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Introduction
Conflict in Unity State broke out in December 
2013.1 Despite numerous ceasefires,  
including a signed peace agreement in 
August 2015, conflict has continued for 
the past 23 months, and most of the state’s 
nine counties remain contested.2 Conflict 
intensified during the 2015 wet season into a 
series of conflict events and violent cattle raids 
in which armed groups reportedly attacked 
villages throughout southern and central 
Unity State, burning shelters and supplies, 
targeting civilians, and causing widespread 
displacement.3 Ongoing insecurity following 
the end of military offensives in September  
has caused further hardship to communities in 
central and southern Unity, and has prevented 
humanitarian assistance to those who have 
either remained or returned to their pre-crisis 
locations.4 
As of February 2016, the population of Bentiu 
PoC appears to have stabilized at 120,278 
individuals, following a large influx of IDPs 
during 2015.5 Outside of the PoC, some 
569,099 individuals are estimated by IOM 
to be displaced from communities within 
Unity State.6 Following large numbers of new 
arrivals to Bentiu PoC in January 2016, the 
security situation in Unity State has improved 
somewhat, allowing some humanitarian actors 
to recommence activities in several formerly 
hard-to-reach areas.

Situation Overview: Unity State, South Sudan
February 2016

This document provides an update of key 
findings related to displacement trends 
and the humanitarian situation in assessed 
communities across Unity State. The first 
section examines displacement trends within 
Unity State and the push and pull factors 
that shape observed patterns and trends. 
The second section examines the situation 
of displaced and non-displaced communities 
in February 2016 and provides updates on 
reported access to food, and basic services, 
such as water, sanitation, health, and 
education.
This study examines a total of 62 communities 
in Unity state, using information provided by a 
network of 150 key informants (KIs) currently 
living in Bentiu PoC. All key informants 
received regular information about location(s) 
across seven of Unity State’s nine counties: 
Guit, Koch, Leer, Mayendit, Mayom, Panyijiar, 
and Rubkona (see Map 1). Findings presented 
in this document are drawn from primary data 
collected from 18 - 26 February 2016 and have 
been triangulated using available secondary 
data from a variety of sources. Throughout this 
report, findings are compared to the previous 
round of data collected by REACH in late 2015, 
which used the same methodology.7 Since this 
assessment covered more communities (62) 
than the previous round (37) it is important to 
note that these comparisons remain indicative 
only.

Map 1: Unity State location and assessment coverage

1. Small Arms Survey, Human Security Baseline Assessment (HSBA) for Sudan and South Sudan Unity State, July 2015
1. Ibid.
3. Ibid.
4. Medecins Sans Frontieres, South Sudan: Rape and killing in Unity state
5. IOM Displacement Tracking Matrix, http://www.iomsouthsudan.org/tracking/dtm
6. IOM, Displacement Tracking Matrix, as of February 2015
7. REACH Situation Overview of Unity State, January 2016
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METHODOLOGY
To provide an overview of the situation in 
largely inaccessible areas, the study uses 
primary data provided by key informants, who 
recieve regular information from outside of 
their current displacement site, usually their 
pre-displacment location or, “Area of Orgin”.
Information for this study was collected from 
key informants in Bentiu Protection of Civilians 
(PoC) site, Unity State, during February 2016.
A two-stage methodology was employed, 
beginning with the identification of key 
informants and participatory mapping, 
followed by in-depth interviews with selected 
participants to understand the current situation 
in places outside of Bentiu PoC from which 
they recieved regular information.
Each participant was matched with a 
geographic area about which s/he could 
provide information. During the second stage, 
key informant interviews were conducted 
with selected participants. A standardised 
survey was used to collect information about 
the situation and needs of the remaining 
host community and any displaced persons 
residing there. 

Key findings
Reasons for leaving pre-crisis 
location

Push Factors for leaving pre-crisis 
locations
As in REACH’s baseline report from late 2015, 
insecurity was the dominant reason reported 
by KIs for deciding to leave their pre-crisis 
location, closely followed by a lack of 
access to healthcare and food. Both were 
already major concerns in Unity State before 
the start of the crisis in December 20138 and 
have since been exacerbated by conflict and 
displacement.9

The sudden outbreak of conflict took many by 
surprise, forcing them to flee quickly, taking few 
possessions. Many reported that any assets 
left behind were later stolen from their homes.10 
For those who did not flee immediately, the 
destruction of food stocks and other assets at 
home caused further insecurity and created an 
additional push factor.

