise unintended negative consequences (see Box 10).

Box 10: It is important to do no harm
A minimum obligation for any action or intervention in and on conflict is that it does no harm. Negative
impacts are frequently unforeseen and unintended. Examples of negative impacts are:
•
•
•

worsening divisions between conflicting groups
increasing danger for participants in peace activities
reinforcing structural or overt violence.

It may be impossible to eliminate all harm, but potential negative impacts must be fully acknowledged,
mitigated where possible and balanced against positive benefits.
Good analysis is essential to reducing harm. Analysis must address the influence of aid on conflict and
fragility, looking in particular at its political impacts and the perceptions of key actors.55

4.65 CSSF experts in this field who we spoke to were of the opinion that there was significant scope to
strengthen such analyses. While this may be true, we note that the CSSF has substantial conflict
advisory support and appears to be ahead of many other international stakeholders. Within our
sample, this was obvious when comparing the conflict sensitivity of interventions designed by the
CSSF with those prepared by other actors (for multi-donor initiatives). The CSSF tries to help the
partners it is working with to achieve higher standards.
4.66 Iraq provides a good example of its efforts to accomplish this. The CSSF team in Iraq has made
available an unclassified version of the UK’s conflict analysis to other international stakeholders, and
will soon be assessing all project options against a set of commonly agreed criteria, including whether
they are consistent with the findings of the CSSF’s conflict analysis. Already, the team has embedded
a range of processes and principles both in its decision-making and in its day-to-day work to ensure
conflict sensitivity.
4.67 Conversely, it remains unclear how the CSSF’s key implementer in Iraq – UNDP – uses conflict analysis
to guide its project design and implementation. Key elements of its work appear to be conflictinsensitive.56 Moreover, UNDP is mandated to work in support of government authorities only, which
54.
55.
56.

In the words of one CSSF staff member: “do we need to train 500 people in order for diplomatic access to be granted, or would we also achieve this by training
100 people, or 20?”
Briefing paper B: Do No Harm, DFID, 2010, link.
The most important example of this is the 90-day timeframe of infrastructure projects, mentioned earlier. Such hasty work does not allow implementers to
build an understanding of local power dynamics and exposes the work to the risk of elite capture and corruption.
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creates the potential for support that is biased in the choice of beneficiaries, projects and local
implementing partners, and in procurement decisions, towards priorities that are not always conflictsensitive or conflict-focused. The extent to which UNDP is mitigating these risks is unclear. The CSSF
is attempting to address these shortcomings by funding and organising a conflict sensitivity mapping
exercise for UNDP, and by funding the recruitment of additional advisory capacity and local conflict
analyses.
The CSSF works with counterparts with contested human rights records, and does not always assess the
risks in an adequate and timely fashion
4.68 As is often necessary in conflict environments, we found across our case studies that the CSSF is
working with armed forces, police, paramilitary forces, prison services, the judiciary and criminal
investigators. In another ICAI review, we also covered CSSF work with coastguards.57 Several of
these counterparts are suspected of violating human rights. Working with such counterparts risks
legitimising them and their actions, or even becoming complicit in violations. The CSSF considers
these risks at some length in programme documentation, but has a high risk appetite. In our case
studies we only came across one decision not to work with an institution because of its human
rights record. This risk appetite is appropriate, within reason, because the likelihood of successfully
addressing conflict without host government involvement is remote.

It is important that we work with a wide range of countries. This includes some
countries where we have concerns about human rights. It is of fundamental
importance that HMG work on security and justice overseas is based on British
values, including human rights and democracy.
Boris Johnson, Foreign Secretary, in the foreword of Overseas security and
justice guidance (OSJA), Human Rights Guidance, HM Government, 2017, link.
4.69 For security and justice work in particular, UK government policy requires two risk mitigation
measures in cases where a project or programme is set to work with a counterpart that may do harm.58
First, the work must be designed with an explicit human rights element built into it. In a few cases, we
found such elements to be unconvincing. This was particularly the case with training-based solutions
(for instance human rights training for Malian security forces), which assumes that violations are the
result of a knowledge deficit on the side of the people involved.
4.70 Second, the UK government is required to undertake a human rights assessment (known as an
Overseas Security and Justice Assessment, OSJA) once a programme’s design is ready but before
implementation begins. This is to ensure that the level of risk is adequately assessed and the
mitigation measures are signed off at the appropriate level (including by ministers, for the highestrisk projects). Here, we found a number of problems with CSSF-funded programmes. Several OSJAs
were produced after programming had commenced and some OSJAs were incomplete or of low
quality (typically with a stronger analysis of the UK’s reputational risks than of the risk of CSSF support
aggravating human rights violations) or had not been conducted at all. The human rights assessments
within our sample always gave the green light for the proposed activity, without requiring any design
modifications.59 This may be the consequence of a small sample but it raises a concern as to whether
these assessments are an effective control mechanism.

57.
58.
59.

