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Introduction 

The research team was asked to consider a wide range of consequences of humanitarian aid 
in Sudan, with an emphasis on its unintended effects. As a focus for field research, the team 
identified two contiguous areas: northern Bahr-el-Ghazal in the SPLA zone; and, in the GoS 
zone, those parts of south Darfur and west Kordofan which have been most affected by 
population displacement from the south, along with the government garrison town of Wau (in 
government-controlled Bahr-el-Ghazal). 

Field research for the study took place between March and June 1999. It was conducted in 
two separate trips: two members of the team spent three weeks in Khartoum and in the 
government-controlled areas of south Darfur; one of them spent a further ten days in west 
Kordofan and in Wau; four members of the team then spent three weeks in Kenya and the 
SPLA-controlled areas of Bahr-el-Ghazal. Research was conducted in the operational 
headquarters of the organisations involved in the relief effort – in Khartoum, Nairobi and 
Lokichoggio – and in administrative centres, villages and relief camps in emergency-affected 
rural areas of north and south Sudan.  Follow-up research was also conducted in London and 
Brussels with expatriate Sudanese and with other area specialists. 

Fieldwork methodology combined three elements. First, documentary research in the offices 
of ECHO and Operation Lifeline Sudan (OLS); second, interviews with personnel of 
international aid organisations and the relief co-ordination bodies of GoS and the SPLA (in 
the field and in administrative offices in Khartoum, Nairobi and Lokichoggio); and third, 
field research employing ethnographic methods in Darfur, Kordofan and Bahr-el-Ghazal.  
The documentary research involved an extensive survey of "grey literature", that is to say, the 
accumulation of field reports engendered by ten years of OLS. The ethnographic research 
involved extended, informal, loosely-structured inquiry into the local effects of aid in specific 
communities, sometimes with interpreters, sometimes without. In some locations in the SPLA 
areas, we were requested to address public meetings on the subject of our research, and did 
so. 

The team was able to visit the following locations in the government-controlled areas: 
Khartoum, the national capital; El Obeid, El Fula, Babanusa, Muglad, El Meiram (in 
Kordofan); El Da’ein, Adila and Abu Karinka (in Darfur); Wau (in Bahr-el-Ghazal). In the 
SPLA area, we visited a large number of administrative centres and other settlements in 
Bahr-el-Ghazal, including the following: Ajiep, Mapel, Barurud, Panthou, Akon, Nyamlell, 
Marialbai, Wanyjok, Malual Kon, Mayen Abun, Turalei, Wun Rok, Panlit, Warawar, 
Luanyaker and Rumbek. Travel between these centres was by air, by four-wheel drive 
vehicle, by bicycle or on foot. 
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Four key questions were distilled from the original terms of reference of the study. First, does 
humanitarian aid displace people ? Second, does aid create dependency ? Third, does it fuel 
war ? And fourth, does it assist leaders to evade their responsibilities to those over whom 
they assert authority ? These questions were discussed explicitly with interviewees; they also 
informed more wide-ranging discussions of social, political and economic change in war-
affected communities.   

The research was constrained by a number of factors. First was our limited time in the rural 
areas of Sudan – just under 100 person-days. Furthermore, of this research timea considerable 
period was unavoidably spent in transit or arranging transportation from one location to 
another. Despite a logistical operation of formidable proportions mounted by OLS, travel in 
Sudan remains time-consuming and difficult. 

The second constraint on field research involved the security conditions that result from 
military administration. In the government-controlled zone in particular, both the physical 
movement of the researchers and their access to beneficiaries of ECHO-funded programmes 
were severely hampered by government security constraints. Staff of international aid 
agencies operating in government-controlled areas are under similar day-to-day constraints. 
In the SPLA areas the conditions were more conducive to free enquiry but here too we found 
that open discussion of the effects of aid was curtailed by an awareness of possible 
repercussions from local authorities. Aid agencies are in an intermittently confrontational 
relationship with the authorities in SPLA areas and monitoring access to certain areas and 
groups of beneficiaries has been denied on occasions, ostensibly for security reasons.   

In both government and SPLA areas, the bureaucratic procedures necessary to obtain access 
to the field resulted in time-consuming delays. Again, this is an experience that staff of aid 
agencies have every day.  In the north, travel permission to OLS areas of operation currently 
requires approval by five separate government security agencies. Considerable staff resources 
are employed there in obtaining such permissions. This results not only in additional 
expenditure of time and money but also in damaging delays in the implementation of 
emergency relief projects. These difficulties seemed to us to have conspired to create a 
culture of low expectations in the aid community. In GoS areas in particular, we observed 
that expatriate and local staff of agencies had developed an overly guarded and diplomatic 
manner of speaking in order not to risk obstacles from government officials. We felt that this 
lack of candour, though understandable, threatened the effectiveness of their programmes.   

We stress these points because such everyday constraints on understanding the effects of aid 
– the self-imposed caution of agency staff and the consequent dearth of reliable information – 
touch on all aspects of the aid operation. They compromise its practical effectiveness, its 
respect for human rights, and its relationship to political developments and military 
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movements in Sudan. This impoverishment of the information economy is rarely remarked 
upon: there is, in effect, a silence about the silence. 

Particularly in the south, there is clear evidence that aid has saved lives, protected livelihoods 
and – when delivered in substantial quantities – prevented distress migration. Nevertheless, 
one of the main conclusions of this report is that the effectiveness of aid remains profoundly 
compromised so long as the underlying crisis of human rights and political legitimacy that 
has given rise to the need for emergency assistance in Sudan remains unaddressed. But the 
highly restricted information environment makes it difficult to discern or discuss or take 
measures to improve this underlying human rights crisis. This is a matter on which donors 
and implementing agencies need to develop a common policy and identify the means for its 
application.  

Notwithstanding the constraints mentioned above, we were able to hold discussions with a 
large range of Sudanese, both northerners and southerners. They included government 
officials and officials of the SPLA administration, SPLA officers and other ranks, traders 
from north and south Sudan, chiefs and spiritual leaders, local residents and displaced people 
in many locations in Bahr-el-Ghazal, south Darfur and west Kordofan. We are grateful to the 
Sudanese who shared with us their perceptions of the aid effort and the war, sometimes at 
risk to themselves. We would also like to acknowledge the assistance of officials of UN 
organisations, international NGOs, indigenous NGOs and the relief organisations respectively 
of the GoS and the SPLA. Our thanks to them for expediting our research and for sharing 
their knowledge with us. 

Despite our observations on the poverty of the information economy, we note a number of 
promising developments in relation to aid. In the north, since the fieldwork for this report was 
conducted, the government, in co-ordination with UNICEF and local and international NGOs, 
has established a Committee for the Eradication of Abduction of Women and Children which 
is mandated to address the problem of slave-holding in Darfur, Kordofan and elsewhere. In 
the SPLA areas the Mapel Conference in 1999, which some members of the research team 
attended, confirmed a new openness in discussion between SPLA officials and staff of 
international aid agencies concerning their respective culpability for the failures of 
emergency aid during the 1998 famine in Bahr-el-Ghazal.    

Such initiatives, involving co-operation and exchange between administrative authorities, UN 
agencies and NGOs, deserve to be supported – and to be closely monitored. They may 
represent the beginnings of a recognition of the central place of human rights issues in the 
emergency. But true rights-based programming will have to extend further: to systematic 
support for freedom of information and the right to political representation and access to 
justice. Promotion of these key rights needs to be clearly distinguished from support for 
"rights-based" programmes that aim at short-term improvement in basic social and economic 
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rights, such as the right to a livelihood and the right to freedom from hunger. Programmes 
that aim to promote basic social and economic rights in the absence of political rights may 
serve to perpetuate the unfeasible idea that some form of development can be achieved in the 
midst of an unresolved human rights crisis. Humanitarian agencies may not be the most 
effective vehicle for addressing this crisis, but without political rights the basic human needs 
that humanitarian agencies seek to meet, cannot, except in the short term, be effectively 
addressed.   

It should be stressed that our field research was limited to one part of the Dinka area of 
northern Bahr-el-Ghazal and one of the areas of northern Sudan where displaced inhabitants 
of Bahr-el-Ghazal are living. Although many of our observations undoubtedly hold true for 
the aid effort as a whole, there are significant differences between one war-affected area and 
another. These differences reflect ecological and ethno-political variation and different 
historical experiences of the war. Despite useful research into the food economy of the 
southern region under the auspices of WFP and SCF-UK, there is as yet no general account 
of the various modes of livelihood of the peoples of the war-affected areas, nor of the 
administrative systems under which they live and under which aid agencies must operate.   

At the same time, the one acknowledged geographical distinction needs to be re-examined. 
This is the division between government and SPLA zones. The operational separation 
between the northern and southern sectors of OLS has engendered two distinct aid cultures;  
and the effects of aid in each area are indeed markedly different. But large-scale – and 
continuing – population movements back and forth across the lines mean that aid 
organisations in GoS and SPLA areas are in fact dealing with a single phenomenon.   

Although there has been some improvement in this regard over the last few years, notably in 
the livestock sector (where, for example, co-operation between Tufts University and OLS has 
resulted in better understanding of livestock movements within and between north and south), 
the unitary nature of the phenomenon is still insufficiently reflected both in operational 
liaison between northern and southern sectors and in the information economy of OLS. The 
population movements themselves, which are crucial to aid strategy, remain almost entirely 
undocumented. We have tried in this report to bring together consideration of aid in a 
government-controlled area and in the adjoining SPLA area, but we have not been able to 
overcome the deeply-entrenched divide between the northern and the southern sector and the 
consequent lack of baseline data. It is necessary for OLS to develop a unified view of the 
economy of war and displacement in Sudan which would give due prominence to the 
complex nation-wide political crisis that has engendered the human emergency in both the 
north and the south of the country. 

The complexity of the crisis in Sudan and the different effects of the war on different areas of 
the country mean that the conclusions of this report must remain, in some respects, tentative. 
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We have striven to avoid simplistic generalizations about the impact of aid, stressing local 
variations and change over time in the effects of aid – and in the views of it expressed by 
Sudanese. We emphasize the need for institutional structures which allow flexibility in the 
international response to complexity. This flexibility can however only be developed on the 
basis of deeper historical, ethno-political and ecological understanding on the part of aid 
agencies involved in the emergency – and a more cogent overall policy on the part of donors.   

A decade of Operation Lifeline has failed to produce any sustained institutional 
understanding of the effect of aid on communities in Sudan or of the demographics of 
displacement, or of the local political dynamics of the crisis. These are culpable deficiencies.  
We hope this report will draw attention to the ways these deficiencies might be remedied and 
the manner in which a better understanding of the phenomena might be incorporated into aid 
policy.  The challenge that now confronts the EU and implementing organisations is how 
they can develop their own institutional capacity to put such changes into effect. This, 
however, is an issue that lies beyond our remit in this report. 



 
 Field Evaluation Study, April 2000 10 



 
 Field Evaluation Study, April 2000 11 

 

 

 

 

PART I: FIELD SUMMARY  



 
 Field Evaluation Study, April 2000 12 



 
 Field Evaluation Study, April 2000 13 

Detailed Table of Contents of the Field Summary 

CHAPTER 1: ECHO HUMANITARIAN POLICY 15 
1.1 Introduction 15 

1.2 Development and Dependency 15 

1.3 The Politics of Development 16 

1.4 Policy Tools and Future Directions 17 

CHAPTER 2: IMPLEMENTATION OF ECHO POLICY IN SUDAN 19 
2.1 Problems of Implementation at the Headquarters Level 19 

2.2 Problems of Implementation in Sudan 19 

2.3 Development and Relief Programming 20 

2.4 Dependency and Funding Choices 21 

2.5 Area Chosen for Research 22 

CHAPTER 3: AID POLICY AND INTERNALLY DISPLACED PEOPLE IN 
NORTHERN SUDAN 25 
3.1 The Political Economy of Northern Sudan 25 

3.2 Aid to IDPs and Government Policy 25 

3.3 IDPs and the Social Dynamics in Sudan 26 

3.4 Human Rights, Self-Reliance and Protection 27 

3.5 Minimum Operating Standards 28 

3.6 Stopping the War 29 

CHAPTER 4: AID POLICY AND SUBJUGATION IN NORTHERN SUDAN  31 
4.1 Exploitation and Subordination of the Displaced Southerners 31 

4.2 Dependency Revisited 33 

CHAPTER 5: DISPLACED DINKA FROM BAHR-EL-GHAZAL IN SOUTHERN 
DARFUR AND WESTERN KORDOFAN (CASE STUDY) 35 
5.1 The Pattern of Displacement 35 

5.2 Dinka and Baggara 35 



 
 Field Evaluation Study, April 2000 14 

CHAPTER 6: THE SPLA AREAS OF SOUTH SUDAN 39 
6.1 Background 39 

6.2 The SPLA and the SRRA 40 

6.3 Saving Lives? 40 

6.4 Fuelling War? 42 

6.5 Understanding Relief Diversion 44 

6.6 Relief Dependency and Natural Resources 46 

6.7 Relief and Population Movements 48 

6.8 Education 49 

6.9 Agriculture 50 

6.10 Health 50 

6.11 Fostering Local Capacity 51 

6.12 Human Rights 51 

6.13 Aid as a Substitute for Political Action 52 



 
 Field Evaluation Study, April 2000 15 

Chapter 1: ECHO HUMANITARIAN POLICY  

1.1  Introduction 

In order to address the questions raised in the terms of reference for the field research it is 
necessary to understand ECHO’s policy framework. Current ECHO humanitarian policy has 
two main components. Firstly, that humanitarian assistance be given to prevent or relieve 
human suffering without discrimination or political consideration according to need; 
secondly, that such aid remain compatible with longer term developmental objectives and 
seek to strengthen local capacities, eliminate dependency and promote sustainability and self-
sufficiency. 

At the level of policy this is a clear and coherent position. It has been developed largely from 
experience gained in conflicts in Africa since ECHO started in 1993. It also reflects the 
changes in development thinking which have arisen since the end of the Cold War. 
Development is now seen as a process leading to a state of self-sufficiency which no longer 
requires development assistance. Dependency, lack of capacity and conflict are all seen as 
obstacles in this process. 

In the 1990s this policy experienced setbacks in Bosnia and Somalia which caused a waning 
of donor support for United Nations-led humanitarian operations and demands from donors 
for better justification for such operations. Operation Lifeline Sudan nonetheless survives 
intact from the earlier period. In 1996, the European Commission pointed out that UN peace-
keeping and humanitarian operations had proved costly and sometimes even 
counterproductive1. As a result, conflict prevention, mitigation and resolution took on a new 
importance.  

1.2 Development and Dependency 

Emergency aid effectively reduces amounts available for development assistance, so there 
have been various attempts to establish links between relief and development. The European 
Commission’s communication on linking relief, rehabilitation and development2 includes no 
clear description of what development is, but it is possible to infer from the section on food 
security what is meant by development: people without food security are impoverished and 
dependent; if such people can build up their reserves, find more reliable means of production, 
increase their incomes and organise social safety nets, then development has started and 

                                                
1 European Commission, March 1996 
2 European Commission, April 1996 
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people will be less "vulnerable". If they fail, extreme dependency, degradation and increased 
mortality occur, along with social breakdown.  

The market economy is seen as having a crucial role in facilitating development, and 
economic self-sufficiency is seen as central to sustainable development. Development is thus 
understood mainly as an economic process. Looked at from this perspective, conflict reduces 
assets, blocks market, undermines production and makes people "vulnerable". 

Relief is seen as necessary when conflict makes populations vulnerable but because relief is 
free to beneficiaries it can be seen as creating disincentives and undermining the functioning 
of markets rendering people dependent. There is thus a perceived tension between the 
humanitarian imperative – assistance to those in need – and a return to the development 
process. This has been addressed by attempts to protect assets, to invest in productive 
capacities, to repair infrastructure, to improve services and to use local organisations and 
build local capacities. 

1.3 The Politics of Development 

EU policy recognises that past failures, misrule and unequal development contribute to 
conflict: hence it acknowledges that relief and rehabilitation should not just restore the status 
quo ante. Instead, they must be accompanied by measures for conflict mitigation and 
resolution, a balancing of legitimate interests, a fostering of consensus and an encouragement 
of good governance. Managing the transition from violence to structural stability by such 
means brings human rights into the calculation. If these are to be added to the other 
considerations above then the whole approach begins to require a broader policy framework 
which integrates relief, rehabilitation, conflict resolution, justice, accountability and 
economic policy. 

For such an integrated policy better regional and country analyses will be necessary, both 
from EU staff, humanitarian agencies and the diplomatic missions of the member states. If 
political analysis is to be incorporated into new policies for dealing with humanitarian crises, 
it has to be recognised that the end of the Cold War has changed the terms of engagement 
between donor countries and recipient governments, who are no longer wooed into alliances 
with one or other power block. Instead, there is pressure to introduce free market reforms, 
free elections, partnership and the processes of globalisation.  
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1.4 Policy Tools and Future Directions 

The policy consensus sketched above is reflected in the ECHO Global Plans3 and the EU 
Framework Partnership Contract4 which sets out the terms under which ECHO engages non-
governmental organisations in humanitarian operations. ECHO also undertakes to co-ordinate 
more closely with member states through the Sudan Government Humanitarian Aid 
Committee (HAC). 

Protracted conflicts, however, render it difficult to link relief to anything developmental. In 
addition, donors have become concerned that development aid to states at war could release 
funds for the prosecution of conflict. Therefore, they have begun to make their aid 
conditional upon a cessation of hostilities, political dialogue or improvements in human 
rights (for example, the EU suspended development assistance to Sudan in 1990, seven years 
after the beginning of the civil war). Donor concerns also led to the use of the UN and NGOs 
as conduits for assistance where state authority had broken down and normal political and 
economic relationships were no longer possible. In the Balkans, the EU works within a 
comprehensive development and security framework developed by international agencies but 
this is not found in its spheres of operation in Africa.  

Development aid may be fungible and therefore assist a country’s war effort; by the same 
token, relief can fuel or prolong a war. The notion of "Do No Harm" is an attempt to address 
such problems and relief is now being assessed in terms of its effect on conflict. This is where 
the present study fits into the continuing policy discussion. The concerns about fuelling 
conflict have to some extent eroded the ability of ECHO to pursue its humanitarian 
imperative, as has the use of conditionality in designing development and humanitarian 
interventions.  

                                                
3 ECHO Global Plans I-VIII, 1994, 1995, 1996, 1997, 1998 & 1999 
4 European Commission,  February 1998 
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Chapter 2: IMPLEMENTATION OF ECHO POLICY IN SUDAN 

2.1 Problems of Implementation at the Headquarters Level 

ECHO policy is not well co-ordinated with that of other parts of the European Commission 
dealing with the same area of need. For example, ECHO’s work is not integrated with that of 
DG Development Food Aid Unit. Nor do ECHO staff meet systematically with the EU 
Foreign Policy Unit, despite the growing role of conflict resolution within humanitarian 
policy and the need for this to be included within the EU’s emerging Common Foreign and 
Security Policy.  Within ECHO too, there are few meetings between the Policy Unit and the 
Country Desks.  The latter tend to have a degree of autonomy in shaping policy and engage 
most with member states that have a particular interest in a country – the Netherlands and the 
UK in the case of Sudan. 

Owing to pressure of work, senior staff are usually unable to familiarise themselves with 
crucial areas of policy, nor do they have much guidance as to how it should be implemented. 
The result is that policy is effectively worked out between the desk officers and the field 
staff. Nor does the Humanitarian Assistance Committee exert much influence over what 
ECHO does as it is primarily an operational body overseeing a wide variety of humanitarian 
operations. 

This pressure of work and limited staff time means that there is little in-depth analysis of 
Sudan within ECHO. This is compounded by poor institutional memory. EU regulations 
make it difficult, if not impossible, to take on more core staff at headquarters; ECHO 
Brussels staff cannot be employed in the field and field staff cannot take up Brussels posts so 
there is an absence of useful interchange of experience. Also, experienced desk and field staff 
may all move on at the same time, so that ECHO loses a wide range of experience and 
understanding. An example of this occurred during the course of this study when three of the 
key Sudan staff in Brussels and Nairobi took up new positions elsewhere at roughly the same 
time.  

2.2 Problems of Implementation in Sudan 

Sudan occupies a special place in the history of social anthropology. There is also a tradition 
of analysis of the political economy of Sudan using ethnographic methods. However such 
independent research and analysis is now in decline and there is a paucity of information on 
the changing nature of social relations in both north and south Sudan. 

There is however no absence of information per se. The 1980s saw methods derived from 
development studies replace the older tradition. These involve shorter-term, more narrowly 
focused data-gathering. Just as the original anthropologists passed their understanding to 
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imperial administrators, so the aid community has been the main client of the new style of 
data collection.  It is the perceived operational needs of the aid agencies that have set research 
goals; as a result, analysis rooted in the recognition of ethnic realities has given way to rapid 
appraisal and economic categorisation. This has produced a wealth of data collection and 
much less analysis. The result is that the longer-term social and political dynamics affecting 
people’s lives and livelihoods are being neglected, producing a one-dimensional 
understanding of the crisis they are going through.    

The first international NGOs to work in Sudan started at the end of the first civil war in 1972. 
Drought and famine in the north boosted their numbers considerably in the mid-1980s, when 
donors started to fund the UN and NGOs in preference to bilateral assistance to GoS. There 
was little NGO activity in most of South Sudan from 1984 until the start of OLS in 1989. 
Overall however, some NGOs have fifteen to twenty years of experience in Sudan, in the 
south, the north or both. Yet few NGO Country Directors seem to know what their agency 
was doing fifteen months ago, let alone fifteen years ago (Oxfam has had seven different 
representatives in Khartoum in ten years). Donor embassies and the EU delegation show a 
similar lack of records and perspective. 

Donors are funding and agencies are implementing the same types of programme as they 
were fifteen years ago. Self-sufficiency, capacity building and food security were all 
prominent in programmes in the mid-1980s, in both north and south Sudan.  But there is no 
acknowledgement of this in ECHO policy or review of the success of failure of these 
programmes. For example, ECHO staff and EU delegation staff in Khartoum appear unaware 
that the EU was funding the government’s Relief and Rehabilitation Commission in the 
1980s – a major attempt at capacity building. NGOs continue to get funds for food security 
programmes for people who have been the target of such programmes for over a decade yet 
have never achieved food security.  

The high turnover of expatriate staff and poor institutional memory contrast with the relative 
stability and understanding of counterparts from the GoS, which imposes similar restrictions 
on operations to those it did fifteen years ago. Agencies now employ more Sudanese staff in 
senior positions too, but they appear to have accepted NGO methods and styles and have 
learned to negotiate GoS restrictions. 

2.3 Development and Relief Programming   

The civil war and the suspension of EU development assistance to Sudan in 1990 mean that 
ECHO relief operations have no externally-supported development components to which they 
can be linked. In addition, the GoS development agenda is inseparable from one of its main 
war aims – the exploitation of southern resources. Similarly, since rebel movements are by 
definition non-state actors, it is difficult to engage in development activities, as normally 
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understood, with them. To that extent, a policy which tries to link relief to development is 
intrinsically unrealistic in Sudan today. 

ECHO assistance to Sudan peaked in 1994 and began to decline until the 1998 famine raised 
spending once more. But there is no indication that the decline in ECHO’s funds – or any 
other donor’s – was linked to a decline in need. The UN Consolidated Appeal was 80% 
funded in 1994, but the figure had dropped to 40% in 1997. Having said that, it must be noted 
that ECHO funding of the UN appeal, in absolute terms, has increased in the period 
mentioned. At the same time, the 1998 appeal was more focused on rehabilitation than 
emergency, including requests for FAO and WHO. These would normally fall outside 
ECHO’s mandate for funding. 

Since April 1994, ECHO has produced eight Global Plans for Sudan5. The Sixth Plan 
introduced human rights for the first time6. Timescales for funding projects were initially six 
months, but by 1998 funding periods were extended to one year in recognition of the length 
and complexity of the Sudan emergency. The sixth Global Plan also set out expectations that 
NGOs would train Sudanese staff, strengthen coping mechanisms and develop local 
partnerships. The current plan asks NGOs, for the first time, to demonstrate an understanding 
of potential negative effects of proposed programmes7. 

2.4 Dependency and Funding Choices 

These changes were the result of experience mostly in the southern sector, in non-GoS areas. 
In 1997, funding to GoS areas started to increase so that one third of ECHO aid was going to 
such areas in 1997-98, until the 1998 famine in Bahr-el-Ghazal halted this trend. While DG 
Development handled food aid in the north, ECHO continued to be the main conduit for EU 
food aid in the non-GoS controlled south. Up until 1998, food aid was being phased out by 
both ECHO and DG Development in line with growing concerns about dependency and the 
surplus of food available in north Sudan. In particular, DG Development took the position 
that food aid from abroad should be reduced as long as there was an agricultural surplus in 
the north. This change preceded the appointment of an ECHO representative in Khartoum, in 
mid-1999, and does not appear to have been based on any evaluation of the claims which led 
to it – that the largest unmet needs in Sudan were then in GoS areas. The occurrence of 
severe famine in 1998 calls into question the wisdom of reducing food aid to the south in the 
preceding year. 

                                                
5ECHO Global Plans I-VIII, 1994, 1995, 1996, 1997, 1998 & 1999 
6 ECHO Global Plan VI, 1997 
7 ECHO Global Plan VIII, 1999 
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Non-food aid has focused on food security – including veterinary programmes –, health, 
water and veterinary programmes, just as in the 1980s. Such an emphasis reflects an 
economistic approach to vulnerability and the fear of dependency. The 1997 ECHO analysis 
of the problems of displaced southerners in the north, for example, examined their situation 
mainly in terms of their needs for land, employment, sanitation and water, so that they might 
become self-sufficient8. The war is seen in terms of its ability to interfere with provision for 
such needs. The political roots of such vulnerability are not recognised, nor the reasons for 
economic exploitation of the displaced and the real nature of their inability to become self-
sufficient: their political and social marginalisation, impoverishment and exclusion. 

Whilst ECHO recognises that peace is a pre-condition for absolute self-reliance, its analysis 
does not consider that peace may not necessarily address the root cause of the problem of the 
south. The failure of the 1972 agreement to address the unequal and antagonistic relationship 
between north and south led to the resumption of war in 1983. The 1998 famine – the worst 
since the one that gave rise to OLS in 1989 – is still portrayed largely in terms both of 
problems of access and diversion of aid, rather than as a direct result of the conflict. As a 
result of this failure to incorporate the political economy of Sudan into the planning process, 
there has been little variation in the types of programmes undertaken since the 1980s. 

Most GoS areas of Sudan are relatively stable, whereas work in most non-GoS areas is liable 
to insecurity. Nonetheless, there is more freedom to operate for agencies in non-GoS areas. In 
the north, the EU Delegate has promoted the idea of “Humanitaire Plus”, as a response to a 
perceived increase in dependency on aid, particularly food aid. This central idea of 
“Humanitaire Plus”, it seems, is a re-emphasis on the need for access to land and basic 
services, to "empower individuals and communities to enable them to one day start 
rehabilitating themselves". Donor approaches to funding humanitarian work in the non-GoS 
areas are similarly phrased, except that access to land is not such a constraint in most of the 
south. 

2.5 Area Chosen for Research 

The area we chose as a case study to illustrate the practical manifestations of these policy 
difficulties is the northern part of Bahr-el-Ghazal and the adjoining areas of south Darfur and 
west Kordofan. This area has been subject to incessant military activity, raiding and 
displacement, and persistent drought and famine for many years. The UN refers to this area 
as the Transitional Zone, but it is not clear whether the term refers to ecological, social, 
political, military transition – or to all four. The responses of the Dinka inhabitants of 
northern Bahr-el-Ghazal demonstrate some of the ways in which southern peoples have 
                                                
8 ECHO Global Plan VI, 1997 
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interacted with their neighbours in Darfur and Kordofan who are predominantly Baggara 
Arabs (Rizeigat in Darfur and Misseria in Kordofan). Both Dinka and Baggara are 
predominantly cattle-keepers. The latter are mainly Muslims, the former, on the whole, are 
not. 
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Chapter 3: AID POLICY AND INTERNALLY DISPLACED PEOPLE IN 
NORTHERN SUDAN 

3.1 The Political Economy of  Northern Sudan 

The long history of violence and conflict in Sudan indicates that its political economy is 
inherently unstable. The riverain regions of the north have always depended on cheap labour, 
from southern slaves in the last century, to migrant fellata from Darfur, Chad and Nigeria 
during the Condominium, to southerners again since the 1970s. The most recent phase of 
their incorporation into the northern economy has coincided with the project of political 
Islam under which southerners lack political status and effective representation. They also 
suffer racial discrimination, exploitation and violence, for which they cannot easily obtain 
redress in the courts. The same applies to the Nuba who tend, like southerners, to be 
stigmatised as SPLA sympathisers. 

Dinka in the north are associated with the SPLA and subjected to a wide range of exploitative 
relationships – household servitude, share-cropping, or casual labour for example. Hence the 
characterisation of the current political economy in northern Sudan and the transitional zone 
as one of "forced markets" rather than market forces. Dinka and Nuer fleeing famine and 
fighting in the south effectively reduce labour and livestock prices, boost grain prices and 
also, by leaving their home areas, evacuate grazing lands to the benefit of their pastoralist 
neighbours to the north. These lands include the oil-rich areas of Bentiu and Abyei, control of 
which is vital to the GoS. 

3.2 Aid to IDPs and Government Policy  

Southerners in northern Sudan have received mostly "developmental" relief since the early 
1990s. This has attempted to reduce their economic vulnerability by helping them achieve 
self-sufficiency. An unintended consequence of this approach has been a complementarity 
with the GoS policies which subordinate and de-socialise southerners in the north9. This has 
arisen because aid policy has been unable to confront the social and political constraints 
imposed by the civil war. The difficulty has been recognised to some extent in the attempt by 
aid agencies to incorporate human rights and protection into their programmes. However in 
the current environment in Sudan, given the dynamics of displacement and a limited 
recognition by agencies of ethnic exploitation, the results have been limited. 

                                                
9 ECHO was not entirely unaware of such processes, one reason they did not provide support for peace camps in 
Kordofan. 
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Since 1983, successive governments in Khartoum have promoted displacement of 
southerners by encouraging raiding, restricting relief and thus promoting famine in the areas 
bordering the north. The purpose of this is to weaken the SPLA and its support base, to push 
southerners into the northern wage economy and to depopulate their land. It is assumed that 
displaced, landless southerners will eventually come to accept an Islamic identity. 

International donors have in practice accepted the need to encourage southerners to sell their 
labour in the north. Both the GoS and the agencies present the policy as one of reducing 
economic vulnerability and as a move from relief to development, although they have 
disagreed about the means used. For example, the agencies have not objected so much to 
relocation of the displaced  per se as to the authoritarian and ill-planned manner in which it is 
carried out. In fact, for fifteen years, donors and the agencies they fund have accepted 
restricted access, limited monitoring and a high level of GoS control right across the north 
and in the Nuba Mountains as the price to be paid for greater freedom to operate in non-GoS 
areas. They have therefore been unable to uphold OLS’s humanitarian principles as set out in 
the various tripartite agreements with the Government and SPLA, most particularly that of 
neutrality and access strictly on the basis of need. 

3.3 IDPs and the Social Dynamics of Sudan 

The abolition of Native Administration by the Nimeiri regime began the reduction of ethnic 
representation in government which increased the political and economic vulnerability of the 
Dinka. In addition to this, the spread of mechanised farming in Baggara areas, among other 
factors, led to raids into Dinka areas which in turn precipitated the 1988 famine in Bahr-el-
Ghazal. The consequent displacement and suffering has become part of a process of cultural 
suppression.    

IDPs are treated by aid projects as free – or nearly free  – economic agents, able to sell labour 
and resources, with the potential to attain self-sufficiency in the north. Indeed, aid agencies, 
using the household as the unit of analysis, rank the households of the displaced according to 
economic notions of vulnerability, recording for example the numbers of dependants, 
ownership of livestock, absence of male heads of household, access to land, etc.   

In both north and south Sudan, WFP uses such methods to assess vulnerability, a concept 
which those assessed view very differently. Local people tend to consider firstly their 
vulnerability to violence and then their ability to call on kinship obligations, both of which 
are structured along ethnic lines. The WFP approach might suggest that vulnerability is the 
result of poverty; but it is in an important sense the result of  wealth, in that the vulnerable 
have been raided for their land, cattle and water and thus made poor.   
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Targeting of the vulnerable in south Sudan has consistently failed: relief is in general re-
allocated according to other criteria by local authorities when its providers have left. In the 
north, the displaced have on the whole failed to achieve self-sufficiency in large part because 
of their continued exposure to violence and exploitation with the result that Oxfam, SCF-UK 
and IRC are now experimenting with resettlement of 4,000 displaced households in south 
Darfur on new land removed from whatever existing networks of patronage, protection and 
reciprocity they have managed to establish. 

It is worth noting that NGOs in northern Sudan do not appear to analyse project or 
employment information in ethnic terms. In the west, the use of ethnicity as a tool of analysis 
is an integral part of equal opportunity policy, but in dealing with displaced people in the 
Sudan it has not been attempted despite recent attempts to insert elements of human rights 
thinking into programme planning. One result has been the consolidation of a new category, 
the IDPs. The displaced are discussed as though they were a new tribe, which has lost its 
land, history and previous ethnicity. 

3.4 Human Rights,  Self-reliance and Protection 

Many NGOs in northern Sudan have avoided engagement with the GoS over human rights 
because they fear losing access to their beneficiaries and are concerned for the safety of their 
local staff if they raise such issues. Other agencies, such as CARE, have attempted  to 
incorporate human rights concepts into their work. In so doing, however, they have re-
interpreted them as moral rather than legal imperatives. Both UNICEF and Oxfam have 
followed a similar approach. However, what has changed is not so much what agencies 
actually do as how they present it. Relief work has been reinvented as a matter of survival 
rights and social and economic rights. This has undermined other, more legalistic approaches, 
without seriously challenging the violence and exploitation which give rise to economic and 
social vulnerability. 

Since the 1996 OLS Review which highlighted some of these issues10, the UN Humanitarian 
Unit in Khartoum has attempted to increase the protection available to displaced southerners 
by aiming at "the promotion of self-reliance". Since the displaced have arrived in El Da’ein in 
the home area of the Rizeigat, rival agro-pastoralists who may be termed their traditional 
conflict partners, the UNHCU has helped the NGO consortium with access to land for 
resettlement programmes in nearby Buram and Nyala provinces of south Darfur where there 
is said to be no history of conflict with the local people. 

                                                
10 Karim, Duffield & al, 1996 
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It is suggested that the aim is for the displaced to achieve full citizenship rights through self-
sufficiency. But this appears to suggest that the poverty of the displaced is the cause of their 
lack of political rights and representation, rather than the other way round. UNHCU then 
suggests that such "socio-economic empowerment of the displaced communities, combined 
with community mobilisation and advocacy is the best way to ensure protection". There is 
however no evidence that this has happened through the last fifteen years of support to 
community and agricultural development initiatives amongst either poor local people or 
displaced southerners in western Sudan. 

3.5  Minimum Operating Standards 

Just as the SPLA/M has been pushing for bilateral agreements with NGOs operating in the 
south of Sudan rather than re-endorsing the tripartite agreement with the OLS Consortium 
and the GoS, so too the latter is pressing for local agreements with agencies using Minimum 
Operating Standards (MinOps). These are not the same as the Ground Rules developed in the 
southern sector of OLS in the mid-1990s, which require both agencies and warring parties to 
respect international humanitarian law. MinOps seek rather to define a framework of 
agreement for humanitarian intervention in terms of the minimum conditions required and 
achievements expected, without reference to law or conventions. Thus, for example, the 
SPLM and GoS met in Rome in 1998 with the Technical Committee for Humanitarian 
Assistance, under IGAD auspices. They negotiated a security corridor, together with 
minimum operational standards for rail corridors and cross-line road corridors, setting out the 
obligations on and expectations of the respective parties. These agreements have not yet been 
ratified. 

If future relief work goes down this road, there are some advantages, in terms of flexibility 
and adaptation to local circumstances, but there are also dangers. These can be illustrated by 
a recent initiative on the abduction of women and children. The analysis adopted suggests 
that abductions are "linked with the civil war, the breakdown of traditional value systems and 
the inability of indigenous mechanisms of conflict resolution to cope with the demands of 
incompatible interests and the spread of insecurity". Abductions of Dinka by Baggara have 
been going on at least since the last century as have trade and migration of Dinka to south 
Darfur, and abductions could equally be described as a part of traditional value systems. 
Abduction is a part of the war, not something caused by it, as the team heard in Nyamlell 
when the occupation of the area in May 1998 was described by a number of witnesses. Raids 
into the surrounding villages led to the abduction of several hundred Dinka people by a force 
of murahaleen, PDF and regular army, under the command of, or at least with the active 
involvement of, a colonel in the Sudanese army. 
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An alternative to MinOps would be to adopt an approach such as that of SPHERE, whereby 
humanitarian agencies and donors make explicit what conflict-affected populations can 
reasonably expect to receive in terms of relief by reference to a humanitarian charter derived 
from international humanitarian law. OLS has in fact already tried to set standards in, for 
example, the provision of health care, but it admits that it is a long way from attaining them. 
Monitoring the attainment of such standards would expose the real difficulties of achieving 
economic self-sufficiency, health and food security in the circumstances of Sudan today. 

3.6  Stopping the War 

To the extent that aid agencies and donors operate as if insecurity and war are the root of 
problem, they miss the point. The war itself has its origins in economic exploitation, 
marginalisation, lack of representation and systematic violence and abuse towards 
southerners and other marginalised groups. Ending the war – though hugely desirable – will 
not itself end these processes. An inequitable peace agreement could prolong this system of 
exploitation and sow the seeds for a third civil war in Sudan. A generation of southerners has 
now missed an education, increasing the likelihood that they will continue to be seen as a 
source of cheap labour for resource extraction controlled from Khartoum.   



 
 Field Evaluation Study, April 2000 30 



 
 Field Evaluation Study, April 2000 31 

Chapter 4: AID POLICY AND SUBJUGATION IN NORTHERN SUDAN 

4.1 Exploitation and Subordination of the Displaced Southerners 

In any examination of Dinka-Baggara relations there are a number of political factors to 
consider. South Darfur is a traditional area of support for the Umma party and so the local 
Rizeigat leaders have few contacts with the NIF. Zaghawa leaders by contrast are more 
favoured in Khartoum and the Rizeigat are under pressure from their economic and political 
expansion to the north. This pressure has contributed to raids against and abductions of the 
Dinka to the south, as has drought amongst the Rizeigat. The Rizeigat economy includes 
trading of abductees and weapons as well as cattle. The situation is further complicated by the 
creation of a "redemption industry" by US and European religious organizations in the 
borderlands whereby Rizeigat and Dinka leaders can receive money for the release of 
abducted people. 

The poverty of the displaced in this context is closely connected with the wealth of their 
patrons who may be merchants, Dinka chiefs or aid agencies. The complexity of this 
economy of war, displacement, abduction and farm labour makes it very hard to gauge the 
impact of aid interventions – aid flows in and out of structures of dominance, violence and 
exploitation which in turn mutate to accommodate it. Moreover, aid itself changes in 
response to external pressures. It is possible that the reduction in food aid to south Darfur in 
the mid-1990s reinforced the dependence of many displaced southerners on bonded labour 
and sharecropping rather than encouraging self-sufficiency. This underlines the dangers of 
simplistic conclusions such as "aid creates dependency". Donors and aid agencies need better 
information and analysis to understand these changing complexities within which the 
situation of the displaced remains precarious.   

In GoS areas, the government decides which areas and groups are in need of assistance, under 
the umbrella of OLS. Since 1989, GoS has consistently tried to limit food aid to displaced 
southerners on the grounds that it creates dependency, demeans the Sudanese people and 
conflicts with the policy of integrating the displaced into the labour force. The EU, in turn, 
reduced food aid in the mid-1990s for two reasons; firstly, to encourage self-sufficiency and 
secondly, when the EU investigated making local purchases from food surplus areas in 
northern Sudan, the government insisted on adding a tax to the purchase price. ECHO refused 
this – one reason why food aid dropped. The evidence from the displaced camps is that 
nutritional and health status have not improved since the late 1980s. ECHO, CARE and SCF 
appraisals in 1998 and 1999 confirm this. The political economy within which displaced 
southerners survive keeps them malnourished and unhealthy.  
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One agency reaction has been to identify lack of access to land as a main cause of food 
insecurity although agencies do acknowledge that the exploitation of the displaced also plays 
a role. The Food Economy Approach which WFP now seeks to use in GoS areas, as well as 
in SPLM areas, needs to take account of the exploitative cash economy in which the 
displaced find themselves. The 1998 assessment of the El Da’ein displaced was nonetheless 
revealing. It indicated a probable 14% shortfall in food availability. This demonstrates that 
the available combination of sharecropping, farm and domestic labour, and casual urban 
labour are quite unable to meet the survival needs of the displaced. Making up the difference 
by issuing some relief  food in effect subsidises the exploitation of cheap southern labour for 
commercial groundnut production because the Dinka are the mainstay of the agricultural 
labour force in south Darfur. Of course, a larger ration might remove the need for the 
displaced to work on groundnut farms at all and thus threaten their owners with a labour 
shortage. 

Another aspect of the exploitation of southern labour is the collective and individual 
indebtedness of sharecroppers and farm labourers. Sharecroppers receive advances of food 
and other essentials prior to the harvest. Debt repayment is mediated by recognised Dinka 
representatives in displaced camps. The Sultans – Dinka leaders in the camps – tend to be the 
creation of the GoS humanitarian and security agencies; they are often among the few 
converts to Islam among the displaced. They may negotiate loans, set terms of work and take 
responsibility for debt repayment, either from the harvest or from food aid. The OLS Review 
estimated in the mid-1990s that 25% of food aid in Ed Da’ein was diverted and a further 20% 
was allocated to the host community by agreements with local relief committees11. 

Looting of assets from the displaced is common too. Donkey carts, goats, and other 
possessions – often provided by aid agencies – have all been stolen from the displaced over 
the years. Alternatively, they have sold assets given to make them more self-sufficient 
because they have preferred to hold cash in case of flight or attack by the Rizeigat. In 
Khartoum, squatter settlements, destruction of houses and theft of property from the 
displaced are commonplace. There is no compensation and no legal redress. International 
NGOs are the only bodies able to make good such losses. 

Since conditions are so harsh for the displaced in El Da’ein, it is reasonable to ask why the 
displaced go there or stay there. The relationship between the Dinka and their neighbours has 
been characterised as "intimate enmity". There are Dinka-Rizeigat marriages and networks of 
patronage which may assist survival when options in the south have been lost because of 
drought, warfare, raiding, burning of crops and loss of grain and cattle. Sharecropping and 
subsistence labour may have more appeal than remaining in an area which is constantly 
                                                
11 Karim, Duffield & al, 1996 
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raided. The relief inputs of OLS into Bahr-el-Ghazal since 1993 may have been a factor in 
persuading some Dinka that they could survive at home but movement to the north has 
always been a response to raiding and asset loss in northern Bahr-el-Ghazal. For some, it may 
be a lesser evil. 

Thus, the distribution of aid resources whether in Bahr-el-Ghazal or south Darfur, is a factor 
in government attempts to control the displaced and exploit their labour, as well as in the 
government strategy of depopulating the rural areas where the SPLA receives support. Such 
aid-farming – the use of aid by the strong to exploit the subordinate – has become 
commonplace on all sides in the war.  It happened in Upper Nile in 1993, when Yuai became 
a centre where hungry Nuer received food which was also thus available to Riek Machar’s 
soldiers.  It  happened in 1994, in Lafon, in eastern Equatoria, when the renegade commander 
William Nyuon used starved children to attract food for his soldiers. It happened in Bahr-el- 
Ghazal  in 1998 and was one of the reasons for the depth of civilian distress there. 

There is today in GoS areas a complex system of relief committees and structures which 
present lists of needs to aid agencies in the areas of health, education, water and training. 
Federalisation has meant more states and thus a proliferation of committees, which generally 
leave project execution to NGOs. The pressure on local resources from influxes of displaced 
southerners creates opportunities for government officials, who determine needs and access 
in GoS areas of OLS operation, to control and profit from relief inputs. Thus the Wau relief 
committee, for example, received two tons of sorghum, half a ton of pulses and 16 gallons of 
oil for every distribution they facilitated.   

Relief inputs are negotiated more through compromises struck between agencies and the 
organs of government than in accordance with the actual needs of displaced people. Aid has 
not prevented the domination and exploitation of the displaced and may even have propped 
up such exploitation. Reductions in food aid have tended to reinforce the reliance of the 
displaced on exploitative labour contracts. In south Darfur, and doubtless elsewhere, it can 
therefore be said that there has been no real improvement in the plight of the displaced. 

4.2 Dependency Revisited 

Aid policy often cannot cope with the expectations inherent in it. Where it has helped, it has 
been in unintended ways – the use of food aid as collateral for bridging loans for example, or 
the sale of a donkey cart to finance the flight from insecurity. Out of a continual fear of 
dependency, NGOs and donors have tried to grapple with a complex reality by reinventing  
policy.  However, to the extent that aid has created dependency, it is probably most marked 
not among its intended beneficiaries but amongst those who divert relief or who earn their 
living in its design and distribution.  
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Neither aid agencies nor donor governments can easily alter the exploitative political 
economy of Sudan and they might argue that this is not their responsibility. Donor 
governments are unable to address the reality of Sudan because they have no common policy 
in relation to political Islam, let alone to its manifestations in the civil war in Sudan. In the 
Balkans, by contrast, a more sophisticated analysis has been used which recognises the ethnic 
dimensions of conflict and the political difficulties of aid responses. For example, the same 
NGOs that are active in Sudan have in their Balkan programmes introduced programmes of 
education in legal rights and have funded free media, voter registration and awareness 
campaigns. Such programmes in Sudan might help southerners regain some influence over 
the state, lack of which has exposed them to violence without redress and famine without 
relief. 
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Chapter 5: DISPLACED DINKA FROM BAHR-EL-GHAZAL IN SOUTHERN 
DARFUR AND WESTERN KORDOFAN (CASE STUDY) 

5.1 The Pattern of Displacement 

Kinship structure and communication networks among the Diaspora of migrants from Bahr-
el-Ghazal remain intact. Thus, for example, decisions taken in courts in SPLA areas are 
routinely communicated to and respected by chiefs’ courts in Khartoum. There is a continual 
to and fro of people and information along lines of kinship that stretch from Bahr-el-Ghazal 
to Gedaref.   

Throughout the war, there has been comparative freedom of movement back and forth across 
lines of conflict. This applies both to north-south routes and to passage in and out of 
government-controlled towns in Bahr-el-Ghazal (this, however, does not apply to movement  
in and out of Juba). There is nonetheless a fundamental lack of detailed and reliable 
information about population movements to and from the north and within the north. 

The nature of these movements has implications for relief operations which have not been 
addressed by the agencies involved. In several cases, the same agency is working on each 
side of the conflict with members of the same kin-based communities. The latter are 
communicating across the lines, but the agencies seldom co-ordinate their operations in 
SPLA and GoS zones, even when the respective areas of operation are less than a day’s 
journey apart. Agencies assisting the displaced should consider focusing not on groups of 
people found in particular places in the north, but on the inhabitants of particular parts of the 
south as a single social group seeking to assist them both in their place of origin and in the 
diaspora. 

5.2 Dinka and Baggara 

The inter-tribal negotiations which took place under the aegis of the condominium 
government and successor regimes were abandoned by GoS in the mid-1980s. Since then, 
successive governments have supplied weapons to Baggara militias as a proxy 
counterinsurgency force with a licence to raid Dinka areas. This failure of governance is the 
principal cause of displacement from northern Bahr-el-Ghazal.   

The involvement of the government in such raids, documented by human rights 
organisations, is not officially acknowledged. Evidence is not hard to find, though. When the 
team visited Nyamlell, in the SPLA-controlled area, we heard eye-witness accounts of rape, 
burning of houses, destruction of grain stores, looting of properties and abduction of a large 
number of civilians during a three-week period in 1998. Nyamlell was occupied during that 
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time by Rizeigat militia accompanied by a colonel in the Sudanese army, Col. Achid Jenet. 
During this occupation the town was also visited by the Nazir of the Rizeigat, the event being 
broadcast on national television. 

The team was not permitted to meet the Nazir or other members of the Madibu family, the 
most influential family in southern Darfur. The Nazir has, however, been a central figure in 
negotiations by aid agencies in El Da’ein attempting to resolve the question of abducted 
Dinka women and children. 

The economy of raiding in Bahr-el-Ghazal cannot be described simply in terms of ethnic 
groups. There has been extensive intermarriage between certain sections of the Rizeigat and 
of the Dinka. Furthermore, some Rizeigat sections, including one of those most strongly 
implicated in the raids on Dinka settlements to the south, are of acknowledged Dinka origin. 

The Rizeigat are in intermittent conflict with a number of other neighbouring peoples, such as 
the Zaghawa, the Habbaniya, the Birgid and Marsalit (all Muslims but mostly non-Arab). In 
the past, the Rizeigat have also fought with the Maaliya to the north, in whose territory some 
of the displaced camps are now located. This history of conflict makes the Rizeigat appear 
particularly warlike. It may be, however, that they perceive themselves as a people under 
threat – from desertification to the north and rebellion to the south.   

Drought and desertification in northern Darfur has certainly reduced grazing for Rizeigat 
cattle; many Rizeigat lost livestock in the famine of 1983-85. Like the Dinka, the Rizeigat 
have in the recent past been subject to displacement and loss of livestock. Such pressures 
have generated a progressive sedenterization. This, and the associated growth of commercial 
agriculture have created a growing market for Dinka labour in the Rizeigat area. But the 
terms are disadvantageous to the Dinka. 

The camps in south Darfur have their origin in settlements of displaced Dinkas established in 
1988 during the Bahr-el-Ghazal famine of 1987-1988. Some of these camps have been more-
or-less continually supported by aid agencies for a decade. They have become an established 
part of the economy of the area but there is no sign that they are becoming self-sufficient. The 
displaced are employed on an inequitable basis in the agricultural season as casual labour and 
as share-croppers. They are often cheated of their due and have sometimes become loan 
slaves. In the fallow season they are dependent on aid. The camps act as a reservoir of cheap 
labour for local farmers, underwritten by aid.  

The aid regime is tightly controlled by local authorities through Sultans from among the 
displaced who are imposed by these authorities. Access to the camps by staff of aid agencies 
is restricted. Restrictions on aid agencies are linked to local involvement in raiding and slave-
taking to the south. 
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Although the camps offer a certain security to the displaced compared to their situation when 
they are living in Rizeigat villages, they are also vulnerable to revenge attacks when Rizeigat 
militia suffer defeats at the hands of the SPLA. Assets belonging to the displaced, which are 
provided by aid agencies, have been looted in such attacks. Thus the asset-stripping of the 
displaced which begins when they are driven from their home villages by raiding, continues 
even when they reach refuge in the north.  Aid resources are often involved in both cases. 

Security incidents of this sort are inadequately reported by agencies for fear of jeopardising 
their operations.   

The displaced have no effective legal protection in Darfur therefore they seek protection by 
various forms of alliance – by establishing patron-client relations with Rizeigat omdas or 
village chiefs, or marriage relations with local families. Aid resources vanish into a complex 
web of enforced dependency. Agencies exist in a half-understood relation to these other 
sources of power; none of them can guarantee the safety of the displaced. 

It is possible that obtaining land for the displaced Dinka outside Rizeigat areas could improve 
their lot, but only if the tenure of the land and the physical security of the displaced were 
guaranteed and water supplies and access to markets ensured. Land is not a major constraint 
in Darfur but the price of water is. (Elsewhere, when aid agencies have installed or improved 
water facilities, the displaced have still ended up having to pay for it). Resettlement is not an 
exit strategy for the agencies because the well-being of the displaced will depend on their 
continued presence. 

If the displaced move out of the Rizeigat area in significant numbers the agencies should also 
move their offices – out of El Da’ein, where their presence acts as a magnet for displaced 
who might be better off elsewhere. 

In west Kordofan, there are fewer displaced camps and displaced Dinka are dispersed in the 
countryside. A pro-government Dinka militia, under the command of a Dinka member of the 
National Assembly, has negotiated leasehold agreements for agricultural land. This 
phenomenon could profitably be investigated by agencies proposing resettlement schemes in 
Darfur; as could the fate of Dinka communities in Darfur outside the camps, and in the 
former paired villages near Nyala, and the varying relations between particular groups of 
Dinka in Bahr-el-Ghazal, and particular groups of Baggara in Darfur and Kordofan. 
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Chapter 6: THE SPLA AREAS OF SOUTH SUDAN 

6.1 Background 

The natural resources of south Sudan include water, timber, grazing, oil, wildlife and 
unexploited fertile land, in contrast to neighbouring areas to the north where climate change 
and mechanised farming have led to diminution of such resources putting pressure on 
pastoralists and cultivators alike. The south presents the north with frontier lands ripe for 
exploitation; it is the resources of the south which produce violent incursions and consequent 
vulnerability to famine. 

The Jonglei Canal is a long-standing attempt to take water from the Sudd swamps and 
channel it to irrigating farmers in the north and in Egypt. It was an early target for the SPLA 
in 1983, in its attempt to disrupt government in the south, as were the Chevron oil 
installations around Bentiu. With the renewal of active exploitation of oil the installations in 
the Bentiu area have once again become a target for attack as has the pipeline taking the oil to 
Port Sudan.   

