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The World Food Programme (WFP) has organized a Food Aid Forum from 6-8 June 
2006 in Khartoum, as part of an ongoing process to develop the long-term strategy of 
WFP in Sudan. In support of the Forum, a series of Expert Opinion papers have been 
prepared by a wide range of partners on various aspects on food security strategies 
and their implications for WFP programmes in Sudan. In line with the objectives of 
the Forum, it is hoped that these papers will help inform a strategic framework 
offering direction to WFP Sudan through 2011 consistent with national priorities, and 
improve the understanding of the role and impact of WFP programmes in Sudan. 
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FROM FOOD AID TO LIVELIHOODS SUPPORT – 
RETHINKING THE ROLE OF WFP IN EASTERN SUDAN 

Sara Pantuliano 
 
A. Background 

Eastern Sudan is made up of the states of Red Sea, Kassala and Gedaref. The total population 
of the three states is estimated to be approximately 3,746,000. The two states of Kassala and 
Red Sea, where the majority of WFP activities is concentrated, have respective populations of 
1,507,000 and 724,000 (World Bank, 2003:2), with very low population density in rural areas 
(about 3.3. per km2 in Red Sea State). Red Sea State’s capital city, Port Sudan, is however 
home to about 55.2% of the overall population and over 90% of the overall urban population 
in the State.  
 
In recent decades there has been an unprecedented shift of people around the few urban 
centres in the two States of Red Sea and Kassala. This trend is primarily a result of a 
metamorphosis in the livelihoods systems which are the effect of external pressures enforcing 
change upon the majority of the local population. The Beja, the Rashaida and other pastoralist 
groups living in the region traditionally practise mobile pastoralism as a response to the 
region’s characteristic low and erratic rainfall, low biological productivity of the soil and 
cyclical droughts1. Over the years these groups have developed flexible responses to address 
the complexity and the fragility of their environment in ways that are respectful of the natural 
resource base. However, a set of external forces has progressively undermined the capacity of 
these groups to survive in this difficult environment. The seizure of prime pasture reserves 
and water sources since colonial times has been one of the key factors leading to the 
progressive weakening of the pastoral system and to ever-increasing outmigration to urban 
centres. The lack of adequate policies and investment in services and infrastructure in rural 
areas has contributed to undermine the capacity of these people to manage livelihoods in the 
challenging ecology of the region. As the impact of this negative policy environment has 
mounted, so choices have diminished and today the population is in a state of sustained social 
and economic crisis. Furthermore, the dire socio-economic conditions and the pervasive 
feeling of marginalisation have generated long-standing discontent and grievances which 
have led to conflict. Fighting has affected the region for the last ten years, though the conflict 
has been of low intensity, with for the most part only sporadic attacks on border communities 
by the armed opposition. 
 
The region suffers from a chronic lack of reliable data, but some indicators are available to 
illustrate the degree of underdevelopment that characterises eastern Sudan. Official data 
presented in the World Bank Country Economic Memorandum (2003) indicate that neonatal, 
post-neonatal and infant mortality in Red Sea State are the highest in the country; Kassala 
State is the second worst for post-natal and infant mortality and third worst for under-five 
mortality. Red Sea State is also the third worst state for child mortality2. Annual income per 
household varies between US$ 156 per capita in rural Kassala to US$ 93 in rural Red Sea 
State, both indicators being well beneath the international extreme poverty line of US$ 1 per 
capita. Illiteracy is highly pervasive, with rates of over 50% being the norm for the entire 
region and there being pockets as high as 89% as in the case of Halaib mahallia in Red Sea 
State. The limited health services are almost exclusively to be found in town, in a context 
where anaemia (a major killer of pregnant women and newborns) and TB are endemic. Whilst 
the lack of services and livelihoods opportunities are the core issue in rural areas, in town, 
where services are available, the level of income is so low that people cannot afford to access 
food or services. This condition has worsened as a result of the considerable loss of jobs 
caused by the mechanisation of the port, a development which has fuelled discontent by 
depriving many households of a critical safety net.  
 
