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BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY 
 
Sudan has been affected by civil war since 
1954, with just ten years of peace in that time. 
It is estimated that two million people have lost 
their lives and half a million have become 
refugees in neighbouring countries. Sudan has 
the highest number of internally displaced 
persons (IDPs) in the world. Estimated at four 
million, they have been forced from their homes 
by frequent attacks on civilian targets and 
countless humanitarian emergencies aggravated 
by violent conflict. Children make up 
approximately 53% of the population in areas 
previously controlled by the Sudan People’s 
Liberation Movement (SPLM)1, and the situation 
for them could hardly be worse; Southern Sudan 
compares with the countries at the very bottom 
of indicator lists for infant and child mortality, 
and access to even the most basic of services. 
Despite the SPLM commitment to the UN 
Convention of the Rights of the Child in the 
Ground Rules2 there is little realisation of these 
rights in Southern Sudan. Demographics have 
been radically skewed by the war; only 45% of 
the overall population of the south is male and 
55% female. The number of men killed has been 
high, as has the number of men migrating to 
seek work in the formal economy. As a result 
women have had to take on a wide range of 
responsibilities that they did not have before the 
war. This has challenged family dynamics in a 
very hierarchical male dominated society. 
 
SPLM-controlled Southern Sudan in 2003 had a 
population of somewhere between 6.5 and 7.5 
million, but this is expected to increase to as 
many as 12 million within the next five years 
with the return of IDPs and refugees3. Southern 
Sudan was largely controlled by the SPLM/A. 
While there were some small towns in SPLM/A 
held areas, most sizable towns were held by the 

                                                 
1 Towards a Baseline: Best Estimates of Social 
Indicators for Southern Sudan, New Sudan Centre 
for Statistics and Evaluation (NSCSE) in association 
with UNICEF, 2004. 
2 In 1995 the SPLM and the SSIM (the precursor of 
Sudan People’s Defence Force, SPDF) signed the 
Ground Rules Agreement. By doing so, the SPLM and 
SPDF bound themselves to the Convention on the 
Rights of Children and the Geneva Conventions of 
1949 including the additional 1977 protocols.  
3 Towards a Baseline, 2004. 

Government of Sudan (GoS). Because of the 
besieged nature of these towns, they became 
commonly known as ‘garrison towns’. Few 
‘urbanised’ areas formerly held by the SPLM/A 
have any infrastructure and even the most basic 
services are limited. Less than 20% of children 
are enrolled in primary school, and only 500 
girls in total finish primary school each year4.  
 
Little is known about the extent of family 
separation in Southern Sudan or how families 
address placing lost children into community 
care or how they and communities set about 
finding lost relatives. 
 
Civil society in Southern Sudan is weak. Local 
NGOs are only just emerging as a force to be 
reckoned with. Until recently, Sudanese NGOs 
have been seen as implementers delivering basic 
services on behalf of international agencies. 
Community based programme activities, locally 
defined and responding to local ‘social’ needs 
have only recently begun to emerge.  
 
The aim of this study was to better understand 
the phenomena of separated children in 
Southern Sudan by talking to a small sample of 
children and adults affected directly or indirectly 
by family separation. As such, children from 
different ethnic groups, of different ages and 
who have experienced the war differently were 
chosen to participate. The views of parents, 
carers and other community members were 
sought in an attempt to learn more about how 
communities perceive separated children and 
their needs, and how they do or do not support 
them. 
 
This report is based on results of participatory 
research conducted in eight sample communities 
with relatively few children and adult 
respondents. The communities were chosen for 
a number of reasons including: how the war had 
been experienced; proximity to government 
controlled towns and the north; ethnic make up; 
and agency expectations that certain types of 
separation had been experienced in one place or 
another.  
 
The study does not attempt to provide a 
statistical analysis of the phenomena of family 
separation in Southern Sudan. Instead it aims to 

                                                 
4 Ibid. 
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produce a partial picture of local and ‘national’ 
understanding of the issues, and, from that 
understanding, to distil practical local and 
Southern Sudan wide recommendations for 
programming in 2005 and 2006. 
 
The research covered only some areas 
controlled by the SPLM at the time. Other issues 
and influences may affect separated children in 
areas held by the GoS during the civil war, and 
will require further analysis and considered 
response.  The research was limited to SPLM/A 
held areas of the south but informed by 
research that has taken place in government 
held areas of the country. 
 
In recent years, much of the attention of 
international agencies working in child 
protection has centred on high profile activities 
with high profile groups of children, such as the 
demobilisation of children associated with the 
fighting forces and the return of abducted 
children and women from GoS areas. The child 
protection sector in Southern Sudan is currently 
small and under resourced, but attempts are 
being made to address the limitations by 
bringing in more agencies, developing the 
capacity of counterparts and addressing the 
protection needs of the most vulnerable children 
- whoever they are - through policy and 
practice.  
 
As agencies in the sector have moved towards 
viewing the protection of vulnerable children 
more holistically, it has become clear that there 
are significant cyclical linkages between family 
separation, voluntary or involuntary, and 
vulnerability to recruitment, abduction, sexual 
exploitation and other horrors which 
characterise the lives of many young people in 
Southern Sudan. Concerns about the 
encroaching impact that HIV/AIDS will have on 
household structures have also led to an 
increased interest in separated children and 
children without primary care givers. The 
potential movement of large numbers of IDPs 
and refugees from the north and neighbouring 
countries also raises concern about children 
who may be left behind, or become separated 
prior to departure or while returning, and the 
impact that high numbers of returnees may have 
on family coping mechanisms. 
 

The need to better understand a range of 
separation issues has become pressing. This 
includes a better understanding of who 
separated children in Southern Sudan are, how 
or why they become separated, what choices 
are being made about separation, what coping 
mechanisms children, their families, carers and 
communities  employ and perceptions of 
separation. 
 
As the research progressed, it became clear that 
the situations children and adults were 
describing were not just about separated 
children and the way in which separated 
children are treated or viewed. The researchers 
also gained insight into the lives of children in 
their own families, in other peoples’ families and 
in the community. What emerges is a relatively 
bleak view of life for children and a clear 
disconnect between what they feel is happening 
to them and what adults perceive is happening 
in the family and in the community.  
 
 
Note: The research for this study was 
conducted in 2005. The text makes reference to 
areas of Southern Sudan controlled by SPLM/A 
and GoS. At the time, the establishment of the 
Government of Southern Sudan and the 
transition to a single administration were not 
fully completed. Also, statistics and 
demographic information cited in the report refer 
largely to former SPLM/A areas. 
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THE EXTENT OF SEPARATION  
IN THE SOUTH 
 
There is anecdotal evidence that large numbers 
of children in Southern Sudan have become 
separated from their families due to attacks and 
other acts of war, but little in the way of 
documentation of family separation. This is, in 
part, due to the fact that there has never been a 
systematic family tracing and reunification 
programme in Southern Sudan and in part due 
to cultural understanding and definitions of 
family separation and to whom children belong. 
The International Committee of the Red Cross 
(ICRC) has done some limited registration of war 
separated children; most cases recorded were 
caused by panic and fleeing during and after 
aerial bombardments.  
 
 
While there are indications that significant 
numbers of war children remain separated and 
without information on their parents, neither the 
ICRC or child protection agencies have been 
approached to do mass tracing and little 
evidence of where those children are exists. 
This may be partly linked to traditional 
definitions of childhood and family; perceptions 
of ownership of children; the extent to which 
separated children are absorbed into families as 
economic assets; and a limited understanding of 
what services may be available. However, the 
nature of Nilotic tribal and clan structures mean 
that local and community family tracing is 
theoretically very simple. As most of the worst 
and intense fighting and attacks in Southern 
Sudan took place in areas populated by Nilotic 
ethnic groups, it is possible that much family 
tracing and reunification has gone on unnoticed 
by the agencies normally involved in family 
tracing in conflict zones. 
 
 
Other children have become separated from 
their families by recruitment into armed forces. 
Children have played both combat and support 
roles in all forces. The SPLM/A does not deny 
the recruitment of children and separation of 
children from their families, but also claims that 
the army has in the past provided a safe and 
secure place for separated children with no one 
else to care for them. Of some 16,000 children 
who were formally demobilised from the SPLA 

between 2001 and the end of 2003, over 70% 
were living away from their families, but 
reunification was relatively easy. Both boys and 
girls have been associated with the SPLA, 
though girls often served in ancillary roles, not 
classified as military. Other armed forces in the 
south, particularly GoS-backed militia, are 
known to use children extensively and much of 
their recruitment of children has been through 
the use of force or promises of cash rewards 
separating children from families. At the time of 
writing it is believed there are some 2,000 to 
4,000 minors in the SPLA and an estimated 
working figure of upward of 10,000 children in 
GoS and GoS-backed armed forces. Most of 
these children do not live with their families. 
 