The UK’s aid response to irregular migration in the central Mediterranean, ICAI, March 2017, link.
Managers of other types of work sometimes also opt to follow this guidance.
We understood that this is not representative of OSJAs of CSSF programmes globally.
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Some programme designs pay due attention to gender issues and the role of women in peace and security,
but this is not always sustained through implementation
4.71 As required by UK legislation and government policy, gender sensitivity and furthering the role of
women in peace and security are high on the CSSF’s central agenda. We understand that all recent
NSC strategies include gender-relevant strategic objectives, and the CSSF has chosen to follow the
2014 International Development (Gender Equality) Act in its ODA programming.
4.72 There is UK-wide and CSSF-specific guidance on the issue.60 Gender experts advise on country
operations and the Stabilisation Unit organises gender training sessions. In 2016, the CSSF conducted
a gender audit for every programme in sub-Saharan Africa. Gender issues feature prominently in
the templates of reports and annual reviews, as well as in the CSSF’s first annual report. All CSSF
programmes have a three-tier gender scoring system and concomitant targets to meet.
4.73 The gender focus starts in the programmes’ inception phase, and the various boards assess proposals
accordingly. The rationale is that programmes that are based on a gender-sensitive conflict analysis
are more likely to be effective in addressing the specific needs, capabilities and experiences of the
whole society in question, including women, men, boys, girls and sexual and gender minorities.61
At the same time, the CSSF is not dogmatic and emphasises that “care must be taken to ensure that
addressing gender is done in a conflict-sensitive manner that does not fuel or exacerbate tensions,
gender-based violence and conflict”.62
4.74 This central commitment to gender sensitivity and to furthering the role of women in peace and
security is not yet consistently mirrored at programme level. The CSSF is aware that, across its global
portfolio, many annual reviews pointed to the need to strengthen gender sensitivity approaches and
to introduce indicators to track progress. This aligns with the findings from our six case studies, as
well as from our Somalia review.63 From interviews we understood that, for some CSSF stakeholders,
achieving gender equality means, for example, ensuring that women are included among police
trainees, rather than addressing the security and justice needs of women, girls, men and boys.
Moreover, a focus on gender issues at programme design is sometimes lost during implementation.
We saw examples of this in Mali, Jordan, the Caucasus and in Pakistan.
4.75 Only a few of the programmes we have seen were explicitly and clearly gender-sensitive throughout
the implementation stage (the recent work in Iraq and parts of the work in the Caucasus stood out). In
some cases, even generating gender-disaggregated data poses a challenge.64 In part, the difficulties
in keeping gender issues alive are caused by the fact that gender issues are a higher priority for the
CSSF than for partner country counterparts.
The CSSF’s programming is not designed to reach the most marginalised and vulnerable groups
4.76 The CSSF is about conflict, instability and insecurity, and its focus is on helping to achieve NSC
objectives. Most CSSF programming is not designed to reach the most marginalised and vulnerable
populations. The CSSF does not generally focus on marginalisation as a potential driver of conflict,
and some vulnerable groups – such as Syrian Palestinians who have been barred from entering Jordan
for years – are blind spots for the international community at large. In the words of one respondent:
“When it comes to stability… you do not necessarily target those most in need”.

60.

61.
62.
63.
64.

The CSSF follows the OECD/DAC guidelines for gender marking, see Converged Statistical Reporting Directives for the Creditor Reporting System and
the Annual Questionnaire, OECD/DAC, June 2013, link; and the UK National Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security, Foreign Office, DFID, Ministry of
Defence, 2014, link. General principles are applied to the CSSF in the CSSF Gender Guide and gender tip sheet. Other guidance often features gender-specific
components.
Joint Analysis of Conflict and Stability: Guidance note, Stabilisation Unit, June 2017, p. 9, link. The CSSF’s programme management guidance provides details of
requirements in Programme Management – CSSF guidance note, version 1.5, undated, unpublished.
Women, Peace and Security, CSSF Thematic Information Paper, Stabilisation Unit, September 2014, p. 4, link.
In Somalia, “gender mainstreaming was acknowledged as a gap by CSSF senior managers, and this was also apparent in our review of project documents”. UK
aid in a conflict-affected country: Reducing conflict and fragility in Somalia, ICAI, June 2017, p. 17, link.
This was the case in Mali’s multilateral programme, Pakistan’s counter violent extremism programme and the Colombia programmes.
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Conclusions on effectiveness
4.77 The CSSF’s results management has improved over the CSSF’s first two years, but is still inadequate.
Programmes are not designed with clear results frameworks and theories of change, and there is an
insufficiently rigorous system of monitoring to support management, accountability and learning.
This means that neither CSSF programme managers nor external reviewers such as ourselves have
hard evidence as to whether projects are being effectively delivered and achieving their intended
outcomes. Plans are promising but progress to date has been slow. The lack of hard evidence will not
be resolved in the next two years as this would require the basic requirements for monitoring and
evaluation to be in place already, which is not the case.
4.78 This is a very challenging area for results management, in which other development actors also
struggle. Nonetheless, we find that the level of results management is well below what we would
expect to see, given the size of the CSSF budget and the length of time that the CSSF and its
predecessor funds have been operating.
4.79 We saw some examples of programming with good prospects of contributing to conflict reduction,
including the Fund’s work on strategic communications in four of our six case studies. This excludes
both Jordan (where there was no stratcom) and Pakistan (where there was stratcom, but it was of
poor quality). However, in most other cases we found that programmes were based on implausible
assumptions and sometimes contradicted good practice or the available evidence on what works.
Capacity building is a major part of the CSSF portfolio, but was generally done poorly. There is a
tendency to default to training, even where a lack of skills is unlikely to be the binding constraint on
organisational performance. We also found that the CSSF was engaging in quick impact infrastructure
work in Iraq, despite a body of evidence questioning whether such activities contribute to conflict
reduction.
4.80 Given the weakness of its results management systems, the CSSF has made little progress on
integrating value for money into programme management. Moreover, its contract management
arrangements with the non-governmental organisation implementers in our case study countries and
regions incentivise a short-term perspective from implementers and are not conducive to maximising
value for money.
4.81 We find that the CSSF has strong practices around conflict sensitivity, and is making efforts to improve
the conflict sensitivity of its multilateral partners, sometimes from a low base. It also has a strong
approach to gender sensitivity, even if this is not always sustained through implementation. However,
its implementation of UK government rules on human rights risk management is inconsistent.
4.82 Overall, we find this to be a disappointing result, meriting an amber-red score, with the clear red
elements around results management practices and some of its approaches to programming.