B.     Food aid in Eastern Sudan 
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From the mid-1980s famine to today 

Drought has frequently struck eastern Sudan during last century, but the resilience of the local 
pastoralists to withstand it has been steadily decreasing over time. The increased inability of 
pastoralists, particularly the Beja, to cope with and recover from climatic crises was one of 
the main reasons why the drought that hit the region in the mid-1980s degenerated into a 
famine of disastrous proportions. The international response arrived very late, towards the end 
of 1984, when conditions of starvation and mass migration were already prevailing, and 
focused almost exclusively on the distribution of relief food aid. Agencies had to act fast in an 
area where little information was available about the ecology and the socio-economic system 
while shortage of funds allowed only superficial surveys to be undertaken. As a result, many 
mistakes were made during the implementation of activities, which have been documented in 
grey literature (English, 1987; Morton, 1986; Walker, 1987). From the analysis of this 
material it is possible to identify factors that hampered the effectiveness of the food 
distribution and in some cases undermined the success of the development interventions that 
were built on the relief experience. A major problem was the choice of the food distribution 
system adopted by the agencies involved in the most significant operation, the Food Relief 
Programme, which was led by WFP in collaboration with NGO partners. The agencies 
delegated town-based relief committees to distribute the food. These committees were mainly 
made up of political figures, usually wealthy shaikhs based in town. However, when it came 
to distribution, urban dwellers were given preference over rural inhabitants (Muir, 1986:2, 
Morton, ibid.:22). This arrangement contributed to an exodus of people from the rural areas 
into town. Many of the shaikhs also took a share of the food they distributed to their people. It 
was only in May 1986, two years later, that WFP, Oxfam and other agencies decided to 
mount a direct transport operation to the rural areas to try to bypass or replace the corrupt 
urban sheikhs.  
 
During the direct implementation phase, villagers in the rural areas belonging to the most 
important lineages (diwabs) were identified by WFP and Oxfam as ‘responsible men’ for the 
distribution of food to their lineage. This did not take into account the fragmentation of the 
Beja tribal structure based on multiple diwabs living in the same village or grazing area, 
which meant that those from outside the diwab of the ‘responsible man’ would often be 
excluded. As time went by, the Beja requested a subdivision of the mechanism for 
distribution, but the organisations involved in the relief operation felt this would have 
complicated the distribution and would have required greater resources. In addition, the 
concentration of food distribution around the main villages or small towns generally 
overlooked the nomadic population and in some cases contributed to attract mobile 
pastoralists who had undergone severe stock losses to permanent settlements. Coastal 
locations were better served than the hilly interiors thanks to their greater accessibility by 
lorry and the relative ease with which coastal dwellers could contact agency staff in Port 
Sudan. When not overlooked, Beja pastoralists often had to accept distribution modalities that 
diverted them from their attempts to reactivate their traditional livelihoods system. Food For 
Work (FFW) schemes run directly by WFP in the southern part of the then Red Sea Province 
were almost all focused on construction of social services (schools, health centres, latrines, 
hafirs, etc.) or on agricultural activities. None of them bore any relation to the pastoral 
livelihoods of the Beja and they were seen as “seriously detracting from the Beja’s ability to 
rebuild their herds” (Ayers, 1987 quoted in Walker, 1987:22). 
 
The shortcomings of the operation left the Beja facing new problems. The aid distribution had 
created a new class of ‘food shaikhs’. Settlement and urban drift were also encouraged by the 
fact that relief centres were initially set up in town and later on in major rural settlements. 
Furthermore, the involvement of Beja in FFW schemes and the prolonged presence of many 
of them in the villages where the food distribution took place delayed and in some cases 
halted the reconstitution of the herds of mobile pastoralists. Despite some limited efforts to 
make the relief programme more culturally sensitive and to reach the people in the rural areas, 
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overall it can be said that it failed to provide the Beja and other pastoralist communities with a 
platform for recovery and probably even contributed to making their livelihood system less 
capable of withstanding external shocks. This was compounded by the fact that the relief 
operation was for the most part not followed up by an appropriate rehabilitation and 
development strategy.  

 
The end of the 1980s saw an increased involvement in developmental activities by many 
agencies which had been participating in the relief operation. In most areas, the shift from 
relief to development interventions was not preceded by rehabilitative measures aimed at 
reconstituting productive assets (e.g. livestock), nor by an in-depth analysis of the changes 
undergone by the Beja livelihoods system and an assessment of which coping or adaptive 
strategies might more effectively be reinforced. In addition, the poor relations that had 
evolved between government and UN/INGOs and the lack of collaboration between 
international agencies themselves meant that no serious attempt was made to elaborate an 
agreed, common development plan. Many organisations decided to continue their 
involvement in the area, some carrying on the distribution of food aid, others declaring a shift 
from their food relief activities to long term rehabilitation and development programmes. The 
Food Relief Programme was closed down by WFP in late 1989, only to be reactivated six 
months later due to the failure of the rains in 1990; the programme ran until 1993.  
 