 
Another high profile group of separated children 
in or from Southern Sudan are those who have 
been abducted. In northern Bahr el Ghazal a 
characteristic of the war during the 1990s was 
raiding from the north which resulted in wide 
scale looting of cattle and abduction of women 
and children. In 2002, the Rift Valley Institute 
(RVI) recorded information on approximately 
13,000 still living abductees from the area, 
about half of whom were children at the time of 
their abduction. Additionally, a significant 
number of children have been abducted in 
south-south tribal abductions. Inter tribal raiding 
and abduction is not uncommon between the 
Dinka and Nuer and the Merle and the Nuer. The 
New Sudan Council of Churches holds lists of 
children abducted in Dinka and Nuer raids, and 
Save the Children UK has documentation on 
over one hundred children who have been 
abducted from Nuer clans by Murle groups in 
just one area of Upper Nile. Because much tribal 
raiding takes place in inaccessible areas of the 
south or in areas held by different armed forces, 
there is no real understanding of the extent of 
the problem. 
 
 
Little is known about the impact of economic 
migration on families. It is clear that many 
families are separated when adults leave their 
families in rural areas to seek work in the cash 
economy of towns. In the past, migration to the 
cash economy has meant a move to 
government towns in the south or to towns and 
cities in the north. Within communities there is a 
reluctance to acknowledge movement to 
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Khartoum or other areas controlled by the GoS. 
However, most families surveyed had relatives 
who have gone ‘north’ and the relationship 
between the ‘north’ and ‘south’ is much more 
fluid than many people in the south would like 
to admit.  
 
As noted below the phenomena of early male 
separation from the family is one which is seen 
as part of the process of growing up. 
Traditionally, groups of boys from Nilotic tribes 
built their own tukuls5 and lived together in rural 
areas, forging semi-independent lifestyles. This 
traditional form of separation happens less than 
before, however, it can be observed that many 
teenage boys still ‘opt’ to leave home in a 
pattern of voluntary separation from their 
families. Neither the adult nor the child 
respondents in the research found the actual 
process of boys leaving home alarming. 
Anecdotal accounts are common of young 
males who leave home to look for a better 
education or life in the cash economy or refugee 
camps in neighbouring countries. A UNICEF 
study on street children in Khartoum6 showed 
that the majority were Southern Sudanese boys 
and adolescents.  Some had come to Khartoum 
with their families as IDPs before becoming 
separated, but many had separated themselves 
from their families in the south in the hopes of 
finding better opportunities.  
 
 
Many communities in the south express alarm at 
the number of street children in towns in 
SPLM/A held areas. However, there is little 
evidence that ‘street children’ exist in any 
significant numbers, nor is there evidence of 
children living outdoors in urbanised areas such 
as Yambio in Western Equatoria or Rumbek in 
Bahr el Ghazal. There are however, groups of 
young people who choose to ‘hang out’ in 
markets and imitate more modern youth 
lifestyles and there are children and youth who 
have chosen to work in markets and offer 
services in the cash economy. 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
5 Thatched hut 
6 Children of the Street, UNICEF, 2002 

Recently child protection agencies have 
recorded an increase in residential childcare 
institutions in Western Equatoria calling 
themselves orphanages7. Interviews at three 
‘orphanages’ in Western Equatoria show that 
many resident children were placed in the 
institutions by relatives and parents as a means 
of addressing family poverty or accessing 
education for children. Standards of care in each 
of the institutions visited have been very low.  

                                                 
7 Both UNICEF and SC-UK have clear guidelines on the non-
institutionalisation of children based on extensive experience, 
which show that institutions often lack proper care and 
protection mechanisms as well as the means to meet the 
emotional and physical needs of children. Equally such 
institutions deepen the sense that families are not the right 
place for poor children and exacerbate symptoms of 
dependency. 
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TERMS, DEFINITIONS AND LOCAL 
UNDERSTANDINGS 
 
 
Terms and definitions used in the research 
 
The research employed the definition of a child 
used in the United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (CRC): “every human being 
below the age of eighteen years”8.  
 
‘Separated Children’ are defined in accordance 
with the UNHCR definition, which is also 
accepted by UNICEF and Save the Children; 
“children under eighteen years of age who are 
separated from both parents or from their 
previous legal or customary primary caregiver” 
(UNHCR).  This term encompasses children who 
are ‘unaccompanied’ those living without adult 
primary carers and children living with or 
accompanied by adult extended family 
members, friends, neighbours or other adults. 
 
An orphan is defined as: “any child who has lost 
one or both of their parents and is under the age 
of eighteen” (UNHCR). 
 
 
Local terms and definitions 
 
Although the researchers used the international 
definitions, it is recognised that local 
understandings of what it means to be a child, 
an orphan or a separated child vary. At the 
beginning of the research process and before 
each activity, definitions were discussed in 
detail with participants.  
 
In Southern Sudan a girl is usually considered as 
a child until she is married. In all three 
communities studied, girls are generally married 
before they reach 18 (between 14 – 17 years). 
Boys are considered children until they are 
initiated, which in Dinka and Nuer areas is 
signified by the gaar scarification. Initiation of 
boys in Dinka and Nuer areas happens between 
the ages of 12 and 15. The gaar signifies that a 
boy is able to fight and be killed in battle, a role 
reserved only for “men”. In Western Equatoria, 

                                                 
 

adulthood is determined by visible signs of 
puberty.  
 
Most communities did not have a direct 
translation for a ‘separated child’, although 
there were words to describe separation which 
were mainly linked to definitions of ‘orphans’. 
Many communities do not consider that a child 
living within the extended family support system 
can be ‘separated’, customary care practices 
allow a wide range of family and clan members 
to have responsibility for the child. In some 
situations the term ‘orphan’ is interchangeable 
with ‘separated child’ and in others there is no 
applicable word to describe the situation of a 
particular child. Orphans were defined in all 
communities as children that had lost one or 
both parents.  
 
Reet is the Nuer word for orphan. It does not 
distinguish between the loss of one parent or 
both. A woman who has lost her husband is 
also referred to as reet, emphasising that the 
status of women and children is 
interchangeable. A man whose wife is dead is 
known as kapreet - one who is taking care of 
orphans. 
 
 
Traditional forms of male separation 
 
A means of determining the end of childhood, 
adolescence and adulthood for boys is the time 
at which they leave home. In Dinka and Nuer 
tradition boys - never girls - often leave home 
during adolescence. Together with their age 
mates, the boys build their own tukuls close to 
the cattle and fishing camps. This is not in itself 
considered a determining factor in attaining 
adulthood but it does signify an assumption of 
some “adult characteristics”. Although this is 
not practiced to the same extent as previously, 
separation of boys from the community is 
considered a natural event and part of the 
maturing process and it could be argued that the 
current trend of moving to urban centres at a 
young age is simply a new form of initiation into 
adolescence and adulthood. 
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Female separation 
 
Traditionally girls do not leave home until 
marriage because families believe they need to 
be “protected” within the home and “looked 
after”. When people in Upper Nile were asked 
why girls cannot live on their own as boys do, 
they answered that girls are vulnerable to men 
who would want to take advantage of or rape 
them and that at home their fathers and 
brothers can protect them. Girls are also a 
useful source of household labour. 
 
Children are considered the property of fathers 
but while boys gain their independence once 
initiated, girls remain the property of their 
families until married, when ownership transfers 
to the husband. In Upper Nile and Northern Bahr 
el Ghazal, substantial dowries are paid in cattle 
to girls’ families when they marry. In the event 
of a girl becoming separated from her own 
family, it is widely acknowledged she will be 
quickly taken into the care of extended family or 
an unrelated family as girls are valuable in terms 
of labour and dowry. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Changing traditional care for orphaned and 
separated children 
 
Among the different tribal groups of Southern 
Sudan, patrilineal kinship patterns prevail. The 
responsibility for caring for orphaned children or 
those who have lost their primary carers usually 
falls within the extended family, and often to 
maternal relatives (despite patrilineal patterns). 
However, after decades of war, families and 
communities are unable to cope with the 
increasing numbers of orphaned and separated 
children within an environment that lacks basic 
services and infrastructure.  
 
“Before the war orphans were completely cared 
for by relatives because relatives fear God’s 
punishment for the neglect of an orphan. But 
now the traditional mechanism of caring for 
orphans has broken down due to an increase in 
causes of a parent’s death and child separation, 
plus severe poverty facing the communities… 
Relatives try their best to help vulnerable 
children, but due to poverty and the burden on 
families in caring for many children, some 
children run away from their relatives to be on 
their own or to find alternative families.”                    
Community Leader, Northern Bahr el Ghazal. 
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 
Methodology 
 
The researchers used a child-focused 
participatory approach to gather information for 
the study. The research produced a wealth of 
anecdotal information and proved that 
participatory methods are as highly useful in 
Southern Sudan as elsewhere. Children and 
communities were very pro-active during the 
research and said they appreciated the fact that 
agencies were interested in hearing their point 
of view. 
 