Learning: How well is the CSSF learning what works in tackling conflict, instability and
insecurity?
The global body of evidence provides more insight into drivers of conflict than on how to use aid
programming to contribute to peace, stability and security
4.83 There is a growing body of research literature on why conflict occurs and how it is perpetuated. The
literature is much less advanced on how to use aid to address conflict, instability and insecurity. Even
the considerable research around the large-scale aid expenditure in Iraq and Afghanistan came to
conclusions that are less clear about what works than about programming approaches that have
verifiably failed to reduce conflict and insecurity, and about the risks of unintended consequences of
aid in complex and volatile conflict settings. (In addition, it should also be noted that findings from
these two countries may not be relevant in settings that have not seen large-scale external military
interventions.)
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4.84 This scarcity of knowledge on what works is reflected in global programming practice. In 2012, the
OECD concluded that “the theories underpinning international support to peacebuilding, conflict
prevention and statebuilding are weak. There is a lack of agreed upon, proven strategies for effectively
working towards peace… Programme approaches are often contested.”65 This has not fundamentally
changed in the years since then.
4.85 It is therefore not surprising to find that the CSSF draws on academic literature for its analytical
work on drivers of conflict in particular settings, but makes less use of the literature to guide its
programming choices. The Stabilisation Unit sometimes conducts quick and largely conflict-specific
literature reviews in preparation for its own conflict analyses. These literature reviews may have
helped to inform country and regional strategies and programming at some level, but the links
between external research and programme design are difficult to trace and our CSSF respondents
rarely referred to external research when explaining their choices.66
The CSSF does not consistently seize opportunities to contribute to the global body of evidence
4.86 The CSSF’s programming – both its successes and failures – have contributed little to inform the
research literature on the use of aid in fragile and conflict settings. None of our case studies led to
peer-reviewed or other externally available publications on topics within the field of conflict, stability
and security. We were made aware of other CSSF work, particularly by the Stabilisation Unit, informing
and supporting research papers, journal articles and conference proceedings. However, these are
modest contributions to global research efforts and evidence building, considering the size of the UK
government’s ODA investment in the CSSF and its predecessor funds. This is a missed opportunity,
considering the many evidence gaps in the research literature on what works and the wealth of
practical evidence the CSSF’s large portfolio of diverse programming could contribute to fill these
gaps.
4.87 By means of illustration, we found three examples of experimental programming that could
potentially contribute to the public body of evidence if their effectiveness were adequately assessed:
•

In the Caucasus, Action Against Hunger is implementing a project entitled ‘Building confidence
through veterinary interventions in rural communities across divides’. The project employs a
multi-ethnic team and regularly gets people from both sides of the divide together in neutral
territories. It is likely that the project is increasing capacity to contain regional epidemics,
which is a useful result in itself. In addition, cooperation among ethnic groups might have wider
peacebuilding effects, and assessing this might add to the research body on the issue.

