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I. Executive Summary

The 2011 South Sudan referendum has resulted in a mass influx of returnees over the course 
of the past four months from northern Sudan and border countries such as Uganda, Congo 
and Kenya. According to the latest UNOCHA figures, over 250,000 people have returned 
since October 30, 2010. Most returnees are coming with only what they can carry, or fit on 
the barges, thus arriving with serious humanitarian needs including food, water, shelter and 
health. This is also putting a tremendous strain on the communities hosting returnees, who 
are already struggling with limited resources. In February 2011, CHF conducted a returnee 
and host community assessment in Central and Eastern Equatoria to evaluate the impact of 
returning populations on host communities. The assessment team, consisting of 12 local and 
international staff conducted 18 focus groups, 32 key informant interviews, and 11 market 
surveys in Morobo, Juba, and Torit counties. 
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Summary of assessment findings and recommendations: 

Food insecurity is the most consistently expressed need amongst both returnees and host communities. The recent influx 1. 
of returnees has dramatically increased the price of goods in the market and reduced the availability of key food items.  
Where households already spend the majority of their limited income on food purchase and agricultural inputs for crop 
production, increasing prices and shortages imply potential food insecurity in coming months.   

Recommendation: Since agriculture is the predominant income generation activity in rural areas, providing inputs and 
agronomic training to farmers can address both food security and livelihoods issues. 

Households indicated that drinking water, shelter, education and health are other priority needs that are currently unattain-2. 
able due to lack of purchasing power and consistent income. 

Recommendation: Introduce viable and sustainable income earning opportunities to support returning households during 
the transition to resettlement as a means of increasing household access to basic needs and services. 

Many returnees, particularly those who resided previously in refugee camp settings, are arriving with notable technical and 3. 
business skills, but lack the start-up capital to create viable enterprises.  As a result, otherwise economically productive 
households are left to depend on humanitarian assistance or support from friends and family.  

Recommendation: Expand upon and build the capacity of entrepreneurial returnees by providing access to capital and 
linkages to markets to support small business creation and economic integration.

Communities are generously welcoming their brothers and sisters (both literally and figuratively) home, but increased 4. 
populations in communities of origin are straining already limited resources at the community and household level. 

Recommendation: Though returnees are facing many challenges during the integration process in terms of economic 
recovery and access to assets and resources, host communities are shouldering a substantial financial and social burden 
as well.  Therefore, in the provision of humanitarian assistance and economic support, both host community members 
and returnees should be included as equal stakeholders. 

Many staple household goods (such as sugar, soap, processed foods, cooking oil) sold in the local markets are imported 5. 
from neighboring countries like Uganda or Congo, or brought from outside the community (i.e. from Juba), even though 
staple items could be produced locally.  Locally available goods would reduce dependence on external markets, decrease 
costs, and provide productive economic space for newly resettled entrepreneurs and small business owners. 

Recommendation: Build local capacity to produce high-demand goods through technical training, market orientation, 
and access to credit and inputs. 
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II. Current Situation

According to the most recent OCHA reports, approximately 250,000 people have returned to 
South Sudan since October 30, 2010. The majority of the returnees are coming from northern 
Sudan, and the states with the highest number of returnees are Unity (53,211), Northern Bahr 
el Ghazal (48,264), Upper Nile (38,344) and Warrap (29,430). Central Equatoria State (CES) is 
the next highest (27,910); home to the regional capital – Juba – and one of the main destina-
tion ports for the returnees.  Juba is also the central transit point for returnees trying to get 
home to various counties throughout the Equatorias. Dispersion of returnees to their homes 
is logistically difficult, illustrated by the fact that over 50 percent of returnees are located in 
just nine of southern Sudan’s 79 counties.1 One of these counties is Morobo on the southern 
tip of CES bordering the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) and Uganda. The fact that 
this southern border area also has a high concentration of returnees demonstrates that not 
all referendum returnees are coming from northern Sudan; many are also coming from border 
countries like DRC, Uganda, Kenya and Ethiopia. 