Pull factors
The vast majority of KIs reported the presence 
of security in Bentiu PoC as a reason for 
choosing it as a displacement location 
(see Figure 2). This was quickly followed by 
access to food, which was also frequently 
ranked as the second or third most important 
reason for choosing to come to Bentiu PoC. 
Interestingly, the proportion of KIs reporting 
food as a pull factor has decreased since the 
last assessment, with an increase in those 
reporting access to security and healthcare—
the latter the most popular second choice 
among respondents interviewed in February.

It is important to note that most KIs reported 
a combination of different factors as reasons 
for displacement. The limited availability of 
assistance outside major displacement sites 
means that many of those displaced into the 
bush receive little or no assistance, further 
increasing their vulnerability. 

KIs who initially fled to other communities than 

Bentiu PoC reported that they were drawn to 
places where they would be safe and could be 
supported by friends and relatives. However, 
as time went on, they began to run low on 
food and other necessary supplies. With 
resources and resilience depleted by multiple 
displacements, the certain availability of 
assistance and security in Bentiu PoC meant 
that IDPs increasingly considered this as the 
only viable option.11

Population Movement and 
Displacement

Key displacement trends
The three main displacement trends observed 
in Unity State have largely remained stable 
since late 2015. Those in the central and 
northern counties of Rubkona, Guit, and Koch 
mainly fled to Bentiu PoC in the north, while 
those in Leer and Mayendit were split, some 
going to the PoC while others  fled south to 
Panyijiar. 

8. FEWSNET, South Sudan Food Security Outlook July to December 2013, July 2013
9. IPC, South Sudan Integrated Phase Food Security Phase Classification Report, December 2015. 
10. REACH, South Sudan Displacement Trends Analysis, April 2015.
11. Huser, Cathy, Displacement: An Auto-Protection Strategy in Unity State, March 2015

1. Security
2. Health
3. Food
4. Education
5. Aid

Push Factors

Figure 1: Reported push factors for leaving pre-
displacement location

Bold text denotes factors reported by a majority of respondents

Figure 2: Reported pull factors for choosing current displacement site 
The darker the colour, the more commonly reported

First Reason Second Reason Third Reason
Security 69% 24% 6%
Food Access 20% 23% 31%
Health access 4% 40% 27%
Aid 5% 4% 6%
Join Family 3% 2% 18%
Education access 0% 8% 5%
Water access 0% 0% 3%
Other
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In late 2015, IDPs in Mayom, had most 
frequently been displaced to locations within 
the same county, in contrast, early 2016 saw 
a significant increase in new arrivals from 
Mayom, where a poor planting season forced 
many to come to Bentiu seeking food.  
As shown in Table 1, the vast majority of key 
informants overall reported having left their 
homes during the 2015 wet season, creating 
an influx that nearly tripled the population of 
Bentiu PoC.12 

Multi-stage displacement before arrival 
in Bentiu
The majority of KIs interviewed in February 
reported that they did not come directly to 
the PoC. Instead, over two-thirds reported 
multiple displacements since December 
2013, already having been displaced for up 
to two years before arriving in Bentiu.

3

The majority were displaced, “into the bush,” 
to rural areas, often ancestral homes or other 
places where family or friends lived, often as a 
result of intermarriage.15 They stayed in these 
locations until a lack of food, aid, and livelihood 
opportunities forced them to leave.
KIs living in southern counties prior to the crisis 
reported fleeing to other nearby areas within 
the same county, and did not leave their home 
county until the crisis became protracted. 
Map 2, right, shows that IDPs tended to pass 
through several important junctions before 
arriving at the PoC. Some of these, such 
as Kok Island in Leer, and the Mayom Road 
Junction north of Bentiu, serve as important 
transit points, where IDPs stop to regroup and 
gather energy and supplies to continue their 
journey. Others points, such those highlighted 
in Guit, Mayom, and Koch, are not known 
junctions, but relatively stable locations where 
people felt safe enough to stay for a while. 