Distribution of food aid on a large scale resumed in the mid-1990s as the combined result of a 
new cycle of drought as well as the beginning of the conflict in eastern Sudan between the 
government and the National Democratic Alliance (NDA) in 1995. The fighting disrupted 
cultivation and created considerable numbers of IDPs in the southern part of today’s Red Sea 
and in Kassala States. The IDPs were assisted through the provision of relief food as well as 
non food supplies. It is estimated that the current IDP population is eastern Sudan is over 
63,000 (WFP et al., 2004). Imported food was also distributed in areas of Red Sea State not 
affected by the conflict, where malnutrition rates continued to be high throughout the late 
1990s and early 2000s. Emergency food aid, including supplementary feeding, had been 
delivered in response to famine and food crisis in 1996-1998 and then continuously since 
2000. FFW schemes have also been promoted in selected areas, mainly to build infrastructure 
such as hafirs or schools. In 2004 WFP introduced the Food for Recovery (FFR) programmes 
in Red Sea State, a less structured form of FFW aimed at contributing to initial recovery in 
given communities. Most of the food assistance (both emergency and recovery) has been 
concentrated in rural areas, with only a limited involvement in urban areas through 
supplementary feeding programmes, support to TB/HIV-AID patients and food for training in 
Kassala (supporting female adult literacy).  
 
The provision of food aid in eastern Sudan has not been limited to local communities. WFP 
has been continually providing free food for 38 years to Eritrean refugees who fled their 
country because of the war of independence from Ethiopia. These camps which in the 1980s 
accommodated several hundred thousands of refugees today host 116,000 (UNHCR, 2006) 
who for political reasons are still unable or unwilling to return to Eritrea. Of the 116,000 
refugees 85,000 receive food aid from WFP, which also provides supplementary and 
therapeutic feeding to 6,000 people, mainly women, children and those suffering from chronic 
diseases like TB. WFP also offers a limited amount of support for training of women and 
environmental rehabilitation through FFW activities. The refugees are located in two main 
types of camps: 1) wage-based camps, mainly located in agricultural areas where refugees are 
expected to obtain employment as agricultural labourers for the rain-fed mechanised schemes; 
and 2) land-based camps, where refugees have been allocated five or ten feddans of 
agricultural land for cultivation. Eighty percent of the refugees live in wage-based camps and 
the vast majority of them survive almost entirely on WFP food aid, since they have no land to 
produce their own food and job opportunities are extremely limited. Despite the continued 
provision of food to the refugees, malnutrition rates are high, especially in wage-based camps. 
The effectiveness of WFP operation has been affected by the lack of an adequate refugee 
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database, but more importantly, it has become increasingly apparent that the provision of free 
food aid is not an adequate strategy to address the needs of the refugees as well as other 
vulnerable communities in eastern Sudan. 
 
The effectiveness of food aid 

Whilst there is no doubt that the provision of food aid in eastern Sudan was critical in saving 
lives during and after the 1984-85 famine and has provided crucial support to vulnerable 
communities, including IDPs and refugees, over many years, many factors point to the need 
for rethinking how food aid is being used in the region. Despite food having been provided 
for so many years, Global Acute Malnutrition (GAM) rates in eastern Sudan remain the 
highest in the country. To explain this, some observers point to problems in the distribution, 
particularly delays and inadequate targeting often due to the lack of a reliable beneficiary 
database both for the refugees and the host communities (WFP, 2001). Others remark that the 
food has mostly been distributed to communities which have tended to share the food (both 
with other people and with animals), rather than to the individuals for whom it was intended, 
and has sometimes benefited urban based community representatives (Atkinson, 2004). In 
addition, communities in eastern Sudan live in very small groups scattered over a very vast 
region and agencies find it difficult and expensive to reach more isolated groups. As a result 
there has been a tendency to concentrate the distribution of food around towns or main 
villages where people have congregated over time. The concentration of people and livestock 
in certain areas has increased the pressure on the soil and accelerated environmental 
degradation around the settlements, making it harder for communities to farm or raise 
livestock. Furthermore, it appears that the distribution of certain types of food such as maize 
increases the demand for firewood.  
 