 
 
Target group for the research  
 
 
• Boys and girls between the ages of seven 

and 17  
 
• Both separated children and those who live 

with their immediate family 
 
 
• Both school-going and non school-going 

children 
 
• Children who have become separated for a 

variety of reasons 
 
 
Sample size 
 
• Children from Northern Bahr el Ghazal, 

Western Upper Nile and Western Equatoria 
participated. UNICEF and its research 
partners, SC UK and SC Sweden, have a 
presence in all three regions. 

 
• Data was collected from two or three 

communities in each region. In each 
community, at least 32 children between the 
ages of seven and twelve took part (two 
workshops, with approximately eight boys 
and eight girls each) and approximately 20 
children between the ages of 13 and 17 (one 
focus group discussion with girls, one focus 
group discussion with boys).  In total, 336 
children took part in the research. 

 
• Purposive sampling was employed: children 

were selected through consultation with key 
informants, such as local authorities, 
teachers and boys and girls themselves.  

 
• Given the large child population of Southern 

Sudan and the large numbers of separated 
children, the size of the sample is not 
statistically significant. It is however, large 
enough to enable UNICEF, SC S and SC UK 
to speak legitimately about the experiences 
of separated children in this context and to 
compare and contrast their experiences with 
those of other separated and war-affected 
children elsewhere. 

 
Design of data collection tools 
 
Consideration was taken at all times of the 
ethical dimensions of this research. Researchers 
discussed openly and honestly with children and 
community members prior to the research in 
order to avoid raising expectations about 
immediate assistance and to enable participants 
to give their informed consent before 
participating. Researchers took time to explain: 
 
• the motives behind the research 
• the research objectives  
• the intended use of the data  
• the intended audience for the data 
• the feasibility of future interventions to 

address identified needs and concerns 
 
Researchers further assured participants: 
 
• No child would suffer harm as a result of the 

research 
• They would protect children’s identity 
• Of respect for children’s privacy 
• Of confidentiality 
• They would not exploit adult power 
• They would respect each child’s age, 

maturity, level of experience and knowledge 
• They would always keep promises made to 

children 
• That they recognised the moral obligation to 

seek support/protection for any child who is 
placing him or herself at risk 
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CHARACTERISTICS OF THE CASE STUDY 
COMMUNITIES 
 
Research was carried out in three geographical 
regions; Northern Bahr el Ghazal, Western Upper 
Nile and Western Equatoria. Three communities 
were visited in each area except Western 
Equatoria where weather conditions meant only 
two could be visited.  
 
Locations 
 
Northern Bahr 
el Ghazal 

Western 
Upper Nile 

Equatoria 

Mangadater  Thonyor Yambio 
Akuem Koch Ezo 
Akon Nyal  
 
 
Northern Bahr el Ghazal 
 
Northern Bahr el Ghazal is predominantly a 
Dinka area which was subject to ground raids 
and aerial bombardment for much of the war. It 
includes two of the largest government held 
towns in the south; Wau and Gogrial. 
 
Northern Bahr el Ghazal has suffered two 
devastating famines in the last twenty years; 
both were exacerbated by the denial of relief aid 
by the GoS. It is thought that large numbers of 
children were orphaned or otherwise separated 
during this period.  
 
GoS militia and northern tribes raiding into the 
south have abducted children and women 
throughout the conflict. SC UK and UNICEF 
have both been involved in projects to reunify 
abducted children with their families in this area.  
 
The SPLM Taskforce for Child Soldier 
Demobilisation indicates that child recruitment 
in Northern Bahr el Ghazal was high; many 
demobilised child soldiers have been re-unified 
with their families in this area. There has been 
constant IDP movement both in and out of 
Northern Bahr el Ghazal but there have been 
relatively few long-term IDP settlements due to 
a lack of basic services.  
 
Northern Bahr el Ghazal has numerous large 
markets, many of which like Mangarater are 

known as ‘peace markets’ and house traders 
from both Southern and northern Sudan. There 
have been multiple reports of increasing 
numbers of children found in these markets, but 
virtually no information detailing who they are, 
where they come from and what they do.  
 
 

Western Upper Nile 
 

Western Upper Nile is primarily a Nuer area that 
has been much fought over as it is close to the 
border and contains oilfields and GoS-held 
towns. Frequent attacks by GoS forces and 
allied militia led to mass displacement. The 
SPDF, now part of the SPLA, estimated that it 
recruited 6,000 children9 into its fighting force 
in this area alone. 
 
Because of the chronic insecurity, Western 
Upper Nile has seen very little humanitarian 
assistance. Much assistance to the area was hit 
and run food distributions and in a very few 
areas some short-term medical, veterinary and 
educational programmes. As there are so few 
services on the ground to keep children in their 
communities, the popularity of the traditional 
practice of sending boys away to cattle and 
fishing camps has continued.  
 
Thonyor is a small previously uninhabited island 
in the swamps of Western Upper Nile. In 1998 
displaced populations forced from their 
communities by persistent attacks took refuge 
there to avoid further conflict. While the whole 
population is Nuer, the IDPs come from a 
number of nearby communities.  
 
Koch is a small town which was frequently 
attacked during the war, bombarded both from 
air and land and changing hands a number of 
times during the war. The population was 
displaced a number of times during the war but 
now hosts IDPs from neighbouring areas 
controlled by the GoS. 
 
Nyal is a town of up to 8,000 people. Though 
attacked in 2001, it has seen relative stability 
and has been well-served by the humanitarian 
community and church groups. It hosts some 
IDPs, but the population size has been relatively 
stable. 

                                                 
9 SPLM Taskforce for Demobilisation 
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Western Equatoria 
 
The population of Yambio and other parts of 
Western Equatoria mainly comprise of the 
Zande, the indigenous tribe and second in size 
only to the Dinka in Southern Sudan. Unlike the 
Dinka and Nuer who are Nilotic tribes, the 
Zande are Bantu. The population in Yambio is 
relatively better off than the rest of Southern 
Sudan. Food is plentiful due to both productive 
farming and natural resources. Yambio is also 
more developed than most other areas owing to 
a larger NGO presence and its proximity to 
Uganda and consequent substantial trade 
relations. 
 
There is, however, a constant movement of 
people from other tribes into and out of Western 
Equatoria, movement from Eastern Equatoria 
and Dinka areas; and refugees from the Central 
African Republic and the Democratic Republic of 
Congo. The majority of the population in 
Western Equatoria are subsistence farmers and 
Yambio boasts a relatively large and active 
market where people from across Southern 
Sudan and neighbouring countries come to 
trade. The area has easy road access to Uganda 
and cross border movement is common; 
approximately two hundred trucks per month 
carrying marketable goods and passengers pass 
through Yambio.  
 
Western Equatoria is believed to have a high 
and increasing HIV rate although there is no up 
to date and verifiable data. It is nonetheless 
believed by the community and agencies alike 
that a significant proportion of the population is 
HIV positive and recently it has been 
increasingly acknowledged that people are dying 
of AIDS and leaving children behind. 
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CAUSES OF SEPARATION   
 
“Many children of our age have left in great 
numbers due to poverty, death of parents, 
forced recruitment, difficulties with schooling 
here and the search for education; some have 
gone to Kakuma or Northern Sudan.”  
Child in Northern Bahr el Ghazal 
 
There are many reasons why and how children 
become separated from their families. 
Sometimes they are forced to leave their homes 
due to fighting, at other times it is an informed 
decision on the part of the child and/or the 
family. Although adults in the community and 
agencies working with children distinguish 
between voluntary and involuntary separation in 
many cases it is difficult to determine whether a 
choice has been made based on available 
options or because, in the perception of the 
child or the family, there is no other choice 
available. The causes listed here do not 
distinguish between voluntary and involuntary 
separation.  
 
The overall situation for children is bleak and the 
fact that so many children are becoming 
separated due to adverse conditions in their 
households and communities raises concerns 
about “quick fix” solutions that might be 
proposed to address family separation and 
highlights the need for informed and considered 
responses.  The majority of children interviewed 
said that they did not want to be re-unified with 
their families and argued that they had left 
home because their lives had been worse there 
and that unless improvements could be made at 
the household level they could see no reason to 
return. The overall analysis is that separation is 
seen as an attractive option by many young 
people. The study also highlighted the generally 
more difficult conditions faced by girls, 
especially in Northern Bahr el Ghazal and 
Western Upper Nile, where even the option to 
leave is denied to them and they are trapped in 
situations which are exploitative and abusive.  
 
The research shows a number of factors which 
lead to separation and they are listed under 
three headings: War and its Effects, Children’s 
Expectations and Family Life.  
 