The large influx of returnees over a short period of time, in a concentrated area, is putting 
significant strain on both household and community resources. Most returnees are arriving 
with only what they can carry, and attempting to integrate into communities which they 
often have not been to in years. In some areas, especially urban areas, and states bordering 
northern Sudan, access to land is problematic and returnees are struggling to find jobs in an 
environment with already high unemployment. Prospects for productive integration are posi-
tive, but successfully accommodating the 250,000, and growing, returnees while minimizing 
conflict and meeting basic needs is a fundamental challenge. 

1  Humanitarian Update: Returns to Southern Sudan, OCHA/Sudan, 24 February 2011.
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Geographical Context
Morobo County has the 9th highest number of referendum-
related returnees in the country. According to the February 
24, 2011 OCHA figures, there are 11,488 returnees in 
Morobo; however due to the amount of spontaneous 
returnees who are not officially registered with IOM, this 
figure is likely too low. The Deputy Secretary of the Morobo 
County SSRRC provided different statistics which suggested 
that local authorities had registered 4,320 households and 
27,522 individuals, as of January 30th.2 The payams with 
the highest number of returnees in Morobo are Panyume 
(7,750), Kimba (7,348), Gulumbi (6,625) and Lujulu (4,800), 
according to SSRRC. The Deputy Secretary also stated 
that he believed more returnees would come over the next 
few months, continuing through official state independence 
in July. While the true numbers probably lie somewhere 
between the OCHA and SSRRC figures, the proportion of 
returnees is nonetheless significant. The estimated total 
population of Morobo, based on the 2008 census plus a 
2.1% growth rate over the last two years, is 105,779.3 Based 
on this population figure, and using the OCHA returnee 
figures as a low-end estimate, the county has experienced 
an 11% increase in its population since October. 

Of the 17,264 returnees in Central Equatoria State, 5,069 
are in Juba County.4 Juba is one of the two (the other is 
Malakal) main destination hubs for returnees traveling from 

the north by barge down the Nile from the main departure 
point in Khosti. These returnees are coming to Juba where 
they are, in some cases, transported by IOM, or via their own 
means, to their ancestral homes throughout the Equatorias. 
A constant theme throughout the assessment was the diffi-
culty of obtaining accurate numbers of returnees. The team 
closely coordinated with IOM and SSRRC, the two bodies 
in charge of registering returnees, to determine which areas 
had the highest numbers of returnees in the county. At the 
recommendation of SSRRC Juba County and SRDF the 
team assessed Bungu and Dolo payams and Kor Wolliang in 
Juba County. 

According to the latest UN OCHA reports, Eastern Equatoria 
State (EES) has 5,764 returnees.5 Within EES, Torit County 
has the second highest number of returnees with a total of 
1,389.6 Although there are no official statistics to support this 
observation, anecdotal accounts and observation suggest 
that many of the returnees within Torit County are concen-
trated in and around Torit Town. Throughout the country, 
state capitals including Juba, Bor, Malakal, Rumbek and Torit 
are destinations for many referendum-induced returnees. 
Many of those returning from the north are accustomed to 
living in urban areas, making the capitals more attractive. 
Urban and peri-urban areas are also more likely to have 
opportunities for employment than the rural villages. 

2  IOM is working in collaboration with the SSRRC to register returnees throughout the county; however due to logistical, human 
and financial resource constrains not every county has an IOM presence. Thus in some areas, SSRRC is tasked with registering the 
returnees and IOM is still working to verify their figures.

3  The 2008 census figures for Morobo, carried out by the Southern Sudan Centre for Census Statistics, are substantially different 
than those of SSRRC and GOSS. The SSRRC Deputy Secretary for Morobo County gave us a population figure of 184,297 as of 
2009 and the GOSS Morobo County Five-Year Strategic Plan (2010 – 2015) states that the 2009 population was 201,614.