FFW and FFR activities have also been difficult to implement. FFW activities were promoted 
on a very small scale as part of WFP emergency operation since the mid 1980s. In 2004 WFP 
introduced FFR, a less structured form of FFW aimed at suppoting community recovery, 
where the receipt of food aid is linked to community projects decided and implemented by the 
communities themselves. FFR was mainly introduced to reduce communities’ expectation for 
free food every year and because previous delivery of food aid was perceived to have had 
little impact on food security. In addition, it was felt that the relative peace and stability the 
country was experiencing was conducive to testing a new approach. FFR activities were 
designed on the assumption that communities would work together to create a common asset. 
In the rural areas of eastern Sudan, though, most people live in hamlets scattered over a large 
area and it is difficult to mobilize people around communal work. In addition, most 
households could not afford to make extra labour available to join FFW or FFR schemes, 
especially given that projects were being implemented far away from their dwellings and 
people lacked the necessary food and water to make the journey (WFP, 2005).  Timeframes 
were also often inadequate and local conflict over land reduced co-operation between the 
villages and delayed progress of the projects. Implementing agencies and WFP staff found 
FFR projects much more time consuming and most of them had not been adequately trained 
to make the transition from distributing free food to promoting recovery. FFR appeared to be 
confusing for both staff and beneficiaries. In areas where longer term initiatives were being 
implemented, e.g. by Oxfam in Tokar, community members were involved in recovery 
activities without receiving any food in exchange. Previous food aid beneficiaries had always 
received free food aid in the past and did not understand the reason behind the change in 
approach (Mary Atkinson, personal communication, 2006). In addition, the government of the 
Sudan has released large amounts of food aid in areas where WFP was trying to promote FFR 
programmes without co-ordinating with the international partners. As a result some 
communities received free food while others in the same area were involved in FFR 
initiatives, without accurately targeting the provision of free food to the most vulnerable. In 
refugee camps FFW activities were to have replaced general food distributions to refugees 
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who had been allocated 10 feddan of agricultural land, but this plan did not take place, partly 
because of the severe shortage of funding for the refugee programme. 
 
Protracted food distributions have sometimes been changed to FFW or FFR programmes 
because it is perceived that free food makes people dependent. However there are those who 
have argued that food for work itself may create dependency because it can distort local 
labour markets by attracting workers away from vital activities during the agricultural year 
(Harvey and Lind, 2005). The example of eastern Sudan provides a good illustration of a 
situation where the symptom rather than the cause is blamed for creating ‘dependency’ 
(Atkinson, personal communication, 2006). It is not food aid which is creating dependency in 
eastern Sudan, but the failure of the government, the donors and international agencies to 
promote a sustained and holistic development process aimed at supporting livelihoods long 
term.  
 
C. Strengthening livelihoods security in Eastern Sudan 

Policies for livelihoods 

There is a general consensus among local government, national and international 
organisations operating in eastern Sudan and the donor community that the emergency and 
development initiatives carried out since the 1980s have not been sufficiently strategic to 
tackle the causes of food and livelihoods insecurity in the region and that the current capacity 
to support local livelihoods is generally inadequate. This has been partly attributed to the lack 
of conducive policies as well as to the absence of a co-ordinated structure to address the long-
term problems of chronic vulnerability and livelihoods erosion. Until recently the local 
government has provided almost no leadership in steering a meaningful development process 
in Red Sea and Kassala States. Furthermore, international agencies have worked in isolation 
from one another, including in the food aid sector. At present there are four food pipelines 
supported by international agencies in addition to the government one with no common 
criteria for early warning, needs assessment, targeting and identification of appropriate 
responses.  
 