•

The Colombia Serious Organised Crime programme is addressing bottlenecks that, if
successfully tackled, could strengthen the performance of the Colombian criminal justice
system. This, in turn, could conceivably make a meaningful contribution to the Colombian
peace process by supporting the rule of law in areas newly liberated from insurgent groups.
We were struck by the close integration of CSSF programming and UK diplomatic efforts in this
area. The Joint Programme Hub has already committed to “look further at best practice on this
point and how we can share it across the CSSF”.67

•

In Pakistan, it is likely that CSSF and other UK efforts have increased the proportion of women
who registered to vote in elections. Whether this contributes to wider stability and security
remains untested. Further analysis in this area would be a useful contribution to the body of
knowledge on what works in the field of women, peace and security.

There has been learning on programme management
4.88 The CSSF carries out annual reviews for all its programmes. This is a step change in comparison with
the Conflict Pool, and the CSSF staff we spoke to consider this a significant improvement.68 The
65.
66.
67.
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Evaluating peacebuilding initiatives in settings of conflict and instability, OECD, November 2012, p. 33, link.
Instead, comparative reflections were typically based on CSSF programming in other parts of the world, or on the individual’s prior experience, which was often
considerable.
Email from the head of the Joint Programme Hub to the ICAI lead commissioner, 11 November 2017.
Though they regularly object to the rigid template and the focus on the use of programme tools such as the results framework, rather than on the actual
programme substance and what it may achieve.
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national and regional boards are also playing an increasingly valuable challenge function. There are
regional learning activities and (strictly internal) annual CSSF global learning events. Visits to and from
countries are common, technical support is readily available and we saw some evidence of country
staff learning from neighbouring countries and replicating concepts and tools.
4.89 The annual reviews and annual global learning events have contributed to substantial improvements
in programme management, communication and reporting. Many respondents mentioned that the
quality of communications from the Joint Programme Hub to the departments responsible for CSSF
programming and to the in-country CSSF teams has improved. Departments with little knowledge of
ODA requirements have received support and guidance on programme management and reporting
principles. Results frameworks are still often inadequate, but they are better than they were at the
start of the Fund’s operations. Given the low starting point of some of the participating departments,
learning efforts in this area have not yet been sufficient, but the direction of travel is positive.
There has been insufficient thematic learning
4.90 The CSSF has done some work on thematic learning. The Stabilisation Unit offers a portfolio of
thematic training options and has led a few thematic learning exercises, and we saw examples
of sharing of learning between country or regional CSSF offices. The Stabilisation Unit has
also developed a ‘What Works Series’ that includes papers on two thematic areas: (1) strategic
communication in conflict and stabilisation interventions; and (2) principles and guidance to inform
international policing assistance.69 Preceding the CSSF, the Stabilisation Unit produced a paper on
‘the UK government’s approach to stabilisation’.70 In addition, the CSSF’s responsible departments
sometimes make use of thematic guidance produced by DFID.71
4.91 However, there is no central policy guidance in the field of security and justice (the thematic area
with the greatest funding). The development of guidance on transnational threats (such as serious
organised crime and violent non-state actors) has only just started, with useful but early-stage
documents circulated internally in the second half of 2017.
4.92 The UK aid strategy says that the CSSF “will include increased resource and expertise to tackle
the drivers of violent conflict which threaten stability and development such as extremism, illegal
migration and serious and organised crime”. In our review, we saw some evidence of this increased
expertise, and there is a chance that this may lead to the development of stronger thematic guidance
in the coming period.72 But security and justice is not a new field of work, and policy guidance could
have been developed some time ago (see Box 11).

Box 11: Strengthening measurement of results through the use of monitoring, evaluation
and learning contractors
The March 2015 ICAI review of UK development assistance for security and justice looked at both DFID
and Conflict Pool programming and concluded that “there is no overarching strategy for [DFID’s Security
and Justice] programming”.73
From 2015, the lead role on security and justice programming shifted from DFID to the CSSF, but neither
party took the policy lead. In the period that followed, and without explicit choice or rationale, the
nature of the programming shifted, with more attention to security and less to justice.
69.
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The other issues covered by the Stabilisation Unit’s What Works Series are: (1) analysis for conflict and stabilisation interventions, (2) monitoring and evaluation,
(3) outsourcing, and (4) planning for conflict and stabilisation interventions; all are available at the following link (accessed January 2018). The Stabilisation Unit
also wrote a series of Thematic Information Papers in 2014, in preparation for the launch of the CSSF. These papers are good but have not been refreshed since
2014 and are now partly outdated.
The UK government’s approach to stabilisation, Stabilisation Unit, May 2014, link. The Stabilisation Unit is currently developing a ‘Stabilisation Handbook’.
For example, DFID produced documents that include some useful guidance on longer-term stability, irregular migration, and countering violent extremism.
This was the case for DFID in the field of irregular migration. After the publication of ICAI's March 2017 review of the UK’s aid response to irregular migration in
the central Mediterranean (link), DFID produced guidance on programming that targets irregular migration, but this is “for DFID country/regional teams”, and
we have seen no evidence of the CSSF adopting these principles.
See the Review of UK development assistance for security and justice, ICAI, March 2015, link. In September 2014, the Stabilisation Unit produced a four-page
Thematic Information Paper on security and justice link, a thoughtful but little-known piece of guidance that has no formal weight and is now outdated.
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In July 2017, the CSSF’s annual global learning event concluded that a “lack of [UK government] policy
on [security and justice] is potentially hindering efforts”. No policy direction has since been developed.
Furthermore, we were informed that the UK government’s expertise on the issue has eroded since
DFID reduced its level of investment. As a result, learning from the UK government’s considerable past
investment in this area is at risk of being lost.
4.93 We recognise that there are challenges in extracting generic learning on conflict, security and stability
programming, where results tend to be highly context-specific. However, we found that this difficulty
is greatly compounded by the fact that the CSSF’s aid programming does not have clear lines of sight
to the end results that the Fund’s activities are meant to work towards, and that it does not evaluate or
otherwise adequately assess the results of its programming, or the programming of its predecessor,
the Conflict Pool.
4.94 We conclude that it is insufficiently clear what thematic lessons the CSSF has learned from the UK’s
many years of conflict-related programming (see Box 12) or how this learning is reflected in current
policy guidance and programming.