The early years of the war saw the development of famine conditions in Bahr-el-Ghazal 
caused by raids, looting and economic exploitation of desperate Dinkas. This was largely 
ignored by the international community although it did lead eventually to the establishment 
of OLS. OLS did not really start work in northern Bahr-el-Ghazal until late in 1992 when 
most agency work in south Sudan was still concentrated in Equatoria. By 1999, the two 
original agencies had become nineteen and Bahr-el-Ghazal was covered in airstrips.  
Hundreds of agency personnel, Sudanese and foreign, worked there. Upper Nile had 
experienced something similar in the mid-1990s, albeit on a smaller scale, in the days of the 
infamous "hunger triangle" between Waat, Ayod and Kongor. 

Yet, despite the growing volumes of information about the situation in south Sudan, there is 
surprisingly little analysis and quite limited understanding of what has been happening there. 
For example, the amount of money spent on relief in Sudan in the last ten years is not known, 
nor how many people have benefited, nor how many are displaced, nor indeed how many 
people there are in south Sudan. There are of course estimates of all these things but precision 
in such matters is an illusion. 

What is now better understood is how people survive. While cattle are important to Nilotic 
people in myriad ways, most southerners still rely heavily on cultivation, particularly of 
sorghum. This makes them vulnerable to uncertain rains, raids, and the loss of trade and 
markets which impedes the supply of tools. The importance of trade has often been 
overlooked but it is a major link between north and south and particularly important in border 
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areas such as Bahr-el-Ghazal. The market at Warawar survives despite frequent attacks and 
burnings – a testimony to the need of north and south to trade, a last surviving remnant of a 
web of agreements between Rizeigat, Misseriya and Dinka. 

In addition to the erosion of their modes of livelihood, the people of Bahr-el-Ghazal have lost 
most of what little infrastructure they had – roads, bridges, boreholes, schools, clinics, 
hospitals, churches and houses. For those not familiar with the region, it is worth pointing out 
that part of the high cost of relief delivery to Bahr-el-Ghazal and Upper Nile is caused by the 
necessity of using aircraft because most places are not normally accessible by road. Even if 
there are roads, they are unusable for the period of the rains and distances from supply 
centres are considerable. Cargo and light aircraft remain the only practical answer – hence the 
high cost of the relief operation. 

As well as losing much of their infrastructure, many Dinka have also been displaced several 
times – by Kerabino, by raiders from the north or from western Nuer, and by militiamen 
accompanying the train to Wau. The more this happens, the more household assets are lost or 
used up and the more the reciprocal networks of kinship obligation are put under strain and 
community resilience eroded. 

6.2 The SPLA and the SRRA 

The SPLA has always been a military administration which seconded a small number of 
senior people to start a humanitarian wing in the 1980s. This became the SRRA, but its role 
and functions as a nascent civil administration have been challenged by the wider military 
culture from which it arose. Changes were made after the SPLA convention in Chukudum in 
1994, where a broader group was able to voice concerns about the SPLA. Civil 
administration was enhanced by the appointment of governors and county commissioners. 
Since then, and particularly after the 1998 famine in Bahr-el-Ghazal, contentious issues such 
as taxation, representation, and diversion of relief have been discussed more openly. This is 
in contrast to the situation in the north. The SPLA Commander-in-Chief John Garang (who is 
also chairman of the SPLM) nonetheless still makes all the key SPLA and SRRA 
appointments and dismissals. 

6.3 Saving Lives? 

Saving lives has been a primary objective of OLS, the SRRA and other agencies in Bahr-el-
Ghazal. ECHO’s primary objective also has been to reduce mortality rates amongst the most 
vulnerable. It is hard to demonstrate that this has happened since there are no reliable figures. 
There is however the oral evidence of a wide range of people interviewed in the course of this 
study who stressed that relief had saved lives and brought resources to people whose options 
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were running out. The converse also applies: the inadequacy of relief has also cost lives, 
particularly in 1998. 

The most prominent forms of intervention in nutritional crises are support to food security 
and food aid. In the south, the former have involved food distribution and supply of seeds, 
tools, veterinary programmes and fishing equipment. The latter have involved supplementary 
and therapeutic feeding of vulnerable groups, blanket feeding for all children under 5, and 
care and feeding of groups such as orphans or the elderly. (Supplementary feeding may 
involve distribution of dry rations or cooking of extra rations; therapeutic feeding is the 
specialised and resource-intensive provision of food and medical care to the most sick and 
severely malnourished members of a population, usually children). 

It is well documented that supplementary feeding is of limited value in the absence of 
something to supplement – i.e. a general ration. Supplementary feeding is also up to ten times 
more expensive than general ration distribution. It nonetheless continues to be a first order 
crisis response perhaps because it is high-profile and dramatic. However, in order to be 
effective in reducing malnutrition it must be accompanied not only by a general availability 
of food to those who do not immediately qualify to enter a supplementary programme but 
also by complementary programmes in health, hygiene, sanitation and clean water.  

The effects of  raiding and war and the progressive running down of Dinka assets in Bahr-el- 
Ghazal meant that by 1998 the nutritional situation there was deteriorating sharply. Many 
agencies on the ground, including WFP, were warning of food shortages from the end of 
1999. Reactions were slow. In early 1998, the outflow of people from Wau town, after it was 
attacked by the forces of the renegade commander Kerabino Kuanyin, pushed a significant 
proportion of the inhabitants of northern Bahr-el-Ghazal over the edge. The situation was 
compounded by GoS restrictions on air access and by organisational, logistic and funding 
problems in putting in place all the elements mentioned above. The result was some of the 
highest malnutrition rates ever seen. Thousands of people died. 

It took the rest of the year to reduce malnutrition levels and to analyse what went wrong. 
MSF-Belgium was a prominent critic of the response of the consortium of which it is a part. 
It is instructive to consider its experiences and those of its sister agency, MSF-Holland. MSF-
Belgium had asked its Dutch counterpart to intervene in recognition that needs were 
swamping available capacity. 

Between April and August 1998, MSF-Belgium was running supplementary feeding 
programmes in the absence of an adequate general ration. UNICEF’s own rapid nutritional 
assessments led it to recommend that NGOs working in the sector should establish 38 
supplementary and 38 therapeutic feeding centres in northern Bahr-el-Ghazal. NGOs 
responded by asking that a full general ration be secured and supplementary rations for all 
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children under 5 be considered. Meanwhile, a number of supplementary programmes and 
therapeutic feeding centres were set up. This is held to have reduced cargo space and 
resources for provision of a general ration. Between May and July 1998, OLS flights could 
not cope with the cargo requirements from agencies operating in northern Bahr-el-Ghazal. 

MSF-Holland meanwhile realised that cargo space was insufficient and funded its own cargo 
flights for two months, until more OLS air cargo capacity became available. Even then, food 
and drugs tended to take precedence over equipment for water and sanitation which was no 
less necessary. Both MSFs say they occasionally saw the apparently deliberate starvation of 
children in order that they could remain in feeding centres, so that their families would 
qualify for supplementary rations – a measure of the desperation some families experienced.   

WFP’s first assessment in 1998 concluded that food would be needed for 250,000 people in 
their homes and 100,000 displaced people. By August, their targeted population had reached 
1 million. Although the Food Economy Approach was thought to have led to more detailed 
and accurate estimates of food needs, it could not predict displacement caused by fighting 
and the effect this was to have. SRRA estimates of very large food needs were for a long time 
discounted by agencies and donors, in part because of a lack of trust between them. One 
reason for this was diversion of food from civilians by soldiers (MSF was one of the agencies 
to report such diversion). All this led SPLM and OLS to send a joint task force to Bahr-el-
Ghazal to consider, inter alia, diversion of food. This is discussed below. 

OLS now recognises that its preparedness for the emergency was inadequate and has taken 
steps to improve this preparedness. Two analysts, Harrigan and Jaspars, independently 
explored the shortcomings of OLS efforts to "target the vulnerable" and have considered 
alternative views of vulnerability and methods of distribution, such as providing everyone 
with food across the board12. Harrigan and Jaspars stress the need for more information on 
social structures and political representation – the most important determinants of 
vulnerability. 

6.4 Fuelling War? 

A common criticism of aid in conflicts is that it fuels or prolongs them by the introduction of 
resources which would not otherwise be there. This applies to food and non food aid, as well  
rehabilitation services such as road building. In general, ECHO prefers food assistance 
because it is less directly an input in the conflict as roads can be. Aid is said to confer to 
confer legitimisation on the parties to the conflict. There are a number of ways in which this 
might happen in Sudan.  

                                                
12 Harrigan 1999; Jaspars, 1999 
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For example, both GoS and the SRRA have used artificial exchange rates not only to profit 
from foreign exchange expenditure by agencies but also to keep that foreign exchange for the 
purchase of war materials. Food aid going to GoS garrison towns is widely reported to mainly 
benefit soldiers and officials. Similarly, as food passes through the structures of power in 
non-GoS areas it gets diverted and the amounts available for the most needy are reduced.  It 
may get stolen by soldiers from the weak, it may be eaten by soldiers and their families, it 
may be allocated to them by local authorities as their contribution to the war effort or it may 
be used in payment of tayeen, the SPLA tax on the people it administers. 

It is impossible to measure the extent of diversion of relief food, not just in Bahr-el-Ghazal 
but elsewhere in Sudan too. However, senior OLS and senior SRRA officials alike felt that 
the value of relief to the people of Bahr-el-Ghazal was far greater than the cost of its abuse. 
While these groups might be expected to say that, the same conclusion was borne out many 
times when the research team spoke to ordinary citizens and local leaders. 

It is possible to argue that the relief operation supports the rebellion – something the GoS 
clearly feels to be the case. Those in the south who suggested that it did so added that the 
presence of the relief agencies was important for the morale of the people of south Sudan, 
that they conferred a recognition of southern identity and that the resources they brought 
helped the SPLM administer the areas it controls. The presence of foreign relief workers in 
the south also provides a forum for the explanation of southern grievances and provides 
witnesses to the hardships and atrocities of the civil war.   

The negotiated basis of OLS access has brought the SPLA into an agreement with the UN 
and has thus given the SPLA a degree of international recognition. Both OLS and the SPLA 
use Nairobi as a base for their senior officials which increases SPLM access to donors, 
diplomats and humanitarian agencies. 

Inside Sudan, it is possible to argue that aid effectively helps to keep southerners in SPLA-
held areas, which goes against the government’s military strategy. In Bahr-el-Ghazal, the 
team was told by many people that international relief had made the difference between 
leaving for the north or staying in their home area – without it people might have been forced 
to migrate or, as they put it, surrender. 

Whatever the degree of support or recognition conferred by the relief operation, there is no 
evidence that the war would stop if relief did. There was almost no aid to the south during the 
first civil war and there was very little during the first seven years of the current war. There is 
not only no indication that a lack of relief could stop the war, there is little sign that the 
conflict has abated when OLS has not been present. Senior SPLM and SPLA officers were 
unanimous that the war would continue with or without relief supplies. 
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One area where relief supplies may have created or worsened conflict is in the fuelling of 
inter-factional fighting. The renegade commander Kerabino certainly targeted relief centres 
and distributions in his home area of northern Bahr-el-Ghazal between 1994 and 1997, from 
his base in Gogrial. Baggara and Nuer raiders in northern Bahr-el-Ghazal have also targeted 
areas which have attracted concentrations of population because of relief supplies. In that 
sense, targeting of relief to one area may worsen tensions with neighbouring peoples. The 
GoS has been able to use selective flight permissions and provision of relief to encourage 
divisions in the SPLA-held areas. 

In certain circumstances, aid may have the effect of reducing conflict in that an infusion of 
resources into an area where they are scarce may diminish the likelihood of a criminal or 
violent misappropriation of food or other supplies. The presence of foreign aid workers may 
also discourage abuses by the SPLA. At the Nairobi level, there are now mechanisms, such as 
the Humanitarian Principles section of OLS, which make it possible to raise abuses with the 
SPLA and for action to be taken to defuse tensions, end misappropriations or even punish 
those responsible.  

6.5 Understanding Relief Diversion 

In considering both north and south Sudan, it is important to understand the relationship 
between diversion and local politics and norms. Good information is scarce in Sudan. 
Monitoring of inputs and evaluation of impact are difficult, both logistically and politically. 
Beneficiary evaluation of relief performance is almost unattempted, partly because poor 
structures of representation are one of the causes of conflict in Sudan. Where agency 
objectives clash with the agenda of those who hold power, monitoring is difficult. 

SCF-UK attempted to get around this by not imposing external distribution criteria and 
relying instead on the advice of community leaders and on distribution through chiefs. 
However, many displaced people turned out to be without representation in Bahr-el-Ghazal in 
1998 so a certain number of relief items were held back by the agency to be given to those 
who were unrepresented. SCF felt that in this way it had been able to monitor distribution. 
Oxfam chose to use project performance indicators and malnutrition levels as a monitoring 
tool combined with discussions with communities about their perceptions of vulnerability. 

WFP devised a system of relief committees, beginning in 1994, on which women 
representatives outnumbered men – on the grounds that women were normally responsible 
for grain and food preparation while men looked after livestock and security. Chiefs had not 
been able to cope with "targeting the vulnerable" and it was thought that relief committees 
would be able to. But, according to many, the committees were ineffective in targeting the 
vulnerable because they tended to favour resident populations and more powerful groups. 
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All these stratagems have been devised to minimise diversion, where resources are scarce and 
outsiders expect them to be prioritised to the most needy. The fact is that almost everyone in 
Bahr-el-Ghazal was in serious need in 1998 and ordinary people did not appear to begrudge 
the SPLA its share – soldiers, they argued, need to eat too, most of them came from the area 
and were perceived as part of the force that was trying to protect it. (They may be seen 
differently in other areas to which they are not native, such as Equatoria, for example). The 
result was that there were often two distributions, one conducted according to the criteria of 
the external agencies and a second – as soon as the foreigners had left – conducted in 
accordance with local perceptions. 

There is no doubt that relief aid is important to the SPLM administration. This has led to the 
recent attempt to control aid provision through a new Memorandum of Understanding, which 
the SRRA and SPLM would like agencies to negotiate bilaterally with them much as they do 
with the government in Khartoum if they work in GoS areas, rather than by a continuation of 
the OLS agreement and procedures. Non-OLS agencies of course do this anyway and the 
SPLA would clearly prefer NGOs to operate more in the style of Norwegian People’s Aid, 
whose activities predate OLS and are planned much more closely with the SPLM. 

Wars by their nature lead to a scarcity of resources, increases in prices and opportunities for 
enrichment, both legitimate and criminal. Soldiers, commanders, chiefs and politicians have 
used such opportunities to enrich themselves. Some commanders have been removed from 
their positions as a result. WFP and SRRA officials can and do suspend OLS southern sector 
distributions where they consider diversion or abuses are occurring.   

However, neither the GoS nor the SPLM believes in practice that it should have more than a 
limited accountability to the donors for what becomes of relief aid. There is also little 
accountability to the beneficiaries. There have been limited elections in both government and 
SPLA areas of Sudan but ultimately the combatants derive their authority from control of 
soldiers and weaponry more than any popular expression of will – as did the colonial 
government. There is disappointment among the inhabitants of Bahr-el-Ghazal that the 
"government of our sons" – that is of the SPLM/A – has not been more effective in 
preventing abuse and protecting people from militia raids.  

The perception of the SPLA in Bahr-el-Ghazal as a part of the community it is defending 
illustrates the difference between local and external approaches to the provision of relief: the 
agencies want to target the vulnerable and exclude the military whereas the population sees 
everyone as in need of assistance. Since the rebel soldiers are not paid, they do not see why 
they should not be entitled to a share of food or other assistance received by their 
communities. If such assistance is limited in comparison to needs, there is inevitably 
competition for it and tension over its distribution. 
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The SRRA, as a counterpart agency for foreign assistance, is caught between its military 
origins and culture, on the one hand, and its civil responsibilities in relief administration, on 
the other. It has been suggested that insufficient attention was given to the training of officials 
after the change from a military to a civilian administration instigated by the Chukudum 
Convention in 1994. 

The chiefs in turn are subject to conflicting pressures from the people they represent and the 
needs of the SPLA. Some are elected and some have been appointed, but the chiefs remain 
the only surviving repository of traditional forms of authority and are used by both SPLM 
and relief officials as representatives of their people.   

In discussing the various forms of aid diversion, it is important to remember that increased 
resources in an area allow other forms of distribution to operate. Relief finds its way into the 
market, which creates more employment; it may be distributed through kinship ties and even 
if it is taken by soldiers, it is probably prepared and eaten communally. Communities which 
regard themselves as collectively vulnerable do not necessarily see this as wrong. By 
contrast, some sale of relief items for personal enrichment has also taken place which has led 
to the removal of some commanders; this illustrates a certain level of accountability. 

6.6 Relief Dependency and Natural Resources 

As in the north, donors and agencies providing relief in Bahr-el-Ghazal say they do not wish 
to create dependency amongst recipients. There is no shared understanding of the term, nor 
much discussion of the level at which dependency is supposed to operate – i.e. individual, 
household, community or institution. For the purposes of this study, we take it to mean the 
choice to concentrate on relief food and not pursue other options, such as cultivation or wage 
labour. 

In an acute emergency, there is bound to be short-term dependency, since it is precisely the 
lack of the means to survive which has caused the provision of relief. In south Sudan, there is 
no evidence that people are becoming dependent on food aid in any prolonged or permanent 
way. Relief deliveries have in general been too unreliable and inadequate for dependency, 
except for limited periods of acute emergency, usually amongst people made nearly destitute 
by violence and displacement. The rapid decline in the population of Ajiep after the famine 
suggests that people return to their normal modes of livelihood, as soon as this becomes 
possible. 

It is estimated that 360,000 tonnes of food were delivered in the whole of Sudan to 4.7 
million victims of war and drought from 1992 to 1998. This implies an average of 11 kilos 
per annum for 7 years for each individual targeted. This translates to 7.5% of a person’s 
annual food requirement. Most of this was cereal, but even then it represents at best 15% of 
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WFP’s own estimate that each recipient needs 73 kilos of cereal per annum. These figures are 
of course averages and say nothing about distribution amongst the population. Given that 
there is diversion of food and that targeting the vulnerable is difficult, it seems unlikely that 
food aid has done any more than tide people over difficult periods and supplement their own 
efforts, overall. 

There are numbers of people who congregate near airstrips or move between them in search 
of relief, but their number is limited and their existence is not an indication of any general 
dependency. When voicing concerns about this, local officials seemed to be reflecting a fear 
of dependency rather than its widespread occurrence. The people of south Sudan are in fact 
surviving this war largely by their own efforts and the natural resources available to them. If 
harvests fail and cattle are looted, they still have wild foods, fish and some relief food. 
Indeed, it is arguable that fish and wild food have kept more people alive in Bahr-el-Ghazal 
over the last ten years than relief food has done. 

Another consequence of war has been the damage to the wildlife populations of south Sudan, 
which were once considerable. The ubiquity of firearms has reduced mammal populations 
drastically and also thereby curtailed their use  for food. Both donors and relief agencies have 
under-estimated the value of the natural resources of south Sudan – there has for example 
been no overall examination of the effect of large supplies of hooks and twine on fish 
populations and it was only recently that a donor showed interest in an examination of the 
state of Sudan’s two largest national parks, after 16 years of war. 

This neglect of natural resources came about both because OLS was originally conceived as a 
short term supply of relief food and because southern Sudanese themselves had no systematic 
way of explaining to outsiders how they survived until the relief operation developed more 
sophisticated methods of enquiry such as food economy analysis. Relief agencies also suffer 
from high staff turnover and limited institutional memory.   

In fact, the natural resources of south Sudan have been well-documented since the 1950s and 
during the period between the civil wars. And there is now a small corpus of experienced 
foreign relief workers who have a better understanding of the geography and human ecology 
of south Sudan than their predecessors, who saw relief as a matter primarily of food aid and 
support to health centres.   

Relief can reduce dependency in the sense that it enables households to conserve their assets 
and remain in their home areas, thereby supporting their agricultural and livestock systems. 
This is in contrast to the situation in Darfur where lack of access to land and livestock obliges 
people to depend on wage labour and relief. It can be complicated in its effects here too – the 
Ngok Dinka who returned to the area of Alal harvested large amounts of grain in 1999, which 
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they were unable to sell to their neighbours because relief grain had depressed the markets to 
the south.   

Relief operations now employ a number of southern Sudanese in increasingly senior 
positions, unlike the early days of OLS. These staff acquire salaries and skills which have 
enabled them to support family members, both inside and outside Sudan. This form of 
dependency is encouraged in the name of capacity building. Employment by relief agencies 
or their contractors offers the only form of salaried employment available in SPLM areas. 

6.7 Relief and Population Movements 

Part of the fear of dependency is that relief may cause populations to move away from areas 
where they can be productive to areas where they receive food. This happened in Bahr-el- 
Ghazal when access for relief flights during the 1998 famine was restricted by GoS to Ajiep 
and three airstrips near it. This meant an unsustainable and unhealthy concentration of needy 
people in those areas, which led to the spread of disease and higher mortality than would 
otherwise have occurred. Yet it was clear from the team’s visit there in May that people had 
in fact left Ajiep and gone home to cultivate as soon as they could. In practice, there is no 
disagreement amongst recipients and agencies about the need to decentralise relief supply, 
but rains, raids, logistics and GoS flight permissions frequently conspire to prevent this 
happening. 

Relief can also inhibit displacement as seems to have happened to some extent in Bahr-el- 
Ghazal in the years since OLS supplies began to arrive in 1992. This contrasts with the 
situation in the 1987-88 famine when lack of famine relief to Bahr-el-Ghazal resulted in 
large-scale migration to adjacent areas of north Sudan and even to Ethiopia where relief was 
available. 

People in Bahr-el-Ghazal emphasised to the team that the main cause of displacement was 
not the availability of relief but fighting and insecurity. There is a correlation in northern 
Bahr-el- Ghazal between militia raids and population movements since 1983 when the war 
started. There were 42 such raids into northern Bahr-el-Ghazal in the first half of 1999 – if its 
people are not self reliant it is principally for this reason. For example, the Ngok Dinka at 
Allal, who chose to return to cultivate along the Kir River whilst leaving their cattle in greater 
safety in Tuic, have never received any food aid. 
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6.8 Education 

A more insidious form of dependency has been created by the destruction of the education 
system in south Sudan. Outside support to education has been limited, with the result that 
both the ECHO Global Plan13 and the OLS 1999 Annual Needs Assessment for Bahr-el-
Ghazal confirm that there had been a near collapse in the region’s education system. There is 
one NGO supporting 88 primary schools and only one secondary school, in Rumbek. The 
ECHO position is that, given its limited resources and emergency mandate, it is not in a 
position to support this activity. The absence of DG Development in Sudan reinforces these 
gaps in basic, if non life-saving supports. 

No foreign mission can visit south Sudan without hearing strong pleas for more assistance to 
education. The peace in south Sudan from 1972 until 1983 was the time when many of its 
current leaders were able to gain their education – many of them, from all areas of the 
country, at Rumbek Senior Secondary School – and they are very conscious that their 
children are being deprived of an education which might help them face future challenges in 
south Sudan. 

ECHO does not mention education in its Global Plan, because ECHO’s original conception 
of an emergency was as a short-term problem. Yet this is at odds with ECHO’s stated 
intention to "promote steps towards self-reliance in a war environment" and to "reinforce a 
target population’s capacity to meet their own basic needs". The fact that an entire generation 
in southern Sudan has grown up without education jeopardises the rest of the aid operation, 
not just because of the lack of local counterparts with appropriate skills but also because a 
large proportion of young southerners are deprived of the informed perspectives that could 
help them seek a solution to the conflict. Those who are able to leave south Sudan and seek 
education in the refugee camp Kakuma, in Kenya, in Uganda or elsewhere are a fortunate 
few. Uneducated youths with easy access to weapons can only exacerbate insecurity and 
poverty in the south. 

In Somalia, DG Development lends support to schools programmes, which suggests that the 
EU does not see education as unattainable in areas of insecurity and limited governance. The 
relative neglect of education by donors presents ECHO – or DG Development if need be – 
with the greatest single remaining opportunity to restore self-reliance to south Sudan short of 
ending the war and re-building the country. The failure to support education  – or to be able 
to support it – highlights the difficulties in applying the relief to development linkage during 
operations. 

                                                
13 ECHO Global Plan VIII, 1999 
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6.9 Agriculture 

Provision of seeds and tools to northern Bahr-el-Ghazal was begun by SCF-UK in late 1992. 
The types of tools, timing and logistics have always been problematic. Although there has 
been inadequate monitoring of successes and failures, it is clear that seeds would not need to 
be provided every year if food security strategies had been effective or peace had broken out 
and created the conditions for more sustainable rehabilitation work. Nor has there been 
enough use of the potential for surplus areas – whether in Lakes or Equatoria – to make up 
for shortfalls caused by poor rain or raiding. 

This failure is linked to the short-term design of relief programmes in insecure areas. There 
may be areas where some longer term intervention is possible. The most obvious is the use of 
ox-ploughs to increase areas under cultivation and total yields. After years of unsuccessful 
demonstrations and projects dating back to colonial times, it appears that the stress of war has 
now induced some Dinka farmers to train their oxen and grow more food. The local NGO 
Supraid has been instrumental in demonstrating what is possible. 

6.10 Health 

Health care in both south and north Sudan is quite inadequate to the needs of its people. Even 
where foreign NGOs are able to provide higher standard care, it is too thinly spread and 
therefore accessible to few. OLS standards suggest that one PHCU should cater for 5,000 
people and one PHCC for 20-30,000. Coverage is at most a quarter of what it should be, with 
only 270 health facilities in non-GoS areas, while the population estimates used by OLS 
suggest there should be nearer 1,000. OLS does not have the resources to reach its own 
targets. 

OLS health staff suggest that poor coverage is linked to an emphasis on emergency rather 
than regular provision. They have also pointed out that successful primary health care 
requires investments in water, education, sanitation, training and infrastructure. Such 
investments have not been made on a scale adequate to address needs. It is not clear what the 
overall impact is on the health of people in south Sudan. Some success, albeit limited, has 
been claimed for vertical programmes to address guinea worm, for example, or to immunise 
children, and in dealing with acute emergencies where overcrowding and poor sanitation may 
cause epidemics. 

A major donor such as ECHO should monitor systematically what, on the basis of its Global 
Plans, is applied to the circumstances of south Sudan where a lack of resources, short funding 
periods, poor infrastructure and periodic insecurity make the classic primary health care 
model difficult to attain. There are other countries with long term crises like Sudan’s and no 
shortage of health planners and analysts. Thus, could a more realistic set of standards and 



 
 Field Evaluation Study, April 2000 51 

targets not be devised – one that is achievable within the likely constraints of funding and 
security ? 

6.11 Fostering Local Capacity 

There has been a steady growth in the last five years in the number of agencies employing 
Sudanese staff at more senior levels and there are also Sudanese NGOs which survive from 
the original UNICEF-led capacity building experiment of the mid-1990s. Yet there are still 
frustrations with the ignorance, inexperience or incompetence of foreign staff, since Sudanese 
feel they know what they need better than outsiders. 

Capacity building has become a piece of jargon and, like development, it means different 
things to different people. For example, the Irish agency Concern employs local staff to build 
local capacity, whilst MSF-Belgium saw building capacity as contingent upon bringing in 
more expatriates. The greatest challenge remains the ongoing conflict and the difficulty in 
doing any planning, development and capacity building in that context. Participation of 
beneficiaries in programme design and evaluation is also subject to different interpretations. 
With the help of food aid or other incentives, the people of south Sudan have constructed an 
extensive network of airstrips, compounds and houses to support the relief operation. Their 
labour has made possible the logistics of relief. Agencies which employ Sudanese for their 
understanding as well as their labour felt that their programmes were more successful and 
reached needy people missed by more technocratic approaches. 

The SRRA produces different responses from differing agencies. They all have to work with 
the SRRA and many were very critical of it. This is one factor which has contributed to the 
lengthy debate between OLS donors and the SRRA about the signing of separate agreements 
with the NGOs, which would probably break up the OLS consortium if it happens. 

The SRRA in turn suggests that accountability cuts both ways – it may not always be able to 
act as a credible counterpart but it is entitled to ask the providers of relief to meet the 
standards they have themselves set and to be open when they cannot. Many of its senior 
officials feel that relief has gone on too long and the agencies have not been serious enough 
about building physical capacity in south Sudan, in infrastructure for example, or training 
Sudanese staff in order to reduce the expense of short-term expatriates and to lay a 
foundation for the longer term. In that sense, short-term aid has created a dependence on 
external institutions. 

6.12 Human Rights 

The 1999 Global Plan commits ECHO to consider how far concern for human rights can be 
integrated into humanitarian aid. This is welcome but it is also ambitious in that humanitarian 



 
 Field Evaluation Study, April 2000 52 

agencies were not set up to undertake such work and usually have little experience of it. It is 
not clear that humanitarian agencies are in a good position to monitor or support human 
rights in the course of their operations, or to document violations.   

There are few sanctions which could be invoked, either against the SPLA/M or the GoS and 
such an extension of the relief mandate – to include human rights – would be very hard to 
negotiate. Southern Sudanese recognise that the presence of relief agencies probably has 
some limiting effect on abuse of civilians by the combatants and have also suggested that aid 
might be used to strengthen the rudimentary judicial system which exists in the south. Aid is 
already to some extent used for human rights education in the humanitarian principles work 
of UNICEF, but rights-based programmes will be very challenging to implement. 

Nonetheless, the failure of aid organisations and their donors to provide effective protection, 
particularly of the civilian population in Sudan, currently remains the biggest challenge. Both 
agencies and donors need to address this and identify means of resolving it. 

6.13 Aid as a Substitute for Political Action 

It is clear that aid is a very limited policy tool in a war. Aid agencies cannot stop people 
fighting, but that does not mean that the EU should do nothing. In Sudan there has been a 
substantial expenditure of financial and other resources on humanitarian aid and a very frugal 
expenditure on diplomacy. This contrasts with the situation in Kosovo and East Timor where 
aid has been largely subordinate to a political process. During the Austrian presidency of the 
EU a joint member state/Commission team reporting on Sudan stated that the only way to 
reconcile the need for humanitarian assistance with the undoubted effects of relief on the 
military and political dynamics of the conflict was "to ensure that the efforts made by the 
international community to promote peace are commensurate with the financial contributions 
made to the relief operation". This has not happened. 

Some donors support the IGAD process and there are, periodically, new peace initiatives – 
most recently from Libya, Egypt and Canada. So far, all these initiatives have failed to 
produce an agreement. Britain, as the former imperial power, has shown no signs of 
accepting any historic responsibility for the situation in south Sudan. The US has appointed a 
Special Envoy, whose role has not been accepted by the government in Khartoum. The EU 
and the US together are the largest donors of relief in Sudan and include three members of 
the UN Security Council. Their interests as donors could be served by a concerted diplomatic 
and political effort to extend the current partial cease-fires and build on the one area where 
the combatants have managed to agree – namely, that a general cease-fire should be followed 
by a referendum on the status of the south, with international assistance. The difficulties 
inherent in such a course – the definition of boundaries, the status of the Nuba Mountains, the 
role of Sharia law – are well documented. Donors must consider whether the difficulties are 



 
 Field Evaluation Study, April 2000 53 

less daunting than the prospect of a continuation of a conflict that has a claim to be not only 
the world’s longest running war but also its most expensive relief operation. 

Another suggestion has been that longer term aid investments (as opposed to emergency 
relief aid), which all parties to the conflict say they would prefer to ongoing relief, be made 
formally conditional on progress in cease-fire talks and peace negotiations. This would be 
consistent with a donor desire to link new funding to conflict reduction; it accords with GoS 
and SPLM views on moving from relief to developmental aid; and it makes some use of the 
small amount of leverage the donors have on the combatants. In the case of the EU, linking 
longer-term assistance to conflict resolution will probably prove difficult in the absence of a 
Common Foreign and Security Policy.  
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Chapter 1: ECHO HUMANITARIAN POLICY 

The impact of aid is related to the interaction of aid policy and the manner in which that 
policy is implemented. In order to assess impact, it is therefore necessary to look closely at 
policy. This task is undertaken in the current chapter which focuses on an outline of ECHO 
humanitarian policy in relation to violent conflict. 

In attempting to assess the effect of humanitarian assistance on social and political dynamics 
it should be pointed out that aid is always provided within a specific policy framework – that 
is, a set of assumptions about the nature of the problem, views on how it should be tackled 
and expectations concerning goals and outcomes. When assessing the effects of humanitarian 
assistance, those actions that are avoided can be just as important as those that are pursued. 
Understanding ECHO’s policy framework, therefore, is important for the present study.     

Before examining ECHO humanitarian policy in detail, some general remarks on ECHO 
itself and its creation will be useful. The European Commission Humanitarian Office 
(ECHO) was established at the beginning of 1993, as a result of the new demands that the end 
of the Cold War was making on humanitarian assistance – in particular, the need for the EU 
to strengthen the co-ordination of its considerable relief capacity in order to improve its 
response to the humanitarian consequences of a range of conflicts, including the Gulf War 
and the Balkans. Despite ECHO’s significant involvement in the war in the former 
Yugoslavia, its formal policy in situations of violent conflict has largely been established in 
relation to Africa, although increasingly such policy is being seen as having a wider 
relevance14. It has, for example, contributed to the development of the EU’s Common 
Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP).  

1.1  Basic Position 

ECHO humanitarian policy reflects the changing goals and principles that inform current 
development policy more generally. During the Cold War, development policy was shaped 
by a concern with redistribution, intervention and the construction of alliances. Today, the 
key axiom of development policy can be described as the promotion of social change through 
the process of self-help. Apart from some initial help or guidance, development partners are 
now expected to support themselves, initiate and manage their own change and development 
in a sustainable way – that is, in a way that does not require continued assistance. 
Development problems – such as dependency, gender inequalities, conflict, and lack of 
capacity – are understood in terms of their ability to undermine the goal of self-help. This 

                                                
14 European Commission, December 1998, p. 1, fn 1 
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way of conceptualising development has become popular both among donor governments 
and aid agencies and, during the mid-1990s, ECHO humanitarian policy was brought into 
line with this new paradigm. Current ECHO policy has two basic components. First and 
foremost, ECHO affirms that: 

"…that the sole aim of humanitarian aid is to prevent or relieve human suffering 
and that it is accorded to victims without discrimination (...) or political affiliation.  
It must not be guided by, or subject to, political considerations. Decisions must be 
taken impartially and solely according to the victims’ needs and interests"15. 

The second policy component is that: 
"…humanitarian aid will seek where possible to bear in mind and remain compat-
ible with longer-term developmental objectives, and where possible will build on 
local capacities, reinforcing coping mechanisms and institutions, and so forth. It is 
a basic philosophy that every possible step must be taken to eliminate dependency 
amongst populations in receipt of humanitarian aid, with a view to achieving self-
sustainability"16. 

The approach could be summarised as one of saving lives, preventing dependency and, where 
possible, supporting livelihoods. This policy is expounded in several position statements 
drafted at the end of 1995 and the early part of 1996. These include the Council conclusions 
on Preventive Diplomacy, Conflict and Peacekeeping in Africa (December 1995), the 
Commission communications on The European Union and the Issue of Conflict in Africa: 
Conflict Prevention and Beyond (March 1996) and Linking Relief, Rehabilitation and 
Development (April 1996). There is a strong intellectual coherence linking the policy 
architecture that is outlined in these documents and the tools for its implementation. There 
are mechanisms for testing and canvassing policy within the donor and NGO communities, 
and for translating it into Council regulations. Co-ordinating bodies have been created, and 
the contractual relations with implementing agencies have been formalised.  

Following the setbacks in Somalia and Bosnia in particular, the mid-1990s marked the 
waning of international donor support for the UN system-wide humanitarian operations that 
characterised the early post-Cold War years. In this respect, the ongoing UN Operation 
Lifeline Sudan (OLS), established in 1989, now appears somewhat anachronistic and finds 
itself increasingly subject to donor government demands that it justifies its operations. The 
EC stated: 

"...in particular UN peace-keeping operations and humanitarian aid has proved 
costly, sometimes ineffective or even counterproductive in relation to the longer-
term goal of return to a non-violent, stable and self-sustainable situation.  At a 
time of increasing donor fatigue as far as financial commitments are concerned, 
much needed international development assistance is thus channelled into emer-

                                                
15 ECHO, 1997, p. 1 
16 Ibid., p.2  
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gency aid and, even in the longer term, concentrated on measures like mine-
clearance, demobilisation of combatants and re-building of infrastructure"17. 

Improving policy coherence has focused on ensuring that relief is consistent with 
rehabilitation and, ultimately, the development goal of self-help. Establishing a connection 
between relief and development also complements the increasing importance of conflict 
prevention and resolution. Insofar as humanitarian assistance strengthens local capacities, or 
eases tensions between competing groups, or restores confidence, it can also be seen as 
contributing to conflict mitigation.  

1.2  Development and Dependency 

"Linking relief and development" has emerged as a key policy theme, and it is important to 
understand the developmental process of self-help to which relief is expected to link. Yet, in 
the otherwise exhaustive communication on Linking Relief, Rehabilitation and Development 
of April 1996, there is no clear description of what development is. While "top-down", 
"dependency-creating" relief is criticised, there is no more than a fragmentary description of 
the development process that more responsible and effective relief operations should be 
helping to re-establish.  

A failure to adequately define development is a shortcoming that is by no means confined to 
the EC or ECHO, as such a definition is lacking in a great deal of the literature on the "relief 
to development continuum".   

The developmental goals in the above document have to be inferred or guessed at. The 
nearest thing to a substantive definition of development is found in the section on food 
security, which is presented as a dynamic condition resulting from the interplay of supply and 
demand factors. Below the threshold of food security is a state of impoverishment and 
dependency; above this threshold, people are seen as having embarked on a developmental 
process. Well-designed aid (which does not include food aid in kind) can help to accelerate 
this development18. 

Thus: 
"(Food security provides) a starting point from which urban and rural households 
can begin to build up reserves (stocks, cattle, savings), develop more reliable 
means of production or ways of increasing their income and organise a more reli-
able social safety net. The upshot of all these steps is to reduce people's vulnera-
bility to food crises"19. 

                                                
17 European Commission, March 1996, p. 2 
18 European Commission, April 1996, p. 13 
19 Ibid., p. 12 
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Below this threshold, however: 
"…a process of impoverishment takes place which can lead to economic and so-
cial degradation, extreme dependency and increased mortality which becomes 
more difficult to reverse the longer it is allowed to continue (…). The lack of suc-
cess in reversing the tide of growing dependence caused by increasing social 
breakdown, partly explains why a number of cases have remained bogged down at 
the humanitarian stage"20. 

It is clear from the above that economic self-sufficiency is regarded as central to a sustainable 
or self-orchestrated process of development. What can also be inferred is that such a 
development process demands a functioning market economy to which households have easy 
access. In this respect, such a representation of development compliments the process of 
market reform currently supported by the international financial institutions (IFIs) and donor 
governments. In other words, development – or at least, the notions of self-sufficiency 
associated with it –  is mainly understood as an economic process of self-orchestration within 
a liberal market environment. Households appear as free and self-contained economic agents. 
With proper access to functioning markets and sufficient human and material productive 
resources, they are assumed to be able to secure their own economic and social well-being.  

When seen within this framework, the "vulnerability" of households or individuals stems 
from various factors that either block market access, undermine productive capacity or reduce 
control of assets. People are therefore vulnerable to the extent that they are exposed to 
conditions or risks that undermine their self-sufficiency. This type of analysis conditions 
much of the discussion of markets, customary exchanges or gifts, and gender (especially the 
subordinate position of women within the household). For its part, conflict is usually seen as 
a destructive and negative factor impeding the policy goal of self-help or self-orchestration. It 
is seen as something that degrades households’ key development assets (such as land, tools, 
seeds and livestock) and a ruinous activity that thrusts people below the food security 
threshold into a cycle of destitution and impoverishment. Conflict thus represents a major 
threat to the development process. The vulnerability of a population is directly related to the 
degree to which it is pushed below the development threshold. Relief assistance is necessary 
for survival. This representation of a multi-causal, violent and often self-reinforcing disaster 
situation demanding urgent and system-wide intervention by the international community 
underpins conventional conceptions of a "complex emergency". 

Now if development is an economic process geared towards household self-sufficiency and, 
at the same time, relief assistance is necessitated by conflict, this clearly creates a tension in 
the policy arena. For many policy-makers and practitioners favouring a "free market", the 
status of relief as a free good (that is, something that is given rather than earned) conjures up 

                                                
20 Ibid., p. 13 
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a number of fears. The main worry is that badly-managed or unnecessary relief assistance 
will encourage "dependency" among recipients. In other words, the distribution of free goods 
may create economic disincentives that are antithetical to self-sufficiency and to the workings 
of a market economy. Specifically, free goods are seen as discouraging household production 
and trade, and sapping individual industry and enterprise. To the extent that relief assistance 
provides such disincentives, it is seen as actually deepening the cycle of destitution and 
impoverishment and as strengthening dependency. Thus, while the humanitarian imperative 
remains paramount (at least in theory), the EC also notes that relief assistance should not 
undermine "…the way back to a long-term development process"21. 

It is believed that dependency can be minimised by phasing out relief assistance as soon as 
possible and by targeting relief to the most vulnerable groups. ECHO policy also encourages 
more proactive measures to minimise dependency through assisting the resumption of 
development. For example, attempts can be made to use humanitarian interventions to protect 
development assets. Preserving livestock is an important contribution to the protection of 
development assets. Relief operations can also provide access to such basic resources as 
seeds and tools. Using local organisations to distribute relief goods can also help to build 
organisational capacity. In this manner, humanitarian assistance is seen as capable of 
complementing a wider process of rehabilitation. Namely: 

"…an overall, dynamic and intermediate strategy of institutional reinforcement, of 
reconstruction and improvement of infrastructure and services, supporting the ini-
tiatives and actions of the populations concerned, the political, economic and so-
cial domains, and aimed at the resumption of sustainable development"22. 

Through supporting short-term projects aimed at protecting development assets and 
strengthening local capacities, humanitarian aid is seen as capable of furnishing the first stage 
of such a process of rehabilitation. 

1.3  Non-Linearity and the Politics of Development  

If conflict is regarded as a setback for development, the policy of linking relief and 
development is seen as helping to restore the development process. It should be noted that EC 
policy does not see the linking of relief and development as an attempt to restore the status 
quo ante. It is now recognised that the outbreak of conflict in the first place suggests that 
earlier conditions were not conducive for sustainable development. Conflict is very often: 

"…the result of the interaction of political economic and social instability, fre-
quently stemming from bad governance, failed economic policies and inappropri-

                                                
21 Ibid., p. 2 
22 Ibid., p. 7 
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ate development programmes which have exacerbated ethnic or religious differ-
ences23". 

The unequal distribution of resources or other benefits between social groups – and the 
absence of formal political mechanisms to peacefully reconcile such differences – is seen as 
contributing to conflict. Re-establishing the development process is therefore not simply a 
return to the past, and it may require the creation of new institutions and forms of 
organisation. Thus, in addition to promoting self-sufficiency, development programmes 
should also address the social and political dimensions of instability. This focus has moved 
EC external aid policy into the area of conflict prevention and resolution. Development 
instruments now need to take into account: 

"…their potential for balancing the interests and opportunities of different identity 
groups within a state, for encouraging democratic governments that enjoy wide-
spread legitimacy among the population, for fostering consensus on key national 
issues (…) and for building mechanisms for the peaceful conciliation of group in-
terests"24. 

This means that the wider social and political impact of development programmes is now part 
of the policy framework – a new departure for EC development programmes25. Policy 
statements urge that programme design should try to identify the main beneficiaries and 
losers in the development process and, if necessary, be prepared to shift the balance of power 
and opportunities within societies26. Such considerations were included in the November 
1995 amendment of the Lomé Convention. In theory, at least, development policy now 
directly engages with the broad process of social and political change within recipient 
countries. This approach demands comprehensive planning and co-ordination strategies. This 
kind of engagement is said to be aimed at achieving "structural stability", which is described 
as a dynamic situation:-  

"…involving sustainable economic development, democracy and respect for hu-
man rights, viable political structures, and healthy social and environmental con-
ditions, with the capacity to manage change without the resort to violence"27. 

Achieving structural stability is acknowledged to require strategic planning, effective co-
ordination and the establishment of "a global policy framework" – in other words, the 
creation of links and meaningful co-ordinating mechanisms between the whole range of 
instruments currently deployed, such as humanitarian assistance, rehabilitation, conflict 
resolution, development and macro-economic tools.  

                                                
23 Ibid., p. iii 
24 European Commission, March 1996, p. 4 
25 European Commission, April 1996, p. 20  
26 European Commission, March 1996, p. 4  
27 Ibid., p. 3 
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The "backward" and "forward" linkages between political, development, relief and 
rehabilitation operations constitute a complex network of relationships, which has to be 
examined within the global policy framework or strategic planning policy which is a dynamic 
function of the specific situation of each country or region28. 

At the same time, the pursuit of such a global policy framework has encouraged pledges for 
mechanisms to make better use of staff experience and for greater co-ordination between EU 
institutions. The need to establish comprehensive policy frameworks has fed into a call for in-
depth country or region specific analysis. Significantly, this includes advocating the 
incorporation of the political analyses carried out by the diplomatic delegations of Member 
States. Whether this has taken place in practice – or indeed is possible – is an issue we will 
return to in the Sudan case-study. In principle, however, the clear statement that policy 
makers and aid agencies should have a much greater knowledge of the countries in which 
they work is welcome, as is the new emphasis on incorporating political analysis into the 
design of policy.  

Achieving structural stability through a comprehensive policy framework is as much a 
political project as it is a development goal. The idea of structural stability is a good 
illustration of how the politics of aid has changed since the Cold War period. During the Cold 
War, development assistance often found itself politicised by superpower rivalry and the 
desire to construct alliances and political blocs in the South. The fact that a given regime took 
a pro-western stance very often served not only as a qualification for development assistance 
but also as an acceptable excuse for all manner of internal sins. The politics of development 
has now changed, as it is less dependent on forming alliances with southern rulers. Of 
increasing importance is a more radical and in some ways more intrusive agenda of 
encouraging domestic social, political and economic reform. This fundamental and general 
change in the politics of development has led some commentators to talk of a resurgence of 
imperialism. However, the new politics of development is little concerned with territorial 
annexation or the exercise of traditional forms of power based on direct domination and 
control; rather, the emerging structures of global liberal governance exercise power in a more 
complex and nuanced manner, often involving contractual relations and partnerships.   

According to the newly-established paradigm, development is something that the countries, 
institutions and beneficiaries concerned are expected to actualise and render sustainable.  
Compliance with the economic and political norms of self-orchestration and self-help (free 
elections, free markets and so on) forms the basis of partnership and acceptance within 
system of global liberal governance. Depending on the severity of transgressions, non-
compliance can lead to exclusion. Since the system of global liberal governance however is 
                                                
28 European Commission, April 1996, p. iv  
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not "the only game in town", a number of power-bases – including China, the former Soviet 
Union, the Middle East (espousing varying degrees of Islamic sympathies) – can offer 
alternative sources of support for politicians whose relationship with the West has become 
strained. In addition, these politicians have often been able to draw support from various 
forms of illegal trading and violent expropriation. In these circumstances, threatening to 
withhold assistance (whether developmental or relief) is not as potent a threat as it might 
appear. 

In the case of Sudan, the survival of the current government in the face of international 
sanctions is closely related to its economic and/or political connections with the Middle East, 
China and Malaysia, together with its continuing ability to reward supporters through 
distributing lucrative "franchises" in Sudan’s war economy (notably, for raiding, trading, 
land-acquisition and oil rights). For their part, military and political leaders in the south have 
also been able to tap into the war economy.  

In the post-Cold War period, development and security concerns have been increasingly 
difficult to separate. Development policy is now concerned with transforming the domestic 
relations within a given country in pursuit of economic sustainability and political stability. 
Linking relief and development has become an integral part of the EU’s reform-oriented aid 
policy. Moreover, for the first time in the EU’s history, the Council Regulation No. 125/96 of 
June 1996 establishes EU humanitarian assistance as a right: 

"…people in distress, victims of natural disasters, wars and outbreaks of fighting, 
or other exceptional circumstances have a right to international humanitarian as-
sistance where their own authorities prove unable to provide effective relief"29. 

Humanitarian aid was presented by Commissioner Bonino as a shared European value and is 
now projected as an integral part of Europe’s external identity – all the more so in parts of the 
world where it is not possible to deploy other instruments30. 

1.4  Policy Tools and Cohesion 

This section will briefly discuss some of the general measures taken to implement 
humanitarian policy, and a number of associated problems. ECHO has initiated several 
rounds of consultation with donors and NGOs on humanitarian policy, and, in many ways, 
the position papers upon which this policy rests reflect the current consensus within the 
international community. Besides confirming humanitarian assistance as a right, Council 
Regulation (EC) No. 1257/96 concerning Humanitarian Relief also codifies much of the 
policy outlined above, including the requirement to link relief to rehabilitation and 
                                                
29 European Commission, July 1996, p. 1  
30 ECHO, 1997, p. 2 
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development, the need for a comprehensive strategy, the need for effective co-ordination and 
the importance of in-depth country analysis. The Regulation is said to reflect the philosophy 
that has informed the development of ECHO since its inception31. 

The Humanitarian Relief Regulation has played an important role in shaping the nature of co-
operation between ECHO and its NGO implementing partners. This relationship has been 
deepening since 1993 and the most recent formula for this co-operation is set out in the 
Framework Partnership Contract32, which is the standard contract signed by ECHO and an 
implementing NGO. Much of the policy architecture discussed above and codified in the 
Humanitarian Relief  Regulation, is reflected in the Partnership Contract. Besides 
establishing the technical criteria for selecting NGO partners and arrangements for project 
monitoring, humanitarian assistance is flagged as a right, especially in a country where 
"…their own government proves unable to help or there is a vacuum of power"33. The 
Partnership Contract states that ECHO and its implementing partners will aim at the linking 
of relief, rehabilitation and development, working with local structures, involving 
beneficiaries, and formulating coherent and effective policies together. 

The Partnership Contract encourages NGOs to share information with ECHO, so as "…to 
take advantage of the privileged information of the humanitarian organisations through their 
proximity to the beneficiaries"34. In exchange, ECHO undertakes to initiate co-ordination and 
information-sharing meetings and to support other fora for debate. Since 1997, ECHO’s 
regular Global Plans for Sudan have included requirements for implementing NGOs  – the 
kind of requirements that were eventually reflected in the Partnership Contract. A 
Humanitarian Aid Committee (HAC)35 and other bodies have been established to improve co-
ordination and linkages between ECHO and Member States. 

1.5   Future Directions and the Challenge to Linking Policy  

Establishing a comprehensive policy framework is one thing, although implementing that 
policy is quite another. One significant complicating factor is that the international policy 
environment is dynamic and changing. While formal ECHO policy was established in the 
mid-1990s, changes underway are significantly altering – and will continue to alter – the 
policy architecture discussed above. These changes challenge the foundations of linking relief 
and development that constitute the formal basis of ECHO policy. Of fundamental 

                                                
31 Ibid., p. 1 
32 European Commission, February 1998 
33 Ibid., p. 1 
34 Ibid., p. 4 
35 This is not to be confused with the Humanitarian Assistance Commission (HAC) in Sudan. 
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importance is the fact that, in many regions subject to protracted instability, it is now 
unrealistic to assume that relief will be able to link to the comprehensive range of 
development tools and initiatives envisaged in policy.  

Another significant difference relates to the decline since the mid-1990s in global 
development funding and, more especially, in humanitarian funding (Fig 1). This has tended 
to weaken the case for comprehensive or strategic planning. In its place, there has been a 
renewed emphasis on cost-cutting and efficiency36. Another important change relates to the 
changing perception of conflict and the threat it represents. The appearance of a region-wide 
conflict centred on the Congo has significantly increased concerns over the effects of conflict 
and altered perceptions on the role of development assistance. 
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 Fig. 1: EU/ECHO Global Emergency Funding37 

Armed conflicts cause immense human suffering, destroy the efforts of human and economic 
development, undermine the solidarity among ACP countries, which is the basis of the Lomé 
partnership, and threaten European political, economic and security interests38. 

Regional conflict in Central Africa has initiated a review of EU development assistance 
provided under the Lomé Convention to African countries that are at war39. The concern is 
that due to the fungibility of development assistance, some countries may be using it to help 

                                                
36 ECHO Global Plan VII, 1998,  p. 1 
37 ECHO Annual Reports  1990-1998 
38 European Commission, December 1998, p. 1 
39 Ibid. 
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them wage war, both internally and against neighbouring countries. In such cases, 
development assistance would be undermining the principles of solidarity and peaceful co-
operation enshrined in the Lomé Convention. Depending on circumstances, graduated 
counter-measures under consideration include the provision of development assistance in 
instalments, full budgetary transparency, the closure of some programmes, including the 
extreme sanction of the formal suspension of all EU development assistance. It is argued that 
such measures "…can be instrumental in encouraging a cessation of hostilities and political 
dialogue"40. In discussing the possibility of a graduated or staged approach to development 
conditionality, it has been suggested that the possible range of responses should become part 
of a comprehensive EU Common Foreign and Security Policy. This is a significant 
movement toward development conditionality in conflict situations, and it challenges the 
conceptual basis of the linking of relief and development. In effect, there would be little to 
link to. 

Discussions about development conditionality could be seen as a post facto recognition of 
events that have already transpired. In Sudan, EU development assistance under the Lomé 
Convention was formally suspended as long ago as 1990.41 This suspension has had 
important effects on policy implementation, as we shall see. The Sudan case is increasingly 
unexceptional, particularly in Africa. For many parts of Africa affected by conflict and 
chronic insecurity, it is unrealistic to assume that a comprehensive range of development 
tools is available, either now or in the foreseeable future, to which relief could be linked. In 
December 1998, it was stated that, in order to protect vulnerable groups in countries where 
there has been a breakdown of state authority and normal economic and political relations 
have been suspended, "…the European Union can extend humanitarian aid and basic social 
sector assistance through UN agencies and NGOs"42. In practice, this has been ECHO policy 
in Sudan since 1993.  