 
 

1. War and Its Effects and Death from HIV 
 
a. Death 
Death during attacks was listed as the most 
common way for children to be orphaned in all 
three areas, although participants in Western 
Upper Nile also listed malnutrition and disease 
as common causes of death.  
  
It was also reported that many parents die of 
unknown illnesses which were described as 
respiratory disease. One religious leader in 
Western Equatoria said that rates of respiratory 
diseases had increased in Yambio hospital in the 
last three years and recovery time when treated 
had doubled. This could be an indication that 
there is a link to HIV.  
 
HIV/AIDS is a general concern in Western 
Equatoria. The Voluntary Counselling and 
Testing (VCT) centre in Yambio estimates an 
infection rate of somewhere in the region of 
10% and evidence from UNICEF field reports 
show that HIV orphans are increasing in 
number. An average family size stands at 
around six children per mother and, with 
polygamy common, an even greater number of 
children can be orphaned through the death of a 
father. One of the main concerns of religious 
leaders in Yambio is how to deal with the 
reportedly increasing numbers of HIV orphans 
and how to ensure their care when family 
resources are already stretched. An orphanage 
visited in Western Equatoria said that most of 
its twenty children were HIV orphans.  
 
“The majority of children orphaned here (in the 
orphanage) have lost their parents to AIDS with 
no proper care in place with extended families 
or foster families.”   
Caretaker at an orphanage in Western Equatoria  
 
In Northern Bahr el Ghazal and Western Upper 
Nile, by contrast, few people showed any 
awareness about HIV and it was therefore not 
put forward as a cause of death. There is 
evidence however, from Gambella refugee camp 
in Ethiopia, that HIV rates are high among the 
local community.  
 
In Northern Bahr el Ghazal some children had 
lost their parents and other family members as a 
result of the 1998 famine and in Western Upper 
Nile the annual hunger-gap was mentioned as a 
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cause parental death, although it was difficult to 
determine how widespread this was. 
 
Suicide of parents was mentioned in all three 
areas but particularly by children and youth in 
Western Equatoria and by community members 
in Western Upper Nile. The explanation for this 
was that people commit suicide because they 
are frustrated and depressed with their 
situation. For males this is mainly connected to 
disempowerment, but for women it is linked to 
a feeling of hopelessness. 
 
The majority of separated children in all eight 
case studies had been orphaned of either one or 
both parents. In Northern Bahr el Ghazal and 
Western Upper Nile, participants said that 
roughly half the children in their communities 
were orphans. This included children who were 
cared for by extended family members, as well 
as those who were living with unrelated families 
or alone.  
 
The loss of the mother or of both parents leads 
to marginalisation of children in the family and 
community and there are reports that this 
encourages children to leave home, further 
separating them from family and community 
support mechanisms. 
 
b. Recruitment  
Although not among the common reasons given 
for separation, recruitment into armed forces 
was still put forward by some of the children 
and adults interviewed. As seen earlier, there 
are relatively large numbers of children in the 
army who are not living with their families but 
who do not see recruitment as a “separation.” 
Given this understanding, recruitment could be 
viewed as another new form of traditional male 
separation. 
 
“I convinced my younger brothers to leave our 
uncle’s house and fend for ourselves. We found 
our way to the market. I left my two younger 
brothers in the market in the care of a “foster” 
home. I became a soldier accompanier where I 
was a domestic worker and helper. I was 
demobilised by UNICEF in 2001. I went back to 
the market to be with my brothers.”  
Boy in Northern Bahr el Ghazal. 
 
Children reported that recruitment is often 
voluntary; children themselves seek out military 

recruitment due to lack of attention at home or 
to escape difficult and abusive domestic 
situations. Sometimes they are merely seeking 
revenge for the killing of parents, family, friends 
and community members.  
 
2. Children’s Expectations 
 
a. Lack of educational and economic 
opportunities  
School enrolment rates in Southern Sudan are 
less than 30%. Fewer than 2,000 children 
complete standard eight every year, and less 
than 500 of those finishing primary school each 
year are girls.10 The lack of schools, trained 
teachers, school materials, or salaries/incentives 
for the few teachers there are, has led many 
children to leave home to look for education 
opportunities in refugee camps, garrison towns 
and urban centres such as Yambio, Rumbek and 
Nyal which are all believed to provide better 
services. In all the research communities this 
issue was frequently raised, mostly by children, 
as a reason for leaving home. In the same 
communities, the adult perception of the 
phenomenon was quite different and their 
explanation was that children left because they 
“lacked discipline” or because they were 
“troubled children”.  
 
In all of the communities surveyed, people said 
that the numbers of boys leaving to go to 
school had increased throughout the last twenty 
years of war as infrastructure has deteriorated. 
Even in Yambio where there are a number of 
schools available - including one of Southern 
Sudan’s few secondary schools - parents, 
community leaders and adolescents themselves 
said children were leaving in search of 
educational opportunities elsewhere.  
 
Children felt that many adults put up barriers to 
their educational achievement. A child in 
Northern Bahr el Ghazal described this as adults 
“blocking the hope of children” and gave this as 
a reason why children leave home. Although the 
majority of these children leave their homes 
without any consultation with parents or carers, 
they often do so along with a group of their 
peers. Occasionally children leave with the 
consent of their parents, or are in fact sent 

                                                 
10 Towards a Baseline: Best Estimates of Social Indicators for 
Southern Sudan. NSCSE in association with UNICEF, 2004. 
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away by their parents in order to acquire 
schooling in a refugee camp. Most families 
cannot afford to send their children away but it 
was mentioned in Western Upper Nile that 
children such as Commissioner’s sons were sent 
to camps for schooling and that sometimes a 
father would sell a cow to fund such a move.  
 
It is clear that more boys leave home to look for 
education than girls. In Northern Bahr el Ghazal 
and Western Upper Nile very few girls leave 
home in search of education, hampered as they 
are by their traditional roles. Girls are regarded 
as a source of labour and it is deemed 
unacceptable for them to leave home before 
marriage. They are less likely to leave for 
education as it is not considered a priority by 
them or by their carers, and they are rarely 
given the opportunity to attend school even if a 
school is available.  
 
In Western Equatoria, although the majority of 
those leaving home to seek educational 
opportunities are boys, there are also instances 
of girls doing so. Girls in all communities in 
Western Equatoria mentioned strong feelings of 
resentment and sadness that they could not go 
to school or were prohibited from doing so by 
their carers not only because fees were too 
expensive but because of the perception that 
girls need to be educated/trained in household 
duties.  
 
In one community in Northern Bahr el Ghazal all 
the adults explicitly stated that girls were a 
valuable source of labour in the household and 
the community had therefore made the decision 
not to permit girls to attend school. In sharp 
contrast, both boys and girls felt that it was 
unfair that girls were denied access to the 
available education services.  
 
“Girls are generally responsible for managing the 
house on behalf of their mothers from the age 
of 10 or 12 onward. This is more important 
than other things.”  
Community leader in Northern Bahr el Ghazal 
 
While all children expressed a strong belief that 
education was the only way that they could 
improve their situation, the reality of the 
separation proves different. Having left home, 
they often arrive at their destination only to be 
barred from attending classes because they 

cannot pay the fees. One Dinka boy who had 
gone to Yambio, Western Equatoria, from 
Northern Bahr el Ghazal for education told how 
he had offered to work in exchange for 
attending school but was informed by the 
headmaster that “every child is in this situation, 
they can pay, so must you”.  
 
Separation due to lack of economic 
opportunities is therefore closely linked with 
education-induced migration. Many children 
leave home in order to earn money to go to 
school, or to meet their own food needs. 
Sometimes this means working in a market, 
selling small items for traders or repairing 
bicycles. In Western Upper Nile it often means 
moving to a fishing community where the daily 
catch can sustain the food requirements of a 
growing boy.  
 
Children in Western Equatoria mentioned leaving 
home or the care of a guardian because their 
friends encouraged them or because market-life 
seemed attractive.  
 
“Children are motivated by their age groups to 
go to the towns or the north to work or go to 
school.”  
Woman in Western Equatoria  
 
This issue was mentioned by boys and girls in 
Western Equatoria but not in other areas. This 
could be because this area has greater exposure 
to people and goods from neighbouring 
countries and areas. It could also be that those 
who wanted to leave had already done so, or 
that women there have taken on many of the 
roles formerly performed by men. They are said 
to be unable to “control” their sons in the 
absence of father figures and this could 
contribute to their sons listening more to their 
friends. 
 
b. The desire to live in a happy home 
The researchers were surprised by the strength 
of opinion expressed by the children interviewed 
on the impact an unhappy home has on their 
lives. Many children attribute separation to how 
badly children are treated in the family and how 
little love and affection they feel they receive.  
 
In reporting their exchanges with participants, 
interviewers made frequent reference to how 
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emotional the children became when talking 
about the lack of care they experienced. 
 