Box 12: Thematic learning has been a consistent weakness of the UK government’s conflict
prevention funds
In 2004, an evaluation of the African Conflict Prevention Pool and the Global Conflict Prevention
Pool recommended “a rolling program of country-level or conflict-level evaluations focusing on the
effectiveness of measures for specific conflicts”.74 We have not found evidence that such evaluations
have been conducted.
Eight years later, an ICAI evaluation of the Conflict Pool noted “the need for a significant boost in
monitoring and evaluation capacity”. We recommended that the Conflict Pool should “develop a
balanced monitoring and evaluation system which encompasses both strategic resource management
and real-time assessment of the outcomes of specific projects”.75 Following that review, we were
informed that plans to develop a comprehensive monitoring and evaluation system had been put on
hold, pending the launch of the CSSF. The recommendation does not appear to have been followed
through and the CSSF never evaluated any Conflict Pool programming.

Learning is not routinely shared with implementing partners
4.95 Implementing partners are not routinely part of the CSSF’s learning. Relevant portions of annual
reviews are often not shared with implementing partners, even when recommendations are directly
relevant to their work. CSSF programmes often have several implementing partners, but there are
no mechanisms for them to routinely share their experiences and learn from each other. Indeed, we
found that implementers did not always know which other implementers were part of the same CSSF
programme. This does not matter in programmes where projects are grouped together for the sake
of administrative convenience rather than programmatic coherence, but it poses a learning gap in
cases where projects are intended to be complementary.
4.96 Sometimes, sensitivity and confidentiality are used as arguments for the decision not to share
information and not to invite outsiders into learning events. Although this may be valid in specific
circumstances, our evidence indicates that this justification is over-used. First, it is often possible to
find ways to enable learning while respecting confidentiality, as the Iraq team illustrated by making
an unclassified version of its conflict assessment available to peers. Second, we found that different
people classified CSSF documents in different ways, with some restricting access as the default option,
and others not.
74.
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Evaluation of the Conflict Prevention Pools, Synthesis Report, DFID, Austin, G, et al., Evaluation Report EV 647, March 2004, para. 205, link.
Evaluation of the Inter-Departmental Conflict Pool, ICAI, July 2012, para. 2.85 and recommendation 6, link.
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Conclusions on learning
4.97 The CSSF has introduced a number of learning processes that its predecessor funds did not have, and
this has strengthened elements of programme management. Because of the CSSF’s inadequate results
management practices, these efforts have not yet managed to create sufficient thematic learning.
Where programme-specific insights are gained, they are not routinely shared with implementing
partners.
4.98 The CSSF does not make full use of the research literature to inform guidance on what works in
thematic aid programming. Such guidance is insufficient in a few key areas of CSSF programming,
including the themes of security and justice programming and countering terrorism and violent
extremism.
4.99 The CSSF’s contribution to the body of research on how ODA can be used to promote stability
and security is modest, considering the size of the Fund and the UK government’s extensive prior
experience in conflict-related programming.
4.100 We have given the CSSF an amber-red score for its use of and contribution to learning in the field of
conflict, peace and security. This score is based on the lack of prioritisation of the capturing, use and
dissemination of evidence and knowledge beyond individual projects and country portfolios.
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5 Conclusions & recommendations
Conclusions
5.1 Based on our review of four country and two regional portfolios, we have awarded the CSSF an overall
amber-red score. While our conclusions are limited to the work that we have reviewed, our assessment
raises a range of issues that are likely to be pertinent to the CSSF as a whole.
5.2 The CSSF rates relatively well on relevance to the immediate consequences of conflict and instability.
It is flexible and responsive to the priorities set by the NSC. We found the CSSF to be well informed and
up to date on conflict dynamics in its theatres of operations, and its programming showed an ability
to keep pace with volatile contexts. Its work supports UK engagement with partner countries and
international processes in key conflict settings around the world. It makes good use of the expertise
available across the UK government. However, its portfolios remain quite fragmented (although less so
now than in the first year of operations). It often lacks a causal logic from its reactive and tactical use
of aid programming to its long-term strategic objectives of reducing conflict drivers and promoting
sustainable peace in particular contexts.
5.3 We found that CSSF results management practices are inadequate. While this is a challenging area
for conflict-related programming, we would have expected it to be given much higher priority,
considering the size of the Fund and the long experience the UK government has in conflict-related
ODA spending. As a result, there is little reliable data on whether CSSF projects are achieving their
intended results or delivering value for money. The problem is not just one of demonstrating results:
unless the CSSF clearly articulates what it is trying to achieve and how, and monitors progress
towards its goals, it is unlikely to achieve results commensurate with the level of investment. On a
few occasions, CSSF funding was used to gain access to key partners and processes, with inadequate
attention paid to the direct results of the activities funded.
5.4 We saw promising work in some areas, such as strategic communications, but also programmes that
were flawed in conception and poorly delivered. Some of the CSSF’s programming – particularly on
capacity building – runs contrary to the available evidence. The Fund’s management practices are not
conducive to optimising value for money, encouraging a short-term perspective from implementers.
The CSSF does, however, have good practices on conflict sensitivity and the beginnings of a strong
approach to gender sensitivity.
5.5 In relation to learning, the CSSF has introduced a number of innovations that are helping to promote
learning on programme management, although progress has been slow and there is still a long way to
go. It draws on the available research to inform its conflict analysis, but does not give sufficient priority
to learning and producing guidance on programming. Strategic and policy guidance is missing in some
key areas and is work in progress in others. The CSSF does not often share its experiences externally,
which is a missed opportunity to contribute to filling global evidence gaps.
5.6 We have seen that the CSSF is aware of many of these shortcomings and is taking steps to address
them. The following recommendations are intended to contribute and add urgency to those efforts.