There may be the beginnings of an informal regionalisation of EU’s external aid policy. In 
Africa, for example, one is more likely than elsewhere to encounter situations in which 
conventional development assistance has been suspended or curtailed and assistance is 
provided through the UN and NGOs. This can be seen as a form of partial disengagement. By 
contrast, comprehensive development and security frameworks of the kind envisaged in 
linking policy are more likely to be found in regions that the EU regards having strategic 
importance, including the Balkans, other parts of Eastern Europe and Russia. 

                                                
40 Ibid., p. 2  
41 Incidentally, contrary to the above expectations, this suspension does not appear to have had any influence on the 
conduct of the war in Sudan. 
42 European Commission, December 1998, p. 2 
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If "linking relief and development" has often been undermined by the absence of 
development tools, it has also been challenged by increasing scepticism about the value of 
relief itself. In addition to long-standing fears that relief will create dependency, another 
concern has assumed growing importance since the mid-1990s. Namely, the fear that relief, 
exposed to diversion and manipulation, can end up fuelling wars (for example, by providing 
the resources that allow wars to continue). While ECHO continues to uphold the 
humanitarian imperative, the current review of Lomé development assistance notes that: 

"…it has to be fully recognised that humanitarian aid may have unintended politi-
cal effects, and that it can be exposed to political and even strategic manipulation.  
Its potential impact on the dynamics of conflict situations should therefore be 
carefully assessed"43. 

Such analysis flags the possibility that, while relief assistance may save some lives in the 
short-term, it may very well cost more lives over the long-term by prolonging conflict. This, 
in turn, makes it easier to contemplate a kind of humanitarian conditionality to match the 
growing favour for development conditionality. Demand that relief assistance should "do no 
harm"44 has been extremely influential in shaping humanitarian policy in recent years and 
growing attention has been given to assessing the harm and benefit that accrues locally from 
emergency aid. Such a harm/benefit approach is suited to an operational environment that 
lacks a clear or over-arching political framework guiding agency intervention. Rather than 
the comprehensive, generally applicable and regular framework of ECHO linking policy, 
harm/benefit analysis is better geared to more unpredictable local and relational situations.   It 
is a mode of operation that has become increasingly common in Africa since the mid-1990s 
following donor governments’ increasing scepticism about UN system-wide operations. The 
harm/benefit approach is well suited to NGO operations under complex and unstructured 
conditions.   

The harm/benefit approach has provided the context for the increasing discussions of human 
rights within the field of humanitarian policy45. A particular focus has been the possibility 
that certain courses of action (for example, providing relief) may offer immediate benefits 
but, in the long run, do fundamental damage to the rights of the group concerned. While this 
approach – like the call for in-depth country analyses – promises better informed NGO 
projects it tends to assume that aid agencies have sufficient understanding to make informed 
judgements: yet cutting off relief aid in order to prevent future human rights abuses may 
presuppose a more all-seeing eye than most NGOs possess46. 

                                                
43 Ibid. 
44 Anderson, 1996 
45ECHO Global Plan VI, 1998, p. 2 
46 See, for example, Slim, 1997. 
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While the linking of relief to development remains the cornerstone of ECHO policy, the 
developments sketched above have begun to qualify and, subsequently, erode the policy 
architecture established during the mid-1990s. The regionalisation of policy architecture and, 
especially, the absence of comprehensive development tools in many parts of Africa have 
weakened policy application. At the same time, the growing influence of harm/benefit 
analysis on humanitarian policy threatens to undermine the humanitarian imperative. At the 
present moment, one could define ECHO humanitarian policy as one of saving lives, 
protecting livelihoods and doing no harm within a framework that is more and more 
regionally differentiated and increasingly susceptible to various forms of conditionality.  
ECHO has yet to codify these changes formally and revamp its policy profile. It is at this time 
of flux that the present Sudan case-study has been completed.   
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Chapter 2:  POLICY IMPLEMENTATION IN SUDAN 

This chapter will examine the implementation of ECHO policy in Sudan. In particular, it will 
focus on those practical issues, or factors, that have threatened and often undermined the 
coherence that ECHO has achieved at the level of formal policy.  

2.1  Lack of Implementation at Headquarters Level 

2.1.1 Lack of Co-ordination between ECHO and Other Parts of EC 

The policy of linking relief and development calls for comprehensive and integrated 
planning, although, in many ways, ECHO and related EC divisions work autonomously. The 
Food Aid Unit within DG Development is an important supplier of food aid to Sudan, and 
this has historically been an important component of EU assistance. But ECHO and DG 
Development offices are poorly integrated - both physically (being different sides of 
Brussels) and managerially.  EC food aid to Sudan was cut substantially during the mid-
1990s, whereas the 1998 famine boosted EC food aid (at least temporarily). These changes 
have a direct bearing on humanitarian operations yet ECHO is not fully involved in decisions 
on DG Development food aid.  While there exist EC guidelines on how various departments 
should co-operate, ECHO staff described the policy environment for the Horn of Africa as 
somewhat ad hoc.    

Problems of co-ordination within ECHO are also notable. There are few meetings between 
the ECHO Policy Unit and ECHO Country Desks. Because the Policy Unit sees itself as 
establishing broad guidelines and principles – rather than detailed strategies for specific 
countries, Country Desks tend to have a degree of autonomy in shaping policy. In many ways 
this is understandable although consequently EC and ECHO policy statements are often 
perceived by Desk Officers as not reflecting the reality in their area. Contrasting approaches 
may be adopted in Sudan and Somalia without these differences having been properly 
thought through within ECHO and the Policy Unit. 

While aid policy has embraced conflict resolution and the encouragement of social change 
within countries (an agenda that policy documents describe as political), there are no regular 
meetings between the ECHO Policy Unit and the EC's Foreign Policy Unit. Political direction 
is described as being sporadic and unsystematic. At the same time, there are no formal 
mechanisms to allow ECHO to feed into strategic policy-making. It is not clear, for example, 
which organisations are to push through the potentially important role of humanitarian 
assistance within the emerging Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP). Country Desk 
staff tend to engage with member states who have a particular interest in a particular country 
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(in the case of Sudan, with the UK and the Netherlands) rather than with wider issues of EU 
policy. 

2.1.2 Senior Staff Unfamiliar with Key Policy Statements 

Due to work pressure, senior desk staff have often been unable to read up on, or properly 
familiarise themselves with, all the key areas of policy. At the same time, there has been little 
discussion or guidance with ECHO on how such policies should be implemented. This tends 
to reinforce the day-to-day autonomy of Desk officers and helps to establish a culture in 
which the effective policy is worked out between the Desk officers and the field staff. One 
ECHO member commented "…the whole policy arena is disjointed, there are too many 
shows on the road. Actions and statements are issued, but nobody follows them up". 

2.1.3 Formal Co-ordination Mechanisms Ineffective 

The Humanitarian Aid Committee (HAC) was established as a formal mechanism to link 
ECHO with the views of member states. Its brief is to enlist the support of member states in 
order to help ECHO undertake the tasks set out in ECHO's Global Plans. Desk officers 
however describe the monthly meetings of HAC as unsatisfactory, saying it is not able to 
exert much influence over what ECHO does. The donor representatives are usually managing 
a portfolio of countries and, in a normal meeting, Sudan might be one country discussed 
among many others. While a political crisis or the particular interests of the donor 
representatives may focus attention on a particular country, time is limited and most countries 
receive little discussion. 

2.1.4 Little Evidence of In-depth Country Analysis 

As a result of pressure of work and limited human resources, ECHO has not been able to 
develop in-depth understanding of the countries in which it operates. In the case of Sudan, 
there has been some improvement in recent years with the move towards more detailed 
annual Global Plans. For understandable reasons, however, this falls short of in-depth 
analysis that can feed into flexible policy. In fact, as this chapter will show, basic ECHO 
policy in Sudan has altered little since 1993. 

2.1.5 Problems of Institutional Memory 

ECHO policy statements have referred to the importance of making the most use of staff 
expertise and experience although the EC's personnel and recruitment policy makes this 
difficult to achieve in practice.  
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ECHO field staff are employed on a different contractual basis to ECHO Brussels staff. Field 
staff are employed on short-term contracts. These contracts can be renewed so that field staff 
may acquire many years' regional experience. However EC regulations prevent field staff 
being employed in Brussels. Employment in Brussels would mean taking on field staff as 
core EC functionaries. At the same time, the EC functionaries who staff the ECHO office in 
Brussels are not allowed to transfer to field positions. In part, this system arose through the 
belief that emergencies were short-term events. When ECHO was established in 1993, the 
idea was to transfer functionaries from other parts of the EC to manage ECHO affairs while 
relying on contract staff in the field.  However, as short-term relief operations have developed 
into long-term complex emergencies this system appears increasingly problematic. ECHO 
has been unable to fully utilise experienced field staff in Brussels, and the periodic rotation of 
EC functionaries means that Brussels staff with ECHO experience are often replaced by other 
functionaries usually from non-emergency departments. Meanwhile, the experienced staff 
move into completely new environments. 

The system is stacked against the harnessing of experience. It is worth noting that this 
problem is not confined to ECHO and the EC. A split between HQ and field staff can be 
observed in most NGOs and donor organisations. This system made more sense when aid 
was a more rule-based process and donors were often dealing with relatively stable countries.  
However, when aid policy shifts to a more radical stance of encouraging social change within 
highly volatile countries, the situation changes. The more quickly problems mutate, the 
greater the degree of flexibility and institutionalised learning that are required.  

Many of the above problems do not arise from a lack of interest or commitment among 
ECHO or EC staff. The problem is not a lack of serious personnel but a serious lack of 
personnel – in combination with an organisation that is geared to a stable, rule-based 
environment rather than a complex and mutating one. The implementation of the 
comprehensive policy framework envisaged in theory would require a major staff increase 
and an overhaul of present duties and responsibilities. Lack of available staff makes effective 
co-ordination and monitoring problematic. It also means that it is difficult to undertake 
detailed country analysis so as to incorporate it into policy. In these circumstances, policy 
discourse gravitates toward relatively simplistic views and understanding which can be 
applied to, or imposed on, a wide range of countries. One area of understanding centres on 
the concept of "economic vulnerability", a notion emphasised in many EC and ECHO policy 
documents. Ideally, the concept would be taken as a starting point for more detailed analysis. 
Instead, it has often become a substitute for analysis and the importance of "reducing 
economic vulnerability" has assumed the status of accepted wisdom. ECHO policy in Sudan 
has largely been conceived in these terms. The result of this trend is paradoxical since while 
policy guidelines call for country-specific analysis, in practice what is done in different 
countries and regions appears increasingly uniform. 
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 2.2  Problems of Implementation in Sudan 

2.2.1 The Political Economy of Knowledge 

(a)  Replacement of Anthropology with Development Studies 

Sudan occupies a special place in the history of anthropology and the development of the 
ethnographic method. For example, during the colonial period, south Sudan and the Nuba 
Mountains generated a number of celebrated texts. In more recent times, the anthropological 
tradition has developed in north Sudan especially in relation to Arab pastoralists. There has 
also been a related political economy tradition, developed by both expatriate and Sudanese 
scholars, that has incorporated ethnographic methods into investigations of politics and the 
agrarian economy. With a few notable exceptions, the anthropological tradition of long-term 
ethnographic observation was already in decline by the beginning of the 1980s. By the end of 
the 1980s, independent academic research of this type – that is, research unconnected with 
the policy requirements of donors or NGOs – had all but collapsed. Much of the most recent 
anthropological material stems from fieldwork conducted during the late 1970s and early 
1980s. In particular, there exists a paucity of recent anthropological information of the 
changing nature of social relations in both north and south Sudan. This is of great concern 
given the evident crisis within Sudan's subsistence economies due to economic collapse and 
conflict. 

Factors contributing to the near-collapse of anthropological investigations have included:  
–  the continuing decline of funding in higher education;  
– increasing GoS restrictions as internal social relations have become more politicised;  
– problems of security associated with the war, and not least; 
– the flight and emigration of many liberal Sudanese academics and professionals.  

However, the dearth of recent anthropological knowledge about Sudan does not mean there is 
an absence of information per se. On the contrary, the 1980s saw the replacement of one 
mode of knowledge with another as anthropology gave way to understanding derived from 
development studies. Even though anthropology has declined, the increasing involvement of 
the aid community in Sudan from the 1970s and especially the mid-1980s has helped usher in 
a new mode of knowledge. Understandings of local conditions have been powerfully shaped 
by operational goals thereby setting the context for ECHO's emphasis on "economic 
vulnerability" and "self-sufficiency" where the usual assumption is that households and 
individuals are, or at least seek to be, free economic agents. Rather than promoting or 
undertaking holistic, ethnically-centred analysis based on long-term ethnographic encounters, 
the aid community has tended to understand rural society through a series of general and 
rapidly-appraised economic categories. These categories are "desocialised" in the sense that 
they take little account of social and political relationships between individuals and between 
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groups. The exercise, which achieved a degree of sophistication in the Food Economy 
Approach at least within the limited aims it set itself, usually involves ranking households in 
a given area according to how many members they have, the amount of land or number of 
animals they possess, the number of households with dependent children, the number of 
female-headed households and so on. Wealth ranking in this manner allows NGOs to target 
resources to those that are understood to be the most vulnerable47. While such forms of 
understanding are useful in framing an aid response (and this is in large part the purpose of 
developmental knowledge), these frameworks reveal little about the social and political 
dynamics among the people concerned. They do not tell us much about how they live their 
lives, and are particularly uninformative about how they interconnect with the wider society.  

(b) Lack of Institutional Memory 

The first international NGOs to work in Sudan set up operations in the south after the end of 
the first civil war in 1972. By the end of the 1970s, a few had made their appearance in the 
north often working with refugees from the conflict between Ethiopia and Eritrea who had 
fled into eastern Sudan. What really boosted the numbers of NGOs in the north was the 
drought-related famine of the mid-1980s. NGOs were now assuming a prominent welfare 
role and donors were increasingly funding NGO and UN operations in preference to bilateral 
assistance to GoS. During the same period the spread of the current war in the south caused 
some NGOs operating there to leave Sudan while others fell back to a few government-held 
towns, notably Juba. Over most of south Sudan there was no NGO activity during the latter 
half of the 1980s. The current phase of NGO activity in this region began with the UN-led 
Operation Lifeline Sudan (OLS) in 1989. Thus, NGOs have had at least a 15-year history as 
significant actors in the GoS-controlled areas of northern Sudan. NGOs have had a 20-year 
involvement in the non-GoS areas if one takes into account the war-induced gap in the 1980s. 
This engagement has gone through a number of phases and has involved many different 
programme initiatives.  

Although UN and NGO relief and development programmes have now achieved a certain 
historical depth in Sudan, a striking feature of donor embassies and aid organisations is their 
lack of institutional memory. Most donors and NGO representatives have a historical 
perspective of one or, at most, two years. NGO expatriate representatives in Khartoum with 
more than twelve months experience are now judged "old hands". For instance, some NGO 
Country Directors cannot tell what their agency was doing 18 months ago. OXFAM in GoS 
Sudan has had seven different Country Representatives in the space of ten years. The 
problem seems to be getting worse since, if anything, the pace of expatriate turnover has 
                                                
47 This form of analysis is discussed in more detail in this report in relation to the emergence of an IDP identity in 
Sudan. 
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increased since the 1980s. It is now rare to find an expatriate NGO, UN or embassy 
representative who has three or four years' continuous experience in Sudan.   

Agencies, such as SCF-UK and CARE, have been running similar types of projects in the 
same areas of northern Sudan since the mid-1980s. Attempting to encourage self-sufficiency 
has been a recurrent theme over the whole of this period. On the face of it, they appear to 
have had little success. For some reason, however, current project documentation gives the 
impression that they have only been active since the early 1990s. For example, it was 
surprising to find both SCF and CARE now attempting to establish a food security early-
warning system in the northern provinces of Darfur and Kordofan, respectively. Both were 
seemingly unaware of the similar efforts that were made during the mid-1980s and to which 
their agencies were also party.  

Two factors make the high turnover of expatriate staff particularly striking. The first is the 
persistence of problems that were dealt with by previous "generations" of expatriate staff.  
Since the 1980s, GoS attitudes to external aid have remained fairly stable and, in some cases, 
key Sudanese government personnel have remained in place. Visiting Khartoum in March 
1999, the research team encountered similar problems of humanitarian access as had existed 
fifteen years earlier, such as obstacles to the import of goods, restrictions on communications 
equipment, etc. The major change was that many generations of expatriate staff had passed 
through northern Sudan (for the most part reinventing the wheel as they went) thereby giving 
the GoS a distinct advantage in dealing with the donor and aid communities. A second factor 
highlighting the high turnover of expatriates has been the "Sudanisation" of aid personnel, 
especially in GoS areas. As a result of this process,  international NGOs now have Sudanese 
staff with over a decade of experience. Whether this has translated into a deeper or more 
nuanced understanding of Sudan within such organisations is a moot point that will be 
returned to later. At first glance, it does not appear to have done much to alter what NGOs do. 
On the contrary, international NGOs seem to have been successful in creating a cadre of 
Sudanese employees that uncritically reproduce NGO viewpoints and styles of work.  

While there are exceptions, there is generally a low level of political analysis and knowledge 
of Sudan among the diplomatic community in Khartoum. Analysis often revolves around 
portraying Sudan's political elite as "good guys" (moderate, pro-NGO) or "bad guys" (hard-
line, anti-NGO). Interviews with donors in 1996 and 1999 suggest a tendency to regard the 
highest levels of the Sudanese political apparatus as staffed, essentially, by "good guys", 
while the "bad guys" lower down the chain are seen as misleading the senior people or 
preventing accurate information from reaching them. Seen from within this framework, the 
art of political influence is the art of overcoming such obstacles and reaching the people who 
matter. When problems occur , such as restrictions on aid agency activities, or denial of 
humanitarian access occur, these are often understood as stemming from such breakdowns of 
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communication. This framework can also affect the way the UN is viewed. Since its point of 
contact is often at ministerial level, it is sometimes seen as less adept than donors at 
influencing decisions shaped lower down in the political hierarchy.  

The dearth of recent anthropological material, the change in the mode of knowledge, lack of 
institutional memory, the problem of oversimplified analysis have all impeded the production 
and circulation of good information in present-day Sudan; the damage is compounded by 
restrictions on and logistical obstacles to travel. These deficiencies mean that policy-makers 
and aid workers in Sudan have too often been left navigating in the dark without a compass. 

2.2.2 The Political Context of Linking Policy 

(a)   Damning the Past to Refashion the Future 

The conspicuous and avowedly innovative policy of "linking relief and development" in the 
mid-1990s (or the policy of making relief work for, rather than against, the developmental 
process) gives the impression that relief activity in Sudan was previously of the top-down, 
"dependency-creating" variety. While badly-managed relief operations can always be found 
(as can badly-managed development programmes), this impression is inaccurate. Although 
this is not the place for a detailed examination of relief activity during the 1980s, at least 
since the relief operations in the mid-1980s there has been a strong agency interest in 
fostering rehabilitation, stimulating local production capacity and refining targeting and 
monitoring techniques. This has been evident in both the north and the south, and was 
manifest in the mid-1980s in  the Combined Agencies Relief Team (CART) operations out of 
Juba. Local purchase from food-surplus areas was a common strategy during the 1980s and, 
since the mid-1980s, most relief operations in northern Sudan have incorporated such 
measures. The 1980s saw attempts to develop region- wide early-warning systems; and even 
from the outset concerns about dependency were widespread among NGOs and donors.   

Another issue with a long pedigree is capacity-building which was a central concern in the 
1980s. This was evident  in the attempt, again by the EC, to support what was then the 
government's main institution for relief co-ordination, the Relief and Rehabilitation 
Commission (RRC). Throughout the latter part of the 1980s  not only did the EC support the 
RRC with material assistance but EC's own technical experts worked within the RRC 
structure alongside Sudanese counterparts. Today, it is as if this attempt at capacity-building 
had never happened. Not only has the RRC been abolished by the present government 
(although staff have moved to other ministries) but there also appears to have been no 
evaluation of this intervention.In addition, no-one currently in ECHO or the EC Delegation in 
Khartoum is apparently aware of this earlier programme. Moreover, no written evidence that 
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the programme had ever existed could be found in Khartoum, reflecting the low priority 
accorded to the systematic storage of documents from this period. 

If it was common during the 1980s to "link relief and development" (to use the terminology 
of the 1990s) at a project level, it is also true that most of these attempts were undermined or 
thwarted by the politics of the operating environment. If the experience of launching these 
initiatives has been lost or forgotten, so too has the experience of dealing with these political 
obstacles. For most agency and diplomatic staff, "history" now begins at the very earliest in 
the mid-1990s. David Keen observed of relief operations in the late 1980s that the EC, 
USAID and UN agencies seemed "trapped in a perpetual present"48; the same would appear 
to be true today. While a de facto "linking" policy was commonly followed during the 1980s, 
its adoption as a formal policy during the mid-1990s does represent a departure. An important 
innovation is the drawing together and conscious articulation of existing practice as a 
coherent policy. Moreover, when linking policy was coupled with conflict resolution and the 
call for a comprehensive and strategic planning framework, aid policy took on a more radical 
edge in aiming to directly encourage social change.   

The attempt to make policy more formal and systematic has another important aspect. With a 
view to ensuring success, many donors (including ECHO) have introduced a wide range of 
new contractual arrangements, co-ordinating bodies and monitoring mechanisms to govern 
the relationship between them and implementing NGOs. This reflects a growing managerial 
authority in relation to policy implementation. During the 1980s, due to the relatively arms’ 
length nature of the subcontracting relationship then existing, NGOs enjoyed a considerable 
degree of autonomy. The linking debate of the mid-1990s, regardless of whether its critique is 
well-founded or not, has enabled donors to develop new methods of control and management 
in order to avoid repeating the implied mistakes of the past. As development and security 
concerns have tended to merge in the post-Cold War period (development has become 
increasingly seen as a precondition of stability and vice versa), many donors are now more 
proactive and better engaged with implementation matters. In fact, given the absence of 
comprehensive development tools in many war-affected countries, this increase in donor 
authority has been one of the main achievements of linking policy.  

(b) Embargo on Development Assistance 

While ECHO has maintained the primacy of humanitarian assistance, linking relief to 
development lies at the heart of its policy. The application of this policy to Sudan, however, 
has met with a number of difficulties. Not the least of these is that the EU formally suspended 
development assistance to Sudan in April 1990 on human rights grounds. Around this time, 

                                                
48 Keen, 1994  
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many other donors also suspended development assistance. The 1996 OLS Review49 in 
pointing out that the GoS development agenda could not be separated from its war aims 
(including the partial depopulation of the south and the exploitation of southern labour and 
land), has tended to consolidate this development embargo. The isolation of Sudan also 
deepened following allegations of GoS involvement in the attempted assassination of Egypt's 
President Mubarak in Addis Ababa. This resulted in the imposition of UN diplomatic and US 
trade sanctions in 1996 which have only recently been repealed. Since the opposition 
movements in non-GoS areas are non-state actors lacking formal international recognition a 
similar but de facto embargo of development assistance also applies in the south. The 
ongoing conflict and chronic insecurity in many areas has further undermined the case for 
supporting conventional development programming.  

The net affect of all this has been to make it impossible to link relief and rehabilitation to the 
comprehensive range of development tools envisaged in EC policy. Because Sudan has had 
to rely on humanitarian assistance alone, linkage policy has lacked the overall coherence that 
the policy architecture outlines. In a sense, relief has been linked to a development policy that 
no longer exists. 

Many of these dynamics apply to countries other than Sudan. Indeed, Sudan may be the 
exception that proves to be the rule. Many other emergencies in which ECHO is involved 
have proven protracted. Development programming has been difficult and the likelihood of a 
formal or informal development embargo of some kind has been high, particularly given the 
increased favour for such "conditionality". The assistance of international financial 
institutions (IFIs) is also likely to be equivocal at best in these circumstances. Thus, in most 
complex emergencies, it is probably impractical to frame policy in terms of linking relief and 
rehabilitation to a comprehensive range of development tools. Consequently, ECHO's Global 
Policy may be unrealistic. 

2.2.3 The Actual Implementation of Policy 

In Sudan, an additional complication in applying ECHO's "linking" policy has been the 
division of Sudan since 1989 into GoS areas (predominantly in north Sudan) and non-GoS 
areas (mainly in south Sudan). While conditions for aid agencies in these two areas are 
markedly different, over time they have remained relatively stable during the 1990s50. A 
highly restricted environment in GoS areas has contrasted with a less restricted situation in 
OLS non-GoS areas. Before examining the application of linking policy under these different 
conditions, some general remarks will be useful.  

                                                
49 Karim, Duffield & al, 1996 
50 Ibid. 
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(a) Introductory Remarks 

As can be seen from Fig. 2, after reaching a peak in 1994, ECHO assistance to Sudan began 
to decline until the famine of 1998 again boosted humanitarian spending. Surprisingly, 
figures for the early 1990s were unavailable but the level of ECHO assistance at this time was 
higher than in 1996-97. The decline from the mid-1990s is not unique to Sudan but reflects a 
global decline in ECHO assistance (see Fig. 1, p. 70). Moreover, other donors match this 
trend. Both generally and in relation to Sudan51, there is some doubt that the decline in 
humanitarian aid corresponds to a decline in humanitarian need. On the contrary, rather than 
reflecting evidence of diminished suffering in the field, it seems to illustrate donor "fatigue" 
and a growing concern with the dangers of creating dependency, a concern reflected in the 
idea of "linking".  

  Fig. 2: ECHO Assistance to Sudan52 

                                                
51 Ibid. 
52 ECHO Global Plans I-VIII, 1994 -1999 
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 Fig. 3: Percentage of UN Appeals Met in Sudan53 

This view that diminishing aid does not imply diminishing need gains a good deal of support 
from figures on donors' responses to UN annual consolidated appeals for Sudan (Fig 3).  
From a high of meeting 80% of the appeal in 1994, the figure had dropped to 40% by 1997.  
It is quite possible that this shortfall contributed to the return of outright famine in 1998.   

The reinstatement of funding following the 1998 famine in Sudan is likely to be short-lived, 
given that global spending on humanitarian aid and the level of donor responses to UN 
appeals appear to be in decline (Fig 4)54. 

                                                
53 Data gathered from the UNOCHA website. 
54 It is however worth noting that the total volume of OECD aid rose in cash and real terms, as a percentage of GNP 
in 1998 – the first such rise since 1994.  
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 Fig. 4: Percentage of All UN Appeals Met55 

(b) Sudan Global Plans 

The key policy tool for implementing ECHO's "linking" policy has been the system of regular 
Global Plans. For instance, the first Global Plan56 had one and a half pages of narrative. By 
the sixth Global Plan57 this had increased tenfold as more and more contextual and 
programme information was being provided. The sixth Plan also established a new standard 
in terms of background information on the war, key political events, ECHO's expectations of 
implementing NGOs, and project justification. This Plan was the first to highlight the 
importance of human rights issues and their being "…closely linked to the causes of 
humanitarian need and the provision of humanitarian aid"58 and to attempt to analyse the 
situation of displaced Southerners in GoS areas. The eighth and latest Global Plan59 has 
introduced a "Lessons Learnt" section. While this still requires further development, in 
principle it represents an improvement on previous Plans. Until this point, Global Plans had 
not included any evaluation of programmes or projects as they served more as a justification 
for continued funding than as a guide to the effectiveness of past funding.  

                                                
55 Data gathered from the UNOCHA website. 
56 ECHO Global Plan I, 1994 
57 ECHO, Global Plan VI, 1997  
58 Ibid., p. 5  
59 ECHO Global Plan VIII, 1999  
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While earlier Sudan Global Plans emphasise short-term emergency interventions, later Plans 
reflect a longer-term planning horizon. Between 1994 and 1996 the funding period was six 
months. In 1996 it was extended to ten months, and in the seventh Global Plan60 the funding 
period was extended again to one year. The increase in the planning time is in recognition 
that Sudan represents "…a long and complex emergency [requiring] a medium term 
perspective, rather than the short term perspective that is the most logical response in most 
emergency situations"61. 

The development of a more comprehensive and proactive approach to policy is well reflected 
in ECHO's evolving relationship with implementing NGOs. The sixth Global Plan62 for the 
first time lists what is expected of NGOs receiving ECHO funding. Where possible, they 
should attempt to:  
– strengthen local capacities through training Sudanese staff; 
– understand social environments and strengthen coping mechanisms; 
– develop genuine partnerships with target communities in which the community is pre-

pared to contribute as much as it can to project implementation; 
– reduce to a minimum the payment of incentives to local staff engaged in project work. 

These expectations reflect ECHO's preoccupation with avoiding dependency and with linking 
relief and development. In February 1997, in the seventh Global Plan in ECHO's new 
Framework Partnership Contract for implementing agencies which was produced in the same 
month, the above list requirements was repeated. ECHO's Framework Partnership Contract of 
February 1997 suggests a need for more sharing of information, while the current Global Plan 
stresses the need to share information about the wider impact of humanitarian aid:  

"…ECHO has tried to develop a more open dialogue on this issue with its opera-
tional partners by specifying that proposals submitted for consideration under this 
Global Plan should demonstrate an understanding of the potential negative effects 
of the proposed programme and of the compromises that will need to be made in 
order to ensure effective programme implementation.  The response from request-
ing organisations was disappointing, with partners either lacking the necessary in-
formation to address the issue or reluctant to share information and concerns with 
a potential donor"63. 

The Plan also mentions that a request to indicate how gender considerations are also taken 
into account met with a similar disappointing response. As well, ECHO has taken a number 
of steps to improve agency co-ordination including hosting regular meetings in Nairobi and 
creating fora to improve donor dialogue between Khartoum and Nairobi.   
                                                
60 ECHO Global Plan VII, 1998 
61 ECHO Global Plan V, 1996, section 2.3.2 
62 ECHO Global Plan VI, 1997, p. 14  
63 ECHO Global Plan VIII, 1999, p. 15 
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(c) Continuity over Change 

While the mid-1990s drive to "link relief and development" gives the impression of 
innovation in policy, continuity has actually been more evident than change. This is not to 
deny that there have been some important changes in the focus and quantity of aid and the 
way the aid process is managed.  

One change since the mid-1990s has been a significant increase in the amount of ECHO 
funding going to GoS areas at the expense of non-GoS areas (see Fig. 6 p. 93) – a trend that 
was reversed, probably temporarily, following the 1998 famine in the south. Another 
important change has been the decreasing commitment to food aid in line with growing fears 
about "dependency". Overall quantities of food aid have declined since the mid-1990s, 
although they were revived temporarily following the 1998 famine (See Fig. 2 p. 84 and Fig. 
7 and 8 p. 94). 

There has also been an improvement of ECHO's managerial and co-ordinating capacity. 
Since 1996 and especially 1997, an attempt has been made to develop a more detailed 
understanding of the war and events within Sudan. Contractual and monitoring tools have 
been developed and staffing has also improved. When ECHO was established in 1993 only 
one Nairobi-based Technical Assistant was involved. By 1995, this had increased to two, 
with an additional staff member based in Lokichokio. In 1999, for the first time, it is planned 
to have an ECHO representative based in the EC Delegation in Khartoum. 

If these changes have been significant, perhaps more so has been the considerable continuity, 
even rigidity, in the aid system. A more informed country analysis and more staff members 
have yet to make any appreciable change at the project level. One element of continuity has 
resided, paradoxically, in the "innovation" of linking relief and development. The first two 
Global Plans of 1994 established both an approach and a sector focus that has remained little 
altered during the rest of the 1990s. The December 1994 Global Plan stated that besides basic 
relief:   

"The aim of funding should be to reduce the dependence on external food imports 
by local production and movement of foods and seeds from areas of surplus to ar-
eas of need, to promote household food security, agricultural inputs, seeds and 
tools, which would also promote trading; and to support and expand health, water 
and veterinary programmes"64. 

Indeed, non-food aid has consistently been prioritised over food aid in the 1990s. As noted, 
the practice of aid in the 1980s frequently involved some element of linking. Indeed, the 
attempts to support self-sufficiency in the context of war and drought can be traced to aid 
programmes of the 1980s. 
                                                
64 ECHO Global Plan II, 1994, p. 1  
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During 1994, in non-GoS areas, ECHO was supporting some 20 NGOs working in three main 
fields of activity: primary health care, water/sanitation, and food security. The aim was to 
avoid dependency and promote self-sufficiency where possible. These three sectors have 
continued to take the lion's share of ECHO funding (Fig 5).  

     Fig. 5: ECHO Global Plan April 1999 – March 200065 

In 1994, a couple of years before the consolidation of a linking policy it was understood that 
support for basic rehabilitation measures was already a well established part of relief work in 
South Sudan: 

"…through the years of experience of working in Sudan there has developed a 
way of working in this region that has recreated the definition of "relief" work.  
ECHO, amongst other donors and implementing agencies has encouraged the im-
plementation of food security programmes (fishing programmes, seed-barter 
shops, veterinary programmes…) in order to resist dependency on food aid and 
make better use of food surpluses in the Sudan as well as other natural re-
sources"66. 

This approach and sector focus on health, water/sanitation and food security continued to be 
consolidated during the mid-1990s when the EC's policy of linking relief and development 
was also being developed. Despite a more formal incorporation of this policy within the 
Global Plans, that ECHO's basic approach had not altered can be seen in the seventh Global 
Plan:   

                                                
65 ECHO Global Plan VIII, 1999  
66 ECHO Global Plan III, 1995, pp. 2-3 
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"It will be observed that the strategy and priorities presented by ECHO in this 
document are basically the same as those that were presented in support of the 
1997-8 Global Plan"67. 

The following year, in the eighth Global Plan, it was noted that the recommended strategies 
"…are not substantially different to those that were presented in support of the previous two 
Global Plans for Sudan"68. 

The strategies that ECHO has consistently supported in Sudan reflect the economistic 
approach to vulnerability that infuses the "linking" policy of the mid-1990s. When the 
situation of displaced Southerners in GoS areas was belatedly examined by ECHO in 1997, it 
was argued that:  

"Some of the greatest problems are: very poor or non-existent water and sanitation 
infrastructure; lack of access to agricultural land; and lack of access to employ-
ment and regular income (…). Overall, whereas in the non-GoS zones of Sudan it 
is the populations in general, including the displaced, that struggle to meet their 
basic needs, in government-controlled Sudan the displaced are more easily identi-
fiable"69. 

From this perspective, the main problems are essentially economic, and the solution is to 
provide displaced or war-affected populations with means of production and access to 
functioning markets. Where the conflict in Sudan is discussed, it is largely in terms of how it 
impinges on the policy goal of economic self-sufficiency thereby reducing the discussion to 
two main concerns. Namely, problems of humanitarian access and abuse of aid by the 
warring parties. Since the mid-1990s, a large part of the attempt to strengthen country 
analysis in Global Plans has been to present a regular update of events in relation to these two 
criteria. This is not to imply that these two factors are unimportant. However, focusing on the 
effects of war on aid delivery tends further to marginalise any discussion of the effects of 
violence on economic life or the political roots of the vulnerability aid purports to remedy. 
Rather than confronting the problem of violence, the inference is that everything would be 
fine (aid delivery, self-sufficiency) if only violence – or rather "the war" – did not keep 
getting in the way. Meanwhile, the repeated reference to "the war" tends to obscure 
discussion of violence and its various purposes (including economic exploitation and the 
prevention of full self-sufficiency). ECHO argues that instead of top-down relief assistance: 

"…the best response to the chronic needs that exist in Sudan is assistance that 
aims at promoting self-reliance, sustained livelihoods and strengthened local ca-
pacities in a war environment. It should be recognised at the outset that absolute 
self reliance (or complete sustainability of projects) will remain unattainable so 

                                                
67 ECHO Global Plan VII, 1998, p. 15 
68 ECHO Global Plan VIII, 1999, p. 18  
69 ECHO Global Plan VI, 1997, p. 5 
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long as the war continues, and that external assistance will therefore continue to 
be necessary"70. 

This position has been repeated in the 1998 and 1999 Global Plans. It implies that, for all that 
war keeps "getting in the way", it is possible to create some degree of self-sufficiency during 
war conditions. However, at the same time, restricted access and the manipulation of aid are 
seen as depriving war-affected populations of development assets and trapping them within a 
cycle of dependency. It is within this framework that ECHO and many NGOs have begun to 
incorporate a human rights dimension into their work – specifically through making self-
sufficiency a human right71. 

ECHO's position implies that, if and when peace returns to Sudan (questions of access and 
aid manipulation presumably disappear) "absolute self reliance" will be possible, although 
this assumption in itself indicates the limits of the economistic understanding of vulnerability.  
At the risk of oversimplification, relations between northerners and southerners were 
becoming increasingly unequal and antagonistic before the outbreak of the present war. The 
conflict has deepened that inequality, and the advent of peace will not in itself rectify the 
situation. Nor is it necessarily the case the such a peace will be any more free from violence, 
intimidation, expropriation and exploitation than the last one, which after all was sufficiently 
objectionable to sufficient numbers of people that it gave rise to a resumption of civil war72. 
From this perspective, the belief that the "absolute self reliance" of formerly war-affected 
populations will become possible through a peace deal negotiated by elites seems unrealistic 
to say the least. 

Despite a formal commitment to in-depth country analysis, ECHO's commitment to an 
economic model of self-sufficiency may have made it less receptive to local or country-
specific analysis not more.  

The imperviousness of the current policy architecture to anything that threatens significant 
change is reflected in the manner in which the Global Plan framework has addressed the 1998 
famine. The famine is briefly discussed by ECHO in terms of being the worst humanitarian 
disaster since the formation of OLS, a disaster primarily caused by problems of access and 
abuse of aid by warring parties73. The eighth Global Plan then concludes by recommending 
the same strategies that ECHO has been following since its inception. In other words, 
whereas the 1988 famine eventually led to the formation of OLS, the 1998 famine appears to 
have had little policy impact. 

                                                
70 Ibid., p. 13 (emphasis added) 
71 This is discussed in Chapter 4 of this report. 
72 See, for example, Keen, 1994; African Rights, 1995. 
73 ECHO Global Plan VIII, 1999, p. 7 
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2.2.4 Changes in ECHO Resource Allocation in Sudan 

(a) Reallocation of Resources From South to North 

At the time of ECHO's formation in 1993, most of the need for humanitarian aid was seen as 
emanating from the non-GoS areas of south Sudan. ECHO's small programme in northern 
Sudan consisted largely of funding some NGOs working with the Khartoum displaced, as it 
was seen as necessary to provide some degree of "geographical balance"74. The focus on the 
south persisted through the mid-1990s, when it accounted for about 90% of ECHO funding 
(see Fig 2 p. 84). It was not until May 1996 that an ECHO representative first visited north 
Sudan. A growing interest in increasing ECHO support to GoS areas was formally expressed 
at the beginning of 1997. The sixth Global Plan mentions that evaluations had shown that the 
largest area of unmet humanitarian need probably now lay in the north75. In fact, this view 
was largely speculative76. Nevertheless, ECHO began to increase its funding in GoS areas at 
the expense of non-GoS areas. During 1997 and up until the response to the 1998 famine the 
gap between north and south narrowed appreciably with about a third of all ECHO funding 
now going to GoS areas (Fig 6). 

 

 
 

This increase in funding prompted the decision to place an ECHO representative in Khartoum 
in mid 199977. In the absence of any detailed evaluation evidence supporting claims that the 
largest area of unmet need lay in the north, the shifting focus on assistance is puzzling – all 
the more so since ECHO Global Plans continued to emphasise that the working environment 
for aid efforts was worse in the north than the south. It seems possible that the GoS's growing 
ability to divide the southern opposition through its so-called "peace from within" strategy, 
was helping to establish it in donors' eyes as a more credible government that, if still 
unsavoury, was not about to lose the war. 

(b) Decline in Food Aid 

Historically, EC food aid to Sudan has been divided between DG Development and ECHO. 
Due to EC's developmental association with GoS since the 1970s, food aid in GoS areas has 
mainly been supplied through the Food Aid Unit of DG Development. Following the 
                                                
74 ECHO Global Plan II, 1994, p. 1 
75 ECHO, Global Plan VI, 1997, p. 5 
76 Interview, ECHO, 9 February 1999 
77 ECHO Global Plan, VIII, 1999 
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cessation of development assistance in 1990, DG Development food assistance continued in 
northern Sudan, due to its food security and humanitarian role. In the non-GoS areas of the 
south, ECHO has been the main conduit for EC supported food aid. Like DG Development, 
this has mainly been used in a food security role. 

Both DG Development and ECHO support for food aid declined significantly from 1994 
(Figs 7 and 8). Indeed, by the beginning of 1998 food aid entries for both had ceased to be a 
reported item in the annual Global Plan. Only with the return of famine in south Sudan in 
1998 has EU food aid been temporarily restored. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   
 

   Fig. 7: ECHO Food Aid in 1994 and 199578 

                                                
78 This data is derived from the ECHO Global Plans and reflect information gaps contained in these plans. 
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  Fig. 8: DG Development Food Aid Allocations79 

                                                
79 Ibid. 
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This cut in ECHO and DG Development food aid in the mid-1990s reflects a similar trend for 
other donors. A central concern of the OLS Review was the possible detrimental effects of 
this decline80. In particular, while based on (or at least justified by) donors' fears of creating 
dependency and their desire to promote self-sufficiency, the cuts were not based on any 
evidence from the field either that dependency existed or that self-sufficiency was possible.  
Moreover, such evidence as existed on humanitarian needs (for example, malnutrition levels) 
indicated that they remained high. Given the absence of such evidence and the lack of any 
comprehensive development tools that relief activities could link to, it would seem ill-advised 
to cut relief aid in the hope of promoting self-sufficiency81. 

The decision to cut DG Development food aid was taken unilaterally in Brussels. Food aid in 
GoS areas of north Sudan first reached significant quantities in the mid 1980s. After a period 
of decline following better rainfall, food aid peaked again in the early 1990s with the return 
of drought conditions. The good harvest of 1994, however, triggered a decline in food aid 
from that date in north Sudan. Significantly, when drought conditions again began to make 
themselves felt in western Sudan, DG Development proved to be more reluctant than in the 
early 1990s to respond to NGO requests. For example, after some internal discussion on the 
merits of the requests by SCF-UK and CARE for 2,125 and 6,000 mt respectively, the DG 
Development Food Aid Unit somewhat reluctantly and tentatively agreed on condition that 
notice was provided by GoS that it would facilitate local purchase and internal transport, that 
no inter-state taxes would be levied, and that the method of purchase would be transparent 
and free from local government control82. Over the following months, this conditional 
position began to harden. By the middle of 1997, despite the concerns of the EC Delegate in 
Khartoum,  DG Development had begun to reject NGO food aid requests unilaterally and 
"…without any previous contact, even by phone, with the Delegation"83. The grounds given 
were that: 
– local interstate taxes were being levied on internal food aid shipments as a result of the 

new federal system of government; 
– the GoS was alleged to be spending $1 million per day on the war effort while donor 

governments were expected to meet the food aid bill and; 
– despite shortages in some areas, GoS was selling sorghum on the world market. This 

general and conditional position was supported by ECHO in Brussels84 as well as a 
number of donors in Khartoum (including the Dutch).   

                                                
80 Karim, Duffield et al, 1996 
81 In Chapter 4 of the report, the effect of cutting food aid on the war-displaced southerners in northern Sudan is 
examined in detail.  
82 DG Development, 1996 
83 Esmieu, 1997 
84 Telephone conversation, ECHO, 23 July 1997 
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In general, government attempts to control NGOs and restrict aid operations – though this 
was nothing new in Sudan – were now seen as grounds for the suspension of humanitarian 
assistance. This condition was applied regardless of whether food aid was required or not.  

 (c) GoS and Non-GoS Differences in Policy Implementation 

The embargo on EU development assistance to Sudan has affected policy development in 
both GoS and non-GoS areas. In the former, the embargo has been the result of political 
considerations. Most GoS areas are relatively stable and unaffected, directly at least, by 
conflict. In non-GoS areas, the embargo is less formal, levels of insecurity are much greater, 
and the international community has to work through non-state actors. While in the south, 
relief has in practice been linked with broader food security objectives for many years, the 
north faces a formal embargo on development assistance and many member states are 
opposed to any assistance reaching GoS areas other than humanitarian assistance. This has 
created important differences of emphasis and language between GoS and non-GoS areas. 

In north Sudan, the prime example of this difference is the Khartoum-based EC Delegate's 
attempt to develop a 'Humanitarian Plus' strategy under DG Development auspices. The 
immediate background to this initiative was the DG Development move towards 
conditionality in food aid. 

With the position of the war-displaced showing little improvement and arguably worsening, 
NGOs were asked to participate in this initiative, and both SCF-UK and CARE responded by 
describing large swathes of the population in Darfur and Kordofan (displaced and 
indigenous) entering into a desperate cycle of impoverishment and food insecurity85. In 
representing this situation to DG Development, the Khartoum Delegate chose to emphasise 
that a past dependency on food aid had been part of the problem. 

Despite the enormous amounts of EU money spent on humanitarian assistance the needs of 
the Sudanese people have grown making them increasingly dependent on aid. The ongoing 
civil war, in conjunction with climatic hardships, national and international neglect, and 
declining resources, has rendered the situation unsustainable in some regions. The point has 
been reached that if aid is not delivered on time, for any political, security or climatic reason, 
the outcome could be disastrous. In its present form, humanitarian aid does not represent the 
full solution to the exigencies of Sudan's population. It is increasingly subject to increased 
needs and often hazardous deliveries86. 

                                                
85 SCF-UK, September 1998; CARE, 1998 
86 European Commission, October 1998, p. 1 
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The background document to the Humanitarian Plus initiative went on to paint a vivid picture 
of  the hopeless cycle of relief and dependency that the people of Sudan had got themselves 
into. Diagnosing "dependency" was particularly odd given EU food aid and humanitarian 
funding generally had been in decline since 1994.  This document was able to clear the way 
for an alternative "Humanitarian Plus" approach. There was nothing particular original in this 
alternative, as it simply restated the commitment to basic services, water, sanitation, food 
security, economic self-sufficiency (including support of the displaced to find their own land) 
that has informed mainstream development policy in Africa for the past decade if not longer. 
The aim of Humanitarian Plus is to establish projects that help "auto-survivability"87. Given 
the hostility in many quarters in Brussels to development work in GoS areas of Sudan, what 
is essentially linking policy was now put forward without the development tag. 

"It must be understood that the goal is not the rehabilitation of targeted communi-
ties through development assistance. Instead, its purpose is to empower individu-
als and communities at grass roots level to enable them to one day start rehabili-
tating themselves88". 

Humanitarian Plus is linking policy for north Sudan but without mentioning development. 

2.2.5 Policy Implementation: A Fractured Art 

This brief overview of some of the issues surrounding the implementation of EU 
humanitarian policy in Sudan should help dispel the widely held view that there is a simple or 
unbroken line that connects policy-makers with the realities of the field. 

This overview suggests that the policy arena is complex, multi-leveled and characterised by 
many fractures, self-reinforcing loops and blind alleys. At the level of policy documentation, 
the EU has a coherent position, namely the linking of relief and development in the context of 
conflict resolution and comprehensive planning. In reality, however, the growing 
conditionalities being placed on both development and humanitarian assistance in many areas 
of protracted instability leads to a situation where, very often, there are no development tools 
that relief can link to. At the same time, the marked lack of co-ordination both within ECHO 
and between ECHO and other parts of the EC has impeded comprehensive and strategic 
planning.  There is also a problem of institutional memory.  ECHO's personnel policies make 
it difficult for the organisation properly to absorb field experience, and institutional memory 
is also lamentably limited among ECHO's implementing partners in the field. For instance, 
while NGOs in northern Sudan may now label themselves differently, they are essentially 
doing the same things that they were trying to do fifteen years ago with about as much 
success and often without realising when they are going over the same ground. This, together 
                                                
87 Ibid. 
88 Ibid. 
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with the supplanting of an early mode of knowledge based on more holistic anthropological 
and political economy traditions by the economistic categories of development studies has 
meant that the aid community generally is markedly ill-informed in relation to the country in 
which it is working. 

With the EU having suspended development assistance to Sudan, the idea of linking relief to 
development has run into a blind alley. Particularly in the north, it has been reduced to the 
idea of encouraging self-sufficiency but without an adequate consideration of the economic 
and political processes preventing self-sufficiency thereby greatly limiting its success. In the 
south, it has been politically easier to supply modest development inputs. But, again, the 
political context of aid has been inadequately taken into account. Given the obstacles to 
development assistance, the main method of "linking relief to development" has simply been 
the reduction of food aid. Justified on the grounds that it is reducing a "dependency" for 
which evidence is not advanced, this action has not succeeded in creating self-sufficiency 
although it has led to significant additional suffering, particularly in the south. 

The area selected as a case study to illustrate the practical manifestations of these policies’ 
difficulties comprises the northern part of Bahr-el-Ghazal89 and the adjoining border zone in 
the southernmost parts of south Darfur and west Kordofan. This area has been at the heart of 
conflict from the beginning of the civil war. It has been subject to incessant military activity, 
large-scale population movement and famine. Large-scale population displacement into the 
north and the economic disadvantage such migrants experience mean that aid programmes in 
both the northern and the southern sectors of OLS have people originating from Bahr-el-
Ghazal as their primary target. 

The border-zone of south Darfur and south Kordofan is part of what is referred to in UN 
literature as the Transitional Zone90. The geographical boundaries of this zone are undefined.  
It is, furthermore, unclear whether the term refers to an ecological, social, political or military 
transition – or all four.  If it is social or political transition, then the term is inaccurate. In the 
case of the border with northern Bahr-el-Ghazal, there is a clear division between Muslim, 
mainly Arab peoples in the north and non-Muslim, non-Arab peoples in the south (and in 
Abyei). This corresponds to the line between SPLA and government-controlled areas. The 
term "transitional zone" serves mainly as a euphemism. It is used to indicate areas of the 
north that border the war zone, and which contain areas claimed by the SPLA as culturally or 
politically part of the south – that is, Abyei, the Nuba Mountains and parts of southern Blue 
Nile. But it also includes the territory of the Baggara Arab tribes, which are culturally and 

                                                
89 This includes GoS northern Bahr-el-Ghazal and part of SPLA Bahr-el-Ghazal Province (Aweil West, Aweil East 
and Tuic Counties). 
90 The Transitional Zone has been defined as the area of Sudan between latitude x and x. 
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politically part of the north and form the principal recruiting ground for pro-government 
militias.    

The focus of the southern section of the study is the inhabitants of the three most northerly 
SPLA counties in northern Bahr-el-Ghazal – Aweil East, Aweil West and Tuic – and the 
mainly government controlled Rural District Council of Abyei in west Kordofan.   
Traditional migration from the area and war-induced population displacement have also 
entailed some consideration of the town of Wau and areas of Darfur and Kordofan where 
there are displaced settlements. 

The inhabitants of northern Bahr-el-Ghazal are predominantly Dinka, with a minority of Ja-
Luo, both Nilotic peoples91. Their neighbours across the border in northern Sudan, in Darfur 
and Kordofan, are Baggara Arabs – Rizeigat in Darfur and Misseria in Kordofan. All these 
three groups – Dinka, Rizeigat and Misseria – are primarily cattle-keepers. The territory of 
the Dinka marches with that of the Rizeigat and Misseria at the Bahr-el-Arab or Kir River. 
One Dinka group, the Ngok of Abyei, falls within Kordofan; their territory extends north of 
the river. The Rizeigat and Misseria are Muslim, while the Dinka, on the whole, are not. 
Despite the cultural differences between Dinka and Baggara, the relationship between them 
has been characterised by one of the present writers as "intimate enmity"92. 

The selection of northern Bahr-el-Ghazal for this case study is not because it can be said to be 
typical of Sudan in general, or of southern Sudan, or even of Bahr-el-Ghazal. There is 
nowhere that can be said to be typical. It is partly because its inhabitants have experienced 
several different kinds of aid intervention over a comparatively long period of time. 

                                                
91 There are also northerners living in Aweil town. 
92 Ryle, qu. de Waal, 1997 
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Chapter 3: AID POLICY AND THE INTERNALLY DISPLACED PEOPLE IN  
NORTHERN SUDAN  

3.1   A Note on the Political Economy of Northern Sudan 

Since the nineteenth century, Sudan’s commercial economy has been concentrated in the 
Niles region of the north. An important and long-term characteristic of this economy is that 
its profitability has been dependent upon the existence of cheap and malleable labour which, 
to a significant degree, lacks freedom, citizenship and political rights. During the Turco-
Egyptian (1821-1881) and Mahdist (1881-1898) rules, commercial agriculture in the Niles 
region came to depend on state-sponsored slave raiding in the south. During the colonial 
period (1899-1956), slavery was abolished and the south was effectively closed to northern 
interests. Commercial agriculture in the north, however, entered a new period of expansion 
based on westerner migrant labour (mainly of Nigerian and Chadian origin). Such people are 
commonly known as "Fellata" and formed the backbone of the labour force on the Gezira 
cotton scheme and in the opening of the fertile but under-populated agricultural lands of 
eastern Sudan.   

Because of their industriousness the Fellata were generally looked on with favour by the 
colonial regime. In contrast, the Arab pastoralist groups who made up the bulk of the 
population in northern Sudan proved reluctant to join the wage economy. Although non-
Sudanese, some Fellata achieved positions of rank within the system of local administration.  
While the Fellata were a sizeable minority in northern Sudan; their association with the 
British discouraged participation in the nationalist movement which was dominated by Arab 
groups from the Niles region. When Sudan achieved a negotiated independence in 1956, the 
Fellata were largely denied Sudanese citizenship as a result of the framing and manipulation 
of Nationality Laws and were marginalised within the post-independence political structure. 
The limited political status of the Fellata combined with widespread and virulent racial 
prejudice to facilitate the exploitation of Fellata labour. In the Niles region of Sudan, 
"Fellata" was used by Arab groups as derogatory term associated with ignorance, disease and 
shiftiness. 