The lack of co-ordination and joint planning has prevented a more meaningful use of food aid 
as part of an overall strategy to help rehabilitate livelihoods. Food aid would have been more 
effective had it been part of a co-ordinated development process centred on a set of multi-
sectoral interventions aimed at addressing the root causes of livelihoods vulnerability in the 
East, where food aid should have been gradually replaced by appropriate development 
interventions. The shortcomings of the international response need however to be 
contextualised. Political restrictions placed by donors on development funding to the Sudan 
have meant that most agencies have been operating with very short-term, emergency funds 
which do not allow the development of longer-term recovery and rehabilitation initiatives. 
Most of the funding made available is in kind food aid, which is therefore the most available 
form of assistance in eastern Sudan. Notwithstanding the fact that development indicators in 
the East are amongst the worst in the country, the region has never been able to attract major 
donor interest and the little funding that has been made available has often reflected donor 
rather than community priorities. This is compounded by the lack of government plans to 
strategically address the needs of vulnerable communities in the East.  
 
Food aid cannot address the ongoing chronic livelihoods crisis in eastern Sudan. Adequate 
policy frameworks are essential to end the precariousness of people’s livelihoods in the 
region. Eastern Sudan is a rich region endowed with abundant natural resources ranging from 
prime agricultural land, gas, gold and other minerals, livestock, fisheries and potentially oil. 
Furthermore, it has the only port in the country and is crossed by the highways to Egypt and 
to Khartoum, the railway and the oil pipeline. More coherent and sustained development 
strategies can offer alternatives for living to the region’s poor if existing resources are better 
harnessed. Despite the existence of emergency indicators, eastern Sudan experiences a 
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chronic crisis which requires different instruments to unlock the vicious cycle of poverty and 
destitution. A key element of any strategy aimed at addressing people’s vulnerability will be 
access to land for people in the rural areas as well as refugees. Today much of the most fertile 
land is either infested by mesquite or has been alienated from the original owners for use in 
agricultural schemes which are for the most part unproductive. Many pastoralists no longer 
have access to strategic pasture resources and this reduces the capacity of their livelihoods 
system to be economically viable. Access to land has been denied outright to refugees, despite 
evidence that vulnerability rates are much lower in land-based camps where refugees are 
allocated a small plot of agricultural land (WFP et al., 2004). In urban contexts, where 
malnutrition rates are similarly alarming, emphasis must be placed on policies aimed at 
increasing employment opportunities. 
 
WFP can play a crucial role in helping shaping a new development agenda for eastern Sudan. 
The agency has already recognised the need for a broader, co-ordinated strategy to support the 
‘resumption and the restoration of livelihoods’ (WFP, 2006) and its representatives in the 
region have been active in drawing attention to the area and promoting stronger synergies 
with the local government, other international agencies and the donors. In this process it is 
though important that WFP re-examines the relevance food aid would have vis-à-vis other 
types of interventions to strengthen livelihoods security.  

 
D. The role of food aid in Eastern Sudan’s future  

Key issues for food aid interventions 

The signature of the CPA and the possibility of peace negotiations between the Eastern Front 
and the government to end the conflict in the region offer a new opportunity to rethink the 
engagement of WFP in eastern Sudan, both in support of local communities and of refugees. 
Food aid could still play an important role in the short to medium term to help people as they 
strengthen their capacities to pursue more sustainable livelihoods strategies. However, in 
order for this to happen, WFP should strive to improve the quality of targeting, both among 
rural communities and refugees. In order to improve the targeting, WFP must invest in 
developing a stronger understanding of the role of food aid relative to local livelihoods 
systems. The starting point for this process should be to make the Annual Needs Assessment 
(ANA) exercise more livelihoods focused, with suggested interventions clearly linked to the 
impact they would be expected to have on local systems. It is important to ensure that the 
ANAs are not carried out having a pre-defined response in mind, but that the assessments 
thoroughly analyse the causes of vulnerability and identify appropriate responses, looking at 
people’s assets and constraints and the impact of policies and institutions on livelihoods 
outcomes. Analysing food security through a broader livelihoods approach can help moving 
thinking away from an over-emphasis on food responses and identify broader interventions 
that can be more effective in tackling vulnerability.  
 
In this light, it is also important to re-assess the performance of FFW and FFR initiatives and 
limit their use to situations in which they can be instrumental in supporting the livelihoods 
priorities of targeted communities. Promoting the creation of assets in areas where 
communities are scattered, mobile and/or too far away from the project location has clearly 
limited the efficacy of these initiatives. Furthermore, the choice of project outputs has often 
not attracted the interest of the communities. The majority of the households targeted by such 
projects are labour scarce and they are not prepared to sacrifice labour which is strategic for 
their livelihoods activities unless they see the project having an immediate beneficial impact 
on the household economy. Rather than focusing on communal outputs, FFR activities would 
be best utilised as part of cargo net interventions3 aimed at building chronically poor 
participants’ asset stocks and/or improving the productivity of the assets they already possess 
(Barret and Maxwell, 2005). This would mean focusing activities on livestock support, soil 
and water conservation, education or skills training. However, these initiatives would only be 
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effective if sufficient non food resources to complement food aid are made available to 
implementing partners.  
 