4  Cumulative number of returnees, by county. OCHA. 22 February 2011.

5  Cumulative number of returnees, by state. OCHA. 22 February 2011. 

6  Cumulative number of returnees, by county. OCHA. 22 February 2011.



5CHF International:  South Sudan Returnee and Host Community Assessment Report
Morobo, Juba and Torit Counties  February 2011

III. Needs Assessment and Sector Response  
     Capacity

Methodology 

CHF carried out an assessment of returnees and host communities in Morobo and Juba 
Counties of Central Equatoria State and Torit County of Eastern Equatoria State from 
February 15-23, 2011. Three teams of four interviewed 32 key informants, surveyed 11 
market vendors, and conducted 18 focus groups with 124 participants. The focus groups 
were divided between returnees and host communities in order to accurately represent 
the needs and create a more open environment. Each team also had male and female 
moderators to facilitate separate focus groups for men and women. CHF consulted 
local government bodies, INGOs, UN agencies, and community-based organizations to 
understand the current situation and contextual environment, supported by secondary 
information collected to supplement and verify findings in the field. 

Agriculture and Food Security
The Equatorias (Central, Eastern and Western), located in the “Greenbelt” and “Hills and 
Mountains” livelihood zones, are characterized by a bimodal rainfall pattern, resulting in two 
planting/harvesting seasons. These areas are largely subsistence agricultural zones, and 
households cultivate staple crops such as maize, cassava, sorghum and groundnuts. Other 
commonly grown crops include fruits, sesame, sugarcane, beans, and vegetables. Since 95 
percent of agricultural production is rain fed7, frequent variations in rainfall impact agricultural 
productivity, increasing both short and long-term food insecurity. 

Equatoria’s Seasonal Calendar

May June July Aug. Sept. Oct. Nov. Dec. Jan. Feb. Mar. Apr.

2nd planting 1st planting

Rainy season Rain

Land preparation Land prep.

Harvesting Harvesting

A recent crop and food security assessment conducted by FAO/WFP from October 18 – 
November 12, 2010 indicates a correlation between rising staple crop prices and the social 
and economic uncertainty associated with the referendum. Compounded by the added 
pressure on the local food markets, of 250,000 new consumers (returnees), the cereal deficit 
across Southern Sudan could increase to as much as 339,000 tons.8 

CHF’s assessment confirmed that food prices in the target areas have drastically increased 
over the past few months as the influx of returnees has increased the demand for produce 
and resulted in rapid depletion of household stocks. The first priority need identified by both 
returnees and host communities was food, as many households are not growing enough 
to sustain their own families, especially with the added strain of returnees. Some returnees 
and host community households estimated that approximately 90-95 percent of household 
income is spent on food. The predominant livelihood strategy in all of the rural areas assessed 
in Morobo and Juba Counties is agriculture, and primarily subsistence farming of staple crops 
such as maize, cassava, sorghum and ground nuts. In Morobo 70 percent of the population 
is involved in agriculture activities.9 Many households interviewed by CHF’s assessment team 

7  FAO/WFP. Special Report: FAO/WFP Crop and Food Security Assessment Mission to Southern Sudan. 12 January 2011.

8  FAO/WFP estimates 12,000 tonnes of cereals needed for every 100,000 returnees.

9  Morobo County Five-Year Strategic Plan (2010-2015), Government of South Sudan, July 2009.
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indicated that they would like to sell their goods in the market but they did not have enough 
surpluses to sell. The main barriers to both subsistence and commercial farming identified 
by the assessed communities were: lack of quality inputs, technical capacity, technology 
and storage.

