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Sudan: Country Background
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Overview

Sudan has been torn apart by internal conflict for 
most of its independence. The root cause of con-
flict in southern Sudan and Darfur is the same: the 
hoarding of wealth and power by ruling elites in 
the capital Khartoum that will stop at nothing to 
remain in firm control of the country’s growing oil 
wealth. Ending genocide in Darfur and fulfilling the 
promise of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement 
(CPA)—a landmark deal brokered by the U.S. and 
others to end 22 years of war in the South—requires 
a holistic Sudan policy. The international community 
must demand full and timely implementation of the 
CPA—particularly the provisions that pave the way 
for elections—and deploy additional personnel and 
resources to ensure that this historic opportunity for 
a democratic political transformation is not missed. 
At the same time, the international community 
must focus on peace and protection in Darfur by 
brokering an inclusive peace deal and supporting 
the full deployment of a joint United Nations/

African Union peacekeeping force to the region. 
Death and destruction in Sudan is almost certain to 
continue until the international community creates 
a cost for the regime in Khartoum.

http://www.enoughproject.org/conflicts/sudan

Roots of the Crisis

Sudan, Africa’s largest country, owes its existence 
as one unit to its colonial history. Sudan is divided 
by religion, ethnicity, tribe and economic livelihood 
(between nomadic and sedentary cultures). Since 
independence in 1956, the country’s most sig-
nificant conflict has been that between the north 
and south, with the first civil war lasting from 
1955–1972, and the second from 1983–2005.

The loose Ottoman-Egyptian administration of 
what is now Sudan collapsed in the 1880s after a 

Since Sudan’s Independence in 1955, two civil wars have occurred between North and South Sudan, the first from 1955-1972 and the second 
from 1983–2005, Photo: Colin Thomas-Jensen/ENOUGH & Doug Mercado

http://www.enoughproject.org/conflicts/sudan
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national-religious revolt led by the Islamic Mahdi, 
or prophet. Anglo-Egyptian forces captured Khar-
toum in 1898 and established a jointly-administered 
condominium government. The British adminis-
tered the north and south separately until 1947, 
with political power given to the northern elites 
prior to independence in January 1956.

Southern army officers mutinied in 1955, eventu-
ally forming the Anya-Nya guerrilla movement. A 
few years later, General El-Ferik Ibrahim Abboud 
seized power in Khartoum, but was forced out by a 
popular uprising in 1964.

A number of northern-dominated governments 
succeeded each other for the next few years, with 
General Gaafar Nimeiri leading a successful coup in 
1969. Nimeiri came to power as a socialist, then re-
cast himself as a moderate, and ultimately adopted 
the mantle of Islamic nationalism, all in order to 
maintain power in the face of opposition from 
across the political spectrum and ensure a promi-
nent role for Sudan in what was then the super-
power rivalry of the Cold War. As a series of coup 
attempts left him politically isolated, he began to 
seek peace with former adversaries in neighboring 

Ethiopia and Uganda, and with southern rebels. 
The Addis Ababa peace agreement was signed by 
the Nimeiri government with Anya-Nya in March 
1972, and allowed for Anya-Nya integration into 
the national army and provided limited autonomy 
for the south.

However, consistent violations of the agreement 
by the government eventually led to a resumption 
of the war. The agreement was unconstitutionally 
revised by the Khartoum government in 1977, and 
northern troops were deployed to the oil-rich 
southern town of Bentiu. In response, southern 
troops mutinied against the government in June 
1983. Khartoum then imposed Islamic or sharia 
law in September 1983, further alienating the non-
Muslim southern population.

Southern grievances eventually crystallized around 
the Sudan People’s Liberation Army/Movement, or 
SPLA, a rebel group led by Dr. John Garang. As po-
litical tensions rose in the north, the economy fell 
into decline and the war in the south re-escalated, 
Nimeiri was overthrown by a popular uprising in 
1985 and, following a brief transition led by the 
military, a democratic government led by the 

An estimated 300,000 people have died since the onset of the Darfur genocide in 2003. Photo: Colin Thomas-Jensen/ENOUGH & Doug Mercado
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northern-based Umma Party’s Sadiq al-Mahdi was 
voted into power in 1986.