Moving beyond food aid 

There has been very little if any analysis of food aid’s impact in eastern Sudan, in common 
with the wider failures to analyse impact (Hofmann, 2004). It seems likely that food aid may 
have had a role in preventing further excess mortality. However, food aid cannot on its own 
address the underlying causes of persistent poverty and help prevent recurrent or intensifying 
problems. The level of needs in the East requires a far more strategic and comprehensive 
response supported by a partnership of national and international actors, such as the 
development of cargo nets, targeted interventions aimed at helping the destitute move out of 
chronic poverty by building up the ‘stock and productivity of the financial, human, natural, 
physical and social capital at their disposal’ (Barrett and Maxwell, 2005). This might for 
instance mean promoting an investment strategy founded on ‘advancing the labour 
productivity of the chronically poor through education, health and nutrition, physical assets 
building interventions, technological innovations and improved market access’ (Barrett and 
Maxwell, ibid.). Food aid must therefore be used to complement these long term strategies 
and investments to reduce chronic poverty and vulnerability. However, it is debatable whether 
food aid is a relatively effective resource for achieving these objectives.  
 
Food aid is an essential resource to respond to acute humanitarian emergencies, especially 
those characterised by a significant food availability deficit and a market failure, but the 
efficacy of the use of food in safety and cargo nets is widely debated (Barret et al.:, 2004; 
Clay et al., 1998; Clay, 2001). Employment creation initiatives, asset creation and educational 
programmes in the East have been supported through the use of food aid, but programming 
has been driven by the availability of resources and food aid has not been matched by funding 
for other essential interventions. As said above, the level of funding for long term 
development programmes in eastern Sudan has been incredibly low over the years, 
particularly for non food aid activities, and imported food aid has been used to address the 
symptoms of recurrent and ever worsening problems. However, the lack of funding for 
essential complementary non food aid activities has weakened the impact of food aid support 
in areas where this has proven to be quite successful, e.g. school feeding. A clear example is 
the fact that the increase in school attendance as a result of school feeding programmes has 
not been matched by a parallel enhancement in the quality of education, both in terms of 
availability and quality of teachers, improvement of the curriculum, educational materials and 
school buildings. In addition, the fact that almost all the food aid provided to the region is 
imported means that these interventions are extremely costly and many feel that it would be 
much more cost-effective to introduce alternative strategies such as the use of cash 
interventions as it is discussed below. It is also important to note that there is a feeling 
amongst national analysts in the Sudan that the continued availability of food aid has acted as 
a counter incentive for more proactive and appropriate government policies to address the 
livelihoods crisis in the region. 
 
E. What Should WFP Do? 

So what should WFP do? The scenario will not change overnight and it is unlikely that the 
donors will suddenly make available significant amounts of funding to support the 
development of a cargo net programme in the East. It would obviously be possible to mobilise 
some of these funds from the Multi Donor Trust Fund (MDTF), but this will require time, 
negotiations with the central government and a cohesive partnership between government and 
international actors. In the immediate term, WFP should therefore focus on providing well 
targeted and managed food aid for the poorest and most vulnerable. The possibility of 
involving the targeted communities in FFW or FFR activities should be premised on better 
analysis of labour markets and competing labour demands and on whether or not adequate 
non food aid resources are available to manage public works better. 
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Co-ordination and policy advocacy 

WFP interventions must be part of a wider, co-ordinated process with other development 
actors in the region, building on the outcome of recent efforts such as the Conference for 
Poverty Alleviation and Peace Building organised by UNDP in Port Sudan in late April 2006. 
International partners should aim at promoting joint advocacy work oriented towards the 
introduction of policies that can strengthen local livelihoods system, starting from a revision 
of current land policies which constitute a major constraint to the viability of the livelihoods 
of many smallholder farmers, pastoralists and refugees. The planned establishment of the 
Land Commission envisaged by the CPA provides an important opportunity to promote this 
policy dialogue. International partners should also strive to promote the development and 
funding of a comprehensive development strategy or cargo net programme, clearly linked to 
commonly assessed indicators of vulnerability. 
 