Land for cultivation and settlement in Central Equatoria is openly available, managed by 
the local community within traditional structures.10 Nearly 100% of interviewees explained 
they had access to fertile land, yet it is left uncultivated due to the lack of equipment and 
capacity. CHF’s assessment supported these statements, finding that land in Morobo, and 
rural areas of Juba County is generally available and that returnees are able to obtain small 
plots (2-3 acres) for cultivation by submitting a request to the Payam Administrator. Other 
returnees are receiving plots from family or friends who lack the equipment to cultivate 
larger areas.  

FAO/WFP reports that in pre-referendum times local staple crop seeds were generally 
available in traditional areas of production with people obtaining 40-45 percent of their seed 
from their previous harvest and purchasing 30-35 percent from local markets.11 However, 
access to seeds remained difficult for vulnerable displaced and returning groups. CHF’s 
assessment confirmed that seeds and agricultural inputs such as tools are beyond the 
access of most households due to financial constraints and market availability. Amongst 
those surveyed during CHF’s assessment, staple crop and vegetable seeds were the 
most common inputs requested in addition to cultivation tools. At the markets, primarily 
female vendors indicated that a general lack of capital prohibited the purchase of seeds to 
diversity production and increase incomes. Other households surveyed prioritized access 
to staple crops seeds as a preferred means of increasing food production to mitigate the 
added strain of hosting returnees. 

In addition to a lack of agricultural inputs, lack of technical capacity limits agricultural 
potential. The majority of rural communities apply basic farming skills, especially in staple 
crop production. Training was requested in basic agronomic practices such as land 
preparation, planting, weeding, pest and disease management, and crop rotation to 
increase production and efficiency. The absence of technology is another limiting factor 
to agricultural productivity in this region. According to the Morobo Commissioner’s office, 
Morobo County has one tractor, made available by the Minister of Agriculture to support 
land preparation for seasonal planting activities. The lack of storage facilities for food and 
seeds is another key barrier to sustained productivity levels and results in significant seed 
stock wastage, reducing any possible surplus that could be used the following year and 
eliminating potential income generated from sale of seeds and crops.

Economic Recovery and Market Systems (ERMS) 
Morobo County
The economy of Morobo County is based on agriculture, with over 70 percent of the 
population involved in agricultural activities.12 The other 30 percent is made up of petty 
trade (much of which involves agricultural products) and day labor. Despite the county’s 
dependence on agriculture, only 20 percent of the arable land is being used for crop 
and animal husbandry.13 Worse still the county imports much of its food from Uganda, 
undermining the market in which most Morobians earn their income. In Morobo most 
households work in their fields as subsistence farmers with the primary goal of providing 
food for the household. Almost all of the manufactured/packaged goods found in the local 
markets are imported from Uganda/Congo/Kenya and sold by foreign vendors. At the Kindi 

10  FEWSNET. Southern Sudan Livelihood Profiles. 2000-2002.

11  FAO/WFP. Special Report: FAO/WFP Crop and Food Security Assessment Mission to Southern Sudan. 12 January 2011.

12  Morobo County Five-Year Strategic Plan (2010-2015), Government of South Sudan, July 2009.

13  Morobo County Five-Year Strategic Plan (2010-2015), Government of South Sudan, July 2009.
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Market in Gulumbi Payam – one of the largest markets in Morobo County, CHF found that 
fruits and vegetables such as bananas, onions, okra, tomatoes and beans were produced 
in Sudan, but basic staples such as sugar, salt and oil were imported from Uganda/Congo. 
Due to the reliance on imports for certain goods, returnees and host communities alike are 
highly vulnerable to price spikes. 

When returnees/host communities were asked how the market has changed over the 
past four months with the influx of returnees, all of those interviewed said prices had 
increased. Market vendors, reselling products, indicated that they purchased their goods 
from producers at higher prices and resold them for a lower price. All of those interviewed 
agreed they were not earning enough income to cover their basic needs, and identified 
food and agricultural inputs as priority means of increased household earnings. Informants 
also requested market information and training, expressing an interest in linking with the 
markets in Yei given the higher demand and subsequent potential for profit, as the same 
goods can be sold for double the price. Many of the returnees interviewed, especially 
those living in refugee camps in Uganda, had acquired marketable business and agriculture 
skills or managed small businesses. The County Commissioner’s office, SSRRC Deputy 
Secretary, payam administrators and boma chiefs all indicated the frequency of self-
organized farmer and trader groups as a local strategy to leverage resources and maximize 
potential for income. 