Moves towards a peace agreement between the 
SPLA and the government were dashed when the 
National Islamic Front, or NIF, led a bloodless coup in 
June 1989, a day before a bill to freeze sharia law was 
to be passed by Parliament and in the midst of what 
might have been promising discussions between the 
government and southern rebels. Led by General 
Omer al-Bashir, the NIF unravelled peace efforts, 
revoked the constitution, banned opposition parties, 
and pursued the war with the SPLA by proclaiming 
jihad against the mostly non-Muslim south.

Though its cause gained greater attention at home 
and abroad, the SPLA was weakened in 1991 by 
the fall of a key regional ally, the Marxist regime of 
Mengistu Haile Mariam in Ethiopia, and by a major 
split within its own ranks. This led to serious inter-
ethnic fighting in the south. The SPLA survived 
through a series of alliances with northern opposi-
tion movements and strong regional support. Over 
time, Eritrea became an important base of opera-
tions after Eritrea fell out with Khartoum over the 
NIF’s support for Eritrean Islamic insurgents.

Around this same time, Sudan was implicated by 
both Ethiopia and the UN Security Council of in-
volvement in the June 1995 assassination attempt 
on Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak during his 
visit to Addis Ababa for an annual Organization for 
African Union (OAU) Summit. Subsequently, Ethio-
pia increased its support for the SPLA. Khartoum’s 
harboring of Osama bin Laden and a broad array 
of terrorist groups throughout the 1990s led to its 
further international isolation, culminating in the 
U.S. cruise missile attack on Khartoum following 
terrorist bombings of U.S. embassies in Kenya and 
Tanzania in 1998.

On-and-off negotiations between the government 
and the SPLA under the Kenyan-led regional Inter-
Governmental Authority on Development, or IGAD, 

made little progress from 1994-2001. But in 2002, 
the Machakos Protocol—which granted the south 
the right to a referendum on self determination 
following a six-year interim period and dictated 
that sharia law would remain in force only in the 
north—provided the framework for future, suc-
cessful negotiations.

IGAD worked closely with a quartet of western 
countries—the U.S., UK, Norway, and Italy—to 
press the government and SPLA to reach a final 
deal. High-level U.S. diplomatic engagement, 
notably the White House’s appointment of former 
Missouri Senator John Danforth as special envoy, 
provided much needed leverage to move the pro-
cess toward its conclusion.

The Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) was 
officially signed on January 9, 2005. The CPA had 
sufficient momentum to survive the death of SPLM 
leader and Vice-President elect John Garang, and 
by October 2005, a new constitution had been rati-
fied, a new government sworn in (with 52 percent 
of the executive posts for the ruling NCP and 28 
percent for the SPLM), and the south’s autonomous 
legislature and government became operational.

Darfur emerged as the next chapter in Sudan’s civil 
wars when the Sudan Liberation Army/Movement 
(SLA) and the Justice and Equality Movement (JEM) 
rebel groups took up arms against the government 
in February 2003. The rebels claimed years of po-
litical, economic and social marginalization of the 
region, and hailed primarily from the African Fur, 
Zaghawa, and Massaleit tribes.

After a string of rebel victories in the spring of 2003, 
the government responded by arming Arab Jan-
jaweed militia to clear civilian population bases of 
those accused of supporting the rebellion. Violence 
and broken ceasefires continued throughout 2004 
and 2005—despite intermittent peace talks and the 
presence of a 7,000-strong African Union protection 
force that was deployed in August 2004.
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Divisions between and within the two rebel groups 
have exacerbated the conflict and hindered nego-
tiations. Hundreds of thousands have died in Dar-
fur, and roughly 2.5 million have been displaced 
and today rely on external assistance for their 
survival. In March 2005, the UN Security Council 
referred the situation in Darfur to the Interna-
tional Criminal Court prosecutor for investigation, 
though the Sudanese government continues to 
oppose ICC involvement.

Peace talks mediated by the African Union culmi-
nated in the Darfur Peace Agreement on May 5, 
2006. However, only one of the main rebel fac-
tions—the SLA faction led my Commander Minni 
Arkou Minnawi—signed the deal with the govern-
ment, and the non-signatory rebel groups vowed 
to fight on.