Long term strategies and cash interventions  

A shift from Emergency Operation (EMOP) to Protracted Relief and Recovery Operation 
(PRRO) programming is therefore urgently required, both amongst local communities and 
refugees. In the meantime, though, WFP should invest in carefully preparing a strategy for the 
medium and longer term (from six months to five years). More in depth analysis is needed to 
assess the possibility of introducing cash interventions in the East, where such approach has 
been tested on a very small scale so far. Preliminary results of a cash intervention piloted by 
Oxfam in the Tokar area show that people have been using the cash received to buy livestock 
in order to strengthen their herds. In some circles though there is scepticism about the 
viability of such cash interventions because of local food deficits, especially in Red Sea State, 
and the fragility of local markets. It must however be noted that one of the eastern states is 
Gedaref, which has traditionally been the country’s grain reserve and from where food could 
be mobilised more cost-effectively through local purchase. In addition, most of the population 
in the region lives in urban areas such as Port Sudan and Kassala, where markets are 
relatively vibrant.  
 
 
 
Understanding Markets 
More needs to be understood about the functioning of markets in rural areas, where access is 
constrained by poor infrastructure (especially roads between the towns and the hilly areas) 
and inadequate public transport and by the fact that communities are scattered over a vast 
area. Markets are known to be dominated by the middle men, with terms of traders being 
extremely poor for the producers. There is a need for WFP to better understand market 
dynamics and to respond appropriately in different settings. For example the agency could 
invest in assessing the feasibility of cash interventions in urban centres, especially in the poor 
suburbs where malnutrition rates are very acute, as well as in main rural towns. This could be 
accompanied by an in-depth analysis of the functioning of grain and livestock markets in the 
two states at both micro and macro levels, in order to identify appropriate strategies to support 
market rehabilitation. Another area which requires further analysis is the feasibility of 
supporting the building up of the Strategic Grain Reserves in Port Sudan and the impact these 
would have in stabilising sorghum prices in the market, in order to make it more affordable 
for the poor. The political and economic implications of supporting such strategies should be 
cautiously weighed, especially given the potential of the Reserves to be used as a political 
tool to gain support. 
 
Designing an exit strategy 

Assuming that there is no escalation of the tension in eastern Sudan, WFP should carefully 
design a gradual exit strategy for the use of food aid in the East and at the same time 
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strengthen the advocacy for appropriate long term funding for co-ordinated non food 
interventions and appropriate government policies in the region. Activities should 
increasingly be restricted to initiatives that can clearly support wider development objectives, 
e.g. support to education, but these too should be phased out if funding for more cost-
effective responses becomes available. WFP should however also develop a contingency plan 
to be able to intervene swiftly in the case of an acute humanitarian emergency, particularly if 
the latent conflict in the East escalates further. This would entail an investment in establishing 
or strengthening relevant early warning systems that can promptly signal the worsening of 
humanitarian indicators and help enhance the quality of the targeting in the case of an acute 
emergency.  
 
WFP should build on its areas of comparative advantage to play the most strategic role in 
working with the government and other actors to tackle the ongoing chronic livelihoods crisis 
in the East. A critical element of this would be to maintain its core traditional function in 
times of acute emergency. More challengingly, it should rethink its contribution and find 
ways in which food aid can provide a strategic element in the rehabilitation of livelihoods in 
eastern Sudan or alternatively, given the limited suitability of food aid to play such a role, to 
radically rethink ways in which it can engage to help promote recovery and rehabilitation.  
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1 For a detailed description of eastern Sudan’s ecosystem see Pantuliano, 2000:66-72. 
2 In the Red Sea State neonatal, post-neonatal, infant and child mortality rates are estimated to be at 
50, 66, 116 and 56 respectively per 1,000 live births; in Kassala State post-natal, infant and under-five 
mortality rates are respectively 63, 101 and 148 per 1,000 live births. 
3 While safety nets aim at preventing the non-poor and transitorily poor from falling into chronic 
poverty and food insecurity, cargo nets focus on the chronically poor and aim to help set them onto 
pathways out of chronic poverty by addressing its structural causes (Barrett and Maxwell, 2005). 