Westerners (including groups from Darfur as well as those further west) remained the 
mainstay of the commercial agricultural labour force until the 1970s. From this period their 
place began to be taken by southerners. In a process that mirrored the erosion of the Fellata’s 
political status, Sudan’s post-colonial governments have progressively undermined the 
position that southerners had achieved in the colonial local government structure. This 
process has been taking place over several decades and significantly deepened during the 
current war. While southerners are by law Sudanese citizens, their incorporation into the 
northern economy coincided with the Islamisation of elite politics and the decline of 
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secularism.  Southern labour in the north lacks political status not for being non-Sudanese (as 
with the Fellata), but for being non-Islamic. The exploitation of this labour is once again 
facilitated by widespread and virulent racial prejudice since the Arab-African racial hierarchy 
that exists in northern Sudan is in some ways comparable with that of apartheid South Africa. 
To a very significant extent, southerners – together with the Nuba of the Nuba Mountains 
region in southern Kordofan – have lacked political or legal redress against land 
appropriation, the hyper-exploitation of labour, violence, theft and other abuses. This was 
true in peacetime (1972-1983), and helps to explain why significant numbers rebelled from 
1983.  War has deepened this exploitation and lack of redress, not least because southerners 
and the Nuba have been readily stigmatised as sympathisers and therefore undeserving of the 
protection of the law. 

In the past, apart from the exercise of unaccountable force, a variety of legal, political and 
commercial measures have been used to reproduce the cheap and desocialised labour on 
which the commercial agrarian economy of northern Sudan (irrigated production, mechanised 
rainland farming schemes, riverain agriculture, etc) depends. As the long history of violence 
and conflict in Sudan suggests, such an economy is inherently unstable.   

Displaced southerners currently in the north occupy a marginal and subordinate position in 
Sudan’s political economy. The Dinka, whose vulnerability has been intensified by their 
perceived association with the SPLA, find themselves especially subject to a wide range of 
unequal and highly exploitative relationships. These range from household slavery, non-
sustainable share-cropping arrangements, casual agricultural and urban labour or domestic 
service.  Indeed, to speak of "market forces" in such a context would appear to be highly 
misleading since economic transactions take place in "forced markets" which can be 
described as profoundly shaped by the use of various kinds of force. The distortion of 
markets has been both a cause and an effect of famine. Famine in the south has served 
important economic and military functions in reducing labour and livestock prices, boosting 
grain prices, and evacuating famine victims from coveted grazing land and oil-rich regions of 
the south (such as Bentiu and Abyei areas). The relations of patronage and oppression that 
shape Sudan’s exploitative political economy are largely ethnically structured. At the same 
time, Dinka sub-groups themselves have developed distinct strategies for economic and 
cultural survival. Due to conflict and famine, displacement has both speeded up and radically 
changed a process of economic migration that was already underway. By making it difficult 
to maintain connections with home and kin (and associated protection and resources), forced 
migration has deepened the exploitative and de-socialising character of Sudan’s political 
economy.   
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3.2 Understanding the War Displaced 

Strictly speaking, southerners in northern Sudan have received minimal relief assistance since 
about 1993. As the OLS Review93 argued, there was a general shift in aid policy around this 
time towards rehabilitation activities and support for food security partly in an attempt to link 
relief and development. When examining the impact of aid on social and political dynamics 
in GoS areas of Sudan, it is not emergency relief per se that is under discussion but very 
largely developmental relief. Indeed, developmental relief has predominated during the 1990s 
as well as, in a de facto sense at least, since the mid-1980s. For the sake of brevity this mix of 
initiatives, which continues to contain some relief assistance, will be simply referred to as 
"aid" or "aid policy". 

What effect has external aid had on social dynamics in Sudan? Given the nature of Sudan’s 
political economy as outlined above, this question can now be phrased more concretely. 
Namely, what effect has aid policy had on northern Sudan’s dependence on cheap, 
desocialised labour and in particular on GoS attempts to incorporate displaced Dinka in this 
role?   

Evidence in this section suggests that, during the 1990s, UN agencies, donor governments 
and NGOs have, albeit largely unintentionally, complemented GoS policy and facilitated the 
desocialisation and subordination of displaced southerners.   

Part of the reason lies in the continuing lack of originality in aid policy and especially its 
inability to address political complexity94. This statement may come as a surprise given the 
shift to "linking" policy in the early 1990s and, more recently, the incorporation of human 
rights and protection concerns. However in practice aid policy in Sudan is still geared to an 
enduring economic vulnerability/self-sufficiency model of development. Human rights and 
protection have been reinterpreted, it will be argued, in a way that allows the reassertion of 
this model. The displaced themselves remain largely "invisible"95. Premised on attempts to 
restore economic self-sufficiency and parity between communities, aid policy continues to 
avoid confronting the social and political constraints created by conflict. The dynamics of 
displacement, the material and cultural survival strategies of the southerners concerned, and 
the ethnically-structured systems of exploitation within which they are located, are still 
poorly understood by the aid community. While a number of organisational issues have been 
acted on following the OLS Review, little has been done about the paucity of analysis. In this 
context, examining how the displaced are understood by aid agencies is particularly 
important in analysing the impact of international assistance. 
                                                
93 Karim, Duffield & al, 1996 
94 Ibid., p. 205 
95 African Rights, 1995 
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3.2.1 GoS and Aid Community Complementarity 

Since the beginning of the second civil war, with varying degrees of intensity, governments 
in Khartoum have sought to promote displacement by sponsoring and tolerating raiding 
(notably by the Baggara) and promoting scarcity and famine in the south (in particular 
through raiding and restricting relief). While this pattern was most marked in the mid to late 
1980s, it has continued to be significant since then. Large-scale displacement of southerners 
has had a military purpose aimed to weaken the SPLA and its supporters and to serve as an 
incentive for southerners to support factions allied with Khartoum. It has also had an 
important economic purpose of integrating southern labour into the agrarian and urban 
economy of northern Sudan and depopulating coveted land. Finally, a politico-religious 
agenda can be discerned since, through acculturation, education, urban planning and 
Islamisation, southerners would be re-socialised as new Sudanese citizens incorporated 
within the historic project of political Islam.      

In affirming the need to incorporate displaced southerners into the economy of the north, the 
international community has been at one with the GoS. Indeed, both have supported measures 
to reduce dependency and to encourage southerners to sell their labour, thereby improving the 
utility of displaced southerners in the north96. International reservations about channelling 
large quantities of relief to the south can also be seen as contributing to this process of 
displacement and incorporation. Significantly, since the early 1990s the GoS – like the aid 
agencies – has consistently called for a move from relief to development. Enlarging the 
economic role of the displaced within the north has been central to this shared GoS and 
agency vision. Where there are differences between the GoS and the international community 
these have centred on the means that GoS is using. For example, when it comes to urban 
planning in Khartoum, the international community does not object to relocation of the 
displaced per se; rather, the problem relates to the fact that it is being carried out in an 
authoritarian and ill-planned manner97. At various points, the international community has 
also supported the relocation to "more productive areas" and tensions have centred on the 
politics of implementation, control and management. Where there has been strong 
disagreement, the main donor response has been to develop a conditional approach to aid 
including the suspension of development assistance. This, together with an occasional 
demarche when GoS obstruction has become particularly great, has largely exhausted the 
donors’ armoury. Reflecting this limited influence98, throughout the 1990s in GoS-controlled 
                                                
96 Karim, Duffield, & al, 1996, p. 135 
97 UNHCU, 1997 
98 Alternative sources of support have been mentioned. Competition between multinationals is also relevant in this 
respect. The USA, for example, has recently relaxed its economic sanctions against Sudan, in a context where other 
oil companies are stepping up their engagement. The increasing deregulation of the economy has tended to make it 
more difficult for governments to control the actions of their own companies. 
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areas of Sudan the international community has tended to downplay, ignore or accommodate 
tensions surrounding GoS strategy. For instance, for almost fifteen years international NGOs 
have accepted restricted access, limited ability to monitor projects and high levels of GoS 
control. The greatest and most damaging restrictions have applied to the Nuba Mountains, 
although they extend right across the north. As the OLS Review99 showed, donor 
ambivalence in the north has resulted in an inability to uphold the humanitarian principles 
upon which OLS was founded and, in particular, a widespread failure to protect the war-
displaced. Where they are active, aid agencies have continued to concentrate their efforts on 
attempting to tackle economic vulnerability in the hope of promoting self-sufficiency in a 
hostile environment.  

The inability to address political complexity has led aid policy-makers to locate the main 
problem at the level of "the war" and its effects on economic vulnerability and consequently 
arguing that the solution is "peace" and self-sufficiency. The self-sufficiency model 
represents the lowest common denominator within an aid community that, on most other 
issues, is divided. While "linking" and rights policy has given this model an air of 
sophistication, it remains deeply problematic. The purpose of this section is therefore to 
outline the application of this model in relation to displaced Dinka, and the consequences of 
this application.  

3.2.2 The IDP Identity  

It has already been argued that the process of desocialisation of southerners in northern Sudan 
has been underway since the 1960s. For example, along the border regions, the abolition of 
Native Administration marked the beginning of the removal and subordination of ethnic 
representation. By the mid 1980s, the political vulnerability of the Dinka was such that their 
property became fair game for surrounding groups, notably the Baggara pastoralists and 
semi-pastoralists of western Sudan who were themselves politically restive in part because of 
the threat of mechanised farming to their grazing land. The frustrations of such groups were 
deflected by Khartoum into raiding of the south thereby precipitating the 1988 famine in 
Bahr-el-Ghazal. During the 1990s, the processes of desocialisation have continued and 
expanded to incorporate a social dimension. Through policies of acculturation and 
Islamisation GoS is attempting to de-ethnicise southerners. In this respect, the conflict in 
Sudan is different to the ethnic cleansing that one has seen in the Balkans, for example. 
Ethnic cleansing depends on ethnic identification and the solidification of ethnic boundaries, 
even where none clearly existed before. The process in Sudan can however be more aptly 
described as process of cultural suppression. In this respect the absence of any political/ethnic 
maps accompanying the war in south Sudan, and which dominated the representation of the 
                                                
99 Karim, Duffield & al, 1996 
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Bosnian conflict is most noticeable. Cultural subordination and domination as a means of 
incorporation can be traced to Sudan’s pre-colonial slave economy. 

Not only does the focus of aid agencies on economic vulnerability compliment GoS 
economic policy, but aid policy itself has subjected southerners to a new form of 
desocialisation. In GoS-controlled areas, this can be called the sociology of Internally 
Displaced Persons (IDPs). 

From the moment that NGOs first encountered displaced southerners in north Sudan in the 
1980s they were immediately transformed into IDPs. At a stroke, all sense of history and 
cultural difference was lost. Displaced southerners ceased to be members of distinct ethnic 
groups or sub-groups that come from different regions and eco-systems, following diverse 
survival strategies and integrated in different ways into the ethnically-structured networks of 
northern patronage and power. IDPs are therefore no longer seen as members of ethnic 
groups supported by reciprocating social networks and integrated within the wider society 
through complex relations of debt, clientage and exploitation. On the contrary, they present 
themselves essentially as self-contained free economic agents that are largely understood in 
terms of the immediate wealth, resources or skills they command. If one donor response to 
complexity has been aid conditionality and the suspension of development assistance, then an 
equally important aid agency trend has been that of simplification. The IDP identity 
overcomes the problem of complexity by using the pre-existing developmental categories of 
self-sufficiency and economic vulnerability to understand the displaced. 

These categories have already been described in relation to EC aid policy. At the same time, 
in relation to ECHO Global Plans in Sudan, it has also been shown that the basic framework 
for understanding IDPs in terms of economic vulnerability has essentially remained 
unchanged since its inception in 1993. While they may be more disadvantaged in one 
location as opposed to another, there is no necessary or structural connection between the 
displaced and whatever environment they are in. The prime unit for this abstraction is the 
household (or HH to use a common NGO acronym). In Sudan, as in other aid-dependent 
countries, a huge collection of NGO reports and appraisals differentiate households, 
according to the resources or assets they own, control or otherwise have access to. To a large 
extent, the focus is on the uneven distribution of internal resources between and within 
households. Households can be ranked and differentiated according to a variety of criteria – 
including the number of members they have, the number of dependent children in each 
household, the frequency of female-headed households, the amount of livestock, and the area 
of land owned or rented. Ranking households according to such productive criteria is 
typically used to distinguish the rich, the average, the poor and the very poor within a given 
community.   
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In both GoS and non-GoS areas of Sudan WFP uses such a methodology to target food aid to 
the most vulnerable. However, the "beneficiaries" do not share this economic understanding 
of vulnerability. Among southerners, vulnerability is mainly understood in the following 
terms: first, their vulnerability to violence and, second – as Jaspars has argued100 – the web of 
kinship obligations and social reciprocity that individuals and families can (or cannot) call 
upon. Both these forms of vulnerability are largely structured along ethnic lines. A purely 
economic understanding tends to suggest that vulnerability is primarily the result of poverty. 
However, alternative understandings recognise that wealth and vulnerability may sometimes 
go together. For one thing, wealth may attract raiding, particularly in the absence of political 
protection. The fertility, cattle and mineral wealth of the south do go a long way towards 
explaining why southerners have been subjected to so much violence in the first place. 
Secondly, resource-poor households may be well-connected in terms of the network of social 
reciprocity to which they have access. Taking these networks into account produces a very 
different map of vulnerability from the crude wealth rankings that emerge from NGO rapid 
appraisal technique. 

Moreover, local people tend to weigh up disaster-producing processes, such as drought, 
flooding and conflict, according to the distinct and contrasting effects that these have on 
social networks. As documented by Jaspars for non-GoS areas of Sudan101, the result of this 
misconception is that WFP has consistently failed to achieve its targeting aims largely 
because relief is distributed through community leaders who then reallocate it according to 
their own criteria. This failing is by no means confined to WFP as the economic model of 
vulnerability dominates perceptions within the aid community.  

Now where an element of complexity does enter this economistic representation, it is mainly 
internal to the model itself  and does not focus on how households interact and are integrated 
and subordinated within wider networks, systems and partnerships. The local status of 
households is sometimes portrayed as changing over time. For example, labour-rich 
households can eventually find themselves labour-poor as children marry and move out.  
Other factors often presented as affecting the status of households include environmental 
decline, drought and economic crisis. Women are seen as facing particular problems in 
realising their full economic or market potential. Their vulnerability is accentuated by a 
subordinate position in the household, widowhood, and a range of customary practices that 
limit women’s access to community goods.   

In contrast to a political economy of anthropological framework, within a "natural economy" 
framework the IDP appears as extreme example of resource loss since this is someone who 

                                                
100 Jaspars, 1999 
101 Ibid. 
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has lost everything through the destruction of war. In many respects, IDPs have become 
archetypal free economic actors – a role that the GoS, with its military aggression and its 
relocation and agrarian policies, has cast for IDPs from the start. The implication here is not 
only that war has destroyed their economic foundations, making them available for other 
work, but it has weakened their cultural roots so that they can be resocialised to their new 
role102. 

It is important to note that that no NGO in Sudan appears to collect or analyse project or 
employment information in terms of ethnic identity or affiliation103. This is an extraordinary 
situation for several reasons. In many Western countries, such information is a well-known 
and mandatory tool of equal opportunity policy. In Sudan, its absence is even more 
remarkable given the obvious and often violent tensions between southerners and northerners. 
Given that GoS is pursuing a strategy of cultural suppression, the absence of such analysis 
among aid agencies could well mean that they can be accused of complicity. In some cases, 
NGOs give the impression that they wish ethnic categories did not exist. CARE, for example, 
initially organised its camp for the displaced in En Nahud, Kordofan, in such a way as to:  

"…downplay tribal affinities. Huts were distributed to the displaced and spatially 
categorised into four zones (A, B, C and D) irrespective of tribal or sub-tribal ori-
gins to facilitate the Camp administration"104. 

Historically-embedded identities could not be so easily wished away: 
"However, movement from one zone to another through the exchange of huts 
have led to zones turning into clusters almost made up of closely related members 
of a sub-tribe"105. 

An example of ranking IDPs according to wealth is the 1998 OLS Food Economy Baseline 
assessment for Ed’Dien, which divides IDPs in the province into four socio-economic 
categories, corresponding to the number of goats owned. Namely, rich (8% of total 
households surveyed); mid (21%); poor (45%); and very poor (27%)106. These four wealth 
rankings were further subdivided, according to the number of households producing above or 
below the agricultural threshold of 5 sacks. While these wealth divisions were not used to 
estimate the 1999 food aid requirement, it would seem that IDPs can be classified using the 
same economic logic as applied to indigenous communities. 

If the "economic vulnerability" model is an inadequate response to complexity, it is 
nevertheless a useful tool for NGOs. Exercises in wealth and vulnerability ranking help aid 
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103 Interview, IRC, 8 March 1999 
104 el Amin, 1998, p. 5 
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agencies to target resources. Moreover, the vulnerability/self-sufficiency model provides a 
framework for outcome simulation, in which the effect (harm/benefit) of various hypothetical 
events, for example, reducing food aid, or providing seeds and tools, can be predicted. By 
varying resources to the various parts of the model, desired outcomes can be achieved.  

OXFAM is currently working on the assumption that IDPs can be meaningfully differentiated 
according to wealth. After a decade of attempting to encourage displaced southerners to 
become self-sufficient through the provision of agricultural inputs and, since the mid 1990s, 
the reduction of food aid; the aid community has begun to emphasise attempts to secure for 
IDPs access to their own land. The failures of the displaced to achieve self-sufficiency are 
increasingly attributed to the absence of their own land107. There are currently several projects 
underway in the transition zone to help displaced southerners secure such access. As part of 
an ambitious NGO consortium project aimed at 4,000 households, Oxfam is currently 
attempting to resettle 100 households in south Darfur. One Oxfam worker noted that these 
households will be selected from a number of camps: "We will concentrate on those families 
with resources and a pioneering spirit"108. As with CARE’s division of IDPs into four 
categories, the project seems blind to the ethnically-based networks of patronage among the 
displaced. The consortium does not seem to have considered the likelihood that such a 
resettlement may remove important sources of patronage and protection from those 
remaining, particularly if the richer and more enterprising households are taken away. 

Despite the prevalence of economistic assumptions, the OLS Review noted that "…the real 
options available to the war-displaced to achieve food security have not been investigated in 
the northern sector"109. This surprising omission is still in evidence. Even some members of 
the NGO consortium involved in relocating displaced Dinka in south Darfur are sceptical of 
success, pointing to the absence of any serious study of household economics together with 
the strained social and political relations in areas where the Dinka are to be settled110. Yet 
faith that self-sufficiency is attainable continues to outweigh such considerations. 

3.2.3 Equation of War Displacement and Economic Migration 

For most donors and NGOs, the southern displaced and those who have migrated for 
economic reasons within northern Sudan are different examples of the same common 
problem, namely that of economic vulnerability. The war-displaced are simply the "lowest 
                                                
107 See for instance UNHCU, 1999. Many of the same agencies are also pointing out the continuation of distress 
migration from the northern parts of Darfur and Kordofan, and this in itself suggests that access to a small-holding in 
Sudan is no guarantor of food security. 
108 Interview, OXFAM, 23 March 1999 (emphasis added) 
109 Karim, Duffield & al, 1996, p. 120 
110 Interview, SCF-UK, 13 March 1999 
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rung" on the wealth ladder while the poorest members of the host community are seen as 
being in a similar position to IDPs111. Both groups are seen as facing problems of declining 
food security, absent or reduced public services, a lack of productive resources, increasing 
environmental degradation and stress migration. When the EC Delegate launched the 
"Humanitarian Plus" strategy under DG Development auspices towards the end of 1998, IDPs 
were presented as one part of a wider developmental malaise112. NGOs responding to an 
earlier EC request for input on the proposal had also emphasised a general developmental 
malaise113. It is therefore not surprising to find that NGO projects directed towards the 
displaced in the transition zone and those aimed at food-insecure indigenous communities 
living in northern areas of Darfur and Kordofan are, in all essentials, the same. Both attempt 
to target (or withhold) resource inputs in order to promote self-sufficiency. For instance, 
since the early 1990s, SCF-UK has been regularly making emergency seed distributions to 
the displaced in Ed’Dien province and to poor farmers in the El Fasher and Um Kaddada 
provinces of northern Darfur. The aim of these interventions – to improve productive 
capacity – is essentially the same114. 

"Linking" policy has played an important part in bringing IDPs within a general development 
framework. Staff at one NGO argued that the reduction of relief assistance was not only 
beneficial in terms of reducing dependency but it was also necessary to avoid accentuating  
differences between the displaced and host populations115. Of course, poor indigenous 
communities in northern Sudan do indeed face severe problems and NGOs are correct when 
they emphasise widespread food insecurity and a decline in public services. However, not all 
displaced southerners are necessarily worse off than poor indigenous groups (although most 
are). What is missing in the attempts to deal with the war-displaced and poor indigenous 
communities as two variations of the same problem is any real recognition of the structural 
characteristics of Sudan’s political economy and, in particular, the north’s dependence on 
cheap, malleable and desocialised labour. This dependency has marked out a special place for 
displaced Dinka insofar as they occupy a subordinate and weak position in terms of the local 
systems of power and patronage and find themselves at the bottom of the racial hierarchy in 
northern Sudan. It also ignores the fact that since 1987 the GoS has followed policies and 
enacted legislation that legally, politically and economically has distinguished displaced 
southerners from other groups. Compared with poor indigenous communities, the war-
displaced are very differently integrated into Sudan’s ethnically-structured political economy. 
                                                
111 Interview, CARE, 8 March 1999 
112 European Commission, October 1998; European Commission, November 1998 
113 See, for example, SCF-UK, September 1998 &  CARE, 1998 
114 Compare SCF-UK’s Ed Daein Displaced Seeds Package Intervention, April 1997, with Emergency Millet Seeds 
Distribution Project, April 1997 
115 Interview, IRC, 8 March 1999 
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3.3   Operationalising the IDP Identity 

3.3.1 Human Rights, Protection and Self-Sufficiency  

The 1996 OLS Review116 provided a sustained critique of the economistic model of 
development described above. The Review suggested, first, that this was a depoliticised 
model that failed to understand the wider system within which the displaced had been 
incorporated and, second, that the model was an important contributory factor in the lack of 
protection being afforded to IDPs in GoS areas. In the case of protection, a formal response 
has been made to the Review recommendations while some attempt has also been made to 
address organisational and managerial weaknesses. However, in the three years following the 
Review, a largely ad hoc process of change has co-existed with strong elements of continuity, 
and the basic economic model of development continues to predominate117. 

Despite the OLS Review’s critique of depoliticisation, many NGOs continue to see their main 
role as meeting social and economic needs. For example, NGOs – such as the IRC, SCF-US 
and GOAL – have been persevering with the avoidance of human rights or advocacy issues 
for some 15 years. The reasons cited have changed little and include the desire to maintain 
access to beneficiaries and fears for the safety of local staff 118. The concentration on social 
and economic needs has sometimes co-existed with a recognition that this by-passes 
fundamental political problems. One NGO worker said of the organisation’s work among 
displaced southerners in the Khartoum area that "…we realise that much of our work is a stop 
gap measure resulting from problems created by the government"119. 

One innovation that deserves further discussion has come on the rights front. Over the past 
couple of years, a number of NGOs (for example, OXFAM and CARE) together with some 
donors120 and UN agencies121 have begun to address the issue of human rights and to attempt 
to incorporate a "rights-based" approach in their work. 

Given that many of these agencies have been working with the displaced in northern Sudan 
for the past decade, it is worth asking why it is that the human rights agenda is now being 
addressed. The answer would appear to be that the human rights agenda has been redefined.  

                                                
116 Karim, Duffield & al, 1996 
117 Very few members within Sudan’s current aid community have read the OLS Review. Given the rapid turnover 
of expatriate staff, several cohorts have come and gone since its completion. Moreover, in several agency documents 
where it is mentioned, its findings have often been misrepresented (eg. UNHCU, 1997). 
118 Interview, IRC, 8 March 1999  
119 Interview, GOAL, 10 March 1999  
120 See for example ECHO Global Plan VIII, 1999. 
121 See for example UNICEF, 1998.  
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The new "rights-based" approach to development is rather different from what has 
traditionally been regarded as human rights work. 

Since September 1998 CARE has been committed to a rights-based approach in Sudan, and 
has commissioned a report to chart how this should be done122. The report makes a distinction 
between human rights interpreted in legal terms (associated with monitoring and 
enforcement), and human rights understood as a moral force (or a moral right resulting from 
membership to the human race). The traditional legalistic interpretation is argued to be now 
unworkable owing to the declining significance of sovereignty and state-based forms of 
regulation. Indeed, "as legal rights, ‘human rights’ are founded in legal regimes that frankly, 
like good Swiss cheese, are complex and full of holes123". 

Rather than the outmoded legalistic vision of human rights, it is the moral interpretation that 
is put forward as a basis for CARE’s work. The focus will not be on monitoring or 
enforcement but rather on furthering CARE’s core social and economic work by improving 
its implementation and accompanying educational/awareness campaigns. In other words, it is 
not the NGO reforming to address human rights but the reverse, as the aid agency is 
reforming human rights to bring it in line with the work that it already does.    

According to this view, human rights work becomes just another part of the development 
process. The report suggests applying a form of the harm-benefit that derives from Mary 
Anderson124. Harm-benefit analysis is a simulation exercise that agencies, such as CARE, 
now regularly use and is intended to guide action by indicating what might be the net benefit 
or net harm in a given situation under different project scenarios. Through a trawl of human 
rights law, conventions and principles, CARE’s report attempts to establish a set of relevant 
rights that can be applied to wide range of simulated humanitarian situations. This way, 
whatever course of action the NGO should take (including withholding humanitarian 
assistance), its actions can be justified from a human rights perspective. For example, if 
assistance is withdrawn because it is felt to be distorting local labour markets, this can be 
justified in relation to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 23, on the right to 
full and productive employment, fair pay and equal treatment irrespective of gender or 
ethnicity. When using this approach it is possible for the NGO to re-invent itself as a "human 
rights implementor"125. The problem, however, is that in many respects nothing has changed 
in the sense that agencies, such as CARE, now present their essentially ameliorative 
interventions (on the economic vulnerability model) as a response to human rights rather than 
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simply as an attempt at development. CARE itself is happy with focusing the discussion of 
rights onto the social and economic work it already does and the corollary of continuing to 
avoid sensitive political issues126. The same is true of OXFAM, which has also transformed 
its traditional developmental work (income generation, credit, etc.) into a human right127. 

Rather than actually changing what NGOs do, the rights-based approach appears linked to the 
need for organisations to reinvent themselves and to construct a new identity in an 
increasingly competitive and sceptical world. The way human rights have been adapted to 
solidify existing practice is well summed up in the introduction to UNICEF’s similar 
adoption of rights-based work: 

"…rights-based programming does not mean that everything we do must change.  
In fact, the policies and programme of co-operation supported over the last 20 to 
30 years are largely consistent with (international child and women’s rights con-
ventions)"128. 

Given the inability of development agencies to do much in Sudan and a range of other 
conflict-affected countries, the development process has frequently involved unceasing 
simulations by aid agencies, combined with a periodic reinvention of identity when failure 
threatens to reveal itself. Only time will tell whether this new socio-economic interpretation 
of human rights turns out to be yet another suit of the Emperor’s New Clothes but the signs 
are not encouraging. In addition to validating what agencies are already doing, it tends to 
undermine further, alternative more legalistic views of human rights work. If NGOs have a 
poor record in Sudan in terms of monitoring violent abuse and attempting to counteract it, 
this new interpretation of human rights work offers little hope of improvement. UNICEF’s 
"process" approach to child abduction, which is discussed below, is one example of an 
unpromising initiative within this framework. 

With regard to the issue of protection the UN Humanitarian Co-ordination Unit (UNHCU), 
based in Khartoum, has made a number of interesting reforms since the OLS Review and has 
significantly expanded the number of personnel involved129. Since August 1997, the six 
Sudanese IDP Co-ordinators recruited under this new programme have attempted to improve 
the protection afforded displaced southerners. The programme, which cannot be properly 
evaluated here, has at least made a serious attempt to address the issue of political complexity 
in Sudan. It is worth noting, however, that a central aim has been to protect "the promotion of 
self-reliance" rather than displaced southerners themselves130. This suggests a danger that the 
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new emphasis on protection may end up validating existing socio-economic interventions in 
the same way as the focus on rights. 

This can notably be illustrated with reference to the current NGO consortium (SCF-UK, 
OXFAM and IRC) proposal to relocate 4,000 displaced households presently in Ed’Dien 
province to locations further west in Buram and Nyala provinces. By common consent, the 
main problem for the displaced Dinka in Ed’Dien province is that, having settled among the 
Rizegat (their "traditional conflict partners") and lacking access to their own land, they have 
become vulnerable to exploitative share-cropping relations131. This is seen as having 
undermined past assistance leading to a situation where the condition of the displaced in 
Ed’Dien province (in keeping with displaced southerners in other areas) has scarcely 
improved. The solution is seen in terms of moving the Dinka to areas where there is no 
history of conflict with the local population and, in particular, giving them access to their 
own land.  The UNHCU IDP Co-ordinator for the region has been helping the NGO 
consortium in accessing land for the displaced and his brief for "protection" has been defined, 
in practice, as consonant with the socio-economic interventions pursued by the NGO 
consortium. Indeed, the socio-economic interventions are seen as themselves providing 
protection as illustrated by the following UNHCU statement:  

"The most important factors in strengthening the protection of the community will 
be their own self-support through meeting basic needs such as food production, 
rebuilding livestock assets, and contributing toward health and education ser-
vices"132. 

Following relocation to areas where there is no "tradition" of conflict with the host 
community, the intention is to promote socio-economic "parity" with the host community.  
Once this is achieved, it is argued that the Dinka will be eligible for integration within local 
representational structures133. As SCF-UK argues, the aim is achieve "full citizenship rights" 
through self-sufficiency134. The inference is clear since, apart from a few locations where 
conflict with host communities is a deep-seated cultural and historical factor, the main 
obstacle for Dinka integration and political representation is the lack of socio-economic 
parity with local communities. This leads the analysis in an increasingly bizarre direction for 
the following reason. So far from the poverty of IDPs stemming from the absence of political 
rights and political representation, their poverty is seen, by implication, as the cause of their 
lack of political rights and representation. Self-sufficiency has therefore become not only a 
human right but also a route to protection: 

                                                
131 Abd-el-Gadir, 1999 
132 UNHCU, 1999, p. 4 
133 Ibid. 
134 Abd-el-Gadir, 1999 



 
 Field Evaluation Study, April 2000 115 

"Experience indicates that the socio-economic empowerment of displaced com-
munities combined with community mobilisation and advocacy is the best way to 
ensure protection"135. 

Yet, in practice, this "socio-economic empowerment" comprises more of the same, namely 
the same mix of agricultural and community support initiatives that, in north Sudan at least, 
has achieved few, if any, of its stated objectives over the past 15 years.   

The rigidity and immutability of the self-sufficiency model of development is notable. The 
fact that it has achieved little in Sudan has been disguised through a process of periodic 
reinvention. The first major reincarnation was the mid-1990s policy of linking relief and 
development which was predicated on the belief that self-sufficiency was feasible, even in the 
midst of a war. "Linking" policy was shown to have ignored important issues of human rights 
and protection (with the OLS Review and organisations such as African Rights helping to put 
human rights and protection more squarely on the agenda). The aid community responded by 
adapting human rights and protection to suit the persistent underlying socio-economic 
paradigm, while, in this process, the same NGOs doing the same things could reappear afresh 
as "human rights implementors" or "protection agencies". Yet, the human rights abuses 
themselves have remained largely unaddressed and unabated and IDPs still are unable to 
secure the political representation and legal protection that might allow them some immunity 
from violence and the appropriation of whatever assets "development" might bestow upon 
them. 

3.3.2 Process Frameworks for Rights, Protection and Minimal Operational Standards 

The persistence of the self-sufficiency paradigm seems to be connected with a range of 
organisational agendas which cannot fully be analysed here. Nevertheless, the new rights and 
protection agendas, as well as the harm/benefit analysis, could be seen as attempts to grapple 
with complexity. Another aspect is the "relational" framework embodied in the Minimal 
Operational Standards (MinOps) approach, which represents part of the UN’s attempt to play 
a protection role in GoS areas of Sudan. While elements of this framework were already 
emerging, the 1998 famine in Bahr-el-Ghazal crystallised the MinOps approach. MinOps in 
GoS areas are different from the "Ground Rules" approach that emerged in non-GoS areas in 
the mid 1990s136. The Ground Rules are premised upon warring parties upholding 
humanitarian law and related conventions and have proven difficult to implement. By 
contrast, as implied by the term, MinOps denote the most basic criteria that different parties 
have to agree to in order to achieve a given aim137. MinOps represent a "relational" 
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framework of agreement that usually makes no special mention of international law or 
conventions. One of the first MinOps agreements with GoS related to the use of El Obeid 
airport for relief operations into GoS and non-GoS areas of south Sudan. The agreement was 
based on ten points covering access to the airport, UN use of communication equipment, the 
ability to access GoS and non-GoS areas, etc. Similar agreements have centred on Minimal 
Operational Standards for Agencies in War138 and Conditions for Relocation of Displaced 
Communities in Wau Town139. As part of the ongoing IGAD peace process in November 
1998, a Technical Committee for Humanitarian Assistance comprised of GoS, SPLA and 
OLS representatives was convened in Rome under the chairmanship of the UN Secretary-
General’s Special Envoy for Humanitarian Affairs for Sudan. While still to be ratified at the 
time of writing, this Committee produced a signed Security Protocol140 covering the safety of 
aid workers and a Minimum Operational Standards for Rail Corridors and Cross-Line Road 
Corridors141. All of these agreements stipulate the local operating conditions which are 
necessary for operations, the obligations and requirements of the respective parties and 
shared protocols. 

In terms of addressing complexity, the MinOps approach could hold some useful pointers and 
deserves wider evaluation. It has a degree of flexibility, can be adapted to local circumstances 
and is linked to defined aims and outcomes. However, there also are problems. The localised 
and often task-specific agreements do not necessarily have any wider significance for warring 
parties and, in certain respects, may be seen as giving the GoS greater room for manoeuvre. 
In many ways, the MinOps framework is one that GoS has been pursuing for some time, 
notably since it quickly distanced itself from the signed May 1994 tripartite OLS agreement. 
The GoS has always favoured local agreements as opposed to arrangements that may have 
wider or long-term significance. A related concern is that while the May 1994 OLS 
agreement was endorsed by a high level GoS and SPLA representation, the security and 
transport corridor MinOps of November 1998 were signed by a member of the Southern 
States Co-ordinating Council and an advisor to the Chairman on Political and Economic 
Affairs respectively, for the GoS and the SPLM. In this sense, compared to the 1994 
agreement, the yet-to-be-ratified November 1998 MinOp framework has the feel of a 
devalued exercise. At the same time, for the past couple of years, the SPLA has also being 
trying to force aid agencies to agree to its own charter of operation outside of the established 

                                                
138 UNHCU, June 1998 
139 UNHCU, July 1998 
140 UN, 18 November 1998 
141 UN, 18 November 1998. At the time of our visit in north Sudan (March 1999), an agreement on the Minimum 
Rights of Beneficiaries was in draft form. A hardening of the GoS position, however, had delayed further discussions 
in this area. 



 
 Field Evaluation Study, April 2000 117 

Ground Rules. Taken together, this development and the move towards MinOps in GoS areas 
could be seen as threatening the generalised framework of consent that has kept OLS going. 

Another difficulty surrounding the MinOps approach relates to the fact that since a legal view 
of human rights is no longer the basis of the agreement, consensus is achieved through an 
understanding of the problem that represents the "lowest common denominator". Given the 
complementarity between GoS and the aid community concerning the need to prevent 
dependency and to promote economic activity among the displaced, the long-standing 
economic vulnerability/self-sufficiency model of development acquires even greater allure. In 
other words, this model will in practice supply the lowest common denominator and a basis 
for MinOps, including for those that involve rights and protection issues. 

In this context, the classic partnership mode of intervention assumes three stages. First, an 
agreement on a shared definition of the problem and goal; second, the repartition of roles and 
responsibilities to the various stakeholders, according to this definition; third, the 
establishment of a monitoring and reporting mechanism to encourage progress towards this 
goal (in this case, self-help or self-orchestration). The weakness of this approach lies in the 
shared definition of the problem. A good example of the dangers of this mode of intervention 
is the approach to the abduction of children and women that is being advocated by UNICEF 
in Sudan. Based on a basic MinOps structure, the shared definition of the problem, which is 
clearly influenced by the sensitivity of the issue for the GoS, is as follows: 

"The framework is based on the understanding that the problem of abduction is 
linked with the civil war and the effects that this has had on the breakdown of tra-
ditional value systems that would forbid the targeting of children and women, the 
inability of indigenous mechanisms of conflict resolution to cope with the de-
mands of incompatible interests, and the spread of insecurity142". 

This statement of the problem, however, is historically incorrect and completely misleading.  
Inter-ethnic abduction has long been a feature of the transitional zone, that goes back (on and 
off) to the nineteenth century and beyond. Although there are some traditions of co-operation 
between the Baggara and southern Sudanese and some traditional constraints on conflict, 
abduction in many ways is a part of the "traditional value systems" of the northern Sudanese 
groups involved143. UNICEF’s statement illustrates the depth of historical distortion and self-
delusion that aid professionals may require in order to instigate a partnership arrangement. 
Moreover, to cite the war as the primary cause of abduction distorts the problem and the real 
difficulties in attempting to control it. Abduction is part of the war – rather than being caused 
by it. These distortions raise the question of the success of an approach, based on such a 
shaky conceptual foundation. 
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3.3.3 The Primacy of Stopping the War 

The above quotation from UNICEF is useful in highlighting another key feature of current 
aid policy in Sudan. Namely, the tendency to reduce all problems to the effects of the 
ongoing war. Since "the war" is seen as a major factor in creating economic vulnerability and 
impoverishment, it is presented as the major cause of disparity and lack of harmony between 
communities. Among other things, it has caused the breakdown of traditional value systems 
and the spread of criminal acts. On a wider front, the war can be seen as responsible for the 
donor embargo on development assistance to Sudan, often cited by aid agencies as a 
contributor to suffering in the country.  

For example, in September 1998, several NGOs, including the rights-based CARE and 
OXFAM, made a direct appeal to the UN Security Council, to throw its authority behind a 
search for peace in Sudan. An end to the war in Sudan would be welcome and should be 
encouraged at every opportunity. However, ending the war will not remove the subordinate 
position that displaced southerners find themselves in north Sudan. While these relations 
have been affected and no doubt encouraged by the war, they also pre-date them. Moreover, 
peace will probably accelerate the commercial exploitation of the south by the north144. No 
element in previous history suggests that this will be a particularly sustainable or 
developmental process for the southerners involved. Indeed, since a whole generation in 
south Sudan has now been deprived of an education, peace will probably see the 
incorporation of the south as an annex of cheap labour for northern-controlled projects and 
enterprises, and southerners may be particularly poorly placed to articulate opposition. In 
many respects, agencies should now be preparing for the instability and complexity of such a 
peace. Most likely is a rejuvenated donor/NGO pursuit of "self-sufficiency" – again without 
adequate consideration of the political obstacles that might prevent its realisation in practice. 

To counter this development, what is now urgently required is a set of SPHERE type 
minimum standards linked to development work. For example, rather than just process or 
equity considerations, attention should be paid to some clearly-stated standards and time-
scales regarding minimum household income, detailed levels of health provision and 
measurable educational standards that are to be achieved through the provision of seeds and 
tools, agricultural extension work, veterinary support, micro-credit, or community 
mobilisation. Setting standards and establishing a relevant monitoring system may at least 
expose the real difficulties, if not impossibility, of achieving self-sufficiency. At the moment, 
the latitude of development agencies enables them to simply reinvent themselves when 
difficulties start to show.   

                                                
144 Duffield, 1990 



 
 Field Evaluation Study, April 2000 119 



 
 Field Evaluation Study, April 2000 120 

Chapter 4: AID POLICY AND SUBJUGATION IN NORTHERN SUDAN 

4.1 Introduction 

The simulation exercise involved in harm/benefit analysis is a legitimate approach to 
complexity. The problem with simulation, however, is that, like questionnaire construction, 
the exercise is only as good as the assumptions that inform it. Often, potential "harms" have 
been couched in terms of aid promoting dependency or fuelling war; and yet the argument 
has proceeded by means of assertion rather than evidence. "Benefits", for their part, are often 
taken uncritically from the yet-to-be-achieved project objectives of the relevant NGO. In 
these circumstances the exercise may simply be reinforcing the status quo. For an effective 
simulation a more informed and complex model is required. However, because aid agencies 
have vested interests and, in many ways, are part of the system of dominance under 
discussion, they generally are ill-suited for the task of generating a more complex model.   

Constructing such a model would involve moving away from an economistic framework that 
focuses on supposedly isolated households and self-contained communities. It would imply 
recognising the existence of a complex, interconnected and ethnically-structured system.  
Within this system – and contrary to the dominant assumptions in the aid community –, the 
categories of "rich" and "poor" do not exist independently of each other. Poverty is in large 
part a function of the way that wealth is produced; and wealth may sometimes be used to 
ameliorate poverty through ethnically-structured networks. Dinka sharecroppers who work 
for little more than the food they eat, contribute to the profitability of commercial groundnut 
production in Sudan. Destitute labourers and prosperous merchants are not independent 
accidents of nature. Aid agencies, including rights-based NGOs, appear to have forgotten this 
simple truth. Displaced southerners are at the bottom of the racial hierarchy in north Sudan.  
Having few resources, they are highly dependent on a complex set of patron-client and 
exploitative relations which link them to local groups and power-brokers, including 
merchants, Dinka "sultans", and aid agencies. Within this system of dominance, relations 
range from servitude, through various forms of bonded work, to providing cheap agricultural 
and urban labour and receiving aid.  

The dominant economic vulnerability/self-sufficiency model of aid is unable to accurately 
predict outcomes within this complex and interconnected system. Since the model excludes 
aid agencies themselves, it is unable to encompass the system as a whole. The effects of aid 
are not confined to the supposedly self-contained household and community units on which 
this model is based. Aid impacts not only on the designated beneficiaries but also on 
governmental structures, host community organisations, and aid agencies themselves. Within 
a complex and integrated system structured by relations of dominance, the effects of aid and 
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aid policy flow inwards and outwards through these structures. As a result, these structures 
are simultaneously reinforced and changed.  

One example of this process is the way dominant groups adapt to opportunities for diverting 
or expropriating aid. The system is also affected when assistance is removed or when it is 
decided that certain actions should not be undertaken. For instance, the reduction of food aid 
in the mid-1990s served to reinforce the dependence of many displaced southerners on servile 
and bonded forms of clientage. Moreover, it should be emphasised that the ability of aid 
policy to reinforce relations of domination is inseparable from their change and adaptation. 
Aid interventions or withdrawals produce counteracting reactions among the structures of 
dominance, and part of the complexity of the system lies in its ability to mutate over time. 
When an aid agency attempts to improve its monitoring of food aid delivery in order to 
reduce diversion this often gives rise to new forms of diversion. Problems that are addressed 
today reappear in new guises tomorrow. In this sense, donors that search for technically-
perfect projects or concise best-practice guidelines leading to steady-state solutions are 
deluding themselves. Increasingly, effective policy must gear itself to complexity and 
organise human resources and informational analysis in the expectation of continual problem 
mutation.   

For dominant groups and classes, displaced southerners have a double utility: first, as cheap, 
malleable labour; and second, as a subordinate client group that can be managed and 
manipulated to attract outside resources. The GoS administration, local government 
structures, commercial farmers, local leaders and host communities have all benefited from 
this system in different ways. At the same time, the desperate condition among most 
displaced Dinkas has remained unchanged during the 1990s. The redefinition of human rights 
and protection in terms of the promotion of self-sufficiency has meant that agency forms of 
simulation are effectively blind to these structures of dominance and exploitation. Indeed, 
despite the periodic reinvention of NGO identity, the aid community has fed this system since 
the 1980s.  To state this another way, if conventional wisdom tells us that humanitarian aid 
fuels the "war economy" then in north Sudan it also maintains the "peace economy". In 
relation to this structured system of dominance, an important part of gearing policy to 
complexity is for the aid community to decide exactly what it hopes to achieve in countries, 
such as Sudan. 

4.2 Benefits to Dominant Groups and Classes 

Some of the opportunities and benefits that the displaced represent to northern groups can 
push policy in contradictory directions. The GoS has sometimes chosen to emphasise that 
displaced southerners are full Sudanese citizens thereby facilitating their strategic 
incorporation into the labour force and legitimising cultural suppression. At the same time, 
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local authorities have sometimes emphasised a separate IDP identity in order to attract NGOs 
and outside assistance into a resource-poor area. Many other tensions exist within the north. 
For example, the continuing Rizeigat practice of abducting Dinka children in northern Bahr-
el-Ghazal is no doubt of genuine concern and embarrassment to some members of 
government.  

An exhaustive analysis of the many different ways in which displaced Dinkas have been 
incorporated into the structures of dominance in GoS areas of Sudan lies beyond the scope of 
this report. The following discussion mainly focuses on the transition zone between north and 
south Sudan and, especially, the Ed’Dien area. Two main forms of opportunity and benefit 
are discussed: first, a number of general economic utilities; and, second, some more specific 
organisational and institutional adaptations and benefits. 

4.2.1 Cheap and Desocialised Labour 

The long-term dependence of Sudan’s political economy on cheap, malleable and 
desocialised labour has been noted. Aid policy has furnished a complementary form of 
desocialisation through the propagation of the IDP identity and predominance of economistic 
forms of analysis. What has been the impact of food aid on the role of displaced Dinka as 
cheap labour?  

(a) The Effects of Reducing Food Aid 

In GoS areas of Sudan, the government decides which populations are in need and which 
groups are eligible for humanitarian assistance under the umbrella of OLS. For example, the 
non-GoS areas of the Nuba Mountains have been barred to aid agencies since the inception of 
OLS. Since 1989, GoS has consistently pressed to limit food aid to displaced southerners, 
arguing that it creates dependency, demeans both the beneficiary and the image of Sudan, and 
conflicts with the GoS’s plans to integrate them into the national labour force. It was not until 
1992, three years after OLS commenced and following strong lobbying from the aid 
community, that displaced southerners settled around Khartoum were allowed to come under 
OLS. However, this only applied to those displaced people who were settled in formally 
recognised "peace camps" around the capital. Those outside these designated areas received 
no official aid.  

During the course of the 1990s, GoS has made several changes to the definition of the 
"displaced" in Khartoum, all of which have had entitlement implications. At the time of the 
research team’s visit to northern Sudan (March 1999), GoS was planning to abolish the 
distinction between the displaced and the resident population and to redesign the camps as 
residential areas. This change of status would presumably again remove displaced 
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southerners in Khartoum from the OLS framework, while at the same time, adding extra 
pressure on donor governments to reconsider their embargo on development assistance.   

While donor governments and the GoS disagree on many aspects of aid policy, they are in 
general agreement about the problems of food aid and the need to reduce and limit its 
availability. The unilateral reduction in EC food aid during the mid-1990s was part of a 
general pattern of declining donor support for free food distribution aimed at enhancing food 
security and self-sufficiency. One of the important findings of the OLS Review, however, 
was that this cutback was taking place at a time when the poor nutritional status of most 
displaced southerners had shown little or no improvement since the late 1980s and, in some 
places, it appeared worse145. Moreover, there was no evidence of a growing self-reliance 
among these groups. For example, in 1995, the displaced in Ed’Dien were still clearly unable 
to repay seed credit from SCF-UK: while the host population was able to repay 90% of the 
loan, the displaced could only manage 20%146. The cut in food aid was being made in the 
absence of any real understanding of the ongoing effects of the war, the situation of the 
displaced and the manner in which they were being integrated into the north’s political 
economy. The OLS Review concluded that the move to food security thinking:   

"…has led to a shift in the role of food aid, and a reduction in food aid support 
over time, in a situation where the emergency needs of beneficiary populations 
have not changed. In this regard, it is difficult for the Review Team to avoid the 
conclusion that programming around food is not linked to information about the 
realities faced by populations in need, but on trends and pressures in the policy 
arena147". 

  At the same time, the Review was unable to find out any clear information on how OLS was 
arriving at food aid estimates. It was noted that in GoS areas: 

"…the calculation of food aid needs is highly susceptible to unsubstantiated as-
sumptions about the increasing level of self-reliance among OLS beneficiaries148". 

In GoS areas, since 1993, NGOs have been placing increasing emphasis on supporting 
livelihoods and reducing dependency. The biggest drop in OLS food aid occurred between 
1994 and 1995, when it fell by around 70% from 85,129mt to 23,914mt149. The main 
assumption behind this reduction was a view that the emergency was now over, along with a 
growing donor and NGO scepticism that food aid was needed. Food aid was widely reduced 
and repackaged as agricultural support, food for work and other rehabilitation initiatives150. 
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SCF-UK followed this logic in El Dai’en province in south Darfur. Having begun seeds and 
tool distribution among the displaced Dinka in the province in 1993, SCF reduced its food aid 
in 1994, 1995 and 1996. Effectively, the ration was reduced from a nine-month full ration to 
what was usually a four-month ration that has varied in quantity according to assessments. 
The argument was that this reduction would encourage the displaced to become more 
economically active and still provide some assistance for the lean part of the year.  

By providing relief food to the displaced from April to August 1996, the displaced are able to 
devote their efforts to cultivating their farms and work as hired agricultural labour in the 
hosting community farms151. 

The OLS Review, however, took a more critical view of the trend towards reducing rations: 
"Rather than promoting food security (…), the reduction in food aid rations ap-
pears to be forcing displaced populations to intensify other survival strategies. At 
the same time (…), the rate at which rations have been reduced has outpaced the 
rate at which alternative sources of food and income generation have 
ed152". 

With the passage of time, the concerns of the authors of the Review would appear to have 
been vindicated and the optimism of the aid community ill-founded. Indeed, the policy of 
reducing food aid so as to promote self-sufficiency has been a notable failure. General health 
and malnutrition rates, where they are still recorded153, have continued to show that the 
condition of the displaced remains poor. For example, when ECHO visited Ed’Dien in 
September 1998, an "alarming" increase in malnutrition was recorded in the one camp 
inspected; this had reached 27% in August 1998154. At the same time, there was an absence of 
any medical support. Conditions were also bad among the displaced in En Nahud and west 
Kordofan.  Despite CARE’s involvement since 1989: 

"…the displaced residents in the Camp, who are mainly composed of women and 
children, remain vulnerable and the general health, nutritional and sanitation con-
ditions in the Camp are still poor"155. 

A study by SCF/Danida in 1999 showed persistent low levels of health, nutritional, 
educational and employment conditions among the displaced in Khartoum.   

The failure of the aid agencies to increase self-sufficiency in the transitional zone through the 
reduction in food aid has been indirectly acknowledged by the NGOs concerned. However, 
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agencies stress that the problem arises from the displaced not having access to their own land.  
In the mid-1990s, the opportunity for agricultural labour among surrounding groups was seen 
as helping promote self-sufficiency, although it is now argued that the inability to cultivate 
for themselves has made the displaced dependent on unsustainable and exploitative labour 
and debt relations with local groups. For example, SCF-UK argues that in Ed Dai’en 
province:  

"Despite the massive humanitarian assistance rendered [the displaced] they con-
tinue to suffer chronic household food security, which is attributed to lack of ac-
cess to arable land for their own (HH) cultivation, which subjects them to engage 
in the exploitative relations"156. 

Similar analysis by CARE is set out in the report by el Amin157. Further obscuring the role of 
food aid reductions in increasing exposure to exploitative labour relations is the statement by 
SCF-UK that this increased exposure occurred, despite "massive humanitarian assistance" in 
the past. The current NGO plans to relocate displaced groups in areas where they can own 
their own land is, in effect, another restatement of the enduring economic vulnerability/self-
sufficiency model of development. Exploitative relations between the displaced and host 
community are now at least acknowledged by NGOs a departure from the situation in the mid 
1990s when such relations were seldom mentioned158. The primacy of the self-sufficiency 
model however means these relations are usually treated as the outcome of traditional 
animosities in particular areas, or of particularly rapacious commercial groups; in other 
words, as problems that land and relocation can solve. Policy failure is hidden through the 
process of reinvention, and NGOs continue to be part of the process of systemic mutation. 

(b) Targeted Food Aid and Cheap Labour 

To target food aid in Sudan, WFP currently uses the Food Economy Approach (FEA), a 
simulation method that was first developed by SCF-UK in non-GoS areas in the mid-1990s. 
In the past couple of years, the FEA has been applied in GoS areas as well. The aim is to 
construct a profile of households’ various means of acquiring food, including cultivation, 
trade, wage labour and gathering wild foods. Changes in the external environment may 
restrict one or more of these means, and it is assumed that, under normal conditions, 
increasing reliance on other sources within the household food economy can make good the 
short-fall. When this is not the case, however, the deficit can be predicted and addressed 
through food aid. As the OLS Review pointed out, one of several problems with the Food 
Economy Approach is that it was developed in relation to the agro-pastoral subsistence 
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environment in non-GoS areas, and it has been uncritically extended to the essentially non-
subsistence money economy in which displaced southerners are operating. While the FEA 
can list the potential sources of food in such an environment, it gives very little detail about 
"…strategies that people actually use to obtain food, and the constraints they face in so 
doing"159. In short, WFP’s current methodology takes no account of the deeply unequal and 
exploitative relationships that are affecting displaced southerners. 