“In all the interviews done, all the children 
except one cried when we went to recollecting 
their time before they became separated.”  
Interviewer in Western Upper Nile 
 
Lack of emotional attention was described as a 
contributing factor in the decision to leave 
home. The definitions of a happy or ‘good’ 
home focussed on emotional care as much as 
provision of basic needs: 
 

 
 
 
 
3. Family Life  
 
a. Domestic violence 
All the children interviewed mentioned domestic 
violence as a significant issue causing 
separation. When researchers asked boys and 
girls why children become separated, every 
group mentioned that fathers were often so 
violent that their mothers left the home, leaving 
them alone with their fathers who would not 
take care of them and so they in turn would 
also be anxious to leave. In other cases, children 

left home because parents’ violence towards 
them was so extreme that they no longer felt 
able endure it. Violence was also mentioned 
frequently by children who were being looked 
after by extended family and unrelated 
individuals. These children talked about being 
beaten ‘too much’ or ‘too harshly’. They did not 
object to being disciplined per se, but to being 
beaten beyond the ‘necessary amount’. The 
importance of this issue to children cannot be 
overemphasised.   
 
Women also explained that men had become 
disempowered by the war, had lost status and 
livelihood, and that many of them who had been 
soldiers at some point were “different” on 
return. One woman in Western Upper Nile 
described husbands as having “become 
dictators” with nothing better to do than “give 
orders and harass their wives.” This frustration 
and powerlessness was also felt to be 
contributing to the increase of violence in the 
home. 
 
b. Sexual violence 
Some mothers talked about the effects of 
sexual violence outside the home, explaining 
that after such attacks some women are no 
longer able to take care of their own children 
and so they leave the home. 
 
“Sometimes being raped makes a woman not 
feel like taking care of her children. She is 
mentally disturbed and then leaves children to 
suffer.”  
Interview with mothers, Western Upper Nile 
 
Children in all communities said sexual 
harassment and abuse is a very serious problem 
leading to children leaving home. This was 
particularly the case for children living in one-
parent homes, or children being cared for by 
step-mothers or other members of extended 
family.  
 
One 15 year old girl from Western Equatoria 
said “I ran from Sudan to Bambuti. My mother 
died there. I came back with my father and my 
father died here from sickness. I was then taken 
by my maternal granddad. I used to stay with 
him but he later started sexually harassing me. 
He insisted on having sexual intercourse with 
me. I then informed our neighbours about this 
and they requested that I come to stay with 

A Good Home; girls 13 to 17 years old 
 
 Where there is love – that is the most 
important thing 
 
 Where there is food and each child gets an 
equal amount 
 
 Where no one insults you 
 
 When you look forward to being there at the 
end of the day 
 
 Where people do things together 
 
 Where there is no discrimination between 
children 
 
 Where no one talks about who is an orphan 
and who is not 
 
 Where you are allowed to go to school 
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them. But they did not take good care of me. I 
starve most of the time and do casual work.” 
 
c. Role of parents 
Children in all communities visited felt that they 
lacked parental guidance. This was coupled with 
a lack of role models in the community - noted 
by both adults and children. Children stated that 
they felt discipline was a “normal” part of a 
child’s upbringing, but being beaten too harshly 
and being insulted was not. Children felt that 
their parents should invest more time in advising 
them and “training” them. Girls in Koch talked 
of being happy when “our mothers train us to 
milk a cow or praise us for our dancing, when 
parents buy us clothes or praise us for getting 
good marks at school.” 
 
Adolescents were concerned that their parents 
were generally disinterested and disengaged 
from what was important to them. Adults felt 
that they offered children guidance, but that 
children were unruly and troublesome. Adults 
suggested that one of the reasons that children 
become separated is because there are not 
enough good people in the community to 
influence them and children agreed that not 
having anyone to inspire them was a 
contributing factor. But there were significant 
misunderstandings about the role of a parent. 
Parents thought their role was to feed and 
clothe children while children clearly said that 
parents should also protect them and show 
them love and care. 
 
Children everywhere mentioned “lazy fathers” 
as a cause of separation. Children reported 
becoming frustrated with parents because they 
believed that their parents were not taking the 
initiative to solve family problems; in these 
cases they began to think that it was their duty 
to look after themselves when their parents 
failed to do so. In Western Upper Nile, a group 
of children explained that men rarely contribute 
to meeting daily household needs and that most 
activities to sustain the household were carried 
out by mothers and children.  
 
Also in Western Upper Nile it emerged that 
some mothers were exchanging sex for goods 
like food and soap and clothes because of “lazy 
husbands”. These women were considered to 
be “adulterers” and although it was generally 
understood in the community that the women 

were having sex with other men out of 
necessity, once the “adultery” was discovered a 
woman would often choose to abandon the 
home and her children, or would be chased 
away. Considering that children without 
maternal care feel abandoned, this leads to 
further consideration of leaving home. 
 
d. Alcohol abuse 
The issue of parental alcohol abuse was 
mentioned by children in all communities as a 
major factor contributing to domestic abuse and 
neglect.  
 
“Alcoholism leads to mistreatment of children, 
especially girls sexually, which frustrates 
children and forces them to flee their homes.”  
Adolescent girl, Western Equatoria 
 
Community members of all ages also said that 
alcohol abuse is increasing, among both adults 
and children. It was mentioned as a problem 
among teenagers in general and separated 
children in particular. Research participants said 
that separated children were particularly prone 
to heavy drinking as a means of forgetting and 
avoiding thinking too much. This applied not 
only to boys in market towns and child soldiers 
but also to girls. In Western Equatoria, adults 
and children also noted an increase in the use of 
marijuana among boys and girls over twelve.  
 
Some children in Northern Bahr el Ghazal 
explained that children with alcoholic carers 
were rarely fed, washed or given any attention. 
They said carers would be away all day and 
return home very late to sleep. Physical abuse - 
described as “being beaten for no reason” - and 
verbal abuse of both children and women was 
often linked to alcoholism. 
 
 
e. Verbal abuse 
Children in all eight communities said verbal 
abuse at home was a big problem. Children said 
that being insulted and yelled at for no reason 
made them feel sad and angry. Verbal abuse 
often included the child being told that they 
were “useless”, “nothing but a burden” and that 
“they are not wanted”. 
 
f. Physical abuse 
Physical abuse was also a major concern and 
participants said that violence against children 
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had increased. Children said that other children 
in their communities were often beaten by 
adults for no reason. They said that those who 
are subjected to frequent beatings would 
eventually leave home and those who do not 
leave were even more vulnerable. 
 
Most participants in Northern Bahr el Ghazal and 
Western Upper Nile reported that girls are 
overworked and had almost no free time. Girls 
in these areas generally did domestic work from 
early morning until late at night. In one Northern 
Bahr el Ghazal community, all participants 
admitted that girls were being overworked, but 
they felt that they did not have any other option 
as the work needed to be done.  
 
“Girls in our community work all day long, they 
do not have a chance to go to school or play. 
Most of the time they are unable to take part in 
community activities as they have to work until 
late. It would be good for them to also go to 
school.”  
Boy in Northern Bahr el Ghazal 
 
Girls are consistently denied their right to 
education in order to carry out domestic work. 
In Western Equatoria adolescent girls explained 
that being overworked was a common reason 
for running away from home. In one Northern 
Bahr el Ghazal community boys expressed 
concern at the amount of work girls carried out 
daily and the fact that not one single girl in their 
community was enrolled in school because of 
this. Researchers in Western Upper Nile 
observed that in two of the three communities 
visited, girls were not given time to play or 
participate in other community activities 
because they were working.  
 
Timelines that were drawn by children showed 
that in most communities, girls were doing 
domestic chores from the time they rose in the 
morning to the time they went to bed at night. 
The experience of boys is substantially different. 
Boys had little involvement in household chores, 
except for specific tasks related to goats and 
cattle. However, in the absence of any girl 
children in the family, boys were expected to 
compensate and carry out many of the tasks. 
 
 
 
 

g. Abandonment  
Another cause of separation that came up 
frequently was that of abandonment. It was 
said that parents, especially single mothers, 
leave children with unrelated families in the 
community in the hope that they will receive 
better care. Families where children are left 
often think the mother will return soon, either 
that day or in a short period. But often mothers 
do not return. While the researchers did meet 
children who said they had been abandoned in 
this way, they were unable to find any adults 
who would talk about abandoning their children 
or leaving them to the care of others. 
 
In Western Upper Nile and Northern Bahr el 
Ghazal, many children had been abandoned 
during the hunger-gap when parents - usually 
single mothers - had gone in search of food. 
There was no consensus as to whether the real 
intention of those who left was to abandon their 
children or if they intended to return when 
things got better. 
 