12. IOM Displacement Tracking Matrix, http://www.iomsouthsudan.org/tracking/dtm
13. Huser, Cathy, Displacement: An Auto-Protection Strategy in Unity State, March 2015
14. UNICEF South Sudan Humanitarian Sitrep No. 79, February 2016
15. REACH, Greater Nyal East Situation Report, December 2015

2013 2016
End Dry Wet End Dry Wet End Dry

Guit 7% 5% 4% 2% 10% 48% 24% 0%
Koch 4% 2% 3% 0% 2% 42% 46% 0%
Leer 32% 0% 1% 0% 0% 50% 17% 0%
Mayendit 27% 0% 0% 0% 1% 39% 31% 1%
Mayom 0% 21% 6% 0% 6% 6% 0% 60%
Paynijiar 0% 10% 0% 20% 7% 63% 0% 0%
Pariang 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 100% 0% 0%
Rubkona 0% 11% 1% 0% 7% 68% 9% 3%

2014 2015

Co
un

ty

Table 1: Reported time of arrival by KIs in Bentiu PoC, by season and County of origin

Map 2: Main junctions for IDPs travelling to Bentiu PoC and Panyijiar

primary displacement 
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Note: Data, designations and boundaries contained on this
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The humanitarian situation in 
assessed communities

Demographic profile

Remaining population in assessed 
communities
As of February 2016, KIs reported that 
approximately 15% assessed communities 
remain empty, a decrease compared to 
figures reported for assessed communities in 
late 2015. 
However, in many parts of Leer, Mayendit, 
Koch, and Rubkona, over 70% of communities 
have been depopulated and almost a third of 
the pre-crisis population of Guit, Panyijiar, 
and Mayom reportedly remain displaced.
In almost two thirds of communities where 
the original population remained, the host 
community were reportedly living in their own 
homes. In one third, the remaining population 
was reportedly living in the bush without 
shelter, in order to stay safe from conflict. 
While still of concern, this represents a slight 
improvement since late 2015, when members 
of the host community were reportedly staying 
in their own homes in less than a quarter of 
assessed communities.17 

IDP population in assessed communities
Nearly a third of all assessed communities 
were reported to be hosting IDPs, with  
estimated caseloads ranging from 50 to 
550. As shown in Map 5, high concentrations 
of IDPs were reported in parts of Rubkona 
and Mayom, while Koch and Panyijiar more 

commonly had smaller, more dispersed 
communities of IDPs. In 9 out of every 10 
assessed communities, IDPs were reportedly 
staying with the host community, mostly 
living with relatives.

Returnees to assessed communities
Over 40% of assessed communities reported 
that previously displaced members of the 
host community had returned, although in 
most cases returns were reported to be 
temporary. The highest numbers of returnees 
were reported in Koch and Rubkona, relatively 
close to Bentiu PoC. Smaller numbers of 
returnees were also reported in Mayendit, 
Panyijiar, Northern Leer and Guit, where 
several NGOs have recently reestablished 
services. In addition, in February 2016, some 
22,000 IDPs were registered by IOM to have 
settled in Bentiu Town.20

Despite the significant reported numbers of 
returnees, KIs explained that people intended 
to stay permanently in only 15 assessed 
communities. This is likely due to a lack of 
confidence that the security situation will 
remain stable, and to the limited assistance 
available outside major displacement sites.
The vast majority of KIs reported that they 
received information through a family 
member or friend who was currently living 
in the community, but was registered in 
Bentiu to receive food and other aid. These 
individuals reportedly return to the PoC once or 
twice a month to receive goods and services, 
which help them cope in the face of missed 
planting seasons and insufficient resources.  
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Map 3: Reported population of non-displaced 
host community and IDPs
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Shelter
As shown in Map 5, on the following page, 
access to shelter has reportedly decreased 
significantly since prior to the crisis, when 
everyone was reported to have access to 
shelter in over 90% of assessed communities. 
In 17% of assessed communities, the 
remaining community reportedly have 
no shelter at all, pointing to a particularly 
acute situation where households have little 
protection from the elements, and remain 
particularly vulnerable to vector-borne disease, 

wild animals, a lack of privacy. Although many 
of these communities are hiding in the bush, 
the provision of adequate temporary shelter 
should be considered a priority.
In the majority of assessed communities, 
sharing shelters is reportedly common, with 
around half of non-displaced households 
reportedly sharing their shelters with either 
returnees or IDPs. While conditions are 
favourable compared to those in the open air, 
this has led to increased overcrowding, with an 