The 1998 Food Economy assessment for Ed’Dien province illustrates a number of dangers160. 
A rapid assessment exercise estimated that, on average, the displaced were securing 50% of 
their yearly food intake through purchase, 18% through their own cultivation, 6% through 
collecting wild foods, 2% through trade, and 10% through relief.  This left an overall deficit 
of 14% in food needs (or 24% if one discounts the 10% relief already received). The main 
recommendation arising from this assessment was the suggestion that, during 1999, in 
addition to the provision of agricultural inputs prior to the rainy season, a full-ration of relief 
food would be needed during the "hunger gap" between June and September161. Three 
problems are evident here: 

– First, no indication was given of how the Food Economy figures had given rise to this 
recommendation.  

– Second, the deficit of 14% after relief would seem to be acceptable: the figure was rec-
orded in an everyday manner and no defence of this shortfall was given or thought to be 
necessary. If this deficit seems to be acceptable, it is little wonder that the health and nu-
tritional situation of the displaced has shown little improvement over the decade.   

– Third, the assessment indirectly indicates just how non-sustainable and deeply exploita-
tive are the clientage and labour relations on which the displaced have to rely. Taken to-
gether, the resources from sharecropping, farm labour, casual urban employment, domes-
tic service, and other income and food earning activities fall well short of those needed 
for basic survival, let alone self-sufficiency.   

Insofar as relief supplements an inadequate income, it serves in effect as a subsidy for 
exploitative commercial groundnut production. Whilst an extremely limited distribution is 
functional for those who control this economy, a significantly larger distribution would be 
threatening. 

                                                
159 Ibid., p. 128 
160 OLS, October 1998 
161 Ibid. 



 
 Field Evaluation Study, April 2000 127 

For example, the OLS Review cites the Executive Manager of Muwafaq, an Islamic NGO, 
complaining that it was difficult to get the displaced to work on their commercial projects and 
suggesting that no food aid should be distributed during the periods of land preparation and 
harvesting162. Similar pressures were exerted in southern Kordofan in 1988163. 

Bizarrely, UNHCU has depicted the very low level of earning among displaced Dinka as 
resulting from their rural background and ignorance of market mechanisms. Sub-survival 
remuneration is seen as arising from fact that the "…IDPs do not know how to value their 
own labour" 164. The implication is that if the displaced wish to improve their lot they simply 
have to ask for more, which represents an extremely naïve understanding of the position of 
the displaced to put it mildly. 

(c) Debt Management and Dinka Representation 

Displaced Dinka enter debt contracts both individually and collectively. Usually, 
sharecropping arrangements and advances on food aid allocations are negotiated collectively 
and mediated by recognised Dinka representatives in the camps for displaced people. This 
system overcomes one of the main obstacles to loans namely the fact that the displaced lack 
collateral as individuals so that there is little to prevent them from moving elsewhere and 
leaving a loan unpaid.  This is illustrated by the fate of an OXFAM loan of 69 fishing nets in 
1998, which were lent to Dinka the NGO had targeted as "vulnerable" in the Ed’Dien area. 
The plan was that the displaced would repay OXFAM using the proceeds of dry fish sales. In 
so doing, they would learn the benefits of thrift, and benefit from the development maxim 
that it is better to give a man a fishing net than to give him food. In the event, only five 
people returned to Ed’Dien after the first fishing season, while the rest disappeared with their 
nets. Moreover, all those who had returned to El’Dien were empty handed as the fish they 
had caught had been the forcibly taken by Arabs. OXFAM, consequently, lost its 
investment165. Sudanese actors (GoS officials, merchants and commercial farmers) have been 
better at managing debt largely because they have made use of systems of governance that 
have been established among the displaced. These systems  have also helped in managing 
clientage and in local administration more generally.   

Key figures here have been the local Dinka "Sultans"established by the GoS’s humanitarian 
and security sectors to act as middlemen between the displaced and the government and 
wider society. Whilst Dinka Sultans in Khartoum are usually drawn from traditional ruling 
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families, in the transition zone it is more common to find that the Dinka representatives are 
GoS appointees. These are men chosen on the basis of their government allegiance and 
malleability. For example, many have undergone a conversion to Islam. Though they do not 
come from traditional ruling families, such men wield a great deal of patronage and influence 
among the displaced. They are able to use their local connections to exert control over food 
aid, local employment and credit.  

This system not only generates rivalries between Sultans, but also allows a variety of corrupt 
practices in which elements of the host community are often involved. Individual southerners 
dissatisfied with this system are ill-placed to do anything about it; such opposition as usually 
does emerge, comes from men who challenge the authority of the Sultans by gathering their 
own followers among the displaced166. Recognised Sultans however, can counter internal 
opposition with the threat that they will inform GoS security officials that the troublemakers 
are SPLA sympathisers167. In some cases, opponents have been detained and beaten by the 
authorities 168. 

When the research team first arrived in Ed’Dien on 14 March 1999, the Humanitarian 
Assistance Commission (HAC) representative believed that the team had come to investigate 
human rights issues and convened a meeting of local Sultans to brief them on the visit and 
remind them what they should and should not say. The following day, the research team 
conducted an interview with these same local Sultans, during its visit to Khor Amer. The 
interview was guarded and non-controversial; the team was told that the main reason for 
displacement was hunger in the south, and that the main problem facing the displaced was the 
cut in food aid that the aid agencies had instigated169. 

In south Darfur and west Kordofan, it is the Dinka Sultans who communicate the terms of the 
work – whether sharecropping or wage labour – that is offered by the merchants and 
commercial farmers. The Sultans subsequently act as labour contractors170. Given the low 
rewards the displaced obtain for such activities, and the need to purchase such things as salt, 
sugar and clothes, it is not surprising that debt relations are a feature of such employment. 
While some debts are individually contracted, the Dinka Sultans play an important role in 
arranging loans and enforcing debt repayment. Typically, the Sultan will negotiate a loan 
from a merchant or commercial farmer on behalf of his clients. Bonded labour may be 
offered as collateral for such loans. Aid can also serve as collateral, as loans are taken out by 
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Dinka Sultans and frequently repaid by them, either wholly or in part, from the food aid 
entitlement of their clients. Gaining the co-operation of the displaced in using their food aid 
allocations is often done through intimidation, including threats that the camp will be 
attacked if the loan is not repaid171. Given the history of violence in south Darfur, this is not 
an idle threat.   

The occasions when targeted food aid is delivered to the displaced camps (usually monthly 
during the hunger gap) can be particularly tense. This is when Sultans use aid distributions to 
repay collective loans to merchants and commercial farmers. NGOs have been aware of these 
problems although they rarely record them in writing. Since the mid-1990s, there have been 
several attempts in Ed’Dien to introduce individual ration cards so as to make sure aid 
reaches its target. The Sultans resisted these attempts although in 1998 individual registration 
was finally introduced. In the displaced camp at El Goura, the change-over in April 1998 led 
to a major clash. The first delivery of the "hungry season" prompted expectant beneficiaries 
to crowd the aid lorry in an attempt to seize their allocation before the already-assembled 
merchants could claim their loan repayment172. The resulting fracas involved the police, and 
prompted an opposition faction and its leader to depart for the camp at Adilla173. 

In the mid-1990s, the OLS Review cited local estimates that 25% of food aid for the 
displaced at Ed’Dien was being diverted. A further 20% was being allocated to the host 
community, under an agreement with the local relief committee. In effect, the displaced were 
only receiving about half of what they were originally entitled to and this original allocation 
had itself been reduced on the grounds of minimising dependency174. Recent evidence of 
diversion comes from ECHO visit to Ed’Dien in September 1998. The visiting team 
registered surprise at the alarmingly high malnutrition rates in the Khor Omer camp given 
that food aid for 90,000 people had been distributed in the middle of the year and that recent 
attempts at registration had suggested a population in the target camps of only 30,000175. 
Whilst the lower figure may have included those absent due to sharecropping, the high levels 
of malnutrition seem to indicate that diversion persists. The introduction of individual 
registration cards will no doubt allow NGOs and WFP to get a better idea of numbers of 
displaced living at each camp. It will also make it more difficult for Sultans to expropriate 
camp food aid allocations. However, camp registration strengthens the ties linking particular 
displaced people to specific camps, thereby helping the Sultans and commercial farmers to 
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develop new forms of clientage and control. In adaptive systems, old problems mutate into 
new ones.   

(d) Sharecropping and Bonded Labour 

The commercial production of groundnuts and other cash crops developed in the transitional 
zone from the 1960s, relying heavily on sharecropping. From the 1970s, Dinka seasonal 
migrants became increasingly engaged in sharecropping in the transition zone, often 
replacing other sources of labour. The war from 1983 temporarily stemmed the tide of 
migrants, but then growing insecurity and famine in the south greatly increased the flow of 
Dinka migrants to the north. The Dinka have now been integrated into the transition zone as 
the mainstay of the agricultural labour force. For example, in Ed’Dien province, the displaced 
are said to make up 85% of the agricultural labour force176. Unlike the seasonal migrants of 
the pre-war period, these war-displaced are largely cut off from the subsistence network in 
the south and are heavily dependent on survival within a commercial environment. Some 
merchant farmers employ over one hundred and thirty Dinka sharecroppers on their 
groundnut farms177. 

Groundnut cultivation begins in April with the clearing of the farm and, after lulls in June and 
September, finishes in December following the harvest. Weeding (July – August) and 
harvesting (October – December) are particularly demanding. To take advantage of more 
fertile soil, commercial groundnut farms usually lie at some distance from centres of 
habitation.   For this reason, especially during the periods of peak demand, the labourers 
generally remain in the fields for several weeks at a time. The sharecropping arrangement 
involves a verbal agreement that entitle the cultivators to half of the harvest in exchange for 
their labour and means of sustenance. Apart from the necessary agricultural inputs, the farm 
owner provides food and water to the labourers during the period of cultivation. Water is 
important since distant farms usually lack any source of drinking water. A farm owner will 
therefore be required to make periodic deliveries. This pattern of employment has particular 
significance for displaced Dinka. Throughout the transitional zone, farm owners commonly 
insist that only able-bodied men and women are taken as labourers. Women with dependent 
children, for example, are excluded from sharecropping and have to remain in the camp, or if 
they are able, find poorly-remunerated domestic employment in the urban areas. The aim 
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seems to be to maximise efficiency and to cut costs on food and water178. Certainly, the food 
and water provided is not sufficient to support an entire family. 

The need for food and other essentials, prior to the sharecropping harvest, is a key cause of 
debt during the agricultural season. Loans taken from the farm-owner are deducted with 
interest from the sharecropper’s half of the harvest. In such cases, it is not uncommon for 
sharecroppers to finish the season with little or nothing to show for their endeavours. During 
slack periods, so as to limit debt, displaced Dinka will also work as day labourers on the 
small farms179. Some younger men also migrate to large agricultural schemes in central and 
eastern Sudan. If the camps are too distant from a town to offer women the chance of 
domestic work, they resort to a range of strategies, including collecting firewood, weaving 
grass mats, brewing beer illicitly, and engaging in prostitution. During the January and March 
period, when little farming activity is taking place, the displaced camps in the transition zone 
are at their fullest. At this time, households are particularly dependent on the limited earnings 
of women. As the evidence of WFP’s Food Economy assessments indicate however, the 
combined food and income returns of all the activities open to the displaced fall significantly 
short of what is necessary, even for physical survival. Moreover, the displaced are caught in a 
complex network of individual and collectively-mediated debts in the context of a hostile and 
exploitative environment. The result for many is malnutrition, ill-health and premature death. 

(e) Looting and Asset Transfer  

Since displaced southerners first began arriving in significant numbers in northern Sudan in 
the late 1980s, more powerful surrounding groups have frequently seized the development 
inputs provided by NGOs to promote economic self-sufficiency. As early as 1986, one 
member of the research team (then working for OXFAM in Sudan) was involved with two 
projects that provided donkey water-carts for a few displaced Dinka in Khartoum, as well as 
goats for some of the women. These were standard development projects, the inputs were 
provided as loans and intended to boost income and child nutrition. NGOs working with the 
displaced in Khartoum were well aware that they were subject to intimidation, as evidenced 
by the project justification that includes the argument that the provision of mobile inputs 
would give the Dinka the opportunity of moving with their property in case of trouble. In the 
event, the projects proved naïve and dangerous for the displaced involved. The donkey water-
carts and goats quickly ended up in the hands of predatory neighbours. The police, acting on 
the advice of local groups, detained several "beneficiaries" of the goat distribution accusing 
them of theft. OXFAM had to intervene at the police station and be satisfied with freeing the 
accused minus their goats.   
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The research team was surprised to learn that since the early 1990s NGOs (including 
OXFAM) have continued to mount such projects often with similar results. Since the mid-
1990s, OXFAM has been working in a developmental fashion in three displaced camps in the 
Ed’Dien area, namely Abu Matariq, El Goura and Adilla. The provision of donkey-carts and 
goats on credit has been a feature of such projects. The provision of donkey-carts has been 
justified on the grounds that sharecropping farms or available fertile land are often far from 
water sources. However, in all these camps (including Adilla which is in a non-Rizeigat 
area), some of the carts have ended up in the possession of the host community. Often, as 
UNHCU reports180, they have been confiscated for non-repayment of loans.  

Asset seizure is often unconnected with loan repayments. In March 1998, dry season grazing 
tensions were particularly high as Rizeigat herders began their annual move into northern 
Bahr-el-Ghazal. Resistance by the SPLA and a number of Rizeigat deaths prompted violence 
against the displaced settled in Abu Matariq, an important Rizeigat area. The camp was 
looted and the Dinka fled to other areas, including Nyala. In addition to other property, all 
fifteen OXFAM-provided donkey-carts were seized by the Rizeigat181. Most were taken from 
surrounding fields where the displaced are particularly vulnerable. OXFAM managed to 
secure the return of three out of fifteen. 

While asset seizure is an ever present threat, the dry season movement of Arab nomads into 
to the south (February-April) is a particularly sensitive period. During the violence at Abu 
Matariq in March 1998, the displaced Dinka hastily sold NGO-donated assets to finance their 
flight. Thus, what the Rizeigat did not loot was quickly sold by the displaced182. Such sales 
would seem to be a common response to tension in south Darfur. Indeed, the displaced seem 
to be in a state of readiness to sell whatever assets they have. This response is also seen in 
relation to political rivalry and violence among the displaced themselves. During the above-
mentioned incident, when displaced Dinka attempted to prevent their food aid allocations 
being handed over to local merchants, those households who opposed the recognised Sultan 
sold their assets quickly, both to prevent seizure and to raise money for a move to Abu 
Karinka camp183. A culture of asset seizure and destruction creates a counter-trend in which 
assets are converted to cash. Both serve to reinforce the subordinate position of the Dinka. 

The loss of assets through violence extends to Khartoum, where the destruction of the 
housing in squatter settlements has been happening regularly since the late 1980s. No 
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compensation is given. NGOs and donors have been willing in the past to make good the loss, 
albeit reluctantly. 

(f) Why Stay in the Ed’Dien Area? 

Given the hardships in the Ed Dai’en area, the research team wanted to know why people 
remain there. Why not abandon sharecropping and move to an area where employment may 
at least be a little more remunerative? The more convincing answers to this question involved 
issues of kinship, patronage, and protection. 

The Dinka in the Ed’Dien area are Malwal from the Gogrial area of northern Bahr-el-Ghazal.  
Despite the history of raiding and violence that they have suffered at the hands of the 
Rizeigat, some have daughters and female relatives married in various Rizeigat sub-sections.  
Some have remained in the area, in the hope that these connections will afford them 
protection. Many also have kinship links with other displaced from the same Dinka sub-clans.  
NGOs frequently portray hostility towards the Dinka in south Darfur as mainly coming from 
the Rizeigat and certainly Rizeigat violence, where it occurs, is of an unusual scale and 
ferocity. However, some local informants held contrary views. Whilst the Mahliyya people’s 
lack of cattle means they are not involved in the annual tensions over dry-season cattle 
grazing, day-to-day intimidation of the Dinka in Mahliyya areas is described as greater than 
among the Rizeigat184. This does not auger well for current NGO attempts to relocate 
displaced Dinka to non-Rizeigat areas on the assumption that they will be safer and free from 
exploitative relationships. Whilst the Nyala region is frequently cited as more stable than 
Ed’Dien, some of the displaced Dinka who fled to Nyala following dry season disturbances 
in 1998 are now back in the camps in Ed’Dien185. 

While sharecropping in Ed’Dien is onerous and unrewarding, it does offer a few advantages.  
These include the sustenance provided by the harvest and collateral represented by the future 
harvest. Working for a local merchant farmer also offers Dinka labourers some physical 
protection, as they are less likely to be molested and abused if sharecropping with a "big 
man". Some sharecroppers have been able to build up a rapport with the farmer and to 
experience a more indulgent relationship, which may include the provision of better food or 
cigarettes, or support with medical expenses.   

Through local arrangements, the displaced in some areas have been able to gain access to 
their own land either directly or through a renting arrangement. Renting usually involves 
giving up 1/10th of the harvest to the landowner. However, this land has invariably been 
overworked and its fertility is low. Moreover, the Dinka involved are more open to abuse, 
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including the confiscation of their produce and belongings by surrounding groups. Such 
factors tend to reinforce sharecropping as a lesser evil among more perilous alternatives.       

4.2.2 Institutional Benefits 

(a)  "Aid Farming" through Control and Management 

The GoS has frequently portrayed itself as the victim of a complex emergency, that is, as 
suffering from multiple problems associated with drought, environmental degradation and 
insecurity. In line with aid community priorities, since 1992 the GoS has also elevated the 
need for long-term development above that of short-term relief. Through urban planning and 
relocation, displaced southerners in GoS areas have been incorporated within government 
development plans under the ideological umbrella of a reassertion of national unity. These 
various efforts, however, require resources. Since 1988, after the first major wave of 
displaced southerners had come to northern Sudan, the GoS has periodically launched 
planning documents, often in collaboration with the UN, that cover the needs of the displaced 
in the transition zone and the resource requirements of urban planning in Khartoum. A 
similar process has been taking place lower down the administrative structure. Indeed, a key 
finding of the OLS Review was that the process of federalisation, coupled with the decline in 
public spending, was placing a growing pressure on humanitarian assistance at the regional 
level to make good the erosion of public services. Having been absent from south Darfur 
from 1990186, aid agencies were invited back into the area in 1992 following the second major 
influx of displaced Dinka. Significantly at this point, local government officials presented 
them with "wish lists" of medical, educational, water and training resources that were 
required by the authorities to cope with the emergency187. 

The process of federalisation has continued with more new provinces being created since the 
mid-1990s. Lacking central government funding, provinces have been given the freedom to 
raise their own finances through local taxation  – a move which, incidentally, has been seen 
as discouraging inter-province trade188. Adilla, which used to come under the control of 
Ed’Dien, has since September 1998 constituted a new provincial authority that also includes 
Abu Karinka where there is a displaced settlement. When the research team visited Adilla in 
March 1999, the new Deputy Commissioner pointed out that, while the displaced Dinka were 
happy and well-integrated, they did place an extra burden on the scarce health, education, 
environment and water resources of the area189. It was also noted that despite the creation of 
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new provinces, all the NGOs remained in Ed’Dien and that none had a base in Adilla. The 
research team was asked if it could encourage this as it would be to the benefit of everyone. 

The Dinka displaced have been the focus of "aid farming"; that is, when a dominant group 
uses the predicament of a subordinate group to attract and lay claim to scarce resources.  
Whilst some projects (such as the rehabilitation of water-yards) have benefited both the 
displaced and host populations, donor governments have generally been unresponsive to 
requests that will provide services to the host population since the motives of the GoS are 
regarded with suspicion and there is a belief that much of the assistance requested is the 
proper responsibility of government. Most NGOs have similarly avoided designing projects 
on the basis of official "wish lists". However, "aid farming" has been an important 
phenomenon and, where successful, it has depended on bureaucratic controls on the aid 
community. The OLS Review argued that in setting up OLS the UN in effect agreed to the 
GoS retaining its ability to control and manage humanitarian aid in the north in exchange for 
UN management in non-GoS areas190.This has meant that the GoS and its aid agencies have 
retained a good deal of control in assessing need and determining access. 

Now under Sudan’s federal constitution, individual states have been granted the 
responsibility for relief matters within their respective territory. Aid-related committees are 
organised at the state, provincial and local levels. At a federal level, the HAC (which replaced 
the Relief and Rehabilitation Commission in 1996) is responsible for overall co-ordination 
and has a representative in each state capital, as well as in some provincial towns (such as 
Ed’Dien). The multiplicity of committees has created a number of overlapping layers of 
authority standing between the aid community and the displaced191 and the research team was 
able to document this further.192  

Whilst the number of GoS committees have expanded and have acquired the appearance of 
being more representative, they seem to have a diminishing willingness or ability to actually 
do anything. Despite the number and complexity of these committees, actual implementation 
is usually left to NGOs. Moreover, despite what might look like a comprehensive institutional 
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structure, most local relief committees tend to operate irregularly. For example, the 
Provincial High Committee in Ed’Dien is supposed to meet monthly but actually seldom 
meets. The subcommittees also meet on an ad hoc basis.  Local government officials lack 
motivation and interest193. The main function of relief committees therefore is not to look 
after the welfare of the designated beneficiaries; rather, they have expanded in order to 
control external assistance and to stake a claim to these resources on behalf of committee 
members and their clients. Significantly, relevant committees only function when aid 
agencies are assessing need or when there are resources to be distributed. The Wau Relief 
Committee includes not only security personnel but also porters, drivers, support staff and 
youth representatives. In the mid-1990s, in exchange for facilitating relief distribution, this 
committee was receiving 2 mt sorghum, 0.5 mt pulses and 16 gallons of oil per distribution to 
be divided among its members. The ability to command resources as described above has 
been seen as one reason for the increasing numbers and layers of committee structures194. 

(b) Governance Relations and the Assessment of Need 

Rather than technically-neutral management structures, relief committees are better 
understood as complex systems of governance. In north Sudan, they reflect the ethnically-
structured system of domination and exploitation within which displaced Dinka are 
subsumed. In these circumstances, assessing need has little to do with the actual condition or 
real requirements of displaced Dinka. Indeed, needs assessment in GoS areas has typically 
been a process of negotiation, compromise and balance between aid agencies and local 
structures of governance. The OLS Review was exceptional in attempting to analyse some of 
the complex social and political processes involved195. The GoS has generally favoured a 
reduction in food aid in line with its political support for a move from relief to development. 
However, local merchants, capable of benefiting from diversion and using relief to fund 
labour in various ways, tend to support food aid. For their part, NGOs, which also wish to 
pursue developmental options, have often come to negotiations with an exaggerated sense of 
the ability of the displaced to achieve self-sufficiency. 

The politics of assessment mean that assessed needs may bear little resemblance to actual 
needs. When one adds the problems posed by population movements, access and delays in 
delivery, it is not surprising that actual deliveries of relief rarely match the needs196. Despite 
assurances that the situation has improved over the last couple of years197, such a chaotic and 
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adaptive system seems conducive to "problem-mutation" rather than "steady-state 
improvement". 

4.3  Dependency Revisited 

Our analysis of the position of the displaced southerners in the political economy of Sudan 
has largely focused on the transitional zone, and especially the Ed’Dien area of south Darfur.  
While local differences exist, similar structures and relations of incorporation operate in other 
areas, around Khartoum for example. Our analysis suggests that the current policy framework 
– in attempting to encourage self-sufficiency among displaced southerners through modest 
development inputs supported by targeted food aid is not working. Aid has not prevented the 
exploitation and domination of the displaced and, in many ways, has helped this system of 
exploitation to function. The result is that there has been no appreciable improvement in the 
plight of the displaced in the last decade. The move to provide the Dinka with their own land 
– one of a range of "reinventions" of existing aid policy – is unlikely to produce better 
outcomes since it does not address the wider system of violence and political discrimination 
which continues to impoverish the Dinka. The "reinvention" of human rights work as the 
pursuit of social and economic goals is similarly unpromising. 

Aid policy currently reinforces an ethnically-structured system of exploitation. This occurs at 
several levels. The de-ethnicised "IDP" identity acts as a form of desocialisation that 
complements the strategy of cultural suppression pursued by GoS. Complex forms of aid 
diversion and "aid farming" among dominant groups reinforce the marginalised position of 
the displaced. The "big idea" of aid policy attempting to link relief and development from the 
mid-1990s has run into a fundamental problem. Namely, that the ability of aid to reinforce 
dominant structures occurs irrespective of whether the assistance is in the form of relief or 
development198. 

In the context of widespread diversion, a "Do No Harm" approach perversely lends 
legitimacy to a reduction in food aid. However, such reductions have tended to reinforce the 
subjugation of the displaced and to increase their reliance on non-sustainable labour relations.   

It is not simply that aid policy is "failing". Rather, its approach appears woefully inadequate 
and misplaced since it is the wrong tool for the job that is expected of it. Moreover, the 
"successes" of aid policy are often unforeseen, as illustrated by the role of food aid as 
collateral for a merchant’s bridging loan or the ability of a donkey-cart to finance flight when 
it is sold. Perhaps, aid policy could be more successful if it specifically provided resources 

                                                
198 Meanwhile, in the south, the emphasis on phasing out relief appears to have contributed, in combination with the 
actions of warring parties, to the 1998 famine. 
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for such usage. In this world of mirrors, shadows and information scarcity, it is worth 
reconsidering the notion of dependency. Whilst displaced Dinka in GoS areas have gained 
little during more than a decade of international assistance, NGOs have reinvented 
themselves several times, moving from relief to development and, more recently, from 
community to rights-based programming. At the same time, GoS and local relief committee 
structures have increased thereby creating a multileveled and overlapping system that, in 
many areas, incorporates local commercial interests, as well as the formal representatives of 
the displaced themselves. Both the aid community and the systems of governance that have 
emerged in Sudan have profited in different ways from displacement. Where these two 
systems of governance meet, a complex pattern of institutional, collective and private gain 
has set down roots. Indeed, if aid policy has created dependency, it is among the dominant 
groups, classes and agencies that define the aid encounter. 

Redefining dependency in this manner goes some way to understanding the difficulties 
involved in formulating an alternative approach. The above analysis would suggest that the 
main failing of aid policy lies in the inability or unwillingness of the aid community to 
address the wider ethnically-structured system of dominance that reproduces southerner 
subjugation. Stated another way, donor governments are unable to alter the political economy 
of Sudan, especially its dependence on cheap, desocialised and malleable labour. Many 
members of the aid community might argue that such deep-seated issues are not their 
responsibility. These structures and relations, however, far better represent the reality of 
Sudan than abstract models based on wealth ranking and dubious assumptions of impending 
self-sufficiency. If aid policy is not able to address the local realities, then it is reasonable to 
ask what donor governments and NGOs are doing in Sudan. After all, a major part of the 
rationale of aid policy is now to encourage social change. Institutional dependency provides 
one answer as to why outside agencies do not leave despite their inability to effect this 
change. Indeed, Sudan is one among many "complex emergencies" that helps keep the aid 
community in business. It is a business, moreover, that has expanded greatly since the 1970s, 
while there are now a lot of jobs and careers at stake in the field of international development. 
In a global context in which economic polarisation and poverty levels have also significantly 
increased over the same period, it is an industry that is heavily reliant on repackaging and 
reinvention. 

Institutional dependency helps one to understand why NGOs, for example, discuss the 
realities of Sudan in an off-the-record fashion, leaving the utopia of self-sufficiency to fight 
another day. This does not give the complete story. One of the reasons that donor 
governments are unable, or unwilling, to address the realities of Sudan is that there is no 
collective policy in relation to political Islam. Even among EU Member States, opinion is 
divided between the pragmatic French/German position, on the one hand, and the more rights 
oriented Dutch/British approach, on the other. The absence of a common position on political 
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Islam reflects another reality that aid policy is unable to address and leads to a number of 
important differences between policy in Sudan and some other spheres, notably the Balkans. 

The type of conflict analysis and the framework of response that aid agencies have developed 
in the Balkans would seem well suited to Sudan. In the Balkans, the conflict has been 
understood as having an important ethnic dimension in which specific groups have lost out 
because of who they were rather than what they may have done. The Sudan conflict conforms 
to this model in many ways. However, donors and NGOs have articulated the political nature 
of the conflict in the Balkans much more clearly than in Sudan. In the Balkans, NGOs’ social 
reconstruction programmes have often been politically aware and included such aspects as 
legal rights education, funding of free media, support of rights centres and litigation, voter 
registration, awareness campaigns, and confidence-building measures. The same NGOs 
involved in northern Sudan, however, have never adopted these measures despite the fact that 
many of these approaches, especially the improvement of political and legal representation, 
would make good sense in relation to displaced southerners. Indeed, they would go a little 
way to restoring southerners' ability to exert influence over the Sudanese state which they 
have lost progressively since the late 1970s, a process which has exposed them to violence 
without redress and, often, to famine without relief.   

Visiting Khartoum in March 1999, the research team was surprised to find several 
unemployed Dinka lawyers living in the area. More surprising still given the problems of 
urban planning, relocation and child abduction in the transition zone, no NGOs were 
employing or funding such people to defend the position of the displaced in the courts. The 
potential for using the court system is underlined by the fact that some of the displaced had 
been able, with difficulty, to use the court system to secure reunification of families and 
abducted children199.When pressed on this issue, NGOs put forward the sensitivity of such 
work. In other words, Sudan is not the Balkans and lacks a unified donor framework of 
engagement. No one, including the donors, is ready to antagonise GoS regardless of the fact 
that most of north Sudan is stable and that such measure would be logistically feasible. In the 
meantime, it is back to policy failure as usual. 

                                                
199 Interview, Dinka Civil Court, 12 March 1999 
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Chapter 5: DISPLACED DINKA FROM BAHR-EL-GHAZAL IN SOUTHERN 
DARFUR AND WESTERN KORDOFAN (CASE STUDY) 

5.1 The Case Study Area  

The area selected as a case study for this report comprises the northern part of Bahr-el-
Ghazal200 and the adjoining area in northern Sudan (ie., the southernmost parts of south 
Darfur and west Korfodan). This area has been at the heart of conflict from the beginning of 
the civil war.  In the case of Bahr-el-Ghazal it has been subject to incessant military activity 
and, as a result, to famine and large-scale population movement.  Most of this movement has 
been out of Bahr-el-Ghazal into the north or into the government controlled towns of Wau 
and Aweil.  There has also been movement from these places back into SPLA-controlled 
areas. War-induced population displacement and the economic disadvantage that such 
migrants experience mean that aid programmes in both the northern and the southern sector 
of OLS have primarily targeted people living in or originating from this part of Bahr-el-
Ghazal.  

The selection of the area for this case study is not, however, because it is typical of Sudan in 
general, or of southern Sudan (or even of Bahr-el-Ghazal, or Darfur or Kordofan).  
Ecological and ethnopolitical differences and the differential experience of the war in 
different areas of Sudan mean that there is no single area of the country that can be said to be 
typical. The choice of northern Bahr-el-Ghazal was indicated, however, because of its 
experience of  emergency aid programmes over a comparatively long period of time: it is 
covered by both sectors of Operation Lifeline, and its inhabitants have experienced several 
different kinds of aid intervention.  

The border-zone of south Darfur, south Kordofan and northern Bahr-el-Ghazal is a part of 
what has been referred to in UN literature since the beginning of Operation Lifeline as the 
transitional zone. The geographical boundaries of this zone have not been strictly defined; 
and it is unclear whether the term refers to an ecological, social, political or military 
transition – or all four.  If it is social or political transition, then the term is not accurate. In 
the case of the border with northern Bahr-el-Ghazal, there is a clear division between the 
Muslim, mainly Arab peoples in the north and the non-Muslim, non-Arab Nilotic-speakers to 
the south (and in Abyei). This corresponds roughly to the line between SPLA and 
government-controlled areas.  The term "transitional zone" serves, principally, as a 
euphemistic catch-all term for areas affected by the civil war. On the one hand, it is used to 

                                                
200 GoS northern Bahr-el-Ghazal State; part of SPLA Bahr-el-Ghazal Province (Aweil West, Aweil East and Tuic 
counties). 
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indicate those areas of the north that border the southern war zone, and which contain areas 
claimed by the SPLA as culturally or politically part of the south (that is, Abyei, and, further 
east, the Nuba Mountains and parts of southern Blue Nile). On the other, it includes, 
crucially, the territory of the Baggara Arab tribes which are culturally and politically part of 
the north and form the principal recruiting ground for pro-government militias in the region.    

5.2 The Pattern of Displacement  

A large proportion of the hundreds of thousands of southerners driven into the north by the 
war are Dinka from northern Bahr-el-Ghazal. Most migrants from Bahr-el-Ghazal come by 
land through one of three routes into Darfur or Kordofan. Some of them remain in the areas 
close to the north-south border that were the main focus of our research.  Some go west to the 
non-Arab areas of Darfur; some proceed further north, to Nahud, El Obeid, Kosti, Khartoum 
and the agricultural areas of Gedaref and Kassala. Even after ten years of the relief effort, 
there has been no attempt to monitor these migrations, so that any account of them is 
impressionistic. It is important to note that there is continual communication among the 
diaspora of migrants. Dinka kinship structure among those displaced from Bahr-el-Ghazal 
remains to a large extent intact, so that, for example, decisions taken in courts in SPLA areas 
are communicated to and respected by chiefs’ courts in Khartoum. There is a ceaseless to-
and-fro of people and information, along lines of kinship that stretch from Bahr-el-Ghazal to 
Gedaref. Aid programmes tend to treat these displaced communities as cut off from their 
home areas, often having the idea of resettling them permanently in the north but this is not 
the day-to-day reality of most displaced Dinka. The majority of them plan to return to the 
south and frequently do so. This is one of the reasons why many migrants remain close to 
home in the border areas where we conducted our research rather than migrating further north 
where economic opportunities and physical security may be greater.   

Agencies assisting the displaced would, in fact, have a better chance of success if they 
focused not on groups of people found in particular places in the north – but on communities 
from particular parts of the south wherever their members are found, respecting their sense of 
identity and treating them as a single social group, whether in their place of origin or in 
communities in the diaspora. Putting such a policy into practice would require the 
development of a different institutional understanding of the beneficiaries of aid programmes, 
one that governmental authorities might not encourage. Nevertheless, it is the challenge that 
faces agencies seeking to improve their programmes with displaced people. A proper 
ethnographic account of these displaced communities and their hosts is beyond the remit of 
this report but we have included diagrams of the social structure of Dinka and Baggara 
groups that may provide a framework for a better understanding of the dynamics of 
displacement and the two administrations under which the inhabitants of the conflict zone are 
living. This basic information had to be assembled by members of the team. It is not available 
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in project proposals or assessments – or in any of the rest of the literature generated in ten 
years of assistance to these communities. Yet without it any account of the effect of aid must 
be seriously flawed.  

This chapter concentrates on the migrants who have remained in the north-south border area.  
They number, perhaps, between fifty and a hundred and fifty thousand although the 
fluctuating numbers in the camps, the unsatisfactory conditions for data-collection and the 
uncounted numbers living outside camps in the rural areas, mean that any figure is 
speculative. The study offers a very preliminary account of the situation in some areas. It 
must be stressed that limits of time and severe security constraints preclude an authoritative 
account of any aspect of the phenomenon. Much of the information about conditions in the 
north was obtained not in the north itself but in the SPLA areas in the south from which most 
of the migrants come. The stress we put on the difficulty of obtaining accurate information is 
not intended as self-exculpation. On the contrary, it is a criticism of existing programmes as 
the gaps in our account illustrate a systematic deficiency in the information economy of 
Operation Lifeline. In particular, they show the need for greater integration of aid operations 
in the two parts of the country so that information from each can inform the other. 

The routes that the migrants arrive by tend to determine where they settle in the north. They 
also reflect existing relationships between specific Dinka groups and specific groups of 
Baggara.  In Bahr-el-Ghazal, from west to east, these routes comprise the following: the first 
is via Safaha, on the border between Aweil District and south Darfur; the second is along the 
railway that runs north from Wau and crosses into the north just before El Meiram; the third 
is via Abyei. The first route is in Rizeigat territory; the second two are in Misseria territory.  
Aweil Dinka mostly use the first two routes; Tuic Dinka the second two. Ngok Dinka use the 
third route. All three routes are in continuous use throughout the dry season.   

It is noteworthy that, throughout the conflict, there has been comparative freedom of 
movement within the area and back and forth across lines of conflict. This applies both to the 
north-south routes described above and to passage in and out of government-controlled towns 
in Bahr-el-Ghazal. Although SPLA and government soldiers demand taxes and there have 
been incidents of violence, an adult person with the wherewithal to travel is usually able to 
move, both in Bahr-el-Ghazal, and in Darfur and Kordofan.  (This contrasts with the situation 
in Equatoria, where movement in and out of Juba is very difficult).  As suggested above, this 
freedom of movement between the two aid zones – the northern and southern sector of OLS –
has implications for relief operations that have not been addressed by any agencies involved.  
UN agencies and NGOs are working on each side of the line between government and SPLA 
controlled territory with members of the same communities, members of the same clans and 
tribal sections. These groups communicate across the lines but the UN agencies and NGOs 
seldom co-ordinate operations between the northern and southern sector even when they have 
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bases on the other side barely fifty miles away. Meanwhile, significant numbers of their 
beneficiaries are on the move while members of the host communities, on the government 
side at least, are also moving back and forth engaged in cross-border raiding.  

This does not mean, of course, that it is safe for displaced civilians to travel. Security 
considerations are the main dry-season constraint on population of movement, both exodus 
and return.  Although local agreements between commanders on the government and the 
SPLA sides make cross-line movement possible, for instance between GoS-controlled Abyei 
town and the SPLA-controlled Tuic area to the south, southerners moving in the area to the 
immediate north and south of the Bahr-el-Arab are constantly vulnerable to attack and 
abduction by Baggara militias.  

5.3 The Focus of the Case Study 

The intended focus of the case-study was the inhabitants of the three most northerly SPLA 
counties in northern Bahr-el-Ghazal – Aweil East, Aweil West and Tuic – and those of the 
mainly government-controlled Rural District Council of Abyei in west Kordofan, a 
contiguous Dinka area in the north.  Many of the inhabitants of these areas have been forced 
to migrate further to the north, in the case of the Aweil Dinka: to the government-controlled 
towns of Wau and, to a lesser extent, Aweil itself. Migration from these areas predates the 
war, but the war has created a pathological intensification of the process. Since 1988, 
substantial settlements of displaced Dinka have been established in south Darfur and west 
Kordofan. These settlements are serviced by international NGOs under the authority of the 
GoS Humanitarian Aid Commission. The complex historical relations between the various 
Dinka sections of Bahr-el-Ghazal and the Baggara of Darfur and Kordofan form the political 
matrix into which relief operations in this area have projected themselves. In the event, we 
were unable to carry out this research programme in its entirety as most of our research in the 
north was carried out in Darfur, in the Rizeigat area. We were unable to obtain permission to 
visit Abyei where the main concentration of displaced Dinkas in Kordofan is found.   

Our research in the government area was constrained by the arrest and detention of our 
research assistants in El Da’ein and by the general atmosphere of intimidation and difficulty 
created by government officials in most locations. In the SPLA area, research conditions are 
somewhat less difficult and it was possible there to gather information at a distance about 
conditions pertaining in the GoS areas. There is, however, as already mentioned, a 
fundamental lack of detailed and reliable information about population movements both to 
and from the north, and within the north. This is perplexing, considering that this area has 
been one of the main locations of OLS emergency aid programmes for the last decade. 

Limitations on our field research in GoS area thus determined that the main focus of this 
analysis be on displacement from the Aweil area into the Rizeigat area of Darfur and, 
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correspondingly, on relief operations that have targeted Aweil Dinka. There are significant 
differences in the relationship between the Rizeigat and the Aweil Dinka, as opposed to the 
relationship between the Misseria and the Ngok and Tuic Dinka, which affect the pattern of 
displacement and the appropriateness of some aid interventions201. Some of these are 
considered below.  

5.4 The Dinka and the Baggara 

The inhabitants of northern Bahr-el-Ghazal are predominantly Dinka, with a minority of Ja-
Luo, both of them Nilotic-speaking peoples202. (There are very few Ja-Luo among the 
displaced in Darfur). Their neighbours across the regional border in northern Sudan – in 
Darfur and Kordofan – are Baggara Arabs, Rizeigat in Darfur and Misseria in Kordofan.  All 
these three groups – Dinka, Rizeigat and Misseria – are, historically, livestock keepers and 
subsistence farmers. Cattle are of central importance to their economy and culture, the word 
Baggara itself being derived from the Arabic word for cow. Northern Darfur and northern 
                                                
201 The relationship between the Rizeigat and the Dinka of Aweil is paralelled by that between the Misseria and the 
Ngok Dinka of Abyei. However there exist significant differences, which have resulted in a different pattern of 
movement in the Ngok and Misseria areas. We were unable to obtain permission to visit Abyei, though we were able 
to visit El Meiram. Some notes may serve as a source of comparison.   
The Ngok Dinka of Abyei are the only Dinka group whose territory falls outside the established boundaries of south 
Sudan (ie the former southern Region). They occupy the south-eastern part of the GoS-controlled state of west 
Kordofan (formerly part of south Kordofan). Their immediate neighbours in Kordofan are the Misseria. The Abyei 
Dinka, under their leader the late Deng Majok, opted to remain part of Kordofan at independence in 1955 rather than 
join the Dinka groups in Bahr-el-Ghazal. Deng Majok, as Paramount Chief (or Nazir in terms of the northern 
administration) was incorporated into the native administration of Kordofan. The Addis Ababa agreement of 1972, 
which ended the first civil war in Sudan, included provision for a referendum on Abyei – on the issue of whether it 
should remain part of the north or be incorporated into Bahr-el-Ghazal.This provision was never fulfilled. 
Because of their proximity to northern administrative centres and their incorporation within the political boundaries 
of the north, the Dinka of Abyei have had greater access to education and employment in the cash economy of Sudan 
than other Dinka groups (with the exception, possibly, of the Dinka of Renk, in northern Upper Nile). They therefore 
have greater familiarity with northern Sudanese culture. Their relationship with the Misseria since independence has 
been marked by several incidents of large-scale violence, notably the killing of several hundred Dinka in Babanusa 
town in 1965 (following clashes in the Ngok area the previous year) and a series of attacks on trucks carrying Dinka 
passengers to Abyei in 1977. The Ngok response to the upsurge of Murahaliin raids from 1984 onwards was the 
abandonment of almost all the rural areas of their territory. Some of the inhabitants of these areas migrated to 
northern towns; others displaced themselves southwards with their cattle to SPLA-controlled Tuic Dinka territory; 
the remainder stayed in Abyei town. To this day, the rural areas of Abyei north of the Bahr-el-Arab (Kir) are almost 
deserted. Because of this preemptive migration, the Ngok Dinka have benefited less from aid programmes than other 
Dinka groups in the area; yet they have probably fared better than Dinka in northern Bahr-el-Ghazal in terms of 
physical survival. During the 1987-88 famine, a large number of Tuic Dinka were displaced into Abyei town. An 
unknown number remain there today. The town has been in receipt of food aid under OLS, mainly from WFP. A 
number of Abyei Dinka are prominent in the upper echelons of the SPLM and SPLA. A small area of Ngok territory, 
south of the Bahr-el-Arab, is under SPLA control. A SPLM Commissioner for Abyei is resident in Tuic. Throughout 
the current war, there has been trade between the GoS garrison in Abyei and the SPLA-controlled areas to the south. 
Programmes of assistance to the displaced in the north would benefit from a much more detailed understanding of 
such movements, that is to say, of migration and displacement as a survival strategy. 
      
202 There are also northerners living in Aweil town. 



 
 Field Evaluation Study, April 2000 145 

Kordofan in the 1970s saw a period of drought and famine which drove Rizeigat and 
Misseria cattle-keepers further south in search of grazing. (The territory of the Dinka marches 
with that of the Rizeigat and Misseria at the Bahr-el-Arab or Kir River. One Dinka group, 
Ngok of Abyei, falls within Kordofan; their territory extends north and south of the river). 
The 1970s and 1980s also saw an expansion of commercial agriculture in south Darfur, for 
which Dinka migrants provided – and continue to provide – much of the labour. One of the 
unstated functions of the displaced camps in Darfur is to form a pool of labour for this 
agricultural expansion, supported by aid inputs in the off-season. 

Although their way of life is similar, the relation of the Rizeigat and Misseria to the northern 
Sudanese polity is very different from that of the Dinka. The two Baggara tribes are Arabic-
speaking Muslims, while the Dinka, with some exceptions, are non-Muslim and speak Arabic 
as a second language, if at all. From the beginning of the war, it is Dinka communities that 
have been the principal supporters of the Sudan People’s Liberation Army; and the rural areas 
of northern Bahr-el-Ghazal have been under SPLA control since the mid-1980s. The 
Baggara, on the other hand, are politically identified with the Umma party, one of the two 
traditional northern Sudanese political parties. This association began during the time of the 
Mahdiyya, in the last decade of the nineteenth century, a period when, as now, the Baggara 
raided northern Bahr-el-Ghazal for cattle and slaves. This relation between the Baggara and 
the Umma has given the former a significant role in national politics, despite their 
geographical and economic marginality.  It is a role that continues to the present, but it has 
put them in an ambiguous relation to the present NIF government, since the leadership of the 
Umma party is currently part of the northern opposition.  

The relationship between the Dinka and Baggara has been characterised by one of the present 
writers as "intimate enmity"203. The two peoples have common interests in the grazing areas 
along the tributary of the Nile that flows along the border of north and south, the river known 
to the Baggara as the Bahr-el-Arab and to the Dinka as Kir, where both, historically, have 
grazed their herds. Conflicts over this grazing gave rise in the colonial period to annual 
negotiations between, respectively, the Rizeigat and the Aweil Dinka on the one hand and the 
Misseria Humr and the Ngok Dinka of Abyei on the other. These negotiations took place 
under the aegis of the condominium government during the colonial era and under successor 
regimes in the post-independence era. Since the mid-1980s, however, the government has 
ceased to sponsor these negotiations. Instead, successive governments have supplied weapons 
to militias composed mainly of Baggara and used them as a proxy counter-insurgency force 
in Bahr-el-Ghazal, giving them in effect licence to raid Dinka villages and cattle camps and 
abduct their inhabitants. This strategy began under the government of Sadiq-el-Mahdi and 

                                                
203 Ryle, qu. de Waal, 1997 
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has been maintained by the present government. It is the principal cause of displacement 
from northern Bahr-el-Ghazal. Thus, relief operations in south Darfur and west Kordofan are 
dealing with a problem that is created largely by the action of the inhabitants of these areas.  
Furthermore, the displaced Dinka who are resident in camps in Baggara are constantly 
vulnerable to the after-effects of conflict further south.  

In 1987, around a thousand unarmed Aweil Dinka migrants were massacred by Rizeigat in 
the railway station in El Da’ein. Prior to this event, in the 1970s, there were large-scale 
killings of Ngok Dinka by Misseria in Babanusa and elsewhere in south Kordofan. In most of 
these cases local authorities were implicated in the events, in none were any proceedings 
taken against the perpetrators. The month before our visit to El Da’ein, there was a massacre 
of over fifty unarmed Dinka fishermen on the Bahr-el-Arab River (see below). This event 
passed officially unremarked by authorities although survivors of the attack were transported 
to the displaced camp in El Da’ein by NGO vehicles. The event also went unreported, as far 
as we could ascertain, by any international NGO, UN body or human rights organisation.  
Because of such incidents, the Dinka in south Darfur and west Kordofan have an acute sense 
of their vulnerability to events in the warzone to the south, events over which they have little 
control.    

The displaced camps in south Darfur represent, in one sense, a place of comparative security.  
The displaced there are aware that what happens in the camps cannot go completely 
unnoticed because of the presence of international NGOs. However, this does not mean that 
they are safe from exploitation there; nor, in the last analysis, that they are secure. Camps 
have on frequent occasions been abandoned after northern militias have suffered a defeat at 
the hands of the SPLA for fear of revenge attacks. In such circumstances the camps are 
generally looted. There is no recorded instance of the return of goods or livestock either to 
the displaced or to the NGOs that provided them. 

Economic relations between the Dinka and the Baggara in times of peace were characterised 
by temporary seasonal labour migration of young Dinka men to the north, by shared grazing 
between members of the two tribes and by cattle trading from south to north. Since the 
arming of the Baggara militias, the balance of power has changed and economic relations, as 
indicated above, have become more exploitative. Relations between the two peoples have 
increasingly been characterised by Baggara raids on Dinka villages and forced displacement 
of villagers to the north. For the militias, this pattern of raiding serves several purposes.  
Stolen livestock replenishes stocks of cattle depleted by drought, or, more often, provides a 
cash income from onward sale. The Misseria, in particular, are said to favour sale of stolen 
cattle rather than incorporation into their own herds. Dinka villagers abducted by the militias 
provide a source of slave labour on farms in Darfur (and, for the Misseria, in Kordofan). The 
cumulative effects of raiding drive other Dinka villagers into the north for relief. This 
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increases the availability of cheap, exploitable labour in the north in general; it also 
diminishes the presence of Dinka herds in the grazing land along the Bahr-el-Arab and 
increases its availability to Baggara herdsmen. Finally, the presence of displaced southerners 
in Darfur has led to the establishment of displaced camps and the presence of relief agencies 
there. Local communities have benefited from the presence of these relief agencies in various 
ways, legitimate and illegitimate.   

5.5 The Role of Central Government 

The second civil war, beginning in 1983, represented an opportunity for the Rizeigat, 
particularly those sections economically marginalised within the Rizeigat polity. Central 
government, which had previously acted as a constraint on inter-tribal raiding, adopted a 
policy of arming northern militias including the Rizeigat murahaliin (as they are called by 
southerners). Since the beginning of the war, these militias have enjoyed almost complete 
immunity from legal redress.    

As explained elsewhere in this report, for the government of Sudan, the militia raids serve 
several purposes. Primarily, they are a means of harassing the population of the SPLA areas 
and reducing the SPLA support base without committing government troops, in effect a 
proxy counter-insurgency operation. The militias are also used as escorts for government 
train convoys to Wau. As far as central government relations with the Baggara are concerned, 
the raiding serves the purpose of containing political and economic dissatisfaction. By 
allowing Baggara to loot at will south of the Bahr-el-Arab, the perceived neglect of western 
Sudan by the central government is compensated for.   

Attacks by northern militias on the Dinka to the south have been given an air of legitimacy in 
northern Sudan, in the first instance by a history of racial discrimination and slavery (or by 
the categorisation of southerners as inferior to Arab northerners) and latterly by the notion of 
jihad, of holy war. The murahaliin could be characterised, in this sense, as a predatory 
religious formation. This notion is expressed in a saying current in the north: "Dead you are a 
martyr; alive you benefit [ie., from looting] "204. Yet, attempts by the government to recruit 
Rizeigat to fight on the eastern front of the civil war – away from their own territory – have 
been unsuccessful; it seems that the interests of the Rizeigat do not extend to the national 
question. 

The involvement of the government in militia raids, although not officially acknowledged, is 
undeniable. In 1998, for instance, a combined force of government armed forces and Rizeigat 
militias occupied the town of Nyamlell for several weeks. (Nyamlell is a Dinka town in Bahr-

                                                
204 "Al mayaf shahid wa hay yestefit" 
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el-Ghazal that has been under SPLA control for most of the past fifteen years). The Nazir of 
the Rizeigat visited Nyamlell during the time that it was occupied by government troops and 
the event was broadcast on national television. During that time, many of the houses in the 
town were burned, and property belonging to international NGOs that were working there 
under SPLA auspices was looted or destroyed (notably that of German Agro-Action). In a 
pattern that has become routine, a large number of women and children were abducted from 
surrounding villages and taken back to Darfur by force. Most of these abductees have not 
returned; some are, presumably, still in captivity; some were handed over to one of the 
international NGOs working in El Da’ein and accommodated in Khor Omer, the displaced 
camp there. (On a visit to Nyamlell from the SPLA side, we were able to interview one of the 
abductees who had been taken to El Da’ein and delivered to Khor Omer and who had 
managed to return to Nyamlell after its recapture by the SPLA). 

The state-sponsored violence to which the displaced are subject (and which may have led to 
them being displaced in the first place) remains officially unacknowledged. Since our visit 
the establishment by GoS, under international pressure, of the Committee for the Eradication 
of Abduction of Women and Children (CEAWC) has allowed discussion of the problem of 
abduction but the role of the government in sponsoring the perpetrators of abduction is still 
not discussed openly. It must be stated clearly that the matrix of relations between central 
government, the state authorities and the tribal leadership in Darfur and Kordofan is not only 
the principal factor in displacement of Dinka from northern Bahr-el-Ghazal; it also 
determines the conditions under which international NGOs work with the displaced in Darfur 
and Kordofan. These are highly restrictive conditions which inhibit a full understanding of 
the dynamics of the problem they are dealing with. Unless this is recognised by donors, it will 
be very difficult for implementing agencies to make any progress on the question of the 
displaced in general and abducted people in particular. 

Since the late 1980s, the increased presence of the SPLA in northern Bahr-el-Ghazal has led 
to a certain redress in the balance of power between the Dinka and the Baggara. As a result, 
there have been temporary cessations of hostilities and a reduction in raiding. (This was, for 
instance the situation between the Rizeigat and the Aweil Dinka from 1994 to 1997). But 
such peace agreements generally break down before the end of the dry season. The increase 
in aid to the SPLA areas of Bahr-el-Ghazal, particularly during the 1998 famine, has also had 
the effect of stabilising population movements.   
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 5.6  The Rizeigat of Darfur and the Dinka of Aweil 

In the case of the Rizeigat and the Aweil Dinka, the situation is complicated by extensive 
intermarriage between certain sections of the two ethnic groups and, in at least one case, by 
the ethnic redefinition as Rizeigat by an entire formerly Dinka clan. Some sections of the 
Rizeigat, including one that is heavily involved in militia raiding of the Dinka, are in fact of 
quite recent Dinka origin. This fact is not concealed, though it is seldom remarked on either 
by government supporters or by those sympathetic to the SPLA. There are also individual 
Dinka from other lineages who participate in militia raids on Dinka villages. The economy of 
raiding cannot therefore be described simply in terms of ethnic groups. (These raids from the 
north are not to be confused with the attacks by the late Cdr Kerabino Kwanyin Bol, the 
former SPLA commander who led a pro-government Dinka and Nuer militia in raiding 
expeditions on northern Bahr-el-Ghazal between 1995 and 1998, but was based entirely 
within the south, in Bahr-el-Ghazal and Upper Nile).   