Recommendations
Recommendation 1: The CSSF should introduce country or regional plans specifying how its portfolios
of aid programmes and influencing efforts will contribute to achieving NSC objectives, the intermediate
outcomes that the portfolios will achieve, and the assumptions that need to hold for this to happen.
Problem statements
•

The CSSF has good insights into the drivers of conflict, but less awareness of the programming
approaches that can help to achieve sustainable peace, stability and security.
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•

It is beginning to develop some stronger theories of change at programme level, but they are not
yet of the standard required for planning, monitoring or evaluation purposes.

•

The CSSF does not clearly articulate how its various activities in each setting will work together to
advance its strategic objectives.

Recommendation 2: Where the CSSF projects are intended to support diplomatic access and
influence, the influencing objectives should be explicit and progress reported so that the value for
money of the investment can be confirmed.
Problem statements
•

We have seen examples of CSSF projects whose real purpose appeared to be securing diplomatic
access and influence, rather than the stated objectives.

•

In our case studies, the CSSF did not report on influencing outcomes, making it impossible to
assess whether the investment represented value for money.

Recommendation 3: Programmes should demonstrate more clearly and carefully how they identify,
manage and mitigate risks of doing harm.
Problem statements
•

Human rights assessments were not always conducted prior to programme commencement (or
indeed at all) and were not always up to date and of adequate quality.

•

When working with counterparts that may do harm, mitigation measures were sometimes
superficial.

•

As human rights risk assessments are inconsistent and programme monitoring is often weak, we
do not know if CSSF programming is causing harm.

Recommendation 4: The CSSF should address gaps in its results management and in its assessment
of value for money of existing programmes as soon as possible. Meanwhile, it must ensure that all new
programming includes adequate results management and measures to assess value for money.
Problem statements
•

The CSSF’s results management processes have been improving but are not strong enough for the
volume of expenditure it manages.

•

Neither the CSSF’s management nor external parties can at present judge whether the expenditure
represents value for money.

•

The CSSF has been slow to adopt value for money tools and practices at programme level; it needs
stronger portfolio management tools to help its boards to improve value for money at country and
regional portfolio level.

•

The CSSF’s quality assurance of programme design and delivery is improving but is still, in the
programming we have seen, inadequate.

•

In cases of weak programme delivery (of which we saw many examples) the CSSF may be unaware
of the failings because it does not have an adequate system for monitoring programmes in accessconstrained contexts.

•

Not all programming lends itself to results frameworks, but the CSSF does not encourage its
implementers to use alternative planning and monitoring tools.
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Recommendation 5: The CSSF should create conditions that allow for the evaluation of a larger part of
its portfolio. Independent reviews and evaluations of the Fund should be undertaken where it is possible
to do so.
Problem statements
•

Evaluations are important to support accountability and learning.

•

The CSSF and its predecessor funds have not invested enough in evaluating programming,
although there has been progress over the course of our review period.

•

In many cases, the basic requirements for programme evaluation are not in place. An assessment
of the extent to which CSSF portfolios can in fact be evaluated would help to identify early
candidates for evaluation and priorities for further work.