Although 70 percent of the local economy is dominated by agricultural activities and the 
other 30 percent is mostly petty trade, a small portion of the county’s residents earn their 
living from casual day labor. According to the 2010-2015 Morobo Strategic Plan the labor 
market in Morobo is characteristic of an under-developed skilled workforce featuring low 
levels of literacy, skills development and technical training. The returnee influx has greatly 
affected the casual labor sector, as a new oversupply of labor has reduced wages and the 
availability of work opportunities. Host community informants expressed that prior to the 
arrival of returnees, daily work was readily available but that the current extra labor pool has 
meant going up to 2-3 days per week with no work. In a typical day labor activities include 
brick laying/making for men and water fetching for women.

Juba County
Juba County falls into the “Hills and Mountains” livelihoods zone, with a largely agro-
pastoralist economy. However, when considering the implications of this categorization, 
important distinctions between rural and urban areas of the county indicate significant 
variations in livelihood patterns. The rural areas of Juba (assessed in Bungu and Dolo 
Payams) are consistent with the agro-pastoral classification as much of the local livelihood 
strategies are dominated by subsistence agriculture and income-generating agricultural 
activities. Most communities in Bungu and Dolo are agriculturalist, and the most common 
income-earning sources are agriculture activities (crop sales), charcoal selling, brick 
burning, and brewing. Few markets serve the local community, and acquiring basic 
goods often results in traveling to the Konyokonyo market in Juba, nearly 30 miles away. 
For example, in Bungu payam, communities depend on only four shops selling goods 
purchased from Konyokonyo. Even small shops in rural payams not impacted by foreign 
vendors purchase goods imported locally from Juba, leaving them vulnerable to price 
spikes and inflation from transportation.  

The majority of the returnees in Juba County have returned from the north to their 
communities of origin. Most of those assessed by CHF indicated they were previously 
employed in small business, agriculture, or petty trade including baking, carpentry and 
tailoring, and many have these strong skill sets. In contrast, much of the host population 
is unskilled, uneducated and largely unemployed with the exception of occasional day 
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labor and some employed as police or soldiers. Many of the returnees indicated that they 
retain basic skills and aptitudes for small business management but lack the resources to 
obtain necessary inputs and start-up capital. Other focus groups highlighted the need for 
more technical trainings in areas such as: tailoring, dying, knitting, soap making, welding, 
mechanics, and carpentry. Adult education and literacy trainings was a common request 
by returnees many of whom only speak Arabic and would benefit from English language 
trainings as one means of integrating into the local economy and social environment. 

In rural areas access to land is granted by local leadership and therefore is not generally a 
constraint to agricultural production; however, returnees and host communities alike lack 
basic inputs, such as seeds and tools, and technical capacity. As observed throughout 
the country, state capitals including Juba, Bor, Malakal, Rumbek and Torit remain key 
destinations for many referendum-related returnees, many of whom are accustomed to 
life in urban areas, making the capitals more attractive. Juba, a regional center of trade, 
presents greater opportunity for employment and income earning primarily through daily 
labor and petty trade, although new waves of returnees have impacted local wage earning 
capacity.  