The contemporary political economy of the Rizeigat is not well understood by outsiders 
despite an aid presence in the area that goes back at least twenty years. As in other rural areas 
of northern Sudan there is a hierarchy of indigenous leadership of sheikhs and omdas, that 
culminates in the figure of the Nazir of the Rizeigat, the overall leader in the native 
administration that was established in the colonial era, theoretically abolished under President 
Nimeiri, and now partially restored.  He and members of his family, the Madibu family, are 
the most influential figures in southern Darfur. Unfortunately, we were not permitted to meet 
with any of them despite a formal written request to the local HAC official under whose 
authority we were obliged to put ourselves during our visit to El Da’ein. The question of the 
role of the Nazir is important. He has been a crucial figure in negotiations by aid agencies 
working in El Da’ein to resolve the question of Dinka women and children abducted and 
enslaved by Rizeigat raiding parties. However, the authority of the Nazir and his freedom of 
action is constrained by that of the representatives of the central government and challenged 
by rivals within the Rizeigat polity.      

The Rizeigat are in intermittent conflict with a number of other neighbouring peoples, not 
only the Dinka. These include, among their neighbours in Darfur, the Zaghawa, the 
Habbaniya, the Birgid and the Marsalit –  all Muslim, but mostly non-Arab peoples. In 1998, 
for example, conflict with the Zaghawa in north Darfur resulted in more than 500 deaths.   
The conflict was ended by government intervention. In the past, the Rizeigat have also fought 
with the Ma’aliya , an Arab tribe to the north, in whose territory some of the displaced camps 
are located. This history of conflict makes the Rizeigat appear particularly warlike. It may be, 
however, that they also perceive themselves as a people under threat –  threatened by 
desertification to the north and by rebellion against central government to the south. Both of 
these developments are potential constraints on their grazing. The response of some sectors of 
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the Rizeigat has, as described, been opportunistic government-backed banditry in the south 
but this does not mean that they are a passive instrument of government policy.   

Thus, although the Rizeigat are often perceived as the aggressors by both the Dinka and their 
northern neighbours, it seems that they may perceive themselves in some sense as victims. 
Certainly, drought and desertification in northern Darfur has put a constraint on grazing, 
driving Rizeigat cattle owners south of the Bahr-el-Arab in search of grass and water for their 
livestock in the dry season. Many Rizeigat lost livestock in the famine of 1983-85 and cattle 
raiding to the south, to the Dinka area, has been a means of replenishing depleted herds.   

Like other peoples of the west, the Rizeigat have been marginalized in terms of development 
inputs.  Furthermore, as mentioned above, as traditional supporters of the Umma party 
(currently part of the northern opposition) they have an ambivalent relation to the current 
government in Khartoum. For some Rizeigat, the Dinka displaced are a lucky economic 
opportunity, a source of cheap, exploitable labour, and a magnet for aid which can be used to 
the benefit of the local community in general to which they may indeed feel entitled as the 
possessors of the land.    

Desertification and famine have also generated progressive sedenterization and the growth of 
commercial agriculture among the Rizeigat. The Rizeigat, like other Baggara groups in the 
north, have therefore come to rely on southern labour to perform low-status agricultural 
work. In the absence of large-scale mechanisation, obtaining such labour – whether through 
raiding or forced migration – is the key means of overcoming production constraints. 

The large numbers of displaced Dinkas living among the Rizeigat are caught up in the 
resulting conflict.  As well as serving as a cheap labour force, they are, in effect, hostages to 
the tides of war. A SPLA attack on a Rizeigat raiding party may be avenged by killing or 
looting of Dinka in the Rizeigat area. A defeat for the Murahaliin in Bahr-el-Ghazal has often 
precipitated spontaneous evacuation of camps in the Rizeigat area by displaced Dinka fearing 
revenge. Such evacuations are normally followed by looting by local Rizeigat of such assets 
as remain behind. 

Divisions within the Rizeigat polity may also be important. Responsibility for raiding and 
abduction in Bahr-el-Ghazal lies with identifiable sections of the Rizeigat, two in particular 
(see Diagram Baggara Arabs of Darfur and Kordofan, p. 158). Leading families from other 
sections are said to be opposed to the raiding, at least to the abduction of women and 
children. The role of the central government with regard to these local divisions is unclear. 
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5.7 Aid and Exploitation  

The remainder of this chapter describes in greater detail the exploitative relation that has 
developed between the host communities and the displaced in southern Darfur and the 
manner in which aid agencies have become implicated in this. It examines the history of aid 
in Darfur and how the agencies have been unable to improve the condition of the displaced, 
how their access to beneficiaries is restricted (making it difficult to collect reliable  
information), and how their work is bedevilled by the enduring phenomenon of abduction and 
enslavement of Dinkas by Baggara militias.   

The first substantial groups of displaced Dinka in south Darfur arrived in 1988, during the 
Bahr-el-Ghazal famine of 1987-1988. Three agencies (SCF-UK, Oxfam and MSF-Belgium) 
which had been working in Darfur since the famine in western Sudan in 1984, worked with 
the then regional governor of south Darfur to establish what were termed "paired villages", 
encampments of a few thousand displaced people in sites alongside existing villages. The 
villages were offered improved water and medical services in return for hosting the displaced.   
Some of these camps have now been more or less continually supported by aid agencies for a 
decade. They have become an established part of the economy of the area although, in the 
case of El Da’ein, there is no sign that they are becoming self-sufficient. (Further west, 
around Nyala, there are former paired villages still with displaced inhabitants that now 
receive no aid). The displaced in the camps are employed on an inequitable basis in the 
agricultural season, as casual labour and share-croppers. They are often cheated of their due 
and may become loan slaves. In the fallow season they are dependent on aid. The camps thus 
act as a reservoir of cheap labour for local farmers, underwritten by aid.  

The aid regime is tightly controlled by local authorities through "sultans" from among the 
displaced who are imposed by these authorities. These sultans or chiefs represent a different 
kind of authority from the traditional chieftainship of the Dinka. They are not from 
established chiefly clans, nor are they elected. (The situation contrasts with the Dinka chiefs 
in displaced communities in Khartoum and in SPLA areas who come from established chiefly 
families). The IDP sultans in the camps are usually Muslims while the majority of the 
displaced are not. Several of them have been removed and expelled because they did not 
perform their role according to the expectations of the authorities. The sultans are pivotal 
figures in relations between the displaced and the host community, performing the roles of  
labour contractor, debt collector and aid diverter.  

Since in the SPLA area of the south routine relief distribution is a comparatively new 
phenomenon, so all parties have been attempting to assert control unconstrained by tradition 
or established practice. In Darfur, the local authorities have successfully established total 
control by manipulating the chief system and imposing severe constraints on the ability of 
NGOs to monitor aid inputs. Access to the camps by local and international staff of aid 
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agencies is restricted. These restrictions on aid agencies are linked to local involvement in 
raiding and slave taking to the south.   

Although the camps offer a certain security for the displaced compared to their situation 
when they are living isolated in Rizeigat villages, they are also vulnerable to revenge attacks 
when Rizeigat militia suffer defeats at the hands of the SPLA. Assets belonging to the 
displaced which are provided by aid agencies have been looted in such attacks on a number 
of occasions. In past years, several camps were temporarily abandoned for fear of reprisals 
after a murahaliin defeat at the hands of the SPLA. In each case, the camps were looted and 
goats and donkeys provided by agencies were stolen, or else sold cheap to local people as the 
inhabitants of the camps fled. Thus, the asset-stripping of the displaced which begins when 
they are driven from their home villages by raiding, continues even when they reach refuge in 
the north. Aid resources are often involved in both cases. Security incidents of this sort are 
inadequately reported by agencies for fear of jeopardising their operations.   

An example of the inadvertent involvement of aid agencies in the activities of the Rizeigat 
militia is illustrated by an event that took place shortly before the visit of members of the 
present team to El Da’ein in March. In February 1999, a landmine exploded on the banks of 
the Bahr-el-Ghazal (Kir) River south of El Da’ein. Some members of the local militia had, 
reportedly, been trying to remove it with a rope; thirteen of them were killed in the explosion.  
Following this incident the surviving members of the militia, ascribing the presence of the 
landmine to the SPLA, launched a revenge attack on unarmed Dinka fishermen on the nearby 
banks of the river. Fifty-six were killed and the bodies were burned.  A number of survivors –
forty women and eleven children, many of them injured – were taken to the local army camp.  
After three weeks, they were evacuated to El Da’ein in a vehicle belonging to an international 
NGO. When members of the present team visited the displaced camp at Khor Omer, in El 
Da’ein, we were approached by a Dinka woman with a head wound who was apparently 
seeking medical assistance. We were forcibly prevented from speaking to her by security men 
and by the local HAC representative and accompanied from the camp. Our interpreters were 
subsequently detained in El Da’ein and placed under house arrest. We were able to discover 
that the woman had been one of those injured in the revenge attack, three weeks previously. 
She may or may not have received first aid at the clinic in Khor Omer which is administered 
by Global Health, a Sudanese NGO which is an affiliate of Dawa Islamiya. 

We were surprised to find that information about this event had apparently not reached the 
Khartoum offices of the international NGOs concerned. Nor, it seemed, had it been possible 
to follow up the fate of the survivors who had been transported to the camp by an agency 
vehicle. It was very difficult to discover any concrete information at all about the incident.  
Our enquiries to the local HAC official were met with a denial. That the deaths of fifty-six 
unarmed Dinka civilians in the district should go unremarked is a startling sign of the 



 
 Field Evaluation Study, April 2000 153 

deficient information environment. That such an event should go uninvestigated by the local 
authorities is clearly connivance in a human rights abuse. It has echoes of the larger-scale 
massacre at El Da’ein of 1987, when many hundreds of Dinka displaced were killed. An 
event of this kind, besides creating a local humanitarian emergency which NGOs were 
apparently prevented from dealing with fully, is also liable to be the trigger for further 
population movements among the displaced.  It behoves UN agencies, notably UNHCU, to 
be monitoring and reporting on such incidents.   

For the displaced, the assistance they receive in the camps has come to be part of a portfolio 
of resources and obligations. These resources are poor and unreliable but they are diversified.  
They include sharecropping and agricultural day labour in the cultivation season and various 
forms of menial work in the off-season. It was put to us in so many words by one local NGO 
employee that the role of the agencies was to keep the agricultural workforce in good 
condition in conveniently situated holding camps. They needed food aid, we were told, so as 
to go to work in the early rainy season.    

Aid to the displaced also involves them in complex debt relations with their hosts. In the dry 
season the IDPs suffer from food shortage; their leaders take loans from their hosts (we 
documented this in two camps, El Goura and Sharif, and were given to understand that the 
practice is ubiquitous). If they are given a single bag they must repay three bags six months 
later. The government-appointed sultans act as guarantors of these loans. Because of the debt 
system, a considerable proportion of the relief thus ends up with the creditors from the local 
community. Future relief distributions are accepted as security against food loans made at a 
rate of interest equivalent to 400% pa. Thus so is relief woven into the economic web, used to 
pay debts at outrageous rates. Distribution through chiefs means that, among other things, 
these dues can conveniently be extracted at source.   

Illicit diversion of aid supplies was impossible for us to document. A senior staff member of 
an international NGO estimated that at least three-quarters of the medical drugs go to the host 
community though they are officially part of budget for displaced. It is clear that the working 
conditions of agencies make it impractical for them to monitor distribution conscientiously.  
The displaced are, effectively, asset-stripped at every stage of their migration. In Bahr-el-
Ghazal, their herds and grain stocks are stolen or destroyed and members of their families 
abducted. In Darfur, their labour is extracted at disadvantageous rates and goods intended for 
their welfare systematically diverted. They may also be subject to looting once again.  

Thus, while acting as a seasonal recourse for the displaced and a safety net in nutritional 
terms, relief is also incorporated into a system of exploitation in which the host community 
are the principal beneficiaries. Since the displaced have no effective legal protection in 
Darfur, they seek protection through various forms of alliance; by establishing patron-client 
relations with Rizeigat omdas or village chiefs, or marriage relations with local families. Aid 
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resources vanish into a complex web of enforced dependency. Agencies exist in a half-
understood relation to these other sources of power; none of which can guarantee the safety 
of the displaced.  

The exploitation of the Dinka by the Rizeigat (and, in western Kordofan, by the Misseria) 
rests on the ability of the latter to exert violence without fear of redress. Instances of this 
impunity are an everyday occurrence. In El Da’ein, despite the constraints imposed on our 
research in Darfur by the presence of security officials, a number of interviewees volunteered 
accounts of such cases. One man’s wife, he informed us, was beaten by her Rizeigat 
employer until she aborted. The husband attempted to bring a court case against the employer 
but was, he said, ignored by the court. The plaintiff is a close relative of a Dinka politician 
prominent in the northern government, which may suggest that impunity is entrenched deep 
in the institutions of government of Darfur. 

The system of exploitation in Darfur is part of a nation-wide pattern of skimming, diversion, 
redistribution and reallocation of distributed goods which pertains both in government and 
SPLA areas. It is perhaps seen most markedly in Darfur. Public expenditure in Darfur is 
declining, according to the OLS Review; while the expense of local government has 
multiplied since the recent creation of a number of new states. The local administration has 
very few resources. Government employees demand incentives and transport. So 
international NGOs end up underwriting local administration in myriad ways. This should 
give agencies bargaining power but it seems that it does not. 

Since the first mass displacement of Dinka into Bahr-el-Ghazal in 1988 there has been 
discussion of relocation of the displaced camps out of Baggara territory into areas occupied 
by other northern ethnic groups – groups without a history of conflict and exploitation with 
the Dinka. Research done under the auspices of NGOs in the late 1980s by members of the 
present team specifically recommended that no such camps (or "paired villages") be 
established in Rizeigat areas and that those that had been, should be disbanded. In the largely 
undocumented period of the early nineties when NGOs withdrew and, a year later, returned to 
south Darfur to deal once more with the displaced, decisions about the locations of displaced 
settlements seem to have reverted to local authorities without any input from NGOs. As a 
result, there are now a greater number of displaced in Rizeigat areas than before. In the 
1980s, the memory of the recent El Da’ein massacre was enough to dissuade agencies from 
establishing camps in El Da’ein itself. Today, Khor Omer – the camp in El Da’ein – is the 
largest of all the displaced camps.  

Can resettlement solve the problem ? The NGOs working in Darfur recognise that this is an 
unsatisfactory situation. They have striven, in co-operation with government agencies, to find 
alternative locations elsewhere in south Darfur, westwards, closer to Nyala, outside Rizeigat 
areas. It is not clear that the displaced, collectively, are looking for settlement areas or 
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permanent integration into the local economy. Their concern is as much to retain the supply 
of aid goods. It is, after all, their mobility and access to aid that has saved them hitherto and 
may continue to do so. Their primary identification is still with a particular geographically 
localised section of  Aweil Dinka.  They are part of a diaspora with a once and future home – 
a home where they had livestock, water, unlimited land and grazing, none of which they can 
be sure of in Darfur. When they accept "resettlement" it may not be that they want to settle – 
just get a better deal. 

Nevertheless, there are communities of Dinka migrants in former paired villages near Nyala 
that have become independent of relief. It is therefore possible that obtaining land for the 
displaced from El Da’ein in new locations outside the Rizeigat areas could improve their lot.  
This can only happen if the tenure of the land and the physical security of the displaced are 
guaranteed and if water supplies and access to markets for labour and agricultural produce are 
ensured. (Land, it may be noted, is not a constraint in Darfur but the price of water is. 
Elsewhere, when aid agencies have installed or improved water facilities the displaced have 
still ended up having to pay for it). However, resettlement is not an exit strategy for the 
agencies because the well-being of the displaced will depend on their continued presence. 

There may be a lesson to be learned from the experience of the agencies in Khartoum where 
the displaced have been repeatedly expelled from zones where agencies have established 
services for them, to be resettled in undeveloped areas where the agencies are once again 
expected to provide for them. If the displaced move out of the Rizeigat area in significant 
numbers, the agencies should also seriously consider moving their offices out of El Da’ein.  
Then, at least, their presence would cease to act as a magnet for displaced who would likely 
be better off elsewhere.   

There is also a need for alternative strategies. These might include provision of cash and 
transport to displaced families that wished to move. This has already been tried on a small 
scale but all strategies for the displaced suffer from the lack of detailed information about 
their fate outside the camps. In west Kordofan, it may be noted, there are fewer displaced 
camps and displaced Dinka are dispersed in the countryside. A pro-government Dinka militia, 
under the command of a Dinka member of the National Assembly, has negotiated leasehold 
agreements for agricultural land. This phenomenon could profitably be investigated by 
agencies proposing resettlement schemes in Darfur. This could also apply to the fate of Dinka 
communities outside the camps in Darfur, and in the former paired villages near Nyala, as 
well as the varying relations between particular groups of Dinka in Bahr-el-Ghazal and 
particular groups of Baggara in Darfur and Kordofan, as described above and illustrated in 
the diagrams below (see Annex 1, p. 110). 

The lack of information that bedevils discussion of the displaced in the north is not the fault 
of the agencies. It is the result of deliberate policy on the part of the local authorities. But 
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agencies seem to have become inured to the difficulties of their work, thereby accepting the 
extraordinary constraints that are imposed on them.  It is seldom, for example, that their 
reports to donors document the impossibility of proper monitoring. The very subject of 
displaced Dinka in Darfur is treated with extreme circumspection by agencies dealing with 
them. Agencies refrain from publishing information for fear of government disfavour and 
consequent operational constraint or expulsion. Thus, one of the most promising programmes 
in Darfur – the family reunification programme started by SCF-UK – has been conducted 
virtually in secret until recently. The paradox is that such programmes depend on openness 
and publicity as they are, in essence, public information programmes. Agencies are 
constrained by local conditions; only donors are powerful enough to curtail this culture of 
euphemism and dissimulation. The establishment of CEAWC opens the way for more open 
discussion, but still the agencies involved need to press for the right to collect information 
about the beneficiaries of their programmes and the security problems that affect them.    
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Annex 1: ETHNIC GROUPS IN SOUTH DARFUR, WESTERN KORDOFAN & 
NORTHERN BAHR-EL-GHAZAL 

1. Baggara Arabs of Darfur and Kordofan 
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Shaded groups are those whose members are principally involved in raiding in Bahr-el-
Ghazal. 
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2.  Misseria Humr of West Kordofan                                                                                                                           
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3.  Abiem Section of Aweil Dinka  (Aweil East County of Bahr-el-Ghazal) 
Sections, Payams, Chiefs and Clans 
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Sources: Interviews by John Ryle and Jok Madut Jok, Bahr-el-Ghazal, July 1999, with 
additional information from Harrigan, 1999 & Ryle, 1992. 
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4. Malual section of Aweil Dinka (Aweil West County of Bahr-el-Ghazal) 
Sections, Payams, Chiefs and Clans 

 
 
Payam 
(SPLM/
A) 

 
Secondary 
Section 
 
Late Chief 

 
Court 
Centre 
 
 

 
Executive 
Chief 
Under 
SPLA 
 
Chief’s clan 
and/or 
location 
 

 
Locations 
& Chiefs 
in diaspo-
ra 
 

 
Tertiary 
Sections 

 
Sub 
Chiefs 

 
Clans 
 

 
Malual 
East 
 
 

 
Korok 
 
 

 
Wathok 

 
Wal Acien 
 
Acien Acien 
Yor  
 

 
Darfur 
camps 
(1988) 
Maduok 
Deng Mou 
(in Khor 
Omer, 
GoS-
appointee) 
 

   
Padhuil 

    
Diing Dhan 
Bol Lual 
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Payam 
(SPLM/
A) 

 
Secondary 
Section 
 
Late Chief 

 
Court 
Centre 
 
 

 
Executive 
Chief 
Under 
SPLA 
 
Chief’s clan 
and/or 
location 
 

 
Locations 
& Chiefs 
in diaspo-
ra 
 

 
Tertiary 
Sections 

 
Sub 
Chiefs 

 
Clans 
 

  
Ariath 
 
Reec Diing 
Wol 
 

 
Ahok-
thou 

 
Garang 
Diing Reec  

 
Dhieu 
Mathok 
Ding, (in 
Khartoum) 
 
Darfur 
camps 
(1988) 
Ibrahim 
Wol Wol 
(Adila) 

   
Pacer-
mith 
(rual) 
Pacer 
Pareng 
Padimo 
Pajek 
Paguor 
Padia-
ny 
Pawel 
Kua-
wein  
(from 
Palie-
piny) 
 

 
Malual 
West 

 
Peth 
 

 
Gok 
Machar 

 
Edward Arop 
Kuot (SPLA, 
Warawar) 
 
Akok Ngor 
Kuany 
 

 
Darfur 
camps 
(1988) 
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Payam 
(SPLM/
A) 

 
Secondary 
Section 
 
Late Chief 

 
Court 
Centre 
 
 

 
Executive 
Chief 
Under 
SPLA 
 
Chief’s clan 
and/or 
location 
 

 
Locations 
& Chiefs 
in diaspo-
ra 
 

 
Tertiary 
Sections 

 
Sub 
Chiefs 

 
Clans 
 

  
Duluit 
 
 
Bol Deng 
 

 
Mayom 
Adul 

 
Malok Deng 

 
Darfur 
camps 
(1988) 

   
Pariath 
(Lueth 
Ayec 
broke 
from 
Pariath 
to form 
Akec 
Jaali 
section 
of 
Rizei-
gat 
before 
First 
War) 
 

    
Santo Deng 
Nyual 
 
Malong 
Nyuol Deng 
 
Barjok Ken 
Kuac 
 

    

Sources: Interviews by John Ryle and Jok Madut Jok, Nyamlell, June 1999; lists of abductees 
from Payam administrators; Ryle, 1989.   
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5.  Paliepiny section of Aweil Dinka (Aweil West County of Bahr-el-Ghazal) 
Sections, Payams, Chiefs and Clans 
 
 
Payam 
(SPLM/
A) 

 
Secondary 
Section 
 
Late Chief 

 
Court 
Centre 
 
 

 
Executive 
Chief Under 
SPLA 
 
Chief’s clan 
And/or 
location 
 

 
Locations 
& Chiefs in 
diaspora 
 

 
Tertiary 
Sections 

 
Sub 
Chiefs 

 
Clans 
 

 
Ayat 
 

 
Ayat 
 
Riiny Lual 
 

 
Marial-
bai 

 
Riiny Riiny 
Makuei 
Riiny ? 
 
Noon Akok 
 

 
Akon Riiny 
Lual (in 
Khartoum) 
 
Darfur 
camps 
(1988) 
Adila, 
Ferdus 

   
Pa-
huol 
Pa-
cieny 

 
Gom-
juer 
 

 
 
 

 
Nyam-
lell 

 
Abraham 
Albino Akot 
 
 

 
Akot Autiak 
(in Kharto-
um) 
 
Darfur 
camps 
(1988) 
 

   
Parek 

  
Kuac Kuac 

 
Oudum 

 
Garang Kuac 

    
Pageu 
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Payam 
(SPLM/
A) 

 
Secondary 
Section 
 
Late Chief 

 
Court 
Centre 
 
 

 
Executive 
Chief Under 
SPLA 
 
Chief’s clan 
And/or 
location 
 

 
Locations 
& Chiefs in 
diaspora 
 

 
Tertiary 
Sections 

 
Sub 
Chiefs 

 
Clans 
 

  
Ajuet 

 
Madua-
ny 

  
Mawein 
Ding Akol 

   

 
Mariam 
[?] 

    
Ajuer 
Abdalla 
Shak Shak 
(in Aweil) 
 

   

 
Arioyo 
 

 
Ja-Luo 

      

Sources: Interviews by John Ryle & Jok Madut Jok in Nyamlell, June 1999; lists of abductees 
provided by Payam administrators & Ryle, 1989.    
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6.  Paliet Section of Aweil Dinka  (Aweil East County of Bahr-el-Ghazal) 
Sections, Payams, Chiefs and Clans 
 
 
Payam 
(SPLM/
A) 

 
Secondary 
Section 
 
 

 
Court 
Centre 
 
 

 
Executive 
Chief  
Under SPLA 
 
Chief’s clan 
and/or  
location 
 

 
Locations 
& Chiefs 
in diaspo-
ra 
 

 
Tertiary 
Sections 

 
Sub 
Chiefs 

 
Clans 
 

  
Ajak 
 
Wek 
Athany 
Athany 
 

 
Malek 
Alel 

 
Akol Wek 
Ateny 

    

  
Dut Jok 
 

  
Kong Der 

    

  
Pongo (Ja-
Luo) 

 
Bar 
Mayen 

 
Unguec 
Ajongo 

    

 

Sources: Interviews by John Ryle & Jok Madut Jok in Nyamlell, June 1999; lists of abductees 
provided by Payam administrators; Ryle, 1989. 
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Chapter 6:  THE SPLA AREAS OF SOUTH SUDAN 

6.1  The Economy of War and Famine  

6.1.1 Introduction 

Part of the reason the south has suffered so much in the twentieth century and before is that it 
is rich in some natural resources. These include water, timber, oil and unexploited fertile 
land. This is not the case in the neighbouring areas of northern Sudan, where poverty, climate 
change and mechanised farming have put pressure on pastoralists and agriculturalists alike. 
As we have seen, this contrast has helped to fuel the current conflict205. The south presents 
the north with frontier lands ripe for occupation and exploitation. Paradoxically, resources 
have created vulnerability to famine essentially because they have created vulnerability to 
violence. 

A spectacular example of the lure of southern resources was the plan to build the Jonglei 
Canal. At bottom, this was an attempt to use the resources of the south for consumers 
elsewhere, in this case farmers in Egypt – and a few in northern Sudan – who wanted more 
water for irrigated farming. The plan produced a great deal of resentment in the south, and 
these resentments were reinforced by the discovery of large oil deposits in the south in the 
late 1970s. Because of southern opposition to its exploitation on terms favourable to the 
north, the oil helped to fuel renewed rebellion and provided much of the incentive (and some 
of the means) for government attempts to depopulate large areas of the south, through raiding 
and man-made famine. Oil-rich areas, such as Bentiu and Abyei, have been particularly badly 
hit by depopulation and famine206. 

In the mid- and late-1980s, a lack of political muscle, combined with weak international 
action, contributed to heighten the vulnerability of the south and severe famine in Bahr-el- 
Ghazal went virtually unaddressed. During this period, relief directed at southern Sudanese 
went primarily to refugees in Ethiopia or to southerners displaced to northern Sudan (Darfur, 

                                                
205 An Aweil Dinka spearmaster informed the southern sector team, during their stay in Nyamlell, that his people 
were being raided because they were rich. He said that Rizeigat Arabs to the north first took their wildlife, then their 
cattle and now " are taking our people". 
206 Estimates of current stocks range from 800 million to 10 billion barrels or more (compare Johnson 1999 & 
Hassan el Tom, quoted in Sudan Update, 1 July 1999). On the tenth anniversary of its taking power, the government 
of Sudan announced that it expects to pump 150,000 barrels per day from the oilfields of the south. If plans to treble 
production are achieved, and future revenues are not entirely mortgaged against the foreign investments that were 
required to begin production, then the inflow of foreign currency will greatly increase the government's capacity to 
finance military operations. At current prices, the resultant revenue could be in the region of $2 billion per annum. 
Resources from the south will be used to pay for a war aimed at the extraction of more resources. 
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Kordofan and Khartoum). Partly because of low allocations and partly because of widespread 
diversion and obstruction of relief, the quantity of relief actually received by displaced 
southerners was minimal, even in adjacent areas of the north. In response to this famine, 
Operation Lifeline Sudan was set up in 1989. The southern sector of OLS was to provide 
relief to the SPLA-controlled south Sudan and the northern sector was to operate in the north 
and the government-controlled towns of the south.   

Northern Bahr-el-Ghazal had been particularly badly affected by raiding but OLS operations 
did not begin there until 1991 after a tripartite agreement between the government of Sudan, 
the SPLA and a UN-led consortium of relief agencies. Since 1992, OLS has provided relief 
food, veterinary services, water and sanitation projects, health, immunisation, and food 
security programmes (seeds, tools and fishing equipment). Limited educational programmes 
have also been catered for. Operations were disrupted by inter-factional fighting within the 
south between 1994 and 1997 and have repeatedly been disrupted by Baggara raiding. Even 
so, the operation in Bahr-el-Ghazal has grown from just two or three agencies in 1992 to over 
19 UN agencies and NGOs in 1999; the 1998 famine, which killed thousands of people and 
left some 750,000 in a critical situation, significantly increased the number and size of agency 
operations. As noted above, the number of airstrips for relief deliveries has also expanded 
greatly. 

Not only is the quantity of relief spent in Sudan in the last ten years unknown; it also remains 
unclear how many people have benefited, or indeed how many people there are in south 
Sudan207. War has destroyed governance in large areas of Sudan and all parties to the conflict 
have reasons to exaggerate or minimise population numbers. The population of south Sudan 
is perhaps between four and six million people. Many have been displaced northwards, many 
have been displaced internally, within the southern region, and many have fled to 
neighbouring countries. OLS’s 1998 annual needs assessment gives a population figure of 5.6 
million for south Sudan208. 

It is worth adding a word on the southern economy. While cattle are important in a great 
number of ways, cultivation is more important to people’s subsistence in the south and most 

                                                
207 Agencies have to estimate numbers and to strive for a precision, which is – in Sudan at least – an illusion. This 
need for precision comes from the agencies’ requirement to gauge what they need to deliver and to convince those 
who pay for aid that it can in some sense be measured and accounted for and its effects explained and described. 
208 However inaccurate these figures might be, they have to serve planners until a census can be made. The only 
alternative on offer has been to use an understanding of Nilotic family structures and chiefs’ lists to make a more 
informed estimate (See, for example, SCF-UK, April 1999). This is a useful step, but is not applicable everywhere in  
Sudan. WFP, the largest agency in the OLS consortium, has plans to assist 2.36 million people in 1999, roughly half 
in the southern sector and half in the northern. The UN members of the OLS Consortium said in their 1999 Consoli-
dated Appeal that there are more than four million war- and drought-affected Sudanese. 
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southerners rely heavily on the consumption of sorghum. Yet, agriculture has been badly hit 
by physical insecurity and the destruction of family life. Another major constraint on 
cultivation has been a shortage of tools209.   

Trade is a vital economy activity often overlooked in analyses portraying the south as a 
purely "subsistence" economy. Trade with the north is important, particularly to northern 
Bahr-el-Ghazal, which helps to offset its particular exposure to raiding. North-south trade 
helps Dinka to get access to cash and to goods unavailable in the south and gives them  the 
chance to sell their cattle without the costs of driving them to Equatoria, for example. The 
SPLA gets vital supplies, such as fuel for military vehicles. In addition to facilitating north-
south trade, a number of local agreements give access to grazing and water to the Baggara 
and greater security to the Dinka. There is a history of agreements between the Rizeigat and 
the Dinka of Aweil West and between the Messiriya and the Twic Dinka, Ngok Dinka of 
Abyei and the Dinka of Aweil East.  

Infrastructure has suffered badly during the war. Roads have decayed due to neglect, bridges 
have fallen into disrepair and Murahaleen raiders have destroyed boreholes that used to 
provide clean water. The damage to village infrastructure by raiding has been very severe, 
with raiding GoS militias having burned down houses, schools, hospitals and churches. 

Five main types of displaced people can be distinguished:  
– those who are returnees from the north;  
– those displaced from areas near the railway line by Popular Defence Forces (PDF) 

militiamen accompanying the train;  
– those displaced by the Murahileen raids;  
– those displaced in 1998 from Wau, Aweil and Gogrial following the attempt by Kerabi-

no to wrest control of these towns from the GoS, and; 
– most recently, the large numbers of Nuer reported to have been displaced into the Tuic 

area by fighting in western Upper Nile. 

6.1.2 Relief, the SPLA and the SRRA 

A small number of officers were selected and released from their military duties to take up 
jobs in the Sudan Relief and Rehabilitation Association (SRRA). Ever since the SPLA took 
control of most of Bahr-el-Ghazal in 1986 (ie., northern Bahr-el-Ghazal and Lakes but not 
western Bahr-el-Ghazal), it has governed through SPLA commanders. The SRRA was 

                                                
209 High prices for tools reflect a severe shortage of scrap metal, as well as security obstacles for those seeking to 
buy them. Wau is a key centre for the purchase of tools, although getting tools there is very difficult – partly because 
of the risk of banditry on the way, and partly because paying with cattle is inhibited by high taxes levied by both the 
GoS and the SPLA. 
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formed in the 1980s as the humanitarian wing of the SPLA. The SRRA was identified in the 
OLS tripartite agreement as the sole organisation responsible for co-ordinating and 
monitoring relief efforts. In theory, the SRRA was a non-military body whose task was to 
identify the most needy and to distribute relief. When the SRRA was established it was 
supposed to assume the role of the civil administration210. All the different departments of the 
nascent southern government were represented in the SRRA and played a role in the relief 
system. But, in practice, SRRA officials were unable to separate themselves from the military 
culture that had dominated south Sudan since the war began in 1983. The military continued 
to dictate policy in the civilian sphere. SPLA commanders would give orders to the SRRA, 
and shape relief distributions leading to continued tensions with SRRA secretaries. SPLA 
commanders also gave orders to the chiefs and other traditional leaders.  

When the SPLA/SPLM held what they termed a "National Convention" in Chukudum in 
1994, a significant change began to occur. Representatives were invited from all over the 
SPLA-held south Sudan, the Nuba Mountains and southern Blue Nile. At the convention, 
chiefs, representatives of youth, women’s representatives and a number of others were 
allowed to voice concerns about the SPLA. Lengthy and frank speeches were made about the 
misdeeds of individual commanders (some of these speeches are still related in Bahr-el-
Ghazal).  

Since the convention, the SPLA has been more open to criticism, including from aid 
agencies. Military personnel have been told to keep to their barracks; new and 
comprehensible regulations about food taxation to feed the army have been issued; state 
secretariats have been created to represent different departments with defined duties; and 
governors have been appointed for the regions, with each region being made up of a number 
of counties, themselves headed by commissioners. Whether these new structures will make a 
difference is unclear. SPLA leader John Garang still makes the key appointments (and 
dismissals) in the SPLA and SRRA. SPLA abuses of power also continue, as evidenced by 
events during the Bahr-el-Ghazal famine of 1998. Key causes of this famine were raiding by 
the forces of Kerabino Kuanyin Bol combined with the GoS’s increasing use of flight-bans. 
International agencies were also criticised for an inadequate assessment of needs and a 
delayed response. However, aid agencies have also blamed the SPLA, the SRRA, and the 

                                                
210 There are at least three different systems of local admistration operating simultaneously in south Sudan, under the 
aegis of the Government, the SPLA and the SSDF respectively. All three systems have undergone frequent reorga-
nization in the course of the war. The SPLA has introduced a system of counties, "payams" and "bomas" to replace 
the Rural District Councils. Most recently, GoS has redivided the south into ten states. A number of these are 
hypothetical since the government controls none of the territory that they cover; appointed officials of these states are 
nevertheless to be found in the government-controlled towns of the south. The SPLA region of Bahr-el-Ghazal 
currently comprises ten counties: Tonj, Gogrial, Abyei, Tuic, Raja, Wau, Yirol,  Rumbek, Aweil East and Aweil 
West. Most of Raja and Abyei are under government control. 
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local civil administration for negligence and outright lack of concern for the weak and 
vulnerable.  

That said, the opening up that began at the Chukudum convention has apparently been 
propelled by the scale of the suffering in Bahr-el-Ghazal in 1998, as both taxation and theft 
have begun to be discussed outside private fora. For example, the taxation of relief by the 
local authorities is discussed in the report of the joint OLS/SPLM Task Force, which 
examined the reasons for the crisis of 1998211. 

6.2  Saving Lives?  

Before looking at evidence on the possible dangers of relief in the south, it is worth saying 
something about the potential benefits of relief, particularly in terms of saving lives.  

ECHO’s first objective in Sudan is to reduce mortality rates among the most vulnerable212. It 
is nonetheless hard to demonstrate that this has happened as there are no reliable figures. 
However, a range of evidence (including the opinions of our informants) suggests that aid has 
played an important role in the traditional objective of saving lives. In interviews conducted 
by both teams visiting Bahr-el-Ghazal, respondents – including Dinka elders, ordinary 
civilians as well as SPLA and SRRA representatives – stressed the importance of relief in 
saving lives. Stressing the life-saving role of relief, a Dinka junior officer in the SPLA who 
was interviewed in south Sudan in May 1999 said:  

"Look at what we have here: displaced people from various areas in Bahr-el- 
Ghazal, children who lost their families and have no where to go, widows who 
lost their husbands to war and famine, the war-disabled who are quickly forgotten 
or nobody knows what to do with them. Now tell me what a guerrilla army can do 
to take care of these people?… What we don’t have are the resources, the neces-
sary social networks that would have taken responsibility in such situations in the 
past, and they would have all perished or suffered a lot more had it not been for 
relief.  It is because of relief that we still have them around". 

The converse arguments also apply, however, as the inadequacy of relief deliveries has cost 
lives. Aid agencies have had to cover a vast territory with inadequate resources and, in 1998, 
the shortfall in emergency relief was deeply destructive. 

Emergency nutritional interventions can be divided into those that support "food security" 
and those that address the malnutrition of particular groups. The strategies employed in south 
Sudan to support food security have included: targeted distribution of general food 
commodities (cereals pulses and oil); distribution of seeds and tools; distribution of fishing 

                                                
211 SPLM/SPLA – OLS, 1998 
212 ECHO Global Plan VIII, 1999, section 4.3 
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equipment. Strategies to address the malnutrition of particular groups have centred on: 
supplementary and therapeutic feeding programmes for selected vulnerable groups; blanket 
feeding for all under 5's; feeding/care centres for orphans (the latter having been introduced 
during the 1998 famine). Promoting food security and ensuring a general ration is of 
fundamental importance in a food emergency since, until this is achieved, other interventions 
aimed at addressing the malnutrition of particular groups will have only limited success213. 
Supplementary feeding programmes (SFPs) can be up to ten times more costly than general 
ration programmes in terms of per capita food aid costs, and can compete for air cargo space. 
Some analysts have therefore questioned whether SFPs should be established at all if an 
adequate general ration is not being provided. 

During the chronic emergency between 1995-1997, regular programmes in nutrition, health 
and household food security helped to improve the nutritional status of the population.  
Nutritional problems were relatively minor, thanks to the UNICEF/OLS expanded emergency 
nutrition programme. By March 1998, a sharp slide in nutritional status was evident214. 
Nutritional programmes focused on traditionally-recognised vulnerable groups, in particular 
malnourished children under 5 years old. Initially, different agencies put forward conflicting 
views about the extent of crisis215; by May all agreed that the crisis was extremely severe. 

Nutritional surveys indicate that malnutrition rates at the height of the famine in 1998 were 
some of the highest ever seen. Ajiep was the epicentre of the crisis in 1998. Malnutrition rates 
were extremely high and Crude Mortality Rates (CMRs) reached levels associated with the 
severest famines. In Bahr-el-Ghazal alone, the number of Supplementary Feeding 
Programmes (SFPs) rose to 45, and they reached some 35,000 children by the height of the 
rains. 

MSF-Belgium began SFPs in April 1998. By June, MSF-Belgium could not cope with the 
severity of the crisis, and MSF-Holland intervened in Bahr-el-Gazhal at the request of MSF-
Belgium. By August, MSF-Belgium had six SFPs in Bahr-el-Ghazal (catering for almost 
12,000 children) and five Therapeutic Feeding Centres (TFCs) (catering for almost 400 
children216). During the 1998 famine, the need for adequate general ration supplies was 
apparent to all, including those agencies that concentrated their emergency response on other 
                                                
213 Young, 1992 
214 Murphy & Salama, 1999 
215 Ibid. 
216 MSF-Belgium said that the objectives of its nutritional intervention were to reduce the morbidity and mortality 
arising from basic health and nutritional problems, and to prevent measles outbreaks (MSF-Belgium, 1998). In 
arguing internally and externally for its presence in south Sudan, MSF-Holland stated that its objective was to 
contribute to the reduction of global malnutrition (that is, severe and moderate malnutrition) in southern Sudan to 
less than 10%, by providing supplemental and therapeutic feeding to children aged five or under, who were modera-
tely or severely malnourished. 
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interventions. In Ajiep, MSF-Belgium was running SFPs and therapeutic feeding centres 
from April to August 1998 in the absence of an adequate general ration. During this critical 
period, UNICEF OLS carried out rapid nutritional assessments of self-selected populations at 
unrepresentative sites, and then recommended that NGOs help establish a total of 38 SFP and 
38 TFCs in Bahr-el-Ghazal. NGO nutritionists working in the region met in Lokichokio and 
expressed serious concern about both (1) the pressure from OLS to set up wet feeding in the 
absence of general rations and (2) the nature of the UNICEF assessments and proposals. They 
felt that the general ration should be improved as a matter of urgency and that, while the 
necessary assessments were being conducted, the option of giving a blanket dry supplement 
to all children under five should be considered. Meanwhile, both SFPs and TFCs were set up 
– some in areas where they were not necessary, and others in areas where they could not have 
full impact as the general ration was insufficient. It appears that the priority given to this form 
of intervention decreased the strength of advocacy for an adequate general ration, which 
should have been the priority. Some felt that the drive to "be seen doing something" 
prompted many agencies into these high-profile strategies, whether they were the most 
appropriate or not. Moreover, some of the limited OLS transport facility was reallocated from 
general rations to travel for increased numbers of staff and their support as well as to other 
resources related to feeding programmes such as food for SFCs and TFCs. Often, there was 
minimal consultation with other agencies working in the same area. 

According to MSF-Belgium’s final narrative report to ECHO:  
"There was a big problem with flight capacity and planes during this implement-
ing period (May-Oct 1998). Our high impact programs in the region of southern 
Sudan relied heavily on OLS and the logistical machine of Lokichokio which had 
to be reinforced. During the critical months of May-July, the flight capacity of 
Operation Lifeline Sudan was not able to respond to the huge needs presented in 
Bahr-el-Ghazal. This was largely due to logistical as well as management prob-
lems. The flooded and muddy airstrips certainly did not help matters, but the main 
cause of the problem was insufficient emergency preparedness. This is a situation 
that is seriously looked into at the present time217". 

When OLS and WFP did increase their flight capacity, the priority given to food and drugs, 
rather than logistical supplies (for water and sanitation), was said by MSF-Belgium to be 
impeding the operation of nutritional centres. MSF-Belgium found that it was not possible to 
operate effective nutritional centres without logistical support to ensure appropriate water and 
sanitation systems. A major advance came in August 1998 when OLS made a distinction 
between "droppable" and "non-droppable" items, providing the C-130 aircraft for 
"droppable" food and freeing the Buffalo aircraft for "non-droppable" logistical material.  

                                                
217 MSF-Belgium, 1998 
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MSF-Holland anticipated that supplies for its supplementary feeding might take air cargo 
space from the general ration programme. The agency guarded against this by providing its 
own funding for flights for the first two months after which OLS provided funds. MSF-
Holland’s project proposal noted that failure in general food distributions would render 
specialised feeding programmes useless. MSF-Holland also explicitly acknowledged the need 
to attempt to limit adverse effects due to insecurity by limiting resources on the ground. The 
agency also tried to fight against misuse of resources by making local staff accountable for 
receipt and use of supplies. 

Nutritional surveys show a steady decline in malnutrition as food deliveries to the southern 
sector rose. At the time of the team visit in May 1999, the numbers in SFCs had fallen 
significantly and the TFCs had been closed. Apart from the increased food deliveries, the 
arrival of the harvest also played some role in reducing malnutrition levels. Another 
significant variable was the fluctuating level of security.   

The inadequacy of the general ration in 1998 in part reflected an inability to predict numbers 
in need – or at least an unwillingness to act on the basis of numbers predicted by the SRRA.  
WFP’s initial assessment for 1998 was that food relief would be needed for 250,000 people in 
their home areas and for 100,000 displaced people. WFP increased its assessment of needs in 
April/May 1998, after the first full round of distributions had been carried out and more 
accurate population estimates had been made. WFP’s "at-risk" population was rising every 
month. By August, the targeted population had risen to 1 million – or almost three times 
WFP’s initial estimate. Assessments made no attempt to predict displacements, arising from a 
rapidly evolving security situation.   

An additional problem was that families with a member attending a MSF-Belgium feeding 
centre were initially excluded from the general ration.218   

Both MSF-Belgium and MSF-Holland reported that children were sometimes deliberately 
starved of food in order to qualify households for rations allocated through selective feeding 
programmes. Reports of this phenomenon are not uncommon, although the extent to which 
this occurred in Ajiep in 1998 is unclear. (One NGO tackled this problem by admitting those 

                                                
218 Some community decision-makers appeared not to understand that rations at the feeding centres were only 
intended to be a supplement to the general ration, though this may have been an "excuse" to omit less favoured 
groups. There certainly was a reluctance to supply rations to groups from outside the local area. Contributing to this 
problem was the beneficiaries’ lack of knowledge about their entitlements. When it was realised that the beneficiari-
es of the feeding centres were being excluded from the general ration, this omission was remedied and these families 
started to receive a full general ration. MSF field staff reported to the research team that tension arose at this point 
because feeding centre beneficiaries were now receiving larger general rations than the rest of the community, who 
only received partial rations. 
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children who were not gaining weight in the SFP to the TFP where they could be fed on-site. 
The children quickly gained weight and were discharged). 

In assessing the impact of ECHO-funded projects, it is important to look beyond the 
immediate impact of nutritional interventions. The importance of lobbying is clear in the case 
of MSF-Belgium, for example. MSF-Belgium recognised that the success of its 
supplementary feeding was dependent on the adequacy of the general ration being 
distributed. Accordingly, it lobbied for an increased general ration219. 

Another positive consequence of MSF-Belgium’s intervention was the effect in encouraging 
other agencies to intervene. Having identified the need for multi-sectoral interventions which 
it lacked the capacity to provide, MSF-Belgium encouraged other agencies to intervene to 
provide clean water and shelter material.  

Many respondents suggested that the Food Economy Approach (FEA) had led to more 
detailed and accurate assessments of food needs. Although the FEA provided figures which 
allowed WFP assessors to warn of the impending crisis, the methodology was not able to take 
into account the socio-political situation in 1998, including the evolving effects of insecurity. 
FEA assessments do not in themselves determine WFP allocations of food. Other significant 
factors include actual requests from WFP food monitors in the field, the availability of 
logistics, TV coverage, and the ability of WFP to have the required food in the right place at 
the right time.  

A local administrator of Tuic County said:  
"(The chiefs) accuse us of working in cahoots with the military and the commis-
sioner to rob them of their rights. Because of such mistrust by all sides, WFP re-
jects reports given by SRRA about a situation of a particular area. They always 
accept Khartoum’s instructions about food deliveries. For example, when we con-
duct, in collaboration with the county, a population census, the implementing 
agencies on the ground reject the figures. We know that estimates of population 
figures can be far from accurate, but who should then be responsible for the pro-
duction of such figures?"220 

SRRA estimates of very large food needs for 1998 were for a long time discounted by WFP 
and its donors221. 

                                                
219 MSF-Belgium, 1999. This echoed MSF-France’s lobbying for an improved general ration when the agency was 
responding to severe famine in southern Kordofan in 1988, underlining how the same or similar problems can occur 
in Sudan and how, because of limited institutional memory, they often appear "new". 
220 Interview, Local administrator, 1999 
221 Harrigan, 1999 
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Jaspars’ review on targeting and distribution of food aid stated that food economy 
assessments should be complemented with information on social structures and political 
representation as these are the most important determinants of vulnerability222. 

6.3 Fuelling War?  

6.3.1 Introduction 

What of the argument that aid has fuelled the war in Sudan? In the south, the appropriation of 
relief by SPLA soldiers has often been seen as helping to keep the war going by providing 
them with scarce resources. One mechanism that could well play a role in supporting the war 
effort is the profit made by counterparts on artificially low exchange rates223. Relief has 
sometimes been regarded as an incentive for continued conflict since it is conflict that gives 
rise to the provision of relief.   

However, many respondents stressed that, with or without relief, the war would continue to 
be fought. Commanders interviewed in Aweil West said that they would fight on even if 
relief stopped224. A senior civil administrator in Gogrial County said: 

"Feeding the soldiers as part of the society does not mean that they continue the 
war so that relief can continue. What would happen if there was no relief today? 
Are we going to suddenly forget our struggle? There are many parts of South Su-
dan that have not seen relief operations today and yet there are SPLA forces there 
without relief to support them.  The suggestion that we are in the bush because the 
UN feeds us is the worst insult anybody can come up with. Let me just tell you 
that the people of South Sudan fought against the north for 17 years between 
1955-72 and we were receiving very minimal external assistance if any at all. We 
were fighting the present war for many years before OLS began, and if OLS goes 
away today we will continue to fight until dignity of our humanity is restored".225 

                                                
222 Jaspars recommends simplifying the distribution and targeting procedures: "A significant constraint to reaching 
the most vulnerable are the difficulties in disseminating information on distribution. Despite the existence of relief 
committees and SRRA participation in planing distributions, no beneficary understood their ration entitlements or the 
basis for beneficiary selection for the general ration". Jaspars concluded that one possibility for disseminating 
information is by simplifying the distribution through providing rations in complete units on the basis of clearly-
defined targeting criteria. She also states that targeting on the basis of the socio-ecocomic criteria (as assessed by 
FEA) cannot be achieved or checked, as an outsider cannot identify who is rich and who is poor, whilst community 
representatives cannot or will not target on a socio-economic basis. In short, she says, distribution should be simpli-
fied to enhance dissemination of information to everyone. Targeting criteria should be simplified by either providing 
everyone with food (on a geographical basis) or according to clearly understood criteria. 
223 Hard currency salaries have been paid to Sudanese employees of international NGOs but exchanged by the local 
authorities at a level that is advantageous to them. In Ajiep, the SRRA set and administers the exchange rate through 
which local salaries were paid by aid agencies. They give a one-to-one rate between Kenyan shillings and Sudanese 
pounds, while the market rate is one to ten. As a result, workers are under-paid, and the SRRA makes a considerable 
sum of money. Humanitarian agencies are in effect subsidising the SRRA. 
224 Interviews, SPLA commanders, 6 & 7 June 1999 
225 Interview, Senior civil administrator, June 1999 
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The senior administrator was quite correct in stating that there was almost no aid to southern 
Sudan during the first civil war. It is also true that only minuscule amounts of relief were 
delivered to the famine in northern Bahr-el-Ghazal that preceded the creation of OLS. Neither 
shortfall in relief had the effect of stopping the war. There is, moreover, little sign that the 
conflict has abated at times when OLS access has been denied. 

6.3.2 Minimising Conflict 

Many respondents stressed that aid had the potential, at least partially realised, to minimise 
conflict. Some emphasised that much of the violence in the south could be characterised as 
crime and that reducing relief would feed into crime by exacerbating hardship. 

Many said that the role of aid agencies as witnesses inhibited SPLA abuses against civilians. 
The same argument could be made in relation to attacks by northern militias, although 
agencies’ efficacy in this respect would depend on a willingness to publicise such attacks. 
Although aid agencies have not systematically documented or reported human rights abuses, 
their presence in northern Bahr-el-Ghazal was cited by civilians as one of the few things that 
minimises abuse.  At least at the level of the head offices in Nairobi, aid agencies have been 
able to raise complaints, including against the SPLA. Such criticism seems to have 
contributed to the SPLA’s greater receptiveness to dialogue on relief distributions. Aid 
agencies, in turn, seem now to be less fearful of retaliation and more ready to point out 
misappropriation. Individual aid workers are better able to object to local administrators’ 
requests for relief items for personal use whilst civilians are reported to have more freedom to 
report any irregularities to relief workers on the ground. 

While aid agencies’ presence may be seen as discouraging violence against civilians, 
respondents argued that, in the absence of judicial mandates, those who commit abuses in the 
presence of outside observers go unpunished226. They may even go unreported because aid 
workers fear getting into trouble with the local authorities. This can embolden the 
perpetrators of violence. Respondents added that, since NGO workers do not stay 
permanently in any location, violence can often simply be deferred until such time as they 
leave (and they may leave because of violence).  

Another way in which aid could inhibit violence was through the provision of an economic 
alternative to soldiery. Many said military abuses in the south could be reduced by reviving 
the economy and thereby encouraging combatants to engage in productive activity rather than 
roaming the villages. 

                                                
226 When OLS suspended food deliveries to the Triple A camps in 1992, after the murder of three relief workers and 
a journalist, other agencies decided to send in food to the displaced anyway. 
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Relief may offer the potential to broker local peace agreements. When OLS was set up, its 
resources were used to broker a series of peace agreements between the Turkana in northwest 
Kenya and their neighbours in the Sudan, the Toposa. These agreements have often broken 
down, although at the time of writing a new accord enabled the two groups to share grazing 
areas, moving their herds together. This accord was agreed with the help of and in the 
presence of the government, ICRC, SPLA, the police chief, the Kenyan Army and OLS227. 

The managers of OLS estimate that the lives it saves outweigh the abuses it generates228.    

6.3.3 Legitimately Aiding the War Effort? 

To the extent that respondents did see relief as fuelling the war, many defended the process as 
legitimate and as ultimately conducive to the welfare of southern Sudanese. 