Since the signing of this agreement, the security, 
human rights, and humanitarian situation in Darfur 

have continued to deteriorate. Khartoum continues 
its policy of support for Janjaweed militias and their 
attacks on civilians. Humanitarian access remains 
extremely poor, as relief workers are targeted by 
government-supported militias, rebel groups, and 
bandits. Meanwhile Khartoum continues to oppose 
the deployment of an AU/UN “hybrid” force man-
dated by the UN Security Council.

No one can guarantee what will work with a regime 
as tough-minded and inscrutable as Sudan’s, but pa-
tient diplomacy and trust in Khartoum’s good faith 
have proven to be a patent failure. Although the 
United Nations General Assembly and UN Security 
Council have endorsed the doctrine of the “respon-
sibility to protect” civilians when their own govern-
ments are unable or unwilling to do so, the world 
has yet to act to protect Darfur’s civilians, ensure a 
lasting peace, or hold the perpetrators accountable.

http://www.enoughproject.org/node/524

http://www.enoughproject.org/node/524
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H
eadlines this month are heralding the 

news that the Sudanese government has 

agreed—again—to the deployment of a 

U.N./A.U. hybrid peacekeeping mission for Darfur. 

However, the Khartoum regime’s agreement is 

proving to be riddled with conditions and foot-

notes, and within days of agreeing to the mission, 

President Omer al-Bashir has publicly recanted his 

acceptance before audiences in Khartoum. 

Sadly, this is nothing new. The Khartoum regime’s 

record of implementing agreements is poor at best, 

and the international community has done little to 

challenge Khartoum’s inaction.

This time, Khartoum’s wavering agreement can 

be translated into good news for the people of 

Darfur—if and only if the international community 

moves swiftly to: protect civilians in Darfur and 

the neighboring countries affected by the crisis; 

promote a serious peace process; and punish the 

perpetrators and those that would obstruct civil-

ian protection or the peace. This strategy briefing 

will focus primarily on immediate protection 

requirements. 

A. PROTECT THE PEOPLE

First, several critical factors will determine whether 

the proposed peacekeeping mission will achieve 

success and finally fulfill the international commu-

nity’s responsibility to protect civilians in Darfur. 

The Sudanese regime will likely balk at each step, 

but in each case, the international community must 

push back and ensure that the following six ele-

ments of the mission are fully addressed:

1. MANDATE: Civilian protection must be the 

objective of the deployment of forces to 

Darfur. The U.N. Security Council and the A.U. 

Peace and Security Council must authorize a ro-

bust Chapter VII mission mandated to protect ci-

vilians and humanitarian operations. Anything 

less will allow Khartoum to continue its assault 

on the people of Darfur, restrain the movement 

of relief workers, and give the rebels and the 

regime further license to escalate the conflict. 

2. MANAGEMENT: The United Nations must be 

responsible for the command and control 

of the mission. In light of the complexity of 

forging a hybrid mission comprised of two very 

different institutions and the need for success-

ful collaboration, the mission should be under 

U.N. command and control, build on the experi-

ence of A.U. forces already on the ground, de-

lineate clear responsibilities for both organiza-

tions, and include a transparent mechanism for 

the two to resolve disagreements that may arise 

in handling challenges to mandate implementa-

tion or mission operations. 

3. MANPOWER: Troops should be drawn from 

throughout the world, not just Africa. Giv-

en that current plans call for a mission of 17,500–

19,500 troops and nearly 4,000 civilian police 

at a time when the demand for peacekeepers 

worldwide is on the rise, Africa is running up 

against limitations on its capacity to supply new 

troops. Therefore, troops should be drawn from 

anywhere, not just Africa as the Sudanese have 

suggested. The international community must 

move now to identify troop and police contribut-

ing countries, and rapidly increase international 

peacekeeper training programs to ensure that 

sufficient personnel are available over time. 

4. MOBILITY: The troops must be provided 

with the support necessary to undertake a 

mobile mission in the challenging terrain 

of Darfur. Moving a large and diverse force 

into theater as quickly as possible requires that 

the international community provide lift for 

the initial deployment as well as for rotations. 