Torit County
Communities in Torit County are largely agro-pastoralist, but most household-level 
cultivated production is below subsistence levels; therefore they rely on the market to 
meet their cereal (and other) needs.14 Major urban areas, like Torit, are the center of trade 
and business; however, poor harvests (resulting in increased food prices), insecurity on 
access roads, and high taxes at customs have 
all hampered the income generating potential of 
local communities, and impacted access to food, 
given that most households dependent on the 
market for food.15 When faced with the reality of 
food insecurity, the predominant coping strategy 
is to reduce food intake with adults in the family 
cutting down on the number of meals they 
have each day. They also rely on less expensive 
(staple) foods and limit portion sizes. Most non-
agriculture businesses in this area are owned 
and operated by foreign vendors from Kenya and 
Uganda. The main trading seasons are between December and February and during the 
hunger gap.16 Poorer households (locally categorized as lacking livestock assets) engage in 
petty trade of local beer, mats, honey, chickens, etc. Many people in the town actually work 
for the government as “messengers,” employed to run errands for government officials, 
however these people are paid very infrequently, even at higher levels. 

The recent influx of returnees to Torit, the capital of Eastern Equatoria State, has resulted 
in a shortage of goods in the market and price hikes for staple goods. Vendors interviewed 
in Torit revealed dramatic increases in the price of produce since the referendum (see 
text box). Similar to the markets in Morobo, informants confirmed that produce is locally 
grown in Sudan and other basic household commodities, such as oil, soap, soda and 
sugar, are imported from Uganda or Kenya. Most vendors at the main market in Torit Town 
buy produce from local farmers and sell it at the market, and expressed interest in selling 
additional goods to increase their income but lack the necessary capital. Unemployment 
is a common feature of interviewed host communities, who also indicated that the added 
strain of hosting returnees was a significant economic burden on their families. 

Returnee Impact on Price (SDG)

Good Oct. 2010 Feb. 2011

Onion 4 5

Banana 3 4

Beans 90 115

Sugar 160 190

14    Interagency Coordination. South Sudan Annual Needs and Livelihoods Assessment: Eastern Equatoria State Report. 2009/2010.

15  Interagency Coordination. South Sudan Annual Needs and Livelihoods Assessment: Eastern Equatoria State Report. 2009/2010.

16  Southern Sudan Livelihoods Profiles. 2000/2002.
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Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH)
While each assessed area presents its own specific challenges in water and sanitation, in 
general, the following characteristics are common and shared by communities across Central 
and Eastern Equatoria:

Poor sanitation practices, including the lack of latrines and proper management of human •	
waste, with a general tendency towards open defecation on land and in rivers.

Limited knowledge and practice of basic health measures such as hand washing, proper •	
handling of household waste and sanitary management of water containers.

Lack of commonly practiced water treatment for consumption, even from unprotected •	
natural water sources.

In Morobo County many health problems and illnesses can be traced back to consumption of 
contaminated water. This was true in all of the 16 bomas in the county, which is estimated to 
have only 6.3 percent safe water coverage.17 Sanitation standards in Morobo are also poor, 
with 98 percent18 of households lacking latrines or other hygiene related facilities, implying 
widespread use of open defecation. In addition most public centers including government 
buildings, community centers, and places of worship also do not have adequate sanitation 
facilities. In the Kor Wolliang suburb of Kator Payam (Juba County), potable water supply was 
identified by returnees and host communities as a priority need given limited access to water 
points other than one borehole located nearly one hour away by foot. An alternative water 
supply is provided by local government in the form of water trucking and tanks which provide 
untreated Nile River water to consumers at a cost of nearly $2 per drum. Tankered water is 
often muddy and the likelihood of vector contamination is a serious concern for consumers.  
The monetary cost of tankered drinking water and the opportunity cost of water collection 
from other sources is an added burden on already strained household income. Additionally, 
initial reports from the local health clinic indicate the relatively common occurrence of water-
borne illness such as acute watery diarrhea, as well as typhoid and malaria.

17    Morobo County Five-Year Strategic Plan (2010-2015), Government of South Sudan, July 2009.

18  Morobo County Five-Year Strategic Plan (2010-2015), Government of South Sudan, July 2009.