Among those who saw aid as legitimately fuelling (or at least assisting) war, one set of 
arguments centred on morale. The presence of aid agencies in south Sudan was seen as 
important for the morale of civilians and the SPLA in their struggle against the north. Some 
respondents stressed that relief conferred a feeling of recognition of a southern identity and 
even sovereignty by outsiders. This was linked with the large number of foreign aid workers 
travelling to south Sudan without permission from the GoS. Some Dinka in northern Bahr-el- 
Ghazal say that relief keeps them fighting, though this argument in some ways sits oddly with 
the common assertion that war would continue with or without relief. (Both arguments tend 
to be advanced in favour of continuing relief). 

Part of the role of aid in boosting morale is the support and credibility it gives to the SPLA/M 
government in the south. One former senior official commented: 

"We acknowledge the positive role of OLS in our struggle, but not because it pro-
vides food. It is primarily because it helps us run a state. Our people now feel that 
they belong to a government, and that is all because of aid. They think that the 
SPLM government is responsible for the coming of aid, and in a way we are re-
sponsible for it. If it continues and we manage it well, we can actually continue 
our struggle until the day of victory. So when aid agencies wonder whether or not 
this humanitarian assistance is fuelling the war, they must know that it does to a 
certain degree"229. 

                                                
227 Against this, OLS also has in some ways exacerbated security problems in Kenya. The regular flow of relief 
goods and cash along the Nairobi-Lokichoggio road has provided ample targets for banditry as far south as Marich 
Pass. Lokichoggio itself has also acquired a reputation as a centre for arms trade and various forms of criminal 
activity. 
228 Meeting, Senior OLS managers, 19 May 1999 
229 Interview, Former County Executive Director, June 1999 
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The manner in which relief operations were conducted was seen as important in influencing 
morale. As one respondent put it: 

"Well, to say that western aid is all we have got, I cannot emphasise that enough. 
But to expect the aid agencies to lift all the problems would be absurd. All I can 
say is that the aid agencies have the will and sympathy for our people. They are 
not just here to save their conscience as has been suggested by sceptics. I know 
that the people of south Sudan appreciate the respect and the humanity that comes 
with these relief supplies. It is the supplies without the respect for our dignity that 
truly makes some of us feel like hungry dogs fighting over a useless piece of 
bone.  But a handout accompanied by a smile truly touches our hearts; it gives us 
the will to live on and it makes us survive"230. 

Part of the aim of the war is to secure international recognition for the rebels and to draw 
attention to abuses against southern Sudanese. Aid operations in the south are seen as having 
helped in these endeavours. In particular, the presence of foreigners in the region is seen as 
providing a forum for south Sudanese to voice their grievances against the Sudan 
government, and allowing foreign aid workers to get first-hand information about the 
atrocities of the Sudan government. As one former senior official commented: 

"The reality is that our symbiotic relationship with foreign aid workers has ena-
bled them to listen to our side of the story and has caused many of them to grow 
sympathy for our cause. It is impossible to be neutral in a place like Sudan. We 
are aware that there are aid workers who sympathise with the north231". 

The very basis of OLS – the establishment of a southern sector of a UN-led operation with 
headquarters outside Sudan – is considered a diplomatic achievement by the SPLA/SPLM. 
This was the first time a government had acceded to a UN operation aimed at rebel areas, and 
this is seen as giving the SPLA/M a degree of international recognition. The presence of the 
head offices of both OLS and SPLM in Nairobi has given the SPLM the opportunity to meet 
foreign diplomats to explain its side of the story. The SPLM has been able to talk with 
representatives of the donor governments who fund OLS, often assisted by its contacts with 
humanitarian agencies. Individual aid workers have also been exposed to the viewpoints of 
south Sudanese.   

A second way in which aid is seen as legitimately assisting the war effort is through its role in 
keeping people in the south. There is some evidence that the aid has not only helped people to 
survive but has also limited migration to the north. Asked if aid has fuelled the war, many 
southern Sudanese in SPLA areas replied that without relief they would have died or been 
forced to surrender. Both the GoS and the SPLA know that the rebels depend on civilians for 
manpower and sustenance (and perhaps "cover" too). As a one-time senior official said: 

                                                
230 Interview, Civilian, June 1999 
231 Ibid. 
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"If aid agencies were not supporting SPLA, they would have let our people starve, 
or have used aid to lure them into government-held towns or into the north. And 
you know without the civilian population, our struggle cannot continue. So if OLS 
was really interested in the defeat of SPLA, they would have allowed the south to 
be run over by GoS forces"232. 

6.3.4 Fuelling Inter-factional Fighting 

A major concern is that relief appears in some ways to have encouraged inter-factional 
violence. Its role in the destructive activities of Commander Kerabino is particularly 
troubling. Disgruntled with SPLA leader John Garang, Kerabino defected from the SPLA and 
joined the government side in 1992. Between 1994 and 1997, from his base in the 
government-held town of Gogrial, Kerabino’s forces wrought widespread destruction on the 
civilian population in his home area of Tuic and Gogrial. They targeted relief distribution 
centres, as well as cattle camps and villages. Their attacks on villages, looting of cattle and 
burning of granaries were a major cause of the 1998 famine. People were scared away from 
their fields, often leaving them unweeded, unprotected from birds, and unharvested. 
Kerabino’s raids appear to have produced a profound ambivalence towards relief among 
many people in northern Bahr-el-Ghazal. Some felt that, without aid in their area, they might 
have been spared an attack by Kerabino’s forces. Yet, at the same time, in the wake of a raid, 
aid was seen as a very important benefit. Many perceived a vicious circle in which raiding 
was followed by emergency assistance, which attracted further raiding.   

In addition to its apparent role as a target in Kerabino’s raids, aid has also been a focus of 
many raids on the northern Bahr-el-Ghazal Dinka by the Baggara and the Nuer throughout 
the 1990s. Real and perceived inequalities in distribution between areas of the south have 
contributed to inter-factional fighting, often leading to attacks on relief centres and 
accusations of favouritism by southern politicians and within the UN. Relief centres have 
been attacked not simply because they harbour valuable resources but also because they 
attract concentrations of population. Controlling a relief centre may also be seen as a route to 
a certain kind of international recognition. In the 1980s, the inadequacy of international 
responses to drought among the Baggara in 1983-1985 and 1987-1988 was felt by many 
observers to have contributed to Baggara raids on the Dinka233. The ability of the GoS to 
block relief to certain areas of the south (notably through flight bans) may have been a factor 
in encouraging splits from the SPLA and alignment of break-away factions with the GoS –
alignments that have provided both access to material assistance and respite from attacks by 
GoS-sponsored militias.  

                                                
232 Ibid. 
233 Keen, 1994 
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On the other hand, some argue that the availability of aid in eastern areas of Bahr-el-Ghazal 
has fostered inter-ethnic peace by encouraging Nuer displaced from western Upper Nile to 
move west into the area of the Dinka and seek access to relief. Many combatants in Bahr-el- 
Ghazal suggest that the SPLA should take advantage of relief to establish a mechanism of 
inter-ethnic and intra-ethnic communication with the perspective of building trust again 
between rival groups and sections, in particular between the Dinka and the Nuer.  

6.3.5 Targeting as a Source of Conflict 

One type of conflict encouraged by aid has been conflict arising from attempts to target relief 
to the most needy, as raised by Jaspars234. One Dinka respondent told the research team: 

"To single out a subset of families can create tensions between these households 
and other families in the community, and they need each other. To generate such 
tensions is to weaken even further the social relations that are already strained by 
competition over resources"235.   

Targeting the displaced and those labelled "vulnerable" has often created tension and conflict 
within and between communities236. When a crisis is concentrated in a geographical location 
inhabited by a single subsection of the Dinka, targeting that population is seen as favouring 
them, at the expense of other areas. Whether true or not, such claims lead to serious tensions 
both between subsections and between the local authority and the civilian population. 
Tensions are even more pronounced if the official in charge of relief comes from the targeted 
area; where an administrator is perceived as biased, theft of relief items is often considered 
legitimate. Indeed, insofar as a group considers it has a right to relief, it may consider itself in 
some sense the owner. Thus, in indigenous terms, the question of "theft" may not arise. 

Relief items are generally regarded as not belonging to anybody, and stealing them is not as 
disgraceful as stealing local grain from someone’s house. The local legal system does not 
contain mechanisms to deal with theft of relief goods. Theft of relief items therefore falls into 
a different moral category from other types of theft, and traditional methods of social 
punishment do not apply the same way. When someone is accused of stealing relief items, 
they may respond according to the following logic: "So what, did I steal from your mother’s 
house?" 

                                                
234 Jaspars, 1999 
235 Interview, Dinka, June 1999 
236 Respondents also stressed that targeting was time-consuming and difficult to carry out when little is known about 
the intended beneficiaries. One respondent said: "Well, for one, how do you know that one family, including what 
you call the female-headed household, is worse off than the next one?  It seems that the process of identifying some 
families for targeted assistance is not only difficult but also a waste of time". 
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Conflict over scarce relief has generated an ambivalence towards relief among many Dinka, 
exemplified by one chief when he said: 

"Malnourished children have a place where they get fed, lazy people are no longer 
a burden on their relatives.  And relief has even taught us a foreign vocabulary –
we can now say such words as distribution, community, food, and feeding237. But 
relief has also caused serious problems for us because it is never enough, so we 
fight over it. Many of us have wondered whether we are not better off without 
it"238. 

Most respondents suggested that aid was a communal property which should be divided 
equally between groups – rather than targeted by outsiders with little or no understanding of 
how Dinka society works. Many Dinka also stress that decisions on relief allocation should 
be made collectively by the people because it is a segmentary society in which every section, 
family and household wants proportional representation. This also brings a clash between the 
local authority (which sees itself as a modernising force) and the more traditional system of 
authority centred on the chiefs. 

6.3.6 Aid as Illegitimately Fuelling Conflict 

Insofar as aid was seen by respondents in SPLA areas as illegitimately fuelling conflict, this 
was because of the perceived role of aid in GoS-controlled areas, especially those in the 
south239. For example, Sudanese elders who had fled Wau after Kerabino’s attack in 1998 
asked that donors examine more closely the provision of relief to GoS-held towns, such as 
Wau, since they claimed that the majority of the relief they had seen delivered there went to 
the civil and military authorities240. A senior civil administrator in Gogrial County 
commented: 

"If you are looking for what fuels the war, you should look at OLS itself and what 
it does in the north. Its headquarters are in Khartoum, all the aid agencies are 
taxed by the government, the donor money is used to purchase grain from north-
ern Sudanese farmers, and the Sudan government uses this money to buy weap-
ons, which are used to fight us. It is definitely not the coming of food aid, which is 
preventing the coming of peace on our part. What is hindering peace are the same 
countries that bring food who do not show interest in bringing peace to our coun-
try. In fact, they fuel it [the war] by allowing the government of Sudan to manipu-
late relief to feed its garrison towns in the south. Our critics focus on SPLA diver-
sion of food, but they don’t say similar things about GoS. They would not last 
long within the country if they criticised the government. The government does 

                                                
237 The word community can be translated into Dinka in various ways, putting greater or lesser stress on locality or 
kin-group: baai, wut or cieng. 
238 Interview, Dinka Chief, June 1999 
239 The view that aid was assisting government abuses was also expressed, more guardedly, by some southerners in 
GoS areas. 
240 Interview, Elders, 27 May 1999 
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not even allow them to investigate what takes place in displaced camps within the 
north. The industrialised countries that donate money for humanitarian assistance 
also promote the war by allowing the sale of arms to the government. Talk about 
double standards241". 

 6.4  Understanding the Diversion of Relief 

6.4.1 Introduction 

Diversion of relief in the south has routinely been seen as a manifestation of corruption or 
malevolence. It is however important to understand the relationship between diversion and 
local political and economic processes and social norms. As in the north, good information is 
scarce. Aid agencies had various methods of evaluation and monitoring and all attempted to 
monitor programme input and impact. In some programmes, however, monitoring was 
severely limited. Few agencies made any attempt to monitor beneficiary satisfaction with 
interventions. Furthermore, no formal efforts were systematically made to monitor negative 
consequences of the assistance programme or to consider these alongside reports of non-
conformity to OLS Ground Rules. Post-distribution monitoring during the famine in 1998 
was notably ineffective. The more sensitive the programme, the more difficult it was to 
monitor adequately. In other words, where agency objectives clashed with the agendas of 
those in power in the community, monitoring was difficult.   

This problem was circumvented by some agencies, and the solution adopted by SCF-UK is 
worth noting. Benefiting from an understanding of community priorities, SCF did not try to 
impose external criteria for distribution but instead relied on the advice of community leaders 
to establish the criteria for vulnerability. Village chiefs had the task of distributing relief 
items, while SCF tried to ensure that these criteria were equitable and to conduct follow-up 
visits with the view to guaranteeing that those identified were indeed receiving support. 
During the famine in 1998, the approach was modified somewhat. As many displaced people 
were without representation and thus extremely vulnerable, discussions on vulnerability 
criteria were intensified and relief items were held back by SCF from the regular distribution 
conducted by the chiefs. After the chiefs’ distribution, the items withheld were then targeted 
to those who had been omitted but were still in need. This way, monitoring was still 
feasible242. (For its part, Oxfam routinely monitored project performance indicators and levels 
of malnutrition in the community. They also held vulnerability workshops which provided 
community perceptions on the nature of vulnerability and views on the appropriateness of the 
programme). 

                                                
241 Interview, Senior civil administrator, June 1999 
242 SCF-UK, 1999 
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Targeting has always been problematic in the south (and indeed in the north). As food passes 
through local political structures, it has often been "diverted" from the most needy. Those 
poorly represented within the traditional chieftaincy system have usually been ill-placed to 
stake a claim to relief243.  

Certainly, targeting systems did not operate during the 1998 crisis244. The system of 
distribution in 1998 relied on chiefs and gol leaders, and gave inadequate representation to a 
number of marginalised groups, notably widows and the displaced. WFP’s reliance on local 
SRRA staff and the community-based relief committees was said to have reduced WFP’s 
impartiality, with local SRRA staff and relief committees reported to have favoured resident 
populations and the most powerful subsections. WFP’s ability to work independently of the 
SRRA (including for monitoring purposes) was also eroded by its reliance on the SRRA for 
security, translation and a number of other essentials. 

There is a consensus in the south that the SPLA has consistently received food aid via the 
community but the quantity of such diversion or leakage is almost impossible to assess. Most 
of the food that went to the army was allocated after the "official" distribution had taken 
place. In the main, the perception of Sudanese villagers and, perhaps surprisingly, of agency 
field staff was that those in the army were entitled to this food as they were part of the 
community. It is important to note that in provinces other than Bahr-el-Ghazal forcible 
confiscation by the army appears to have been more common. A focus on Equatoria, for 
example, would no doubt give a different picture of civilian attitudes to the SPLA. 

The OLS Review states that, while the introduction of the Food Economy Approach has been 
responsible for a better assessment of food aid needs, an unrealistic confidence in the 
approach itself has emerged. Part of the problem, as has been noted, has been the inability to 

                                                
243SPLM/SPLA- OLS, 1998. For a fuller discussion of the impossibility of targeting the vulnerable in current 
conditions in Bahr-el-Ghazal, see Harrigan, 1999. Chapman’s article (Chapman, 1999) describes how WFP initially 
used the chiefly structure for food distribution in southern Sudan. However, it was discovered that, while theses 
bodies traditionally dealt with justice issues, settled disputes and ran the "hunger courts", they had no experience 
with the distribution of "free goods". This additional role created a number of problems, including how to deal with 
the alien concept of targeting with limited resources. These problems resulted in very little "trickle-down" to 
vulnerable families. As an alternative, targeting by household unit showed little more success;  indeed, since in south 
Sudan heads of households are commonly assumed to be men, they will have responsibility for dividing the food 
between his wives and children or household units. Hierarchies commonly exist amongst wives, which may result in 
unequal distribution amongst these household units. According to Chapman, a strong case can therefore be made for 
targeting directly to those who are responsible for the household units – that is, women. As a result of all this 
knowledge and experience, the idea of the Relief Committee emerged (with seven women and six men representing 
geographical regions who would help to identify the most vulnerable in the community and help to manage the 
logistics of a food distribution). The idea was that the Relief Committees would work with the chiefs and relieve 
them of some of their tasks. The benefits of the new system centred around the female involvement, which ensured 
that more of the food reached the household level and contributed to the empowerment of women. WFP viewed the 
Relief Committee system as a success story. 
244 Ibid.; Jaspars 1999 
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predict increasing needs by factoring in the security situation. Another problem is that in line 
with the methodology of the FEA, WFP has tried to target food aid to relatively poor groups, 
whereas the severity of the famine in 1998 meant almost everyone was adversely affected.  
Sudanese respondents stressed that since everyone had suffered asset-loss they were all 
entitled to food aid. In these circumstances, continuing to target a segment of the population 
was seen as inappropriate. The mismatch in perceptions between aid agencies and the local 
community often resulted in two distributions: (1) one carried out according to the rules of 
the agencies, and (2) a second subsequent redistribution within the local community, which 
could not be monitored. In fact, scarce agency resources were allocated to what often turned 
out to be a "show" distribution. A related difficulty was that when poorer members of a 
community were targeted for agency distributions, they were often made to pay a tayeen – a 
local food tax from which the poor would normally be exempt. 

WFP has developed an incident database aimed at monitoring adverse incidents during food 
distributions. The research team was not allowed systematically to analyse its contents, 
although one of our researchers was permitted access to the database in the offices of WFP at 
Lokichokio. Approximately 68 incidences were recorded between May 1998 and May 1999, 
and WFP estimated that reported incidents made up about 80% of all incidents in which WFP 
field staff were involved or witnesses. Problems noted included the misappropriation of food 
aid and disputes with the counterpart agency, the SRRA. At more than one distribution site, 
SRRA officials had denied monitors permission to follow women who were leaving the site. 
Also recorded were incidents of petty theft from distribution sites, damage to property or 
persons during food drops, and fighting around distribution sites. On top of these problems, 
there have been reports of distributions sites being targeted and bombed by GoS245. 

6.4.2 Complaints against the SPLA 

The SPLA does seem to have become to some degree dependent on taxing and other forms of 
siphoning of resources from aid operations. The lack of high value and easily extractable 
natural resources in the SPLA-controlled area makes aid goods particularly important. (This 
contrasts with the situation of Unita in Angola where diamonds provide a source of income 
far greater than any possible benefit from aid). The importance of aid to the rebel 
administration helps to explain the current SPLM/SRRA attempt to impose a new 
Memorandum of Understanding on aid agencies, which is to be agreed individually by each 
organisation. 

                                                
245 The research team was shown photos of a Twic distribution site attacked by northern militias, where dead bodies 
had been thrown across the food to contaminate it. 
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Using relief to support a rebellion could be seen as part of a legitimate ideological struggle. 
However, alongside the above mentioned aspects, relief offers an opportunity of private 
enrichment for powerful people, whether soldiers, commanders, politicians or chiefs. That 
such self-enrichment occurs is not denied and individual commanders have been removed in 
rebel areas for oppressing their people. It is possible that diversion is doubly profitable for 
some soldiers because of the impact on market prices246. The nature of both the SPLM and 
the GoS is such that neither party believes it has more than a limited accountability to relief 
donors. There is even less accountability to the beneficiaries, partly because structures and 
mechanisms for transparency and accountability do not exist in a civil war fought by leaders 
whose authority derives from their control of soldiers and weaponry rather than any 
popularly-expressed will247.  

That relief was commonly not reaching the intended beneficiaries was widely remarked upon, 
and a range of respondents criticised the SPLA’s actions in relation to the relief system. The 
SPLA soldiers cannot really take the food straight from the "drop-zone" in front of foreign 
relief workers; however, they often collect it as "taxation" after the supplies have been moved 
to redistribution sites, usually a cattle byre. At this stage, aid workers have no more control 
over the distribution. It is the politically well-connected who can best stake a claim to relief 
and the poor usually only get it through a "trickle down" effect. 

The SPLA/SPLM administration is repeatedly blamed for theft, looting and forced 
confiscation of scarce resources. There are periodic reports of armed unruly soldiers waiting 

                                                
246 One of the reasons for diversion by northern Sudanese groups (especially officers and traders) is the profitability 
of scarcity. It is possible that scarcity profits have also fuelled diversion by the SPLA, which might play a part in 
simultaneously reducing the supply of available grain and boosting the demand for it. Such effects are local.  
Elsewhere, the sale of grain by the SPLA has reduced prices and may have led to a decline in cultivation. Certainly, 
SPLA soldiers have a degree of market control in many areas. Among the economic interests of the SPLA are 
extensive teak plantations outside Yei. Many markets which are unfavourable for civilians are very lucrative for the 
local military elite. Anecdotal evidence suggests that SPLA commanders may sometimes restrict trade in order to 
profit from scarcity.  

In northern Aweil, particularly in Warawar, the SPLA commander is known to have arranged a relative truce with 
the Misseria Arabs so that they can trade at the market and graze their herds in the area during the dry season. It 
appears that there is an alliance between the Arab traders and the local traders, all with the blessing of the SPLA 
commander.  On the whole, this trade is discouraged by the GoS in the interest of promoting scarcity in the south – 
the traders of Warawar told the research team that those who brought supplies to the south from northern towns 
risked jail sentences of up to 15 years.  At the same time, the Baggara traders are often infiltrated by GoS security 
personnel, who gather intelligence on SPLA activities, Dinka population movements and the movement of Dinka 
cattle camps.  They report back to the GoS forces and their PDF militia, which then attack Dinka positions. The GoS 
security forces have sometimes committed crimes in the market to provoke anger and disrupt the local truce. The 
SPLA may also have had interest in the breakdown of truce, and this seems to have been particularly pertinent in 
1994-1995. One respondent said the commander, having allowed Arabs traders to enter Warawar, would then create 
a false alarm or even attack the Arabs so that no more imports come in and the prices for the remaining goods shoot 
up. 
247 Since 1994, the SPLM has conducted limited elections, in Yambio District for example, as part of the administra-
tive reforms agreed in the Chukudum Convention. But accountability remains generally weak. 
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outside feeding centres and of opportunistic military looting. Large-scale desertion has 
become commonplace in southern Sudan, sometimes followed by looting. In 1998, for 
instance, during a SPLA advance on Torit, large numbers of SPLA soldiers deserted from the 
battle front and returned to Bahr-el-Ghazal, looting on the way. A former executive director 
of SRRA acknowledged at an OLS/SRRA/SPLM meeting in Mapel in May 1999 that two 
distributions take place in various counties, including Gogrial, namely a formal distribution 
organised by aid agencies and a subsequent distribution organised by local civilian and 
military authorities. Reckoning that this had contributed to the 1998 famine in Bahr-el- 
Ghazal, he added:  

"If we call for outsiders to help us, we must put our own house in order. Those 
who steal and loot are armed soldiers.  If you cannot control them, why arm them? 
They disregard the law because their leaders do so. For example, you find com-
missioners and the commanders writing notes to the SRRA demanding to given 
50 or 100 bags of relief food to be distributed to his relatives. How can we call 
ourselves a system?"248. 

Some note the contrast between the "real" government (particularly the British colonial 
government) and the "government of our sons". The phrase is an expression of the 
disappointment that the Dinka of Bahr-el-Ghazal feel toward the SPLM administration. Also 
contributing to this disappointment is the failure of the SPLA to protect large sections of the 
population of northern Bahr-el-Ghazal from attack by government-backed militias.   

Several relief workers in the course of this study gave accounts of theft of food by soldiers 
which they had witnessed. In one centre were heard the beginnings of an argument between 
WFP and local authorities about diversion which led to a suspension of distribution and the 
invoking of mediation from the SRRA Nairobi office and the OLS Humanitarian Principles 
staff. In 1998, WFP suspended deliveries to Nyamlell for two and a half months because 
relief workers had been evacuated just before a distribution which had then been carried out 
by soldiers. Again the judgement of the relief agencies is that the scale of abuse does not 
justify termination of food deliveries although they are now suspended when monitors 
request it. 

Evidence of abuses is more common in SPLA areas, although this probably reflects the 
greater freedom of information in SPLA areas compared with GoS areas. Those interviewed 
in Ajiep and other areas felt that organised diversion and confiscation by the SPLA were not 
undertaken on a large scale. The scale of diversion in the south, in Bahr-el-Ghazal at least, 
has also been much lower than in some other conflicts, notably Somalia during the height of 
its civil war and famine. 

                                                
248 OLS/SRRA/SPLM, 1999 
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6.4.3 Understanding Diversion by the SPLA 

Despite frequent criticism of the SPLA, what aid agencies call "diversion" was also widely 
defended by elders and civilian officials, as well as soldiers. The OLS focus on the issue of 
relief diversion is seen within the SPLA/SRRA as blocking communication with the military.  
Outsiders’ emphasis on soldiers taking relief from intended beneficiaries has encouraged 
soldiers to cover up their activities rather than perhaps explaining why they think they are and 
should be included in relief allocation.  

Some SPLA soldiers complain of being misunderstood and misjudged by aid staff. 
Interviewed in June 1999, a junior SPLA officer (a Dinka) said: 

"Aid agencies have to realise that we, the soldiers, care about our people very 
much because we are in the bush for them, and without them we would not make 
a dent on the northern government.  The problem with some aid workers is that 
they come here with a notion that we the military are the enemy of the people.  So 
our relations with them start off on a bad foot from the day they arrive.  It is time 
they change their perceptions about us.  We are both trying to make a difference 
in the lives of our people.  If the movement as a whole is being criticised at the 
leadership level up there, what has that got to do with us as individual soldiers 
here at the bottom?  Among us here, just like it is among aid workers, there are 
some who are bad as there are others who are excellent". 

The Dinka civilian population of northern Bahr-el-Ghazal is divided over the issue of military 
control of relief. Some think that chiefs should be exclusively responsible for the food and 
that the military should be excluded from decision-making. Even those not supporting 
diversion by the SPLA have often tried to convey some understanding of the conditions 
giving rise to it and nearly all respondents defended regularised taxation by the SPLA. Some 
of the respondents defending SPLA diversion may well have been beneficiaries of such 
diversion and this would no doubt have encouraged a tolerant attitude to diversion. However, 
interviews were also conducted with people who lacked the local leverage to benefit from 
diversion. Even in the latter case, people’s responses should be treated with caution, not least 
because fear may well have played a part.249  

The first aspect of food diversion to the army that one must understand relates to the fact that 
the army is, to some extent, perceived as part of the community it defends. 

While it is true that the army has been fed partly through food aid, this food has usually been 
supplied through community mechanisms. Many argued that this was appropriate given that 
the army was part of the community. A considerable amount of food goes to the army 

                                                
249 Many aid workers feel they are constantly being watched and reported on. They believe that conversations with 
beneficiaries are inhibited by the latter’s fear of local intelligence and punishment, which makes it hard to respond to 
needs. 
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because the community provides it to brothers, fathers, and sons. Many soldiers, whether they 
are in government or SPLA-held areas, have their families with them. The women in the 
families cook for them. It is not feasible in such circumstances to exclude soldiers from 
access to relief food. 

In Bahr-el-Ghazal, it is common to hear people say how absurd it is for OLS to think that 
they can feed the people, and not feed the army which protects these people. A senior civil 
administrator in Gogrial County noted: "What is the point of feeding the civilians only to be 
killed the next day if there is no army to defend them?"250 

The expectation of assistance by soldiers who see themselves as defenders of the people was 
well brought out by one SPLA soldier who justified the behaviour of the military in the 
following manner:  

"When I joined the movement 12 years ago, I had just finished junior secondary 
school. Instead of going to senior secondary so that I can go to university and 
graduate to have a good job, I decided that having no education at all was better 
than education in the hands of the Arabs. I chose to join the struggle, even without 
knowing how long the liberation process was going to take. I was convinced this 
is what I had to do and other southerners can choose other ways to contribute to 
the cause. The most I expected when I was deployed here in Bahr-el-Ghazal in 
1989 was the contribution of rural civilians to the struggle by providing me with 
necessary feeding needs. Now that things are tough and food is scarce for all, the 
civilians expect me to juggle between my family, my food needs, the war with 
Murahaleen, with the Nuer and Kerabino. Somebody has to make a choice here. 
Either the civil population decides that I pay exclusive attention to my own needs 
and forget about defending our nation, our cattle, or I make that decision myself. 
Well, I have chosen to continue my national duty of defending our nation at the 
expense of my children and wife who never see me for months at times. While I 
am on duty, I have been forced to demand food because the civilians were just not 
offering as I had hoped. This is where the clash between SPLA and civilians has 
come from, and that is what you call human rights violation. What does a soldier, 
an unpaid one for that, have to do? Cut myself into two pieces, one for the army 
and another for food production? Or should we commit suicide and dismantle the 
SPLA and surrender to the Arabs?"251 

Soldiers’ superior access to relief was sometimes seen as reducing the appropriation of 
villagers’ own stocks of grain and their cattle. One chief noted:  

"Relief has really helped us. Tayeen (food tax) has stopped since food aid started 
here, soldiers roaming villages asking for food is no longer a universal scene"252. 

                                                
250 Interview, Senior civil administrator, June 1999 
251 Interview, SPLA soldier, 3 June 1999 
252 Interview, Dinka chief, June 1999. 
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Some respondents however stressed that the SPLA could not indefinitely take the support of 
civilians for granted. Such feelings seem to have fed into the 1994 Chukudum convention and 
the associated "opening up" within the SPLA. Some members of the SPLA who are critical of 
the movement contend that if it wants to show to the world that the people of south Sudan are 
its primary concern, it is no use waiting for the end of the war to take the responsibility for 
peoples’ lives. 

There may, however, be very different attitudes to abuses by soldiers outside their home 
areas. 

Local recruitment and return of soldiers to home areas has helped contain abuses in Bahr-el-
Ghazal; conversely, recruitment from other areas has often fed into such abuses. To avoid the 
recurrence of the diversion in Ajiep last year, a senior Sudanese relief figure recommended 
that local administrative staff should be from the area as they would feel ashamed if they 
cheated their own people.   

When asked about civilians’ complaints of soldiers taking their goods, one SPLA soldier 
gave this account of how the practice of appropriating goods from civilians had evolved:   

"There is truth in [the complaints]. Initially when we were deployed here, it was 
thought that if the civilians did not understand why we are here, how much we re-
ly on them, and that it is in their own good, it would be difficult to get them to pay 
the costs of war. They had to understand why housing the soldiers, feeding them 
and supporting them in all other ways is their responsibility. This was supposed to 
be done peacefully and through better understanding, but many soldiers got car-
ried away with this. When the civilians were expected to pay up, they were ex-
pected to come up with their own payment arrangements through the chiefs.  The 
policy was not meant to be a random practice where each soldier just went about 
collecting food from the people. But you see this behaviour became widespread 
only during the last three years when Kerabino created his havoc. It is partly be-
cause the resources have become so scarce and partly due to the growth of bandit-
ry of Kerabino’s forces. The latter plus the war against the Murahileen caused the 
military activity to increase in the area, therefore [there were] more soldiers on 
duty.  When the war is low-key, the rate of looting declines. [This is] because sol-
diers have time to be with their families, they have no reason to be in areas other 
than their own home villages except when they are in the barracks and military 
headquarters, [and] they have no justification for not procuring their own food. 
When they are active in combat, it seems they feel that since they are sacrificing 
their lives to defend their people, it is their hard-earned right to be looked after by 
the civilians. After all, they don’t get paid for their national commitment". 

Another important aspect of the problem of relief diversion is competition for scarce 
resources. 

As suggested by the above quotation, part of the issue is the scarcity of relief. Since the 
various levels of authority in the south have to compete for very meagre resources, this 
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produces a great deal of tension and a great number of turf-battles. Because external 
humanitarian aid is the only significant resource which the administration can hope to 
control, this aid has become the main focus of tension. Both project plans and actual 
distribution have proven highly controversial. In his personal assessment of the role of aid, 
one Dinka man who is a junior officer in the SPLA said:  

"The relief that the khawaja (white man) provides is like gathering hungry dogs 
and then throwing a small piece of meat to them. It could be just a bone, and the 
dogs will fight over it. That is exactly what we do when we hear news of food 
drops, delivery of medicines, textbooks, and water supplies. We jump in unison, 
each one of us trying to get a piece, a drop of grain. One just has to get something 
from the distribution site, and it could be a useless piece, but who cares. The hu-
miliation is unprecedented, but we are too caught up in survival that no one has 
time to step back and look at our society, our communities, our families, and how 
they have ceased to function normally. In this regard relief is both a blessing and a 
calamity. It attracts more raids by our enemies, but it also saves the lives of those 
who survive". 

Finally, an important consideration is the specific nature of the SPLA military culture. 

Civilian administrators say that their authority is often undermined by local military forces.  
Many feel the war has encouraged a kind of military culture that gives military personnel 
more prestige and authority than civilians. When a county commissioner is a civilian, he 
usually experiences some difficulty in getting his orders implemented. One of the reasons 
why the SPLA involves itself so closely in relief is claimed to be a fear that relief will 
compromise security253. 

All this leaves SRRA officials complaining that they are running an organisation which does 
not know what it is supposed to be. Is it exclusively a relief organisation? Is it operating in 
lieu of the government? Or is it still governed by military rules since those who run it hold 
military ranks?254   

Interviews with SPLA representatives and commanders confirmed this impression of a 
"culture clash". They argued that soldiers tend to regard civilian administrators with a degree 
of contempt since, in their view, these are people who have escaped from fighting the enemy, 
thereby making it difficult to trust them with relief food. Some SPLA representatives said 
insufficient attention was given to preparing civilian cadres during what they see as an abrupt 

                                                
253 One SPLA officer said: "Despite the importance of relief in saving lives, we pay a big price for accepting it. One 
main price is compromising our security and military secrets. We do not ask for background checks on all the relief 
workers as the government of Sudan does". 
254 Many would like to see the SRRA become an operational relief agency. The New Sudan secretariat of Humanita-
rian Affairs could deal with the aid agencies operating in south Sudan, while the SRRA could develop its own 
project proposals and apply for its own funds. 
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shift from military rule to civil administration after the 1994 National Convention at 
Chukudum.  

Although some soldiers’ appropriations are linked with SPLA requisitioning, some abuses are 
better understood as crime. The rule of law has been greatly eroded by conflict. Many 
soldiers who are not engaged in combat may be found in the marketplace, in the court area or 
roaming the villages. Some settle old scores by threatening to shoot. Although this lawless 
behaviour reportedly declined in 1999, many Dinka still suggest that legal, customary and 
moral restraints have been broken down so severely that many people are ready to violate 
property rights and rules governing business transactions and even to kill those who try to 
stand in the way of such violations.   

Many ordinary Dinka civilians blame the crime rate on the failure of SPLA leadership to 
punish and discipline their soldiers. The following phrase is often heard: "If the officer can do 
this, why not me?". Chiefs find themselves having to please the SPLA commanders, thereby 
reducing their accountability to the people they lead and eroding their authority and 
legitimacy. Soldiers often have little or no fear of being punished when they steal, rape and 
commit other kinds of violations. The SPLA has set up a police force but funding has been 
inhibited by the near-collapse of the economy and the police are subject to the influence of 
the military. Many Dinka say the police only arrest those who have no SPLA connections. 

6.4.4 Complaints against Chiefs 

The recent SPLM/SRRA – OLS Joint Assessment and Task Force report put part of the 
blame for inadequacies in aid distribution on the chiefs. Some SRRA officials argued that the 
chiefs prioritised kin over need. Chiefs strongly denied these charges, when questioned by the 
research team, and contended that accusations of mishandling relief were coming from 
everyone but their own followers. Certainly, despite the democratic authority structure of the 
Dinka, respondents did not suggest that chiefs were responsible for misappropriation of relief. 
Chiefs also stressed that relief passes through so many hands before reaching the chiefs, and 
that, at each stage, aid gets "sieved" (or laathic).  

Some attempts were made to by-pass the chieftaincy system in the distribution of relief, with 
a view to putting in place an alternative system in the form of the Relief Committee system. 
However, this new system was not able to circumvent the power of chiefs. Chiefly power, 
which had proved resilient in the face of colonialism, civil war and "modernisation", was not 
so easily eroded, and their influence over relief proved persistent. 
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6.4.5 Diversion into Education 

Schools rely on aid to feed pupils and provide incentives for teachers. The local authorities 
often take part of relief so as to give it to teachers, even though it was not intended for such 
use by the relief agencies. County and payam officials have often acted this way in response 
to the demands of people for educational services. 

Funding for education has always been one of the principle requests made by south Sudanese 
to assessment missions. Indeed, since the withdrawal of government services at the beginning 
of the war, south Sudanese have made important educational initiatives. Humanitarian 
organisations aiming to save lives might consider the use of relief food not specifically 
designated for schools as a form of diversion, although most of the inhabitants of Bahr-el-
Ghazal would not do so. Support for education represents the provision of a basic need and, 
as one respondent said, "resources can be looted but no one can take away ABCs". 

6.4.6 Local Redistribution of Relief 

How can relief serve a function in saving lives, if such a large proportion of material inputs 
are diverted – or, to put it another way, if aid agencies’ targeting of the neediest has proven so 
difficult in practice? 

Part of the answer seems to lie in indigenous methods for redistributing relief. Respondents 
pointed to a variety of ways in which this occurs, including the sale of relief. For example, 
some families will sell some of their portion of relief in order to diversify their diet with 
items such as sugar and dried fish. This makes more relief available through the market, 
though it may still be too expensive for many people. When relief supplies are sold, they may 
help to promote trade and markets. Often, these markets provide job opportunities for the 
poor who have no purchasing capacity. Relief may be redistributed to kin, and friendships – 
often established in lieu of kin relations that have been eroded by conflict – have become 
important channels of redistribution.   

Even relief taken by soldiers is not necessarily "lost" to the most needy. One Dinka man 
asked:  

"Where do the soldiers take (relief items)? It is not as if they take it to the sky 
where nobody will share it with them. The soldiers who receive relief food, 
whether illegally or through their gol 255 leaders, give their share to some of the 
women most in need who may miss out, to cook it for them and they all share the 
meal. Soldiers also sell because they want to carry money instead of the heavy 

                                                
255 The term gol in Dinka means a clan or group of people who maintain a relationship based on common descent.  
In the Dinka administration, a gol leader is nominated by the members of the clan and appointed by the government 
to act as the liaison between the people and the authorities. In the past, his main occupation was tax collection and he 
now acts as the relief food distributor who identifies members of his clan who are most vulnerable. 



 
 Field Evaluation Study, April 2000 195 

load. They can then use the money to buy meals whenever they arrive at a market, 
and there are many "hunger" markets throughout Bahr-el-Ghazal. Through these 
markets, relief supplies are recycled and they have reached many different sectors 
of the population". 

6.5 Relief as a Cause of "Dependency"? 

6.5.1 Introduction 

OLS agencies responsible for the allocation of emergency food aid have adopted a policy of 
attempting to avoid creating "dependency" amongst recipient populations. However, there is 
no clear definition of, or agreement on, the meaning of the term. (We take dependency to be 
the choice to concentrate on relief food and not pursue other options for access to food, such 
as cultivation or wage labour). The OLS Review found that a concern with "dependency", by 
encouraging ration cuts, was tending to endorse harmful "coping" strategies. Although the 
Food Economy Approach tries to avoid encouraging such strategies, donors do not always 
give much consideration to the long-term effects of various formulas. 

Rarely is there a discussion of the level at which dependency is supposed to operate. Is it at 
the level of the individual, the household, the community or the institutions? Most of the 
discussion is about individuals and households, although this focus is usually implicit rather 
than explicit. 

The notion of dependence as an undesirable phenomenon leaves out the notion that, in an 
acute emergency, short-term dependence is inevitable since it is precisely the lack of 
availability of the means to live that is the reason for the presence of relief. This does not 
imply psychological dependence. Nor does it mean that the dependence is self-perpetuating, 
if other means of livelihood become possible again. In southern Sudan, there is no evidence 
that people are becoming dependent, in any prolonged or permanent way, on the emergency 
general ration. 

Relief deliveries have been too unreliable to depend on and not enough food has gone into 
south Sudan to permit any but the smallest number of determined beneficiaries to depend on 
it for all their food needs – and then only for limited periods. This is also true for other items, 
such as relief kits, fishhooks, pump parts and medical supplies, all of which have not arrived 
on a scale adequate to establish dependency. 

OLS consultants, writing in December 1998, suggested that 360,000 tonnes of food had been 
delivered for 4.7 million "victims of war and drought" in the whole of Sudan between 1992 
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and 1998256. If we break this figure down, it implies an average of just over 50,000 tonnes per 
annum, which in turn implies 11 kilos of food per targeted person every year for 7 years, or 
7.5% of a person’s annual requirement. Even assuming all of this was cereal257, then it 
represents only 15% of WFP’s own suggested need for 73 kilos of cereal per person per 
annum. Of course, these figures are averages and say nothing about the distribution among 
the population. It would be hard to argue that WFP has been able to do more than tide people 
over for a period of months, or supplement their own efforts when they are short of grain. 
One also has to consider that significant amounts of food go to powerful individuals, 
including soldiers. 

In the southern sector, even in the famine year of 1998, total input of food aid, based on an 
estimated population of 6 million, represented approximately 9% of food needs. Since 1992, 
food aid has provided 3.5% of total food requirements overall (based on the same population 
over the seven years). Although some groups clearly will have received a greater percentage 
of their needs, it is difficult to imagine that these small overall percentages have created 
widespread dependency on food aid. 

Aggregate WFP figures for Bahr-el-Ghazal show that 95% of estimated needs were delivered 
in 1998 – or 82,000 tonnes of food (more than three times what was sent in 1994). When the 
figures are broken down by month, they however show that, for the first four months of the 
year, only 56% of assessed needs was delivered. For the last four months, the figure averaged 
129%. During the 12-month period, the numbers to be given food rose from 187,500 to 
613,187258. No-one knows the exact populations served, nor exactly how to "target the 
vulnerable".  

Some places are seen as having become "relief ghettos" (eg., Thiet), where aid is seen as 
having attracted redundant youth without having offered them opportunities for employment 
or education. (One common grievance is that the international aid agencies have played a 
limited role in helping the society deal with the serious problem of youth violence, but it is 
not relief in itself that creates this problem; rather it is collapse of social, political and legal 
restraints). 

There are also cases of people who stay near an airstrip to live off relief or who move from 
airstrip to airstrip in search of it, although this should not be taken as evidence of dependency 
in the sense in which it is often used – namely, that relief food is somehow changing the 
nature of society in south Sudan and making people too lazy to look after themselves. This is 
an argument that was also heard once or twice from Sudanese officials themselves, but it 
                                                
256 OLS, 1998, p. 10 
257 A full ration of fat and protein has never been supplied. 
258 OLS, January-December 1998 
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seemed to reflect a fear of dependency rather than the large scale occurrence of it. At the 
Mapel meeting, this fear was used in support of the contention by a senior civil administrator 
in Wau County that foreign relief should be employed more for rehabilitation than it has been 
to date259. 

In displaced camps, where people are far from home, have lost their livestock and are usually 
unable to cultivate or trade, there has been considerable temporary dependence on food aid. 
For instance, displaced Bor Dinka were dependent on WFP food in the Ame, Aswa, Atepi 
camps in 1992-1993 in Equatoria. Where security conditions permit a return home, relief 
rarely is something that keeps people from doing so. 

Whilst concern with preventing "dependency" usually takes the form of limiting food aid, 
inadequate attention has been given to actively promoting economic activity or to preserving 
the natural resources which have traditionally provided some of the best insurance against 
calamity and any dependence on relief.  

A very important and commonly overlooked fact is that south Sudan's fertility and natural 
resources have allowed its people to survive for the last 16 years, in the face of war and a 
sharp curtailment of trade. Despite attempts to factor this into the Food Economy Approach, 
the importance of natural food resources in southern Sudan has never been adequately 
recognised by aid agencies. It is arguable that fish and wild food have kept more people alive 
in Bahr-el-Ghazal and Upper Nile than food aid coming into the region. However, in the 
early days of the relief operation, relief workers had for the most part a limited understanding 
of the subsistence economy or resources of the south. Where this understanding was 
available, it took another four years for its institutionalisation within OLS, as the Food 
Economy method became more widely used, understood and debated. It was not until an 
interested WFP Food monitor systematically analysed the contribution of wild foods to 
people's diet that outsiders began to understand the importance they play for survival, when 
other sources of food fail or are destroyed.  

This raises the more profound question of the fate of the large animal populations of southern 
Sudan, which include several unique mammalian species, and the destruction of their 
irreplaceable swamp and forest habitats. Although such natural resources have contributed 
significantly to the survival of the human population, they have also seriously suffered from 
the ubiquity of small arms. In supporting the struggle for survival of the people of southern 
Sudan, donors and aid agencies should pay great attention to the conservation of these 
important natural resources. It was not until 1999 that a donor showed interest in a re-survey 
of Sudan's two largest national parks. Even now, there appears to be no systematic 

                                                
259 Interview, Senior civil administrator, 25 May 1999 
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assessment of the impact of the large amounts of fishing twine and fish hooks brought in by 
the relief agencies on the fish stocks of Upper Nile and Bahr-el-Ghazal. 

Aid programmes have tended to take relatively little account of the natural resources which 
south Sudan possesses in abundance. This neglect of natural resources came about for two 
reasons.  

Firstly, OLS, which since 1990 has been the largest source of relief goods, was conceived not 
as a broad response to support people dealing with a civil war. Rather, it was defined more 
narrowly as an answer to food shortage caused by war. Hence, food aid was its largest 
component, physically and financially.  

Secondly, southern Sudanese themselves were unable to systematically explain to outsiders 
how they survived, until educated southerners had learned the methods of analysis used by 
the relief operation. Informants were often reluctant to include wild foods, famine foods or 
wild animals in discussing their diet. The understanding of relief agencies has also been 
inhibited by the focus on "emergencies", high staff turnover and poor institutional memory.  

In fact, the natural resources of Sudan have been intensively and extensively documented, 
both during the Condominium administration and from 1972-1983. The Mefit Babtie reports 
from the 1980s on the development potential of the Jonglei area are typical and contain a 
wealth of information on the use of natural resources in south Sudan. Awareness of this issue 
is improving, and there is now a corpus of foreign relief workers with an understanding of the 
geography, resources and  economy of south Sudan. The humanitarian operation continues, 
however, to concentrate on food delivery, food production and health. If moves are made to 
longer-term programming, management of south Sudan's natural resources will have to be 
taken into account too. Oil is not renewable, but water, timber and wildlife are – if they are 
utilised prudently. 

WFP and SCF say that dependency on UN food has not been observed260. They state that the 
non-appearance of dependency reflects the more accurate targeting of food aid through the 
use of the Food Economy Approach, which has allowed people to keep hold of their 
livelihoods. The absence of a "dependency" problem is suggested by the fact that people 
struggling to survive in insecure areas have not migrated en masse to relief centres when OLS 
access is unrestricted (that is, when there are no flight bans).  

Civilians in the rebel-held areas are only dependent on relief for their sustenance in extreme 
cases, such as the Ayod-Waat-Kongor triangle in 1992-93 and Bahr-el-Ghazal in 1998. 

                                                
260 SPLM/SPLA – OLS, 1998 
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During the crisis in 1998, WFP increased the number of its distribution sites, firstly in an 
attempt to minimise congregations of population and later because high flood waters were 
making travel difficult for beneficiaries. Despite these attempts, many people congregated 
round airstrips in 1998, and, in places like Ajiep, became for a period totally dependent on 
relief food. However, these people had, by all accounts, exhausted their coping strategies, 
and, in these circumstances, food aid could not be regarded a cause of any long-term 
psychological dependence. Indeed, when the research team visited the epicentre of the 1998 
famine, Ajiep, in May 1999, there were few signs of continued dependency on relief food. 
Significantly, the population, which had expanded to about 20,000 during the crisis, had 
come down to approximately 3,000 which was roughly the size of the pre-crisis population. 
People had left Ajiep to cultivate crops in the surrounding areas – a move that was supported 
by relief agencies on the ground, as well as by the SPLM. To support a return to self-
sufficiency after the mass congregation of displaced people in Ajiep, WFP allocated a ration 
for two months, just before the research team arrived in early May 1999, and MSF-Belgium 
gave two weeks of rations to the beneficiaries of Special Feeding Programmes. It is fair to 
assume that relief food in Ajiep helped people go home, while there was no evidence that 
anyone was remaining because they had become dependent on relief food. Despite its abuses 
in other areas, the SPLA contributed to the return of the displaced by assuring people that 
security would be adequate for cultivation.   

Even if they receive a quantity of food aid that meets their immediate needs, families are 
likely to continue to strive to maximise their resources – as a buffer against subsequent risks.  
A woman’s attendance at a food distribution does not mean that she is neglecting other 
options to keep her family fed. At the same time, if a woman is ready to attend a food 
distribution and act as a porter for grain (with attendant possibilities of whippings, heavy 
loads, theft and long waits), it is fair to assume that her alternatives are limited. 

WFP staff reported cases where food was not collected from the "drop-zone" or distribution 
site as the opportunity cost to households (such as taking time from cultivation, harvesting, 
etc) was too great. (WFP staff added that such incidents were rare as WFP took people’s need 
to produce food into account when delivering relief). 

The possible impact of relief on grain prices needs monitoring. One respondent said grain 
harvested in the Abyei area along the river Kir in 1998 could not easily be sold because relief 
had depressed the market. Yet, even the latter effect can be seen as beneficial. Although 
lower grain prices due to cheap relief grain may discourage cultivation for sale, they will be 
of benefit to those struggling to purchase food for subsistence. 
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6.5.2 Relief as a Cause of Population Movements 

Part of the fear of creating "dependency" is a fear that relief will cause populations to move 
away from productive activities in their home areas, and to stay where relief supplies are 
available. Airstrips are widely recognised to have been a focus of migration and, despite 
attempts to minimise this, relief has at various times encouraged the congregation of 
population in certain areas. However, officials and elders alike said that relief has not 
generally displaced people in Bahr-el-Ghazal, except when airstrip access has been restricted 
and a lack of relief has forced people to gather at the few sites where relief was available, as 
in Ajiep in 1998. The number of airfields was increased in the first place (taking into account 
ethnic or sectional boundaries) so as to discourage people from migrating and minimise 
conflicts between groups during distributions. 

Although channelling relief to a large number of airstrips at once was often impossible in 
practice, decentralising relief was considered desirable by most respondents. Decentralising 
relief was seen as adding to people’s options and thereby encouraging them to stay at 
home261. Moreover, the channelling of substantial relief to Bahr-el-Ghazal as a whole since 
OLS first reached it in 1992 has enabled some people to stay in their home area or even 
return home from the north. This view was expressed, for example, by the sub-chiefs and 
elders of Panthou262. When Kerabino’s attack on Wau provoked an exodus from the town in 
early 1998, the provision of food in rural areas of Bahr-el-Ghazal, albeit initially at low levels 
and hampered by GoS flight bans, helped hold people there. This was in marked contrast to 
the situation during the 1987-88 famine when practically no relief reached Bahr-el-Ghazal, 
thereby leading to a mass flight to the adjacent regions of northern Sudan and to Ethiopia.  

When displacement to the north has occurred in the past few years, a contributing factor has 
frequently been the local absence of aid. When Dinka cross the line into the north – as with 
the movement by the Dinka of Aweil to el Da’ein in Darfur –, this has reflected their 
desperation and the lack of options, including external assistance, in the south. As one man 
from the Malwal Dinka explained: 

"One had to choose between a possibility of starving here in the south or trying 
your luck in the north to seek employment. Others who have relatives already liv-
ing in the north decide to join them hoping (the relatives) might assist them with 
jobs or access to relief. There is a Dinka saying cath ee nguot – travelling is fe-
male. It means that it is better to move about – because you might run into some-
thing better – than to sit still". 

When some areas are thought to be supplied more frequently, people do tend to move to 
those locations. Local people however emphasise that the main cause of population 
                                                
261 Interview, Kwajok Payam Administration, 27 May 1999 
262 Meeting, Village and community leaders, 10 June 1999 
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movement and dependency is not humanitarian assistance but insecurity. The geography of 
population movements in the 1980s correlates strongly with militia raids263. The people of 
northern Bahr-el-Ghazal have been particularly prone to displacement because of its 
vulnerability to attack from GoS-controlled areas to the north. Indeed, the Dinka here have 
been raided by the neighbouring Baggara every year since the war began in 1983. Among the 
Dinka groups most devastated have been the Malwal in Aweil West, Abiem in Aweil East, 
the Twic, and the Ngok. In the first half of 1999, the northern Bahr-el-Ghazal Dinka had 
already suffered 42 raids; if they are not "self-reliant", it is primarily because of this repeated 
pattern of raiding. 

The case of the Ngok at Alal further suggests the primacy of security – rather than relief – in 
determining population movements. During 1998-99, there has been a large SPLA presence 
along the Kir river and the displaced Ngok Dinka have now moved back to Alal – a long 
fertile strip along the Kir – to cultivate, as a result of improved security. The Ngok still keep 
their cattle herds in Tuic areas out of fear of insecurity and so still sometimes need relief – 
whether for the children left behind to look after the cattle or simply as a contingency. A 
senior civilian official in Abyei County commented:  

"This means that if people could move back to an area that does not receive food 
aid (that is, Alal) then the suggestion that aid displaces people is not evident… It 
is really the government of Sudan, which continuously fuels the war under the 
nose of the UN that causes population displacement. The people of Abyei, for in-
stance, during 1998-99 had buried their crops in the ground and ran into Tuic area, 
due to government-sponsored militia raids. While in displacement, they relied on 
humanitarian aid for a very minute part of their subsistence. But relief food is 
never enough for people to rely on it sustainably. Fortunately, the Murahaleen at-
tack, which had been the norm throughout the years, did not cause massive de-
struction this year, as has been the case in the past. When the people returned to 
their homes, they discovered that their grain was still there"264.   

