
                                                                                
 
 
 
 
31 October 2005

 

 
 
    

Sudan: devastation holds back IDP  
return to south while continuing violence 
hampers aid operations in Darfur 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

www.idpproject.org 
 

An estimated six million of Sudan’s more than 30 million citizens have been forced from their 
homes as a direct or indirect result of fighting between government troops and allied militias on 
the one hand and various insurgent groups on the other during the last few decades. The main 
conflict, which caused the internal displacement of around four million people and more than 
500,000 refugees to neighbouring countries, came officially to an end in January 2005  when the 
government and the southern-based Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/Army signed a Com-
prehensive Peace Agreement, leading to the establishment of a Government of National Unity in 
September 2005. The agreement paved the way for the return of those uprooted from the south; 
but as of October 2005, only around 250,000 of the 4 million IDPs had returned spontaneously 
along with insignificant numbers of refugees. The UN still expects the return of another 500,000 
IDPs in the dry season from November 2005 to March 2006.  The challenges in the return areas 
are daunting; the civil war devastated the southern countryside, leaving practically nothing of the 
little infrastructure which was there before the conflict started. The newly constituted government 
of southern Sudan and its barely existing administrative structures are unprepared to absorb the 
expected influx of returnees. The UN Mission in Sudan therefore does not encourage returns, but 
provides limited humanitarian support to those who nevertheless decide to return to the south. 
The peace agreement did not include other rebel groups and left many local grievances unre-
solved which have already led to renewed conflict in the south as well as in other parts of the 
country.  

The fragile but promising peace and return process in southern Sudan has been overshadowed by 
the escalating crisis in Darfur, where the government’s brutal scorched-earth counter-insurgency 
campaign has caused the deaths of hundreds of thousands of people, the internal displacement of 
around 1.8 million people and the exodus to neighbouring Chad of another 220,000 refugees. 
Ongoing peace-talks in Abuja, Nigeria, have not prevented the conflict from deteriorating further 
with deliberate attacks, systematic sexual violence and the killing of IDPs in camps, humanitarian 
workers and personnel from the African Union peace-keeping mission. As a result, more of the 
displaced may be pushed across the border into neighbouring Chad, which is already struggling 
to cope with the refugees from Darfur in an extremely hostile environment and a poor host com-
munity.   



 

 
 
 
 

 
More maps are available on http://www.idpproject.org/  

  

2 

http://www.idpproject.org/


Sudan: devastation holds back IDP return to south while                              31 October 2005 
continuing violence hampers aid operations in Darfur 
 

Background and main causes of 
displacement 
  
Upon independence in 1956 the new Su-
danese authorities inherited structural 
disparities from the colonial and pre-
colonial periods that have ever since nur-
tured the country’s post-independence 
civil wars. Major conflict lines coincide 
to a large extent with the administrative 
divisions separating the north from the 
south imposed by the British-Egyptian 
colonial administration which was estab-
lished in 1898. Simplistically, the north is 
dominated by Arab Muslims, with cul-
tural, economic, political and historical 
ties to other Arab states, whereas the 
south is dominated by black Africans, 
predominantly Christian, with stronger 
ties to Central and East Africa, as far as 
the elites are concerned. A pattern of ex-
ploitation of the south by the north had 
already been established before the sign-
ing of the British-Egyptian agreement 
which largely carved out the current state 
borders. The slave trade of southern black 
Africans by the economically more pow-
erful Arab north marked the peak of the 
exploitation, but not the end of it. The 
colonial administrative separation of 
north and south interrupted, but did not 
redress the violent and repressive history. 
The British-Egyptian administration de-
liberately isolated the southern provinces 
of Equatoria, Bahr al Ghazal, and Upper 
Nile from Arab influence but did not at-
tempt to modernise the economy and the 
political system in the south. Conversely, 
it invested far more in the Arab north, 
seeking to modernise and liberalise the 
political institutions in accordance with 
British standards. The result was a Sudan 
of two paces upon departure of the colo-
nial administration: an Arab north, eco-
nomically and politically stronger than 

the isolated, underdeveloped and demog-
raphically weaker black African south.   
 
In 1956, the colonial administration 
handed the political power over both the 
north and south to a northern Arab elite 
which has never sought to redress these 
inequalities. On the contrary, the post-
independence Arab authorities have up to 
the present with varying degrees of inten-
sity abused the state structures they inher-
ited and continued the pre-colonial policy 