In a different manifestation of the phenomenon 
in Yambio, a number of children were 
abandoned by relatives and parents at 
orphanages. Although carers at the orphanage 
said that this was mainly due to poverty, it has 
to be noted that in Western Equatoria there is a 
long tradition of Western missionaries providing 
care for children in ‘orphanages’ and providing 
good quality education. It is possible that many 
people send their children to institutions for 
poverty relief and education, viewing today’s 
orphanages as a modern version of old 
missionary establishments. Evidence of this is 
seen in the fact that some of the children were 
single parent orphans whose relatives simply 
felt they were unable to cope with the economic 
burden of additional children and had 
encouraged them to look elsewhere for 
assistance.  
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EFFECTS OF SEPARATION 
 
One of the key findings of the study is the 
similarity between the main causes of 
separation and the effects of separation. The 
study highlights the cyclical and destructive 
nature of poverty, violence, neglect and abuse 
and how they lead to increased family 
breakdown and separation. It was also striking 
how in all communities children without 
mothers were considered to be almost or as 
badly off as children who were orphaned or 
separated from both parents. 
 
1. Children without mothers 
 
“Separated children are abused and overworked. 
They are left to look for their own food even 
when the father is still alive.”  
Child from Northern Bahr el Ghazal 
 
In all three regions, adults and children stressed 
that a child whose mother had died was as 
badly off as a child without any living parents. 
This was because widowed fathers have very 
little to do with a child’s upbringing. In many 
cases, fathers meet their own food needs by 
going to a neighbour or relative’s house but 
often do not provide cooked food for their own 
children and this is considered acceptable 
behaviour by adults.  
 
A group of chiefs in Western Upper Nile 
explained that fathers played a minimal role in 
upbringing of girls and young children; this was 
further emphasised in another Western Upper 
Nile community where one father caring for 
three maternal orphans explained that a father 
left with maternal orphans was not responsible 
for the feeding of his children as it is not the 
responsibility of a father to cook. He explained 
that he ate with his neighbours, but they did not 
have enough food to feed the children as well. 
He did not know where his three young children 
were eating, but knew they would be getting 
some food somewhere and occasionally he 
would bring something back for them.  
 
Similarly, affection traditionally comes from 
mothers and not from fathers. While a child who 
still has a father may not be defined as a 
separated child, it seems that many of them 
share the same feeling of being uncared for. 

Step mothers or another wife may be brought in 
to care for children and this may cause 
problems for children at a household level. 
Children in all research communities explained 
that “stepmothers” and “second wives” are 
often abusive and negligent. Maternal orphans, 
they said, were almost always treated 
differently from the biological children of a step 
mother or second wife; receiving less food, and 
more limited access to services. Many children 
described both physical and verbal abuse. 
 
Methods of punishing children were often 
raised; orphaned children were punished for 
fighting with the biological children of the 
household, but the biological children were 
never punished. One girl in Western Upper said 
she never had time to play or take part in 
community activities as her step mother always 
kept her working. Participants clearly stated that 
abuse, negligence and exploitation by 
stepmothers or second wives often led to 
separation.  Many girls expressed profound 
sadness at not having their mothers to care for 
them; they felt lonely and unprotected. 
 
“Children suffering the most are orphans, 
especially girls without mothers; who become 
affected by the loss of parents and they become 
exposed to abuse and exploitation by their 
relatives.”  
Adolescent girl, Northern Bahr el Ghazal 
 
2. Increased Vulnerability 
 
Children are made vulnerable in different ways 
but in Southern Sudan where so many basic 
services are lacking for the general population, 
separated children constitute one of the most 
marginalised groups. The study highlights their 
low status in the community, the discrimination 
and harsh treatment they face, forced 
recruitment and early marriage, loss of 
inheritance, and cycles of re-separation and 
abuse.  
 
a. Low status in the community 
In Southern Sudan children face severe 
problems in accessing even the most basic of 
services. Separated children are even less likely 
to access those services which do exist. 
Children and adults in all research communities 
stressed that the inability to provide for the 
basic needs of children was one of their biggest 
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problems and that separated children are the 
last to have these needs met. Within carer 
families priority is given either to biological 
children or no attempt is made to provide for the 
separated child’s needs and they are expected 
to fend for themselves. For separated children, 
accessing basic necessities is a continuous 
struggle.  
 
Though the generous and expansive capacities 
of families and communities are often cited by 
agencies working on family tracing, 
communities are reluctant to assist separated 
children when their own children are in need. 
Indeed, culturally this may include accepted 
reasons for lack of assistance. It was mentioned 
that in Dinka culture a child without parents is 
as good as a dead person since a family 
background is needed for the rest of a child’s 
life to identify him/her with the culture; without 
this he/she has no place.  
 
b. Discrimination and poor treatment in the 
family 
Many of those interviewed said that separated 
children are treated as unpaid domestic workers, 
and made to do all of the household chores 
while the guardian’s biological children are able 
to rest and play at leisure. Often foster children 
are the only children in the household who do 
not attend school. They are denied food, while 
others eat and are told that in order to eat; they 
have to pay back the family in work. When 
eating, the separated child is sometimes asked, 
did your dead parents buy this food for you? 
 
c. Early marriage 
Early marriage is not uncommon in many parts 
of Southern Sudan but separated girls face the 
danger of being forced into marriage even 
younger as this is a way for carer families to 
access the dowry and relieve themselves of the 
burden of caring for the child. Among those 
who had experienced poor treatment some 
separated girls saw early marriage as 
advantageous to them as it would allow them to 
set up their own homes and get away from their 
carers. The cycle of vulnerability, however, 
means that this option further disadvantages 
them because if the marriage does not turn out 
well they cannot leave as they have no refuge 
to return to. 
 
 

d. Recruitment 
Adults and children in all communities 
mentioned that orphans and separated children 
are the first to be offered up during local military 
recruitment drives. In Western Upper Nile it was 
revealed that often those responsible for 
recruitment quotas are low level officials who 
do not have the courage to recruit children from 
better-off families or children of other officials. 
Instead, they choose those with the least 
protection. Parents also act to protect their 
biological children at the expense of the 
orphaned children in their households. This was 
more of an issue for participants in Western 
Equatoria than in Northern Bahr el Ghazal and 
Western Upper Nile where there has traditionally 
been more fighting and more blanket 
recruitment.  
 
e. Loss of inheritance 
There were also serious matters raised about 
inheritance. Some interviewees claimed that a 
separated child would inherit nothing on the 
death of the father or that the fact of separation 
made them vulnerable to being tricked out of 
their inheritance by extended family members. 
There are suggestions that the movement of 
separated children from one home to another is 
linked to preventing inheritance from the carer 
family. The lack of any form of documentation 
such as birth registration means that separated 
children trying to realise their inheritance rights 
would find it difficult without the support of the 
extended family. 
 
f. Multiple separations 
Researchers found that in all communities there 
were many separated children who had 
undergone multiple-separation. In Western 
Equatoria many separated children had lived in 
several different homes, leaving the new home 
because they were forced out by household 
members, or because living conditions within 
the home were abusive and neglectful. Apart 
from their physical needs it was reported that 
children also leave their new homes in search of 
living conditions where their emotional needs 
will also be met.  
 
“Sometimes children continue leaving families. 
When they are mistreated by their new 
caregivers they will leave again.”  
Boy in Western Equatoria 
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“When a family is too poor to take care of a 
separated child, they may re-dump the child 
with another family or in the market”  
Researcher’s feedback in Northern Bahr el 
Ghazal 
 
Children described on all occasions that a 
separated child is prone to being “kicked out of 
the home” if they do not work hard at home or 
provide additional income. In some cases the 
children were forcefully kicked out by relatives 
or carers. One boy in Northern Bahr el Ghazal 
said that his uncle had threatened him with a 
knife to make him leave the house and never 
return.  
 
“He tried to knife me while he was drunk 
because I requested him to provide some soap 
for washing our clothes. I convinced my 
younger brothers to leave our uncle’s house and 
fend for ourselves. We found our way to the 
market.” 
 
Communities and families sometimes make 
informed decisions to move a separated child to 
a new family in what they think are in the best 
interests of the child, children are not 
necessarily informed or involved about their 
movement. 
 
g. Difficulties of returning home 
According to their responses, community 
members of all ages did not know where 
separated children had gone but this is to be 
expected as the authorities do not acknowledge 
population movements to the north. One 
participant in Northern Bahr el Ghazal said, “As 
many children have left the community as the 
number still here”.  
 
In Western Equatoria a religious leader described 
children “disappearing from the community” and 
said children regularly “just left”. Although most 
adults said they did not know where the 
children had gone, they suspected they had 
gone to Khartoum, to garrison towns or to 
refugee camps in search of education, financial 
opportunities and general service provision. If 
this is the case, the numbers of separated 
children in these areas is likely to be high.  
 
Some communities were adamant that children 
who have been living outside the community for 
a year or more could not return as they will 

have “changed”, taken on alien attitudes and 
lost their cultural values. There was a general 
fear among adults that if children came back 
they would leave the community again once 
they saw there was nothing to do and that 
opportunities were greater elsewhere. However, 
some communities insisted that as the war was 
coming to an end it was natural that their 
children would return and that there would not 
be any problems in assimilating them or in 
meeting expectations as they would be keen to 
re-build their communities. 
 