Nevertheless, the senior civil official argued that aid could sometimes make a difference to 
movements: "What displaces people is a centralised aid, combined with insecurity"265.  

What of the congregation of people in the Ajiep area in 1998? The main reasons for the 
congregation were the relative security of Ajiep and the fact that the GoS had given flight-
clearance for only four locations in Bahr-el-Ghazal. This meant people came from far away 
to find relief in Ajiep, overwhelming the poorly-equipped sites266. 

                                                
263 Keen, 1994 
264 Interview, Senior civilian official, 12 June 1999 
265 Ibid. 
266 SPLM/SRRA – OLS, 1998  
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MSF-Belgium’s special feeding programme is acknowledged to have contributed to 
population movement to Ajiep at this time267. A SRRA report268 also attributes at least some 
of the concentration of population in Ajiep to the concentration of services – particularly the 
general ration and emergency feeding programmes. The same report states that an early and 
comprehensive analysis of the cause of population displacement in Ajiep could have been 
undertaken, and might have led to remedial action.  

The danger that on-site feeding programmes can contribute to epidemics such as cholera and 
dysentery is well-established269 and this also represented a problem at Ajiep. With technical 
support from Concern, SRRA carried out an assessment in August 1998 and found that poor 
sanitation was behind the epidemic of dysentery during this month270. There was no 
functioning sanitation system in the village that was host to the therapeutic feeding centre and 
the supplementary feeding centre. (Latrines are not generally used in the area and the water 
table is high, making their construction difficult). Discussions with the local community in 
1998 confirmed that, while this was uncommon in the past, people were now dying of 
dysentery. Experienced health personnel were confident in stating that the intervention 
contributed to dysentery. When MSF-Holland took over MSF-Belgium's Panthou feeding 
programme, it immediately set about decentralising feeding centres. 

WFP also attempted to decentralise its distribution – in August 1998, it targeted 15,000 
beneficiaries in Adet (in addition to the 46,000 being targeted in Ajiep). These moves were a 
response to a worsening situation on the ground, in terms of congregation and associated 
health risks. Some aid agency personnel criticised what they saw as a reactive approach by 
WFP, arguing that delays in decentralising relief contributed to population movement to 
Ajiep. As more people had arrived in Ajiep, WFP had targeted more food there. Ajiep’s 
relatively large ration size possibly acted as a magnet. Another service which attracted 
population to Ajiep was a blanket feeding project for about 5000 children established by 
UDA, an offshoot from MSF-France.  

Greater attention and efforts could have been given to reducing the likelihood of 
displacement. However, withholding services may not have been a good idea, in view of the 
severity of the emergency. Indeed, it is likely that the lives saved through the selective 
feeding programmes far outnumbered lives lost as a result of population displacement and 
subsequent health problems. A more adequate general ration would have certainly reduced 
the need for selective feeding programmes, which by their very nature encouraged 
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congregation. Also helpful would have been the implementation of a home supplementary 
feeding programme, instead of on-site feeding. 

6.5.3 Aid as a Cause of "Institutional Dependence"? 

One of the effects of humanitarian assistance in south Sudan has been the financial and 
material assistance for the development of civilian administration. This assistance has been 
both direct and indirect.  

When relief programs first started in south Sudan, one of the difficulties the aid agencies 
faced was finding qualified Sudanese to work with. This was because most educated south 
Sudanese in SPLA areas were in the military and the SPLA did not permit the employment of 
Sudanese in relief. The only exception were those individuals who were already working for 
international agencies, such as the UN. The situation however changed in 1993 when SCF-
UK persuaded the SRRA to allow the employment of two Sudanese project officers. Until 
then, only ACROSS had employed Sudanese271. The change in SPLA policy meant that the 
SRRA started to push for employment of Sudanese as relief workers. This coincided with 
more and more Sudanese leaving the SPLA and taking up residence in Nairobi, while others 
were returning from exile or studies in Europe and North America. There are now over 200 
south Sudanese working for international aid agencies in the field or in Lokichokio. 

Aid has arguably produced a kind of "institutional dependence" in the south. After the 
setting-up of civil administration in SPLA areas following the 1994 Chukudum convention, 
there was a multiplication of administrative positions. Large numbers of educated southern 
Sudanese are now looking for employment in relief at the management level or in the local 
government. Employment in relief and administration are not mutually exclusive. The 
authorities of the counties are responsible for providing recommendations for NGO 
employment. A person employed in relief has a salary, whereas local government 
administrative positions entail no formal salary. As a result, administration officials often try 
to find a way to access relief goods or to control the salaries of those employed by relief 
agencies. 

6.5.4 Can Relief Reduce "Dependency"? 

In assessing the impact of relief on dependency, it is important to bear in mind the possibility 
that it may reduce dependency (even in the sense of a short-term dependence on relief as well 
as in the sense normally implied – but rarely proven – of a longer-term psychological 
dependence). The potential of relief in reducing dependency is acknowledged, very often, in 
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the stated aims of emergency general ration programmes, as they strive to reduce excess 
mortality, to protect livelihoods (for example, by helping people to hold onto assets, or to 
remain on their farms), and to avoid "dependency". In this respect, there is clearly a good deal 
of overlap between the goals of protecting livelihoods and of preventing dependency.   

Part of the intention with the Food Economy Approach (FEA) is to avoid undermining local 
coping strategies. In theory at least, the FEA also takes into account the undesirability of 
various coping strategies, such as disposing of valuable livestock resources which may lead 
to increased vulnerability in the long term. The food obtained from these "undesirable" 
strategies is supposed to be discounted when food needs are quantified. 

It has been widely established that relief can help people hold onto productive assets, 
especially when administered early and in a way that allows people to remain in their home 
areas. Respondents in south Sudan stressed that the type of relief administered was often 
critical in determining the extent to which people were supported towards some kind of 
economic self-sufficiency in the south. Whereas such a goal has remained elusive among the 
displaced in the north (for the reasons discussed), the potential for "developmental relief" 
feeding into revived self-sufficiency is much greater in the south. However, as in the north, 
cutting relief will not in itself promote development.  

That the effects of relief are complicated is underlined by one informant’s suggestion that 
relief can simultaneously stimulate labour and depress grain production. A senior civilian 
official in Abyei County told us: 

"Not only do relief supplies rescue lives when people are facing severe food 
shortage, they also save livelihoods through the provision of energy, seeds and 
tools, veterinary services and water and sanitation so that people could produce 
their own food. The people who have been living as displaced in Tuic for years 
now go to cultivate along river Kir because it is fertile, all in attempts to be self-
reliant again, and relief food has made this possible for them. Last year, they even 
harvested huge amounts of grain, which they would now like to sell, but have no 
market for it because relief food has depressed the market"272. 

Different organisations express slightly different variations of these same priorities. 
According to the OLS mission statement, the operation is seeking to save lives, to promote 
self reliance, to protect people's safety and dignity, and to enable them to invest in their 
future. WFP says it aims, through providing emergency food aid and food-for-work 
programmes, to rehabilitate productive assets and to encourage self-sufficiency as well as to 
save lives. WFP’s food targeting programmes strive to deliver quantities adequate for 
survival until food sources become available, whilst, at the same time, allowing people to 
prevent further depletion of assets and to clear land and plant crops. 
                                                
272 Interview, Senior civilian official, 12 June 1999 
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To assess the food needs in south Sudan, WFP (but not other food delivery agencies such as 
CRS, NPA or WVI) has in recent years relied mainly on the household Food Economy 
Approach (FEA), as introduced in 1995. This involves assessing the various means that 
people have of obtaining food, and attempting to identify what kinds of food people have 
access to, in what proportions, and at what times of year. The FEA is used by WFP to 
recommend relief rations273, although the results of the FEA analysis, as noted above, are 
only one of several factors shaping food allocations and delivery. The aggregate percentage 
deficit of calories is calculated for different groups within the economy, and for different 
wealth strata within these groups. These food needs are aggregated and translated into metric 
tonnages of food aid required for an area. At this stage, the predicted food requirements are 
reviewed by experienced WFP staff, with an in-depth knowledge of the situation on the 
ground. Security issues may be taken into account at this stage and planning figures may be 
changed according to this analysis. Attempts are then made to set up mechanisms to target the 
food at the most vulnerable in the area.  

MSF-Belgium’s intervention in the Ajiep area provided employment for the local population 
– for example, in Ajiep, Bararud and Mapel. Many local people attained experience and skills 
through their involvement in feeding programmes. The income from such employment 
sometimes yielded lasting benefits: on a visit to the market in Ajiep, the research team met 
some ex-MSF feeding centre employees who had set up small businesses. The salaries 
received from MSF had helped to make these enterprises possible. 

In terms of the potential of aid for reducing dependency, a number of sectors require more 
attention. Local people would like to see more support for education, trade and agriculture, 
infrastructure (including water and sanitation), health services, and for fostering local 
institutions, including community self-help organisations. 

Because of the short-term emergency approach to this long-term conflict, a rather minimal 
contribution has been made to development, including the provision of basic services (such as 
health and education) and to increasing local institutional capacity (including the ability to 
respond to humanitarian crises). 

Many respondents stressed that emergency aid should not simply be abandoned in favour of 
relief, as many expressed mixed feelings about the latter. One chief said: 

"Some of us have suggested that non-food humanitarian assistance is better [than 
food relief]. Education, health care, training for draft animals, and small business 
assistance would all cause fewer conflicts than food. But this is not a question to 
be addressed in haste because we are still uncertain about security. We may say 
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today that we no longer need food aid, and then tomorrow there is a raid or 
drought or Rinderpest, and we will need external assistance"274. 

6.5.5 Education 

ECHO does not mention education in its Global Plan. This is a serious omission that can be 
explained by ECHO’s original conception of an emergency as a short term, limited 
occurrence. The neglect of education by a major donor contrasts with ECHO’s expressed 
wish "to promote steps towards self-reliance in a war environment" and to "reinforce (a target 
population’s) capacity to meet their own basic needs".   

Everywhere a foreign mission goes in rebel-held areas, it is likely to hear strong pleas for 
more support for education. In particular, educated southerners realise how important the 
educational opportunities they had between the two civil wars were in creating a body of 
people who can now communicate with the outside world. Many southerners believe that a 
poorly educated population condemns them to remain impoverished and conflict-ridden. An 
entire generation in south Sudan, they point out, has been deprived of education by the war. 
The ECHO Plan itself does refer to the "near collapse of the pre-war education system", in 
the context of the serious lack of suitably qualified staff in Sudan 275. Moreover, the OLS 
Annual Needs Assessment for 1999 suggests that in Bahr-el-Ghazal, "there has been a near 
complete collapse in the region’s education system". However, the implications of these 
statements are far more serious, both in the short and the long term, than is suggested in the 
reports themselves. Neglect of education, both primary and secondary education, puts the 
achievements of the rest of the aid operation in jeopardy. 

Of course, there has been support for primary education since 1992, although it has been 
completely inadequate in relation to needs. OLS has been involved in Bahr-el-Ghazal since 
late 1992; yet "there is one NGO lending support to 88 schools, all of which lack basic 
education materials, trained teachers and uniforms". There is only one functioning secondary 
school in Bahr-el-Ghazal, Rumbek Senior Secondary School, which re-opened in 1998. (It 
was at this school that many of today’s southern leaders received their secondary education in 
the years before the war). The poor status of educational programmes in a long civil war 
presents an opportunity to ECHO to make a strategic investment which could do as much as 
anything  – save for an end to the war – to improve the lives of people in Sudan over the 
longer term. In Somalia, DG Development already lends support to schools programmes, for 
which ECHO does not have a mandate. ECHO could change its mandate or use DG 
Development as a vehicle for educational support. 
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Most of the educated south Sudanese inside SPLA areas are soldiers. There are not many 
people who can perform the necessary tasks of running an administration. It was only 
recently that the SPLA was restructured and some soldiers were released from their military 
duties to run the civilian administration. Moreover, a large proportion of educated south 
Sudanese are in the diaspora.  

There is a widespread perception in the south that young people with no school to go to and 
no other role to fulfil can easily become pathologically violent. With guns so widespread, 
young people usually know how to operate automatic rifles. The level of youth violence does 
seem to be unprecedented and much of it is not directly related to hostilities with the Arabs or 
the Nuer. Significantly, it may be much harder for uneducated youths to look with optimism 
at the opportunities that could be afforded by peace. 

A senior civilian administrator in Gogrial County expressed the exasperation of many 
educated southerners with the lack of institutional support for education: 

"If the powerful countries think relief serves us better [than working for peace], 
why don’t they at least ask us about our priorities such as education, water and 
sanitation? Why does OLS insist on not promoting education? Could it be that 
OLS does not want us to have a future and wants us to depend on foreign workers 
at all times? Is this another way in which we are being forced to decide between a 
bad peace with the Arabs or remaining without progress?"276 

In some ways exacerbating and in other ways compensating for the shortage of educational 
opportunities in the south is the fact that those young people who are able to leave are 
increasingly looking for such opportunities in East Africa. OLS has sometimes facilitated 
their movement, whether through job training or the provision of transport on relief flights 
and ground convoys. This has enabled refugees to go back and forth between refugee camps 
in Kenya and their home regions in Sudan. More and more young people from Bahr-el- 
Ghazal are going to Kenya or Uganda to seek education.  

6.5.6 Trade 

Trade has been a vital and often unrecognised contribution to survival in Bahr-el-Ghazal. In 
northern Bahr-el-Ghazal, trade with the adjacent GoS-controlled areas in the north has been 
particularly important. Respondents suggested that aid agencies should consider boosting 
trade by cheap loan schemes and help with physical infrastructure, such as corrugated iron 
sheets for building shops. Cash for trading is scarce, and the little money there is comes out 
of GoS-controlled towns and cannot be converted into foreign currencies for trading with 
Kenya and Uganda except at the border areas themselves. 
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6.5.7 Agriculture 

Seeds and tools programmes under OLS began in 1991 in Lakes region and have expanded 
continually since then. In 1992, aid agencies including SCF-UK extended seeds and tools 
programmes to northern Bahr-el-Ghazal.   

One major problem with provision of seeds has been the timing of distribution. Due to poor 
or expensive transportation from neighbouring Kenya, seeds have usually arrived late in the 
planting season. Although the seeds could still be used for planting, by the time they arrive, 
the food deficit is often so severe that people either consume the seeds or lack the strength to 
plant them. Respondents stressed that providing seeds alongside cereals for domestic 
consumption would ensure that recipients had energy to plant and were not forced to 
consume the seeds. Eating of seed corn still remains a big concern, even when they are coated 
(for protection from pests and to inhibit consumption). In Lietnhom, one team member was 
told how several schoolboys became ill after eating coated groundnut seeds. 

There has been very little in the way of measuring the success or failure of seeds and tools 
programmes. One thing is however clear. If food security were being effectively promoted, it 
then would not be necessary to provide seeds every year. Ten years of OLS assistance has not 
succeeded in pulling beneficiaries out of the emergency phase, and food security has 
remained poor in Sudan, even at times when hostilities have abated. A more genuinely 
developmental assistance might by this time have confined reliance on outside assistance to 
areas of serious insecurity and crop failure. 

Agricultural programmes have usually been emergency programmes of a short-term or, at 
best, medium-term nature. They have focused on restoring traditional agricultural practices so 
that people can meet their minimum food requirements. These programs were not meant to be 
"development" programs: they did not involve investment in long-term support programs or 
in agricultural innovations. But so-called "traditional societies" do not necessarily wish to 
remain the same for ever, especially as this would imply remaining at a low level of 
economic development. More attention needs to be given to technical innovations, such as 
ox-ploughs, which have proved to be popular in the few locations where they have been 
introduced.  

6.5.8 Infrastructure 

The need for improved water and sanitation was frequently stressed by interviewees. Despite 
some maintenance efforts, only a few roads are much used, including the ones from Uganda 
to Lakes on the west Bank and from Lokichoggio to eastern Equatoria on the east Bank. (In 
Upper Nile, the government is developing  a network of roads for the extraction of oil, but 
this is so far only of local significance). Other roads have crumbled away or been mined. 



 
 Field Evaluation Study, April 2000 209 

The deterioration and destruction of infrastructure has made it very difficult for aid agencies 
to carry out their projects – they have had to build roads, dispensaries, health units and 
housing for their staff. This has often taken attention away from the emergency effort, as well 
as consuming resources that could have been used in other types of rehabilitation. The aid 
agencies have been reluctant to put resources into large-scale infrastructure restoration. This 
is understandable when war continues, as there may not be much point in building 
infrastructure that could be destroyed the following day. However, aid agencies could 
usefully carry out more of the small repairs and renovations that are essential for stimulating 
social services and economic activity. A number of activities could have a quick and 
important impact and include repairing roads, introducing ox-ploughs and repairing water 
supplies. Local communities could contribute their labour, thereby saving resources and 
promoting a sense of local ownership. 

WFP’s food-for-work programme initially worked well and was often regarded as a way to 
distribute relief items more widely. However, it was reduced and eventually terminated 
because it was apparently being abused. For example, some local administrators hired only 
their own relatives as relief compound workers, whilst the allocation of food-for-work was 
said to be biased. NGOs switched to paying their local staff in cash rather than in relief items. 
This however has now turned out to be problematic, as there is no uniform policy on how to 
change foreign currencies (such as the Kenyan shilling or the US dollar) into Sudanese 
currency; nor is there any systematic control of the exchange rate. Local staff are therefore 
uncertain of the market value of the foreign currency they receive. 

6.5.9 Health 

Health care is totally inadequate in southern Sudan – as well as in most of the north – and 
people are facing new or re-emerging diseases. Observations by aid agencies show that, while 
HIV cases may have been limited by the isolation of the region during the years of intense 
fighting, cases of HIV and other sexually-transmitted diseases increase as soon as areas open 
up again, as illustrated by soldiers travelling more easily and refugee populations moving 
back and forth across national boundaries. Also contributing to the increase in HIV infection 
has been rape, internal migration within Bahr-el-Ghazal, and a lack of educational facilities to 
inform people about how HIV infection is spread and prevented. Other major infections are 
tuberculosis, guinea worm, and kalazar. 

The way health services are spread thinly in the south is shown by the activities of MSF-
Belgium. Though the quality of the health services provided by the MSF-Belgium centres 
appeared to be good, the coverage was poor – an aspect that women's groups, relief 
committees and beneficiaries all complained about. The SRRA counterpart official identified 
this as one of the major failings of the programme, as coverage fell well below the OLS 
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coverage target of one primary health care unit (PHCU) for every 5000 people and one 
primary health care centre (PHCC) for every 20-30,000 people. There are currently 270 
health facilities (PHCUs plus PHCCs), whereas 1000 are needed to reach the target coverage. 
OLS lacked the financial and human resources to meet these targets, particularly in the face 
of significant logistical constraints. OLS staff working in the health sector stated poor 
coverage was linked to a general emphasis on emergency relief rather than regular, long-term 
provision of health services. 

ECHO’s funding is "aimed mainly at preventative primary health care (PHC), as far as 
possible integrated with water and sanitation services"277. OLS has produced standards for 
health agencies operating within the consortium, although it has also stated that these 
standards are not attainable because needs are greater than agencies are able to address278. A 
measure of success is nonetheless claimed in meeting acute emergency needs, in treating 
malaria, diarrhoea, acute respiratory infections and guinea worm, and in polio immunisation.  

The globally-agreed components of primary health care are indeed not feasible under the 
current conditions in much of Sudan (this applies to standards for clean water, sanitation, 
immunisation, referral systems, sustainability of funding, training of staff and for an adequate 
supply of drugs). This is recognised by donors and agencies alike, but a major donor such as 
ECHO might consider funding a review of what model of health services is realistic in such 
circumstances. Sudan is not the only complex emergency in the world for which the PHC 
model does not fit the circumstances, although there appears to be little else on offer. 

6.5.10 Fostering Local Institutions 

The importance of nurturing local institutions is underlined in this comment by an officer in 
the SPLA:  

"When aid agencies tell us to improve our human rights record, they say that such 
improvement could be achieved through strengthening our legal system so that ci-
vilians can bring such abuses to court and find just attention. Well, this is true, es-
pecially if we can succeed in separating our legal system from authoritarian im-
pulses of the military. However, strengthening the legal mechanism is not practi-
cal if it is not matched with efforts to restore the society to its traditions. 
Rehabilitating the society and all its institutions sounds like the best thing to do – 
so that its members could have respect for one another, for private property, and 
to redevelop the sense of shame that used to be accorded certain behaviours"279. 

                                                
277 ECHO Global Plan VIII, 1999, section 4.5.1  
278 OLS, 1999, p. 9 
279 Interview, SPLA officer, June 1999 
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Different agencies have had different strategies on the employment of national, regional and 
expatriate staff. Many agencies complained that it was difficult to find adequately-educated 
Sudanese staff to run programmes. Some agencies went to great lengths to employ Sudanese 
by bringing in those who had been in Kenya as refugees. Of the programmes visited, those 
operated by Sudanese tended to have better community relations and fewer problems than 
programmes that were top-heavy with expatriates. 

Employing Kenyans was a widespread phenomenon and a senior civil administrator in 
Gogrial County expressed many people’s frustrations when he said:  

"Why do the aid agencies insist on employing the Kenyans? There are a lot of 
sons and daughters of this country living abroad and who have been discouraged 
by the agencies with their policies of expatriate versus local"280.  

Many saw the employment of Kenyans to do jobs that the Sudanese are capable of doing as 
reflecting an assumption that the Sudanese do not understand their own realities. This was 
seen as quite demoralising. 

International agencies also had differing views on what constituted "capacity building". For 
some, discussion centred on increasing the international agency’s capacity by bringing more 
expertise from abroad. On the other hand, some international agencies had helped to build up 
local organisations and to train local staff, notably by giving them positions of responsibility 
and considerable influence on the design of the programme. (Concern employed Sudanese 
staff and attempted to build local capacity, while MSF-Belgium interpreted capacity-building 
as boosting capacity through increasing expatriate staff). A related set of problems were the 
different working definitions of "participation". Whilst some agencies have made a genuine 
effort to involve beneficiaries at every stage of the programme cycle, other agencies have, in 
practice, interpreted "participation" as maximising the resources and (often free) labour that 
they can obtain from a community. It has been shown in southern Sudan that agencies which 
embrace a wider definition of participation achieved an improved understanding of 
vulnerability, resulting in the inclusion of hitherto-excluded beneficiaries.281  

On the positive side, the training of Sudanese food monitors in the FEA approach was seen as 
fostering skills that would be transferable to other emergency situations. Women respondents 
felt that they had been empowered through their representation in a number of WFP relief 
committees and SCF women’s associations. Women who collected food at the distribution 
sites stated that they preferred a system which targeted them rather than men –
notwithstanding the time and energy which had to be spent at the distribution site. 

                                                
280 Interview, Senior civil administrator, June 1999 
281 See Ntata, 1996 – a report prepared for the Active Learning Network on Accountability and Performance 
(ALNAP) in Humanitarian Assistance. 
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There however were a number of disappointing aspects to the fostering of local institutions. 
First, some international agencies virtually excluded the SRRA from their operations. A local 
administrator noted that the international aid community’s assessments are frequently 
conducted according to a format designed by aid workers and without the contribution of the 
SRRA. The results of the assessment are also not shared with the local authorities for a long 
time after decisions have been made on the basis of the assessment. SRRA officials said some 
OLS assessments had questionable methodology, since interviews are normally conducted in 
relief towns and with officials – rather than with representative samples of ordinary people in 
the villages. 

Agencies varied widely in their attitudes towards the OLS counterpart agency, the SRRA.  
Most stated that in theory they believed they should work with the SRRA although many 
were very critical of the organisation. Some agencies and individuals felt that the SRRA was 
an obstacle to programme implementation; they lacked respect for or trust in it. In many 
cases, this was as a result of individual relations on the ground. Agencies with an explicit 
ethos of development and participation were generally more ready to work with the SRRA 
and enjoyed a better relationship than did agencies with a more short-term or technical focus. 

The SPLA complains that projects proposed by the SRRA are always rejected and co-
operation from NGOs is weak. The delayed response to famine in 1998 has certainly 
exacerbated this grievance and the SPLA and SRRA disillusionment is one reason why the 
SRRA issued its controversial "Memorandum of Understanding" in May, requiring NGOs to 
sign agreements separately with the SPLM, rather than as a consortium. This document was 
rejected by OLS, and it is awaiting further discussions. 

Second, while local people expressed the hope for long-term provision of health and 
nutritional services282, for the most part international agency documents did not contain long-
term objectives for health/nutrition service provision. 

Third, there was no evidence of an ECHO drive to minimise the gap between local 
expectations and actual provision of services, while this made the implementing agency 
vulnerable to local criticism. Despite the longevity of the OLS programme, donors did not 
attempt to directly clarify the conditions under which funding was undertaken to the SRRA 
counterpart agency (as opposed to the implementing international agencies). 

Fourth, accountability is seen as a two-way street. When asked about the NGO and UN 
activities, many south Sudanese provided a list of things that relief agencies could improve. 
Agencies were criticised for not sharing with the communities how much money was 
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received for which projects and how the donor agency wanted it to be used. These omissions 
have helped to generate suspicion about relief operations. Local authorities often suggest that 
if aid agencies criticise their lack of accountability, they should also be prepared to be 
transparent about their own finances. It was put forward that the agencies should publish their 
accounts, showing how much was earmarked for which projects, how much goes on overhead 
costs, transport, and salaries for their expatriates. Respondents also criticised agencies for not 
returning to communities to identify their priorities before they start implementing the 
project. This omission was seen as reflecting the assumption that relief agencies know the 
needs of people better than the people themselves. 

In general, there has been little or no attempt to reduce dependency on expatriate agencies, 
through training counterparts or the decentralisation of services. This has been defended on 
the grounds that human resources for the maintenance of acceptable services do not exist 
among the Sudanese. If this is the case, it would seem logical to concentrate resources on 
building a capacity within the community to provide a basic level of health care that is not 
reliant on the constant supervision of expatriates, as such care could then be easier to sustain 
in the long-term. In this sense, preventative public health activities should be stepped up and 
possible activities include screening and referral of malnourished children through basic 
training, mobilisation of Community Health Workers (CHWs), case-detection and 
management of diarrhoea cases. CHWs can also provide information and understanding 
about the origin and circumstances of displaced populations. Such information could be used 
to inform decisions about decentralisation of feeding and health services during periods of 
crisis –  thus avoiding many of the unintended consequences of centralisation and associated 
congregation. 

While the failure to build institutional capacity does not mean that aid is creating 
"dependency", such failure nevertheless represents a missed opportunity to reduce 
institutional dependence on external institutions.  

6.6  Aid as a Substitute for Political Action 

6.6.1 Introduction 

Another possible negative effect of large-scale relief is that it may help various authorities – 
locally or internationally – to evade their responsibilities to those they claim to represent or 
protect. Although it is difficult to test this hypothesis, there is some evidence that relief has 
encouraged a neglect of such responsibilities. For example, one prominent member of the 
SPLM argued that it was the job of the relief agencies to keep civilians alive, while the 
parties to the conflict fought over the issue of sovereignty. While other members of the 
SPLM argued that aid was not eroding the local authorities’ sense of responsibility, many 
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were anxious that it was serving as a substitute for international peace initiatives. Of 
particular relevance was their questioning of constant relief without a concomitant political 
and diplomatic investment in peace initiatives. A senior civil administrator in Gogrial County 
asked the research team to convey this message to the European community:  

"Why cannot the powerful countries work for peace instead of pumping in the 
money for relief? Is it not cheaper to work for peace? Could OLS not work to pro-
tect innocent civilians from raiding, abduction and enslavement by northern-
ers?"283 

Senior managers from eight international NGOs working in both north and south Sudan 
recently stated their "strong support for efforts to bring about a peaceful solution to the 
conflict", and urged that "the UN and donor governments take a sustained higher profile 
involvement in peace efforts"284. 

During discussions in both Aweil and Wau Districts, soldiers and civilians alike urged that 
the donors do more to end the conflict, though they were often vague on the question of how 
this might be achieved. 

6.6.2 Pressure for Peace  

Earlier in this report, it was suggested that it is difficult to use aid as a tool for conflict 
resolution and that even improving welfare with aid in the north has proven extremely 
problematic. Whilst the verdict on aid’s ability to improve welfare in the south seems rather 
more favourable, many stressed the limits of aid as a policy tool during warfare. Some 
stressed that relief agencies could not stop people fighting. Indeed, if the war were to end, it 
would either be because people chose to stop on their own account, or because they had been 
encouraged to do so by concerted efforts of the sort that have been seen in Mozambique, 
Cambodia and the Balkans. 

Such efforts have not, for the most part, been forthcoming in Sudan. Indeed, the disparity 
between humanitarian generosity and diplomatic frugality is striking, particularly when 
compared with recent events in Yugoslavia and Kosovo. During the Austrian presidency of 
the EU, a joint member state-Commission mission reported:  

"The mission acknowledges that the provision of humanitarian assistance in the 
context of a political emergency such as that in Sudan will inevitably have some 
effect on the military and political dynamics of conflict. The only way to reconcile 
this with the need to provide humanitarian assistance to those in need is to ensure 
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that the efforts by the international community to promote peace are commensu-
rate with the financial contributions made to the relief operation"285. 

This has however not happened. Several EU member states do give support to the IGAD 
process, through the IGAD partners, and IGAD’s latest round of peace talks reconvened as 
this report was being prepared. The talks however collapsed a few days later. For the EU, a 
"commensurate effort" might include appointing a senior EU politician, with an appropriate 
staff and budget, to work with IGAD, the United Nations and the recently-announced US 
Special Envoy286. The objective would be to advance the peace talks and extend the various 
cease-fires so as to build on the one substantial area of agreement between the combatants. 
Namely, that a general cease-fire should be followed by a referendum on the status of the 
south. 

The EU and US are the largest donors to Sudan, giving a roughly equal amount of aid given 
and together have three members on the Security Council. The parties to the conflict appear 
unable themselves to resolve the war by negotiation. Yet, aside from the IMF’s role in debt 
relief for the GoS, donors have little leverage on the combatants. The situation is made even  
more difficult by the fact that the GoS and the SPLA have no need to court an electorate, 
since neither is likely to carry out free elections. Another difficulty is that a large proportion 
of casualties on the GoS side are themselves southerners – particularly Nuer – or members of 
other marginalised groups, such as the Nuba. Yet another complication is the knowledge on 
the part of members of the northern government that a regime that makes the necessary 
compromise for peace may itself be toppled by Islamist hard-liners, as was the elected 
government of Sadiq-el-Mahdi in 1989.   

In recognition of this impasse, a further suggestion was made to the team by a number of 
informed observers. Namely, that the donors should take seriously requests from both the 
GoS and the SPLM that relief should give way to rehabilitation and eventually development, 
and that the condition for moving in this direction should be a comprehensive cease-fire. If a 
cease-fire were maintained and monitored by international monitors over a significant period, 
it would be possible to begin to make longer-term humanitarian investments. Development 
aid has been severely limited by conflict, so that there is a case for formally co-ordinating 
progress in humanitarian investments with progress in cease-fire talks. In this context, the 
OLS security apparatus could be adapted to the task of monitoring a cease-fire.   

Leaving the initiative to regional powers, such as those in IGAD, is problematic for a number 
of reasons. One is their relative lack of financial and diplomatic resources to support any 
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286 The role of the US Envoy, it is reported, will be to coordinate humanitarian aid, publicise human rights violations 
and support peace efforts (BBC World Service, 1999). 
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peace process. Another is that some key players in the region, while at one level pursuing 
peace, may also have something to lose from an end to the conflict. The Kenyan government, 
for example, gains international goodwill and financial advantage from its being a staging-
post for international relief. The economic benefits to the government and citizens of Kenya 
are also considerable287. 

New funding, that is for longer-term projects, should be linked to attempts to reduce conflict.  
In pursuing a policy of this nature, the EC should give serious consideration to what sanctions 
might be applied to the warring parties, with a view to penalising intransigence and abuse of 
human rights. 

There is as yet no sign of a common foreign and humanitarian policy in more than a handful 
of Western countries, let alone across the EU. Relief continues to form the majority of the 
assistance given, whilst being quite unable to match the expectations that it can somehow 
contribute to conflict resolution288. 

Should the inducement of significantly increased rehabilitation and development assistance 
prove insufficient to move the warring parties closer to peace, humanitarian aid should not be 
stopped or reduced. There would be no justification for this.  

6.6.3 Human Rights 

One of ECHO’s main commitments is to consider how concern for human rights can be 
integrated into humanitarian aid289. This is an ambitious commitment as humanitarian 
agencies have, at best, a limited mandate to promote human rights. Moreover, they were not 
set up to undertake such work and usually have little experience in this area. The body with 
the longest experience of such work is the ICRC for which publicising abuse is a last resort. 
                                                
287 Perhaps 1200-1300 Kenyans are employed directly by OLS and indirect employment is created for a much larger 
number. The bulk of the estimated $200 million spent on OLS every year has gone firstly into hire of aircraft;  
secondly, purchase of food, medicines and non-food relief items; thirdly, salaries of relief workers; and fourthly, 
transport of relief goods. A ton of relief supplied by air to Bahr-el-Ghazal will have involved major expenditure on 
assessment, procurement, packing, transport, storage, handling, monitoring and distribution. Thus, when delivered, 
food aid delivered to Bahr-el-Ghazal can cost as much as three times its purchase value. En route, much of this added 
value will have come from Kenyan businesses and agencies, as well as international ones. OLS projections for 1999 
suggest that 35 of the consortium NGOs plan to spend $86 million on programmes in south Sudan in 1999. Of this 
amount, 20% – or more than $17 million – will be spent in Nairobi and Lokichoggio, on programme support. UN 
agencies have plans to spend $198 million in 1999, of which, at least, the same proportion as the NGOs spemd will 
be spent in Kenya. Thus, from the total $286 million the agencies plan to spend in 1999, perhaps $57 million will be 
spent in Kenya – more than $1 million per week. 
288 One difficulty may be the way that the UN and donor governments divide their areas of activity. Thus, Western 
trade, aid, humanitarian, financial, cultural and military activities are separately managed and relatively uncoordina-
ted. For the GoS and the SPLM, of course, these realms of policy are much more tightly intergrated, thereby putting 
them at an advantage in negotiations with donor countries and agencies. 
289 ECHO Global Plan VIII, 1999, section 2.2  
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The UN and NGOs traditionally operate in a more open manner. They also are now starting 
to link their humanitarian work to the discourse of human rights, but mechanisms for 
monitoring these rights are at an early stage of development in the UN system. Since OLS got 
underway, its stated mission has widened to include protection of women and children, as 
well as the right to life. It has also invested in the promotion of humanitarian principles in 
Sudan. If ECHO wishes to fund human rights work in Sudan, it may wish to consider whether 
humanitarian agencies, which tend to seek access at the expense of bearing witness and to 
downplay abuses of aid when addressing donors, are an adequate vehicle for such an 
initiative. If human rights are to be protected in Sudan, violations must be documented and 
there must be some form of sanction which can be invoked against violators. This will require 
monitors, under whatever institutional aegis is thought appropriate. Such a move will be 
difficult to negotiate, both with the GoS and the SPLM, although, without it, a human rights 
initiative will be meaningless. Indeed, human rights discourse will otherwise remain 
susceptible to the kind of reinvention of socio-economic objectives described in relation to 
northern sector. 

6.6.4 Pressure for Change in GoS Relief Policy 

Many respondents stressed a continuing need for pressure on the GoS to change its relief 
policy. The GoS has a long history of creating famine in the south, with a view to displacing 
populations that are seen as supporting the SPLA. GoS flight bans, for example, were a major 
contributory cause of the 1998 famine in Bahr-el-Ghazal. GoS-backed northern militias were 
another. Preventing famine will mean effectively combating such policies to tackle the 
problem at its source. 

6.6.5 Pressure on SPLA to Improve its Relief Policies and Treatment of Civilians  

While the increasing political openness in SPLA-held areas in the last four years has brought 
more abuses to light, the means to check these abuses remains the prerogative of senior SPLA 
commanders. To the extent that they can enrich themselves, powerful individuals may see 
more opportunities from the continuation of war than from a negotiated peace. This feeds into 
donor anxieties about exacerbating conflict by injecting resources. Donors may wish to 
encourage the monitoring of such abuses although they have limited power to stop them – 
short of stopping relief – which would cause more hardship. OLS managers possess a similar 
lack of sanctions when individual violations of the Ground Rules occur. Their ultimate 
sanction, if interventions by senior SPLM and OLS figures are inadequate, is to end the 
support they give to the SRRA.  

In addition to stressing the value of the mere presence of aid agencies in limiting abuses, 
Dinka informants hinted on many occasions that NGOs can exert modest pressure on SPLA 
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leaders. Many of them stressed a need to involve the SPLA itself in the effort to monitor 
human rights. Some suggested strengthening the judicial system and the separation betwen 
the military and civil administration. When SPLA soldiers carry out violence, it is frequently 
claimed that this is not "SPLA policy". Yet, it is hard to find written expression of what such 
a policy is, or what the responsibilities and job descriptions of local commanders and civilian 
leaders are.  

One respondent stressed that the human rights situation could not be improved by lecturing 
educated people about things that everybody already knew. A better way would be to go to 
the villages to inform people about existing mechanisms for protecting their rights. Some 
argued that it should be considered a criminal offence for someone in a position of 
responsibility to allow populations to starve, when that person could rescue them without risk 
to himself.  
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSIONS FOR THE SOUTHERN SECTOR 

7.1  Introduction 

OLS has placed a heavy burden on the lead agency, UNICEF, which fielded its own internal 
review team at the same time as this study.  This team, we understand, is likely to recommend 
ways in which the management of OLS might be improved – for example, through a clearer 
separation of functions and perhaps more use of  OCHA. The Commission already feels that 
the UN could do more to assist NGOs in their attempts to deal with the restrictions that the 
authorities place on access and programme administration290. A separation of the OLS parts 
dealing with access negotiations and violations of humanitarian principles from the 
operational sectors would ease such an effort and might provide a means through which 
human rights could be better monitored. It would also contribute to two further issues raised 
by the European Commission in its 1999 Global Plan: first, the unification of the 
management of OLS north and south (with a more impartial relationship with the warring 
parties); and, second, an end to the practice of having the UNDP Representative in Sudan 
double as Humanitarian Co-ordinator291. 

These are strategic issues both for OLS and its donors. If OLS is to improve its management, 
then donors will need to strengthen co-ordination and timing their funding, with the 
perspective of making it longer term, and paying as much attention to programme quality and 
impact as they currently do to accounting and delivery.   

In areas necessitating long term relief input, agencies could usefully be required by donors to 
outline their intentions regarding the length of involvement, as well as their policy on 
working with counterparts. Project proposals should also describe the manner in which 
communities would be encouraged to participate in the programme.  

7.2  Positive Developments 

One positive and unanticipated effect of aid was that the large information base created for 
general ration programming purposes increased understanding of population characteristics in 
the area. 

The FEA increased the quality and quantity of information on how southern Sudanese 
survive, their coping mechanisms and their normal social structures and kinship ties. FEA 
assessment reports were used not only to target food aid but also to supply information 
relevant to all aspects of humanitarian assistance (for example, population movements, 
                                                
290 ECHO Global Plan VIII, 1999, section 4.2 
291 Ibid.  
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security, and how the beneficiary population defined their own wealth groups). The FEA 
investigation also led to the creation of a database on wild foods, which contributed to the 
international community’s understanding of their importance in this and other emergency 
situations in the region. 

The WFP incident database also represents a step forward in monitoring. 

7.3  Shortcomings 

Although several organisations claim they raised the alarm about impending crisis in 1998, 
key actors did not respond early enough. The fact that WFP kept revising its planned target 
figures for assistance last year is evidence of the inability of the FEA to predict food needs as 
a result of insecurity/conflict. This brings back to the perception amongst agency staff on the 
ground that donors encourage an over-reliance on monitoring techniques which focus on 
quantitative methods (for example, the prevalence of malnutrition and the size of food 
deficits). The emphasis is on already-existing problems that can be quantified – rather than on 
predicting the likely scale and type of problem. 

In the understandable preoccupation with figures, the quality and effects of humanitarian 
assistance remain relatively unclear. The pursuit of the measurable is an inescapable part of 
western modes of analysis. Donors and managers are often less comfortable with qualitative 
reports than quantitative. Even the Food Economy method, which explicitly uses quantitative 
information, uses pie charts to show results in percentages. Some agencies, such as 
Vétérinaires Sans Frontières-Switzerland (VSF-CH) and SCF-UK combine population 
estimation methods using clan and chiefs’ structures with appraisals of the views of the 
beneficiaries so identified on the relief they have received. It would be revealing to more 
systematically make the link between a lineage and what it has received from relief 
organisations – more so if this could be done across the lines of war. People in Sudan know 
who they are and organise themselves in their own ways. The war has separated them, killed 
them and impoverished them, but their family and clan structures continue to operate. Many 
relief workers recognise this phenomenon, but its significance has perhaps been missed in the 
widely-observed conventions that tonnages and population estimates are required for 
accountability. They are of course necessary but cannot do more than answer logistical 
questions whilst raising qualitative ones. 

It is also important to recognise that the absence of data often indicates a potential problem, 
since it often reflects security problems and/or a lack of access. 

The quality of information obtained from NGO personnel varied considerably and a key 
factor in this field was how long they had been working in Sudan. For the most part, this was 
less than a year. This has led to a major deficiency in institutional memory, and aid staff were 
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not able to discuss events more than three or four years previously, at the most. Qualitative 
data – either on aid outputs or aid impacts – were often not available. 

Both ECHO and UNICEF acknowledge the need to improve data, monitoring of impact and 
wider analysis292. This study supports that contention. One of the unintended consequences of 
humanitarian operations in Sudan over ten years is the accretion of piles of information which 
are not disaggregated, collated over time or analysed for trends and patterns. This failing is 
exacerbated by the quasi-neutral language adopted in many aid reports, which serves to 
obscure responsibility and to mask what is actually happening. The compilation of statistics 
could be complemented by more analysis of trends and political, social and economic 
processes. Information gathering should also take account of indigenous ways of recording 
what is happening to ethnic groups, as attempted, for example, by SCF in Upper Nile293. It 
has also been disappointing to note that only one relief worker who spoke any southern 
Sudanese language was encountered in the course of this study. There are very few who even 
speak any Arabic. Short term funding, lack of institutional engagement and rapid staff 
turnover are cited as reasons but, after ten years of relief operations, they are not wholly 
convincing. 

However, in order that food monitors report incidents, confidentiality is of the utmost 
importance. Objectives databases – whether WFP’s incident database or the Humanitarian 
Principles incident database – still need refinement. For example, information on 
quantification of food losses would be more useful if categorised by type of loss (eg., tayeen, 
spoiled, or stolen). Levels of insecurity could also be recorded and analysed without placing 
monitors at risk. Although such information is bound to be sensitive in a war zone, more 
could be done to analyse information that is already collected. The security office already 
uses codes for different levels of severity, so that this information could be combined, for 
example, with existing data on interventions to assess which types of intervention have what 
kinds of effect on security. Systematic recording and analysis of infringements of the ground 
rules, WFP incidents, and security information should also be encouraged. 

Monitoring the impact of programmes is conceptually and technically difficult at the best of 
times. In southern Sudan, there has been little effective monitoring of programme impact 
(apart from information from selective feeding programmes which applied to small 
population groups). Minimum standards for sectors in emergency response have been set, and 
the degree to which these are fulfilled should be monitored. Agencies should be encouraged 
to consider possible negative consequences of interventions and state these explicitly at the 
project design phase. Strategies for minimising their occurrence or impact should be outlined 
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and indicators for monitoring their occurrence identified. The proportion of food losses 
considered acceptable has not been clearly articulated by donor or OLS agencies. It would be 
useful if expected and acceptable loss levels could be clearly articulated by agencies, so that 
this could be carefully monitored and appraised during programme implementation. An 
argument can be made for openly allocating relief to SPLA soldiers as this could be done 
through the county commissioner who holds military rank but acts as a civilian administrator 
and has some understanding of both sides of government. 

The major aid operation in the south has produced a large and expanding archive of 
assessments, evaluations, reviews and mission reports. These are written by a stream of 
consultants, managers and planners who visit Lokichoggio and south Sudan, usually for short 
periods. In the period mid-April to mid-June 1999, UNICEF hosted 19 donor missions, 
including three formal reviews, two UN missions – including one review – and 18 
journalists’ visits294. The SRRA itself has set up its own database. The wealth of information 
contrasts with the paucity of analysis. The UN Consolidated Appeal for 1999 recognises this 
and seeks funds for better monitoring and analysis of trends within OLS. 

Minimum standards in disaster response have been drawn up for water supply, sanitation, 
nutrition, food aid, site planning, shelter and health care295.These standards were drawn up 
through international interagency collaboration, and ECHO has contributed funds to this 
process. These standards do not apply only to programme design since they are also meant to 
contribute to improving the accountability of aid – by providing "stakeholders" with a way to 
evaluate assistance. For each of the sectors, these minimum standards could be used to assist 
in the review of proposals from requesting agencies. This would be especially useful when 
there are no technical experts at regional level. 

Apart from improved monitoring and evaluation, nutritional interventions could be improved 
through:  
– greater community participation, including working through counterpart agencies;  
– more attention to exit strategies; strategies to counter purposive starvation within the 

household, and; 
– prioritising resources for general ration programmes over selective feeding pro-

grammes296.  

The importance of ensuring a general ration needs to be made explicit at donor and 
implementing agency level and monitoring effected to ensure that the policy is adhered to. 
                                                
294 Discussion, UNICEF/OLS Information Unit, 7 July 1999  
295 SPHERE, 1998 
296 ECHO personnel in Nairobi indicated that ECHO does not have a policy to prioritise general rations over 
supplementary feeding. 
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Few of the agency documents reviewed by the team showed clear or workable exit strategies. 
The absence of such strategies was a major problem, particularly in relation to Special 
Feeding Programmes. Existing guidelines on exit strategies from general ration or selective 
feeding programmes are inappropriate for southern Sudan. They prescribe exit when the 
prevalence of malnutrition falls below a certain level. However, chronic problems with health 
service provision and the ability of households to look after children mean that significant 
numbers of children are malnourished in even in "normal" years; indeed, the prevalence of 
wasting is often above levels and would trigger an emergency response in other countries. A 
lack of explicit and appropriate exit strategies in the design of emergency interventions led to 
the fact that many of these programmes ran too long, prolonging some of the adverse 
consequences of the programmes – notably purposive starvation of children to obtain access 
to programmes and the displacement of individuals attending such programmes. OLS 
agencies and donors urgently need to formulate context- and situation-specific exit strategies 
for emergency interventions. These should reflect the extent of chronic poverty, ill health and 
malnutrition in the region and the need for linking programme closure with interventions that 
address these more chronic problems. 

In view of the occurrence of purposive starvation, it may be wise to ensure from the outset 
that, where general rations are administered through feeding centres, the ration administered 
is the same as beneficiary groups are receiving at other distribution sites. This way, a person 
who is poor and not malnourished would get the same ration as if he was malnourished. A 
good PHC (Primary Health Care) programme would help CHWs or home visitors to acquire 
knowledge about the situation at household level, so that they could identify the causes of 
persistent wasting – such as health problems, poor care or purposive starvation and lack of 
access to food. This way, appropriate strategies could be applied with a minimum risk either 
of withholding food from those who are entitled to it or of reducing entitlements based on 
erroneous suspicions about the causes of cases of malnutrition. 

The strength or weakness of programmes has often reflected the quality of human resources, 
although donors do not require that implementing agencies ensure an appropriate training of 
the personnel being sent into southern Sudan. For the most part, those aid personnel who 
were interviewed did not know what minimum standard exists in their sector. Contracts 
varied, but were usually extended for a matter of months rather than years. 

The short-term approach that is embraced by donors gives rise to many of aid’s negative 
consequences. If agencies are only supported to respond when the situation is at a critical 
level, then the strategies undertaken to reverse the situation are more expensive and negative 
consequences more likely. For example, large food distributions, when people are starving, 
are potentially more hazardous than small amounts of support (such as the provision of seeds, 
tools or fishing equipment) before coping mechanisms are exhausted. Moreover, an adequate 
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general ration will often reduce the need for special feeding programmes with their attendant 
dangers. 

The approach to human assistance in southern Sudan over the past ten years has been short-
term and emergency-based. The most egregious omission has been the development of 
education. Although agencies are themselves dependent on educated southerners to carry out 
their programmes, there has been no attempt to support education beyond the primary level. 
Only two agencies, SCF-UK and UNICEF, have consistent involvement in education 
programmes. As many southerners pointed out to us, an investment in education is one of the 
few forms of assistance that can survive the destruction and displacement of physical 
resources. That a generation of Sudanese have had no formal education whilst agencies 
cannot find educated Sudanese staff suitable for employment is indicative of a major missed 
opportunity. What should be a large-scale, long-term programme has been planned, funded 
and implemented as a short-term response – as though, contrary to all informed opinion, this 
complex human emergency would soon be over. 
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Conclusions 

Global humanitarian policy is in a state of flux, caused partly by conflicts such as that in 
Sudan. Universal models such as the linking of relief and development are not necessarily 
applicable. Instead, more localised arrangements are being negotiated to deal with the long-
term political and economic crisis. This crisis affects the whole country and has caused 
considerable loss of life and destruction of livelihoods. Neither the political nor the economic 
crisis can be resolved by humanitarian aid. Nor will humanitarian aid be effective in the long 
term without political action. 

Humanitarian aid in Sudan has had complex and sometimes contradictory effects. It has 
tended to reinforce relations of domination, exploitation and inequality, particularly in 
government areas. In rebel areas, it has to some extent supported the subsistence economy 
and helped maintain the cultural integrity of indigenous populations. In both government and 
rebel areas, it has led to the creation of institutions such as the Humanitarian Assistance 
Commission and the SRRA, which have evolved to deal with aid.  

Aid has in certain cases furthered the war aims of both the government and of the SPLA. 
There is no direct evidence however that humanitarian aid has created dependency amongst 
its beneficiaries or led to other than short-term displacement. Nor is there any evidence that 
diversion of aid is what drives the conflict. It is the failure to address the issues giving rise to 
the civil war and the war itself which have disempowered communities.   

Donors do not have much leverage on the combatants, but they could make a more concerted 
effort to examine how exactly they might support a negotiated settlement, while continuing to 
support the livelihoods of the people of Sudan. In doing the latter, they would do well to 
recognise that short-term funding and responses will provide a lower return on the 
humanitarian investment than better-informed, long-term strategies. 

The following recommendations may be considered: 

1. It is necessary for ECHO to develop a clear policy on the use of information in the relief 
operation. Information needs to be more systematically recorded, analysed and dissemi-
nated, with an emphasis on qualitative as much as logistical aspects. This will contribute 
to building a deeper understanding of the social, political and historical context of aid op-
erations in Sudan and incorporating this understanding into programme planning.   

2. Longer-term research, such as the USAID-funded vulnerability study, has proved useful 
as a corrective to emergency-driven assessments and should be encouraged as a means to 
gaining an understanding of the social dynamics of target populations.  
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3. Use of information should be better co-ordinated. WFP analysis of food diversion or local 
insecurity needs to be correlated with incident reports from the Humanitarian Principles 
Unit of OLS and from OLS Security. (This need is recognised by UN staff, but has not 
yet been acted on). 

4. Improved understanding must not be lost to rapid staff turnover and poor institutional 
memory. ECHO should favour agencies which build long-term capacity in Sudanese and 
expatriate staff, teach expatriates local languages and train staff in best practice.  

5. ECHO should require agencies to observe minimum standards of the type devised by the 
SPHERE project and by OLS itself.   

6. ECHO should adopt a three-year funding cycle and explicitly promote longer-term 
planning, in conjunction with implementing agencies.   

7. Best practice needs to be recognised and replicated. For instance, SCF-UK’s Jonglei 
Field Officer’s Handbook297 provides an alternative understanding of beneficiary com-
munities, based on a recognition of the importance of lineage systems and other forms of 
indigenous authority.  

8. Participation of beneficiaries in programme evaluation should be explicitly promoted. For 
instance, VSF-Switzerland combines population estimates derived from clan structures 
with beneficiary appraisal of the assistance received. 

9. ECHO should require from both GoS and the SPLA unrestricted access to the pro-
grammes it funds. Cases of obstruction should be documented and reported to donors by 
implementing agencies and made public when they cost lives – as they did in Bahr-el-
Ghazal in 1998. 

10. ECHO should fund new approaches to the targeting of food to the vulnerable. Past ap-
proaches have clearly not worked in Nilotic communities under nutritional stress, and al-
ternatives, such as geographical targeting, must be explored. 

11. Donors and executing agencies must prioritise general ration over supplementary feeding 
in all future emergencies, since the latter will fail without an adequate general ration and 
provision for water, health and sanitation systems. Where supplementary feeding is un-
dertaken, there must be clear exit strategies. 

12. ECHO could fund a  systematic comparison of Sudan’s experience with other similar 
emergencies, in order to generate alternative approaches to emergency aid. For example, 

                                                
297 SCF-UK, 1999 
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in the health sector, one could learn from comparable emergency settings, as the Primary 
Health Care model is inadequate to cope with the reality of Sudan and the limited re-
sources available for health programmes.  

13. ECHO or DG Development should organise a major investment in both primary and 
secondary education in Sudan, particularly in non-GoS areas. Without this, the circum-
stances which led to the present war will be repeated in the future. 

14. ECHO could assist displaced southerners in the north, with an expansion of programmes 
of family tracing, voter registration and legal aid. Local lawyers could be assisted to pur-
sue cases of summary demolition of houses and abduction. Careful monitoring of the 
treatment of displaced southerners in the legal system is necessary  

15. EU member States must establish a Common Foreign and Security Policy towards Sudan, 
in order to promote a resolution to the conflict. Without such a policy, ECHO cannot 
achieve its stated aim of relieving suffering, while promoting sustainability and self-
sufficiency. 
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