•

The evaluation of potential success stories is particularly important as this could add to the very
limited body of knowledge on what works.

Recommendation 6: The CSSF should synthesise the evidence on what works in its most important
programme areas, both from its own experience and from the literature, and share it with the
participating departments and implementing partners in the form of thematic guidance.
Problem statements
•

The CSSF could have done more to generate and gain insights into what works and to develop
thematic policy guidance in a few key areas of the CSSF’s work. No central policy guidance
currently exists for security and justice work, and the development of guidance on transnational
threats such as serious organised crime and violent non-state actors is at an early stage.

•

Some CSSF programming is based on approaches that are likely to achieve sub-optimal results. We
noticed this in the field of training and some of the quick infrastructure works in particular.

•

Considering that the CSSF is one of the leading global aid instruments on conflict and security, the
Fund’s contribution to the global body of evidence of what works is modest.

•

Implementing partners are not routinely involved in its learning processes, and programme
learning is not routinely shared with the CSSF’s implementers.

•

Sensitivity and confidentiality may be valid arguments not to share learning, but our evidence
indicates that this justification is over-used.
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Annex 1 Detail of scoring
Question 1: Relevance
How relevant and strategic is the CSSF’s response to particular conflicts and crises?

GREEN/
AMBER

The case study portfolios are well aligned with the UK aid strategy and relevant NSC
strategies. They are underpinned by adequate, if sometimes outdated, conflict assessments,
and managed by well-informed CSSF staff that often have considerable conflict expertise.
They also use this expertise to influence multilateral efforts and host government agendas.
The portfolios are coordinated with other UK and wider international aid programming, and
remain relevant by responding to changes in context and conflict dynamics in real time.
These are the green elements of our green-amber score.
The amber element of the score is the CSSF’s lack of a clear rationale for how its activities
contribute to the long-term goal of promoting sustainable peace, stability and security.

Question 2: Effectiveness

AMBER/
RED

How effective is the CSSF at addressing conflict, instability and insecurity and at
promoting sustainable peace, stability and security?
Because of inadequate results management, there is little hard evidence as to whether
programming is achieving its intended outcomes, and limited data the CSSF could use to
integrate value for money into programme management. While results management is
challenging for any conflict programming, we nonetheless expected to see much stronger
systems, given the size of the Fund and the length of time that the UK government has been
operating conflict prevention funds. This is the red component of the score.
The lack of results evidence did not allow us to judge the effectiveness of programming, but
we saw some examples of strong work, particularly on strategic communication. We also saw
programmes that were based on implausible assumptions, that contradicted the available
evidence on what works (particularly on capacity building), or where the quality of delivery
was poor. The quality of the programming is therefore inconsistent.
The CSSF has strong practices around conflict sensitivity and works to improve the conflict
sensitivity of its multilateral partners. It also has a strong approach to gender sensitivity, even
if this is not always sustained through implementation. Its human rights risk management is
inconsistent. Together, these form the amber part of the score.

Question 3: Learning

AMBER/
RED

How well is the CSSF learning what works in tackling conflict, instability and
insecurity?
The CSSF has introduced a number of learning processes that its predecessor funds did not
have. This has led to improvements in elements of programme management. However,
thematic learning remains limited.
There is a need to strengthen the body of research on how ODA can be used to promote
stability and security. The CSSF’s contribution to this body of research is modest and not
commensurate with the size of the Fund and the UK government’s accumulated experience in
conflict-related programming. Sharing project-specific and wider lessons with implementers
does not routinely happen.
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Overall score

AMBER/
RED

The CSSF is a flexible and responsive instrument for supporting the implementation of NSC
strategies. Its programmes are well informed on conflict dynamics, and its programming is
able to adapt and stay relevant in volatile contexts. It supports UK engagement with partner
countries and international processes, and helps to mobilise the expertise available across
the UK government. However, the country and regional portfolios we have seen often lack a
clear causal logic from programming to the end objective of sustainable peace, stability and
security.
The CSSF’s results management practices are inadequate, given the scale of the funding.
As a result, there is little reliable data on whether its projects are achieving their intended
results or delivering value for money, and whether they might be doing harm. We have seen
examples where CSSF funding is used to gain access to partners and processes, rather than
focused on their stated objectives. While we saw good quality programming in some areas,
most of the programmes we reviewed showed signs of basic design errors, and some of the
Fund’s work runs contrary to the available evidence of what works. Delivery is often poor,
suggesting a lack of quality control in difficult security environments. There is an overreliance on training, including in contexts where it is unlikely to be effective. Some of the
contract management processes are not conducive to optimising value for money. The CSSF
does, however, have some good practices on gender and conflict sensitivity.
The CSSF has introduced some useful learning processes. These have resulted in
improvements in programme management, from a low base, but not in significantly stronger
thematic programming. Efforts to develop strategic and policy guidance on programming
in some of its key areas of work are at an early stage. It does not give enough attention
to capturing learning from its own experience, and its contribution to addressing global
evidence gaps is too modest for a sizeable fund that builds on experience gained through the
Conflict Pool and its predecessor inter-departmental conflict prevention funds.
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Annex 2 List of sampled programmes
For reasons of data sensitivity, two programmes and three projects are missing from this list.