Once on the ground, and because the size and 

terrain of Darfur require a nimble, mobile, and 

well-equipped force, the international commu-

nity must ensure that troops are provided with 
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interoperable equipment, ground facilities, sus-

tenance, and logistical and air support.

5. METHODOLOGY: Civilian components of the 

mission should have equal priority to mili-

tary elements. In addition to its military and 

logistical capabilities, the mission will require 

robust financial support for civilian and political 

capabilities, including support for human rights 

monitoring, local dispute resolution, commu-

nity outreach, and the dissemination of news 

and information to the public. The need for a 

dexterous mission able to protect civilians and 

humanitarian operations also requires that the 

international community immediately establish 

systems and mechanisms to share intelligence 

with the force command on the ground.

6. MONEY: Donors must fully fund civilian 

protection in Darfur. Though its status as a 

U.N./A.U. hybrid means that the mission will be 

funded by assessed contributions to the United 

Nations, additional resources are required to sus-

tain A.U. forces already on the ground, ensure a 

smooth transition to the U.N./A.U. hybrid force, 

and prepare for deployment. The international 

community must make these funds available im-

mediately—particularly for barracks—in order 

to avoid any delays in deployment, and ensure 

that the hybrid is fully and realistically funded 

immediately upon authorization of the mission 

by the U.N. Security Council and A.U. Peace and 

Security Council.

Because the crisis has by now spread beyond Sudan’s 

borders, the swift deployment of the full hybrid 

force to Darfur must be accompanied by simultane-

ous efforts to protect vulnerable civilians in eastern 

Chad, where as many as 150,000 civilians have 

fled attacks by Khartoum-backed armed groups 

and reprisals by Chadian-backed militias, and in 

the Central African Republic, where humanitarian 

agencies have limited access to tens of thousands of 

newly-displaced civilians in the northeast. 

The international community must embark swiftly 

on a strategy for regional protection that includes 

pressing Chadian President Idriss Deby to deploy his 

military forces to protect vulnerable populations; 

reaching agreement at the U.N. Security Council on 

the size and mandate of a protection force in east-

ern Chad and northeastern CAR; and establishing 

and supporting a coordination mechanism between 

a force in Chad, the peacekeeping force in Darfur, 

and the small regional peacekeeping force already 

in CAR. Finally, it is time for the international 

community to work with the Chadian and Central 

African governments and diverse stakeholders in 

both countries to establish credible, internationally-

supported political dialogue with armed opposition 

groups and civil society organizations.

B. PROMOTE THE PEACE

The second element of a successful strategy is a 

robust effort to secure a viable, lasting peace agree-

ment (see “An Axis of Peace”). In a letter transmit-

ted to the president of the U.N. Security Council and 

summarizing the high-level consultations between 

the A.U., U.N., and government of Sudan in June, 

U.N. Secretary General Ban Ki-moon notes that “the 

participants further agreed on the need for an im-

mediate comprehensive ceasefire accompanied by 

an inclusive political process.” This agreement is no 

less important than Khartoum’s stated acceptance 

of the hybrid force, as unless and until a durable 

peace agreement is achieved the peacekeeping mis-

sion is destined to fail.

C. PUNISH THE PERPETRATORS

Third, punishment must be on the table. The road 

to peace in Darfur is littered with broken promises, 

both because Khartoum has repeatedly agreed 

to but failed to act upon ceasefires, peace agree-

ments, and expanded peacekeeping missions and 

because the international community has, in each 

case, failed to extract any cost for that defiance.
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It is time to hold Khartoum to its word. If the 

regime balks at any of the key components of the 

mission—such as U,N, command-and-control or 

troop contributors—the Security Council should 

step up the pressure by passing a resolution 

authorizing targeted sanctions on senior regime 

officials (see “We Know Their Names”) and the 

companies owned by the ruling party that help 

facilitate the regime’s business (see “A Plan B With 

Teeth For Darfur”). 

Time is not on the side of the people of Darfur, and 

Khartoum’s latest promise is already wavering. But 

the international community is being handed an 

opportunity to muster the resources, diplomacy, 

and political will that can combine to make real 

our responsibility to protect the people of Darfur. 

It is ours to decide whether the will of the interna-

tional community will prevail. The fate of millions 

of Darfurians and civilians from Chad and CAR 

hang in the balance.