3. Physical, Sexual and Verbal Abuse 
 
Separated children face discrimination, 
harassment and abuse by carers and 
communities. The feeling of not “belonging”, 
coupled with not having a “good family history” 
places the separated child on the margins of the 
community.  
 
a. Physical abuse and overwork 
As stated earlier, many children in Southern 
Sudan and girls in particular, are grossly 
overworked. This is even more pronounced for 
separated children who effectively become 
domestic servants in the households of their 
carers. Separated children in all communities 
were overworked.  
 
“They are always overworked in order to 
survive, abused and exploited; especially the 
girls and as a result of frustration they become 
bad and rude.”  
Community leader Northern Bahr el Ghazal 
 
b. Lack of food 
Child interviewees gave detailed reports of 
separated children’s carers regularly denying 
them food. Unaccompanied children, it was 
reported, were struggling to meet their basic 
needs on a daily basis and separated children 
would often not be fed if they failed to complete 
certain tasks they were expected to perform 
during the day. 
 
“He lives alone in Yambio with his uncle’s wife. 
He does casual labour in the market, his uncle’s 
wife takes whatever he brings home and does 
not share with him. She also refuses to share 
the food that she cooks with him.”      
Community worker. 
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Withholding food from separated children was 
also related to preferential treatment of 
biological children. One chief in Western Upper 
Nile said that people caring for separated 
children would often pretend that the child had 
“just eaten”, when the child had not been fed 
for days. 
 
c. Sexual abuse  
Separated girls are prone to sexual abuse and 
harassment, both within the households of their 
carers and in the surrounding community and by 
both adult and young males. One girl in Western 
Equatoria said her male carer had tried to rape 
her. Similar stories emerged in several of the 
research sites. In Northern Bahr el Ghazal and 
Western Upper Nile, communities explained that 
separated girls lacked the protection usually 
given to a girl by her family and are therefore at 
increased risk. In one Northern Bahr el Ghazal 
village, a twelve year old separated girl who 
was seven months pregnant explained that she 
had been sold for sex by her only carer, her 
older half-sister, who was herself a child. 
 
d. Verbal abuse 
Children in all communities mentioned verbal 
abuse within their households and by other 
members of the community as an effect of 
separation.  
 
 
4. Relationships and Social Networks 
 
a. Lack of time to play and develop friendships 
Separated children reported that they rarely, if 
ever, had time to play and participate in 
community activities. More positively, however, 
they report being helped by their peers. One 
little girl in Thonyor tasked with the 24-hour 
care of a baby as well as additional chores, 
reported that her 10-year-old friend would meet 
her by the river and do the washing so that she 
could go and play with the other children for a 
little while.  
  
Separated children outside of household care 
often formed small child-headed households 
together, with older children looking after 
younger ones. Separated children both within 
and outside households would often re-separate 
and move together to a new area. Market 
children in Northern Bahr el Ghazal clearly relied 

on each other for emotional and physical 
support, as evidenced by these comments: 
 
“Children help each other by sharing food, older 
boys protecting younger boys and girls from 
other boys who might harm them. They help 
each other with work like pounding sorghum, 
washing clothes and taking care of cattle.” 
 
“Children become friends; they group and 
support each other by protecting themselves 
against other boys.”  
 
b. Loneliness, depression and lack of love 
“Separated children have no hope for the future; 
if it is there it is very little, for they are fighting 
daily to get the basic needs of life. They have 
no parents to guide them towards their hopes 
and brighter futures. It would take a caring and 
loving relative or concerned person to give a 
separated child hope for the future.”         
Separated Child. 
 
Describing an ideal living situation for a 
separated child, one boy said: 
 
“A separated boy who lives in a good home 
receives instruction and discipline and not harsh 
punishment. He is given food and bought 
clothes; he is given reasonable work, is 
protected from elder boys and is loved and 
forgiven. Sometimes he is allowed to play and 
go to school.” 
 
Separated children in all communities expressed 
their desire to be loved. The majority of 
separated children interviewed felt that they 
were not loved and longed to be. Some of them 
reported that their carers went out of their way 
to show the children that they were not loved. 
Children were extremely concerned about this, 
particularly those who had no female support. In 
contrast, adults did not seem to believe that 
showing children love was an important part of 
care of separated children. These differences in 
perception between adults and children recurred 
throughout the study and are an important 
indication of cultural and generation gaps which 
need to be addressed in community based 
programming.  
 
Separated children described feeling lonely, 
excluded from the “happy” moments of family 
life and generally excluded from the community. 
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They feel that often they are perceived as 
“different” by other children and become 
outsiders.  
 
As mentioned above being unloved was raised 
by separated children in all communities. While 
on the surface life for children in Southern 
Sudan appears to be very harsh and families 
have been affected by many years of war the 
desire to be loved is still very real. Often they 
would mention a previous carer who had taken 
care of them and of how they had been loved 
by that person and loved them in return. For 
separated children within households these 
feelings are compounded by the fact that 
biological children are openly loved and 
affection is shown between family members.  
 
This has had an impact on children’s sexual 
activities as they crave affection. In Western 
Upper Nile, one participating group said that 
boys had begun to have sex earlier because 
they were looking for love and some also feared 
they would die young. This difference in 
perception was emphasised in Western 
Equatoria where a group of girls reported 
thinking that HIV is “cool” and was a sign that 
“you had lived your life and were not boring.” 
 
The term “thinking too much” came up in all 
communities as a way to describe the sadness 
and depression into which separated children 
fall. In Western Upper Nile, children were very 
concerned about how other children treat them 
and perceive them. They reported that children 
often teased separated children, saying that 
they wore dirty clothes and didn’t have any 
parents. Despite the teasing, separated children 
still reported finding more support from other 
children than from adults. 
 
While many separated children interviewed did 
not want to go home to families where there 
was no emotional support, there was a sharp 
contrast with refugee children and returnee 
populations along the borders of Central African 
Republic and the Democratic Republic of Congo. 
In these locations, children expressed their 
desire to be reunified with their families, though 
most believed their relatives were dead. They 
had sent messages through the Red Cross 
system a year before and had no reply. The 
children believed that if their relatives had been 

alive they would have already come looking for 
them. 
 
5. Response of Separated Children 
 
The separated children who took part in the 
study identified a variety of ways in which they, 
and those who are meant to protect them, 
address the additional burden of poverty that 
separation brings.  
 
a. Joining the military 
In all communities, children and adults alike said 
that separated children are the first to be 
recruited into the armed forces. They are easy 
targets and there are fewer disputes within the 
community as nobody really minds if a 
separated child is taken. Some households see 
this as a solution to having to feed and care for 
additional children. Some separated children 
seek the military as an option where they will be 
fed and have the company of other people. 
Others separate from their families in order to 
join the military, thinking that their lives will 
improve. 
 
b. Commercial sex  
“Girls are forced to play sex (engage in 
commercial sexual activities) with traders…or 
someone with money to help raise school fees 
and take care of themselves.”  
Adolescent girl in Western Equatoria 
 
While it is hard to get accurate information on 
sensitive issues like prostitution, some 
separated girls over the age of twelve in market 
areas of Northern Bahr el Ghazal and Western 
Equatoria were trading sex for small amounts of 
money, food or other goods such as soap, 
shoes and clothing. The proceeds went towards 
meeting their own needs and also the needs of 
the families caring for them (who may have 
requested that they engage in these commercial 
activities, or who had given their consent 
through silence). The communities visited in 
Western Upper Nile were not market areas, 
therefore the researchers were unable to verify 
the occurrence of commercial sexual 
exploitation.  
 
It would appear from the study that in each 
community some separated girls were engaged 
in commercial sex.  While this was mainly 
centred in market areas, it was also practiced 
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elsewhere. In Western Equatoria, girls engaged 
in sexual activities with truckers, traders, and 
other community members. Often they went to 
Uganda for short periods to sell sex. It was 
commonly held that carers of separated girls in 
Western Equatoria expected girls to prostitute 
themselves in order to provide additional 
household income.  
 