17. Ibid.
19. Ibid.
20. Sudan Tribune, “IOM reopens maternity ward in Bentiu two years after closure,” March 8, 2016

Map 4: Reported numbers of returnees in 
assessed communities
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average of seven households sharing each 
shelter. 
As in late 2015, the vast majority of 
communities report that shelter materials are 
unavailable. However, the availability of tents 
appears to have increased somewhat, with 
more than double the proportion of IDPs living 
in tents compared to the previous assessment. 
The provision of more permanent shelter 
materials should also be considered a 
priority to ease overcrowding and support 
returnees. 

Access to Food

With lack of access to food one of the key 
drivers of displacement, the ability to access 
adequate amounts of food has a major 
influence on people’s decision to stay in 
their current location or move elsewhere. 
Prior to the outbreak of violence in December 
2013, most of Unity State was classified as in 
the “stressed” or “crisis” acute food insecurity 
phase. The outbreak of conflict has served 
to further exacerbate an already tense food 
situation,21 with all counties except Mayom 
classified as in the “emergency” phase and 
over a quarter of the population considered 
in a “critical” situation.22 
The conflict has also disrupted markets and 
lead to significant price inflation. Prices in 
2015 were three times higher than the five year 
average, reducing peoples’ ability to make up 
for shortfalls in production.23 In addition, recent 
reports show how the  devaluation of the South 
Sudanese Pound in December 2015 has 
caused the prices of nearly all commodities 
to jump to between 3 and 5 times their value 
before the crisis.24

Only 35% of communities reported having 
adequate food access. As shown in Map 6, 
access to adequate supplies of food has 
reportedly declined by almost 70% across  
assessed areas of Unity State, with the 
highest decreases in access recorded in the 
counties of Leer, Mayendit, Guit, and parts of 
Koch. 
Access to markets has also declined by 70% 
since prior to the crisis, with less than a quarter 

Livelihoods

As for food, access to livelihoods has also 
suffered since the onset of the crisis. Before 
the crisis, most people in Unity State made 
their living though some form of agriculture 
or animal husbandry.28 Nearly all assessed 
communities reported engaging in some kind 
of agriculture, and at least half worked in 
services, owning assets such as trucks and 
boda bodas (motorcycles), or were engaged 
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Map 5: Reported decrease in access to shelter

of assessed communities reported to have 
access to functional markets.
With limited access to food, key informants 
reported that communities employed multiple 
coping strategies. People in the majority of 
assessed communities reported to employ 
some kind of food-related coping on an 
almost daily basis.  These included reliance 
on less preferred foods, borrowing food or 
money to buy food. Of particular concern is 
the high proportion of communities where 
people were reportedly consuming seed 
stock meant for the next planting season. 
This drastic measure, which forces people 
to give up potential future food stocks for a 
small amount of sustenance in the immediate 
term, was reportedly used by over 90% of 
assessed communities at least once a week.

Most communities reported getting the majority 
of their food through subsistence farming, 
though most were reported to have grown 
very little food during the period assessed. The 
remainder was reported to come from NGO 
or government food distributions. People’s 
reliance on their own meagre production is 
partly due to the fact that less than half of all 
assessed communities reportedly received 
any food distributions in the past month.  
Where distributions did take place, less than 
half of community members were reported to 
have received any food from distributions.
These findings demonstrate that food 
remains  a critical need across much of Unity 
State, including supplementary nutrition 
programmers to help those suffering from 
acute malnutrition.

Proportion of KIs reporting 
decrease in access:

small decrease 

significant decrease

no data

21. FEWSNET, South Sudan Food Security Outlook July to December 2013, July 2013  
22. IPC, South Sudan Integrated Phase Food Security Phase Classification Report, December 2016
23. Ibid.