Programme title

Lead departments and key objectives of sampled projects

The Caucasus
Eastern Partnership

FCO - To maintain and build confidence between the conflict-affected societies
of Abkhaz and Georgians.
FCO - To counter and reduce the effect of destabilising disinformation by
developing government strategic communications capability and supporting
independent media platforms to enable them to counter disinformation.
FCO - To create alternative multi-media focusing on the South Caucasus and
wider region (Turkey and Iran) by using different perspectives from young
female journalists.
FCO - To improve human physical security in Abkhazia and Nagorno-Karabakh
through mine risk education and explosive ordnance disposal.
FCO - To improve confidence and trust between conflict-affected societies
using shared approaches towards local animal bio-security issues across the
Abkhaz Administrative Boundary Line.

Colombia
Serious and
Organised Crime
programme

NCA - To support capacity building in and cooperation across the Colombian
justice institutions.

Security and Access
to Justice for Peace
(Peace Process)
Programme (PPP)

FCO - To help the government of Colombia to coordinate the laying down of
weapons by the FARC and the response to the legacy of mines and unexploded
ordnance left across the country.
FCO - To support Colombian civil society to ensure accountability and
consideration of gender during the peace negotiations and the follow-on
implementation of the peace accord.
FCO - To help the government of Colombia on communications so as to build
support for the peace process across all segments of Colombian society.
FCO - To help the private sector play a role in promoting the success of the
peace process.
FCO - To help the EU and the UN deliver tangible peacebuilding initiatives in the
communities most affected by the conflict.
FCO - To support the Organization of American States to provide the
government of Colombia with independent monitoring of the conflict and
implementation of the peace process.

Iraq
Governance
programme

DFID - To support the country’s stabilisation via the UNDP-managed Funding
Facility for Immediate Stabilisation.

Security and Justice
programme

FCO - To support transitional justice and reconciliation, including through
UNDP’s Integrated Reconciliation project.
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Jordan
Community Level
Conflict Resolution

DFID - To help Jordan’s most at-risk communities to manage current and
emerging tension and develop common solutions to immediate problems that
threaten local stability.
DFID - To support Jordanian municipalities most affected by the influx of Syrian
refugees in addressing community needs.

Internal Security

FCO - To enhance community and public safety through support to the
Jordanian civil security institutions.

Inclusive and
Sustainable
Economic Reform

FCO - To enhance the effectiveness of the Jordanian parliament and increase
political participation, so as to make the Jordanian political system more
accountable and responsive to citizens.
FCO - To achieve a more effective settlement of labour disputes which reduces
workplace friction and boosts confidence in labour market stability.
FCO - To increase the effectiveness of civil society’s work in facilitating social
dialogue that is conducive to the implementation of key economic reforms.

Pakistan
Democracy

DFID - To better equip the Election Commission of Pakistan to deliver progress
on electoral reform priorities before the 2018 election.

Rule of Law

FCO - To build citizen trust and confidence in the rule of law in Pakistan by
supporting government and judicial leadership of reform, improving the
effectiveness, coordination and accountability of justice institutions, and
improving citizens’ access to justice, with a particular focus on women and the
most vulnerable.

Regional

FCO - To increase understanding and trust between government and societies,
providing a more favourable backdrop for improving relations between UK and
Pakistan governments.

Stabilisation

DFID - To help build a stronger civilian government presence in Pakistan’s
Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA), and to support the shift from a
military-led FATA administration to a civilian one.

Counter-Extremism

FCO - To help build Pakistan's capability to counter extremism through research,
campaigns, training and support for other government-led initiatives.

The Sahel
Conflict Reduction
and Stabilisation

FCO - To strengthen the capacity in the Sahel region to produce news and
information that contributes to good governance, strengthens the democratic
processes, increases security and creates dialogue.
DFID - To promote social cohesion, reduce intercommunal tension, improve
dialogue and establish communication and engagement between displaced
persons and communities of origin, setting the stage for peaceful and conflictsensitive internally displaced person/refugee return programmes in the conflictaffected regions of Timbuktu, Segou and Mopti in Mali.
FCO - To support the United Nations Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization
Mission in Mali Trust Fund.
FCO - To engage, through a credible partner, with communities and armed
groups in central Mali, to create spaces for dialogue among and between
groups, including signatories to the peace accord, and with key community
stakeholders (religious leaders) at the community level.
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Multilaterals

FCO - For international humanitarian law, human rights and related law,
academic training and delivery with supporting practical field exercises based
at Koulikoro Training Centre to teach, test and reinforce understanding of
international law principles and national law standards.
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