In Northern Bahr el Ghazal, separated girls were 
also reportedly engaging in commercial sexual 
activities. It seems that some of the girls were 
actually sold for sex by an extended family 
member or were living under the care of a 
female trader who would sell them for sex. It is 
also widely believed, although there is no 
independent evidence, that girls in Northern 
Bahr el Ghazal sell tea as a cover for selling sex. 
It was noted by communities that pregnancy 
rates in girls were increasing generally and that 
separated girls were more vulnerable to early 
pregnancy than those being cared for by their 
own parents. In Western Equatoria, however, 
where prostitution is not uncommon, 
community members differentiated between 
commercial sex which was perceived as a 
necessity - and for which there was sympathy - 
and prostitution which was an activity engaged 
in by “bad” girls.  
 
c. Economic activities 
There is a common perception that many 
children live in markets although there is very 
little information available on ‘market children’ 
as such. Community members often described 
market children as those boys and girls who are 
“not part of their community,” but had “come 
from other communities”. The research revealed 
that few adults had any real information on the 
status and situation of these children. Indeed in 
Yambio, Western Equatoria, communities are 
more inclined to describe, market children as 
either “lazy” because they are not deemed to do 
anything constructive, or “bad” because they 
are associated with petty crime like theft and 
prostitution. 
 
In Northern Bahr el Ghazal, children who are 
found in markets are reportedly unaccompanied 
children or in the case of girls, staying with one 
or two members of their extended family (often 
not much older than themselves). In Western 
Upper Nile, market children were discussed but 
the researchers did not see any in the locations 

surveyed. This is probably because Western 
Upper Nile has few significant markets; it was 
suggested that many children have moved to 
areas such as Leer, which have thriving 
markets.  
 
The researchers found that many separated 
children in Yambio are living within households, 
but the conditions within the household are so 
bad that the child spends as much time as 
possible in the market. However, it was also 
found that even children living with their parents 
or primary carers spent their time in the market 
in order to escape bad home environments. 
 
Some older children undertake casual work, 
either as a means of bringing in additional 
income to their households, or to support 
themselves. This work includes brick making 
and laying, brewing beer, collecting firewood, 
fetching water and sewing. 
 
In Northern Bahr el Ghazal and Western Upper 
Nile, fishing and cattle camps are an important 
survival strategy for separated children. Both 
adults and children explained that separated 
children, especially those without any carers, 
went there. The camps are seen as a good 
source of food, and they also provide the child 
with a close community environment with many 
other adolescents and children. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
This study was not an exhaustive examination 
of the nature of family separation in Southern 
Sudan. It did not review the few statistics 
available on separated children and it did not 
solicit the views of a large number of children or 
provide an extensive review of the existing 
literature on separated children in Sudan.  Nor 
did it examine in any detail the phenomena of 
children separated from their families by attacks 
during the war and what had happened to them 
or indigenous tracing mechanisms put into place 
by communities.  
 
It did however look at some key concerns 
expressed by children about separation including 
the impact of economic separation and 
separation caused by death. Perhaps as 
importantly, the impact that poor family 
conditions and sub standard care have on family 
unity was examined in some detail. In Southern 
Sudan one of the main causes for separation, re 
separation and vulnerability of separated 
children is the family units in which they live. 
The children in all research communities 
highlighted that separated children living within 
family units (be they extended family or foster 
families) are subject to abuse, discrimination 
and neglect by their carers, the community and 
other children. 
 
It is clear from the study that for a significant 
number of children, the family is no longer 
serving their needs and in some cases has 
become a hostile environment. For many of the 
children who were interviewed for this study the 
family is no longer a place they want to be. 
Young people have a clear idea about what is 
good for them and they are able to make 
intelligent decisions about their lives, the 
decision of many separated children not to 
return to their homes unless there are significant 
improvements has to be recognised as one 
which tells us how negative the situation really 
is.  
 
Any programme planning which addresses the 
needs of separated children should include 
participatory mechanisms to ensure the 
perceptions of the young people involved are 
included, and that intergenerational differences 
of opinion on family life are taken into 
consideration. 

 
There is a clear sense of grievance among many 
children about the way they have been treated 
at home; denied education, used for work and, 
importantly, denied love and care. The children 
seemed to have a very clear idea of what they 
wanted from their parents and they consistently 
asserted in interviews that it was their right to 
receive love and emotional care from their 
parents as well as having their physical needs 
met. If these rights were not being addressed, 
then it was a good enough reason to leave 
home.  
 
Many parents and other adults interviewed, 
however, had a completely different perception 
of what children need and what basic care 
entails. Fathers, in particular, clearly felt it was 
acceptable to take no active role in the 
upbringing of their children and had no sense 
that they may be failing their children by 
absenting themselves from parenting even when 
the mother was dead or away. On the contrary, 
adults frequently attributed the fact of children 
leaving home to the children being ‘bad’ or ‘ill 
disciplined’.  
 
In a society already decimated by war and 
displacement there are important short and long 
term consequences if this intergenerational 
conflict and resentment is not recognised and 
addressed by the adult community. 
 
Most adult respondents indicate that caring for 
separated children is an unwelcome burden, the 
weight of which falls almost entirely on women. 
Furthermore, meeting the daily needs of 
separated boys and girls who live in families is 
especially difficult for widowed women and 
grandmothers as men take very little 
responsibility for children’s welfare.  
 
It must be noted that programme interventions 
which assume the ever elastic and welcoming 
nature of extended families and host 
communities are idealistic and blind 
programmers to the harsh realities faced not just 
by separated children but by the carers 
themselves. 
 
The SPLM Child Soldier Task Force has 
successfully reunified significant numbers of 
former child soldiers and both Save the Children 
and the ICRC have been successful in tracing 
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and returning a number of separated children. 
But family tracing and reunification 
programming in general remains weak in 
Southern Sudan, and, as mentioned, little is 
known about how or if families separated by 
attacks manage family tracing and reunification. 
In 2005, it is expected that large numbers of 
people will move from displacement towards 
their areas of origin in the south and to new 
locations. This may cause further separations 
and will create a demand for family tracing 
services as communities try to re-establish 
themselves.  
 
With children returning to SPLM/A-held areas 
from GoS areas of the north and towns in the 
south, and the return of children from GoS and 
GoS-allied armed forces there is a need for 
improved family tracing and reunification 
systems which can also monitor the well being 
of children once back in their families and 
communities. Despite a sense that all children 
will be welcomed home by their communities 
there are fears and anxieties about the return of 
children from ‘enemy forces’ and the ‘other 
side’ and it is clear that stigmatisation and 
reprisals can happen in volatile situations like 
Southern Sudan.  
 
While UNICEF and others will make strenuous 
efforts to improve family tracing and 
reunification programming and its coverage in 
Southern Sudan, it is clear that the main work 
for family tracing, unity and reunification has to 
be done at the level of community and family.  
 
Given the size and diversity of Southern Sudan, 
localised community-based family tracing 
activities need to be built upon and developed, 
and linkages between local systems need to be 
created. Standardised models of follow-up and 
community monitoring need to be developed to 
assess how well-protected separated and 
reunified children are and to address immediate 
protection concerns. 
 
Although the picture of family life that emerges 
from this study seems to be relatively 
unsatisfying for all children, many boys, 
separated from their parents or not, have found 
ways of coping. There was a consensus among 
adults and children who participated in the 
research that the situation for girls was worse 
than that of boys, and that separated girls are 

even more vulnerable than other girls in the 
family or community. While those who were 
interviewed in the research did not have 
suggestions on how to redress the balance, it is 
vital that future programming at community 
level takes the greater needs of girls into 
consideration from the outset. 
 
There is cause for concern about the number of 
boys who leave home and adopt an apparently 
alien ‘urban’ or ‘modern’ lifestyle, particularly 
when those changes expose boys to new or 
further risk. However, the research suggests 
that this phenomenon may be an extension of 
more traditional male adolescent separation 
from the family which helps mark the passage 
to adulthood.  
 
Programming needs to consider that a tradition 
of leaving home may be normal and not try to 
impose family norms and standards which are 
unacceptable to male teenagers, but rather 
address the additional risks and challenges that 
boys may be exposed to through more ‘modern’ 
separation. 
 
The study highlights the importance of ensuring 
that the voices of different household members 
and are heard and understood and that their 
sometimes different perceptions of what is 
happening are taken into consideration when 
thinking about family dynamics. Equally, ways 
to address what is going wrong for children 
have to be considered, as do ways of enhancing 
what goes well. Community based social work 
in Southern Sudan should focus on identifying 
mechanisms that communities can put in place 
to listen to what children and young people are 
saying and to work together to find acceptable 
solutions. 
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LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS  
 
 
AIDS  Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome 
 
CAR  Central African Republic 
 
DRC  Democratic Republic of Congo 
 
GoS  Government of Sudan 
 
HIV  Human Immunodeficiency Virus 
 
IDP  Internally Displaced Person 
 
OLS  Operation Lifeline Sudan 
 
NGO   Non-Governmental Organization  
 
NSCC  New Sudan Council of Churches 
 
SC S  Save the Children Sweden 
 
SC UK  Save the Children UK 
 
SPDF  Sudan People’s Defence Force 
 
SPLA  Sudan People’s Liberation Army 
 
SPLM  Sudan People’s Liberation Movement 
 
SRRC  Sudan Relief and Rehabilitation Commission 
 
UNHCR United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
 
WFP   World Food Programme 
 
WHO  World Health Organization 