24. WFP, Special Working Paper on Devaluation of South Sudan Pound: Short-term Food Security 
Implications
25. REACH, Unity State Situation Overview, December 2015

Map 6: Reported decrease in access to food
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Agricultural inputs, such as spades, hoes 
and pangas, have been almost entirely 
lost everywhere but Mayom and Mayendit 
counties. 
In villages and rural areas, particular efforts 
need to be made to provide new agricultural 
implements and improve access to land to 
allow farming to recommence before the wet 
season in May.

in business. Over three quarters of assessed 
communities reported owning cattle.
As of February, all communities reported 
that some, if not all of their cattle had been 
stolen, though over a third had reportedly 
managed to maintain some of them, which 
are being looked after by family or community 
members.  In addition, over half of all 
communities reported having lost much of 
their arable land. As shown in Map 7, the loss 
of land appears particularly severe in Leer, 
Guit, and Koch. 

26. HSBA: the Conflict in Unity State, 23 February 2016
27. CIHAN, “WFP begins air drop food supplies on to South Sudan’s Ganyiel,” March 17, 2016
28. WFP: South Sudan Annual Needs and Livlihoods Analysis 2012/2013, March
29. MSF, South Sudan: Trapped by violence in Unity state, October 2015

Water and Sanitation

Reported access to clean water has declined 
significantly from before the crisis, with 
only 17% of communities reporting access 
to clean water either through boreholes, 
protected springs, or purified using chlorine 
tablets. 
Little change was observed in access to 
clean water since late 2015, likely because 
of the advanced skills and resources required 
to install boreholes of protected wells, the 
dominant sources of clean drinking water both 
before and after the crisis.
This is particularly worrying in areas with high 
numbers of IDPs and remaining community 
members, such as Koch, Rubkona, and Leer 
and Mayendit, where the added stress of the 
increased population puts pressure on already 
limited resources.
Latrine access has also declined since 
the crisis began. As of February, only 13 
communities reported using latrines, down 
from 29 before the crisis. 

Coupled with a lack of clean water, the 
destruction of water, sanitation and hygiene 
infrastructure in Unity state is a serious 
concern, as it heightens the risks of infection 
and leaves the population predisposed to 
waterborne illnesses and malaria. This is 
particularly severe in swamp areas, where the 
swamp is often used as both a water source 
and a place for defecation, leading to direct 
contamination of the drinking supply.29

Map 7: Reported decrease in access to land (left) and agricultural inputs (right)
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Health

Access to health and medical assistance 
remains a key concern for most communities, 
being one of the most commonly cited pull 
and push factors for displacement. The crisis 
has crippled health care access across Unity 
State, with only 14 assessed communities 
reporting any access to healthcare, almost 
75% less than before the crisis. 
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Map 8: Reported decrease in access to water
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The lack of healthcare can be directly attributed 
to the conflict, with the majority of communities 
reporting the destruction of facilities and 
ongoing insecurity as main reasons for its 
absence. 
Diarrhea, malaria, and malnutrition rank as 
the most commonly reported illnesses. This 
supports previous accounts from NGOs 
providing medical assistance in remote areas 
of Unity State, who report treating acute 
malnutrition, war-related injuries, malaria, 
respiratory tract infections and diarrhea, the 
leading causes for morbidity among IDPs in 

Education

Prior to the crisis, primary education was 
reportedly available in all but 2 of 62 
communities assessed. Many communities 
also reported having opportunities for 
secondary and vocational training as well. As 
of February, only 8 communities reported 
having any education services, only one 
of which has a secondary school. This has 
left the vast majority of children deprived of 
both formal education opportunities and the 
psychosocial support provided by a structured 
school environment.
Where education services exist, most are 
reportedly being provided by the government, 
though small numbers of communities 
reported schools being run by an international 
NGO or volunteer teachers.
Throughout the conflict, armed groups have 
repeatedly used schools as either targets or 

the country.30

Increased use of mobile clinics could help 
address emergency health concerns and 
reestablish immunization programs, while 
longer term security is required to enable 
aid actors to expand their presence into 
under-served areas and enable IDPs and 
host communities to safety access services. 
However, the return of several NGOs providing 
health assistance to Leer, Koch, and Mayendit 
is a positive development, as most of these 
areas still report the lowest levels of access in 
Unity State (see Map 9).
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barracks with 113 schools in Unity State are 
reportedly occupied by various armed groups, 
as of January 2016.31 Schools have also been 
targeted for recruitment of child soldiers since 
the beginning of the conflict, causing some 
parents to withdraw children from school out 
of fear of abduction.32

Protection

Prior to the crisis, 84% of assessed 
communities reported having access to some 
kind of protection service, mainly police. Two 
years on, less than 20% of these communities 
were reported have any kind of security 
or protection. As shown in table 2, above 
individual protection issues still remain a vital 
concern; nearly two thirds of KIs expressed 
concerns about women being attacked in the 
assessed communities; over half expressed 
similar concerns for men, suggesting that 
concerns about a lack of stability in Unity State 

30. MSF, South Sudan: Trapped by violence in Unity state, October 2015; WHO, South Sudan Health Situation Report, July 2015
31. OCHA, Humanitarian Needs Overview, 2016
32. Human Rights Watch, We can die too: Recruitment and use of child soldiers in South Sudan, November 2015; IRIN news, Amid the violence, education suffers in South Sudan, June 
2014

Map 9: Reported decrease in access to 
healthcare
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Map 10: Reported decrease in access to 
education

Table 3: Main protection threats reportedly faced by men and women in assessed communities

Men Women

Attack, from member of different community 53% 63%

Attack, from member of same community 8% 14%

Harrassment, different community 13% 5%

Harrassment, same community 26% 18%

Collecting water 1% 0%

Collecting firewood 0% 0%

Domestic violence 0% 0%
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reported returns have taken place so far), 
the lack of access to assistance elsewhere in 
Unity State is likely to be a barrier to return 
for those wishing to return to locations further 
away. 
The number of reported returns in recent 
months is a clear indication that many IDPs 
wish to return home. However, without 
increased support to address the needs of 
communities across Unity State, returns will 
remain temporary in nature and many IDPs 
will be unable to restart their lives elsewhere. 

still persist. In addition, nearly one fifth of KIs 
noted concerns about women being attacked 
or harassed by their own community, which 
may be a side effect of the stress caused 
by displacement. In both cases, increased 
protection monitoring is needed to understand 
the full extent of community concerns.

Conclusion
Conflict in Unity State has persisted for over 
two years. In that time, over half a million 
people have been within Unity State, while 
yet more have fled elsewhere in the country 
or abroad. 
Displacement patterns have been found to differ 
greatly, depending both on an individual’s pre-
displacement location as well as on fluctuating 
pull and push factors. However, data collected 
in February confirms several key trends: the 
vast majority of displaced individuals left their 
homes due to conflict and insecurity, followed 
by a lack of food and healthcare. In contrast to 
data collected in late 2015, where half of KIs 
had reportedly come straight to their current 
location, most KIs interviewed in February 
had been displaced multiple times, moving 
only to major displacement sites in search 
of aid, once food and resources had run out.
The increase in coverage since the last round 
of data collection makes it difficult to draw 
definitive comparisons between the two. 
However, data collected in February shows 
that the humanitarian situation throughout 
Unity State remains critical, with less than 
20% of assessed communities reported to 

have sufficient access to food, markets, 
latrines, healthcare and protection services, 
while only 10% of communities are reported 
to have access clean water and education. 
While shelter appeared to be the least 
problematic,  overcrowding was widespread, 
with seven families sharing a single shelter on 
average. In addition, up to 17% of remaining 
community members in assessed locations 
were reportedly living with no shelter at all, 
representing a particularly vulnerable group. 
As active fighting in Unity state has decreased 
since late 2015, many IDPs have started 
to return to their pre-crisis communities, 
and in many cases, have been joined by 
IDPs from elsewhere. While most returnees 
were reportedly living in their own homes or 
staying with friends or relatives, the general 
lack of access to basic services across 
assessed locations means that their situation 
remains precarious. With very limited access 
to farmland, tools and food, households 
are highly reliant on a variety of coping 
strategies—including the consumption of 
seeds that decreases their productivity in the 
longer term—and on humanitarian assistance. 
With many returnees unable to access 
humanitarian assistance in their own 
communities, frequent travel to major 
displacement sites is reportedly common. 
Many returnees travel back to Bentiu in order 
to access distributions, before returning to 
their communities. While such an arrangement 
is apparently feasible for those returning 
to nearby locations (where the majority of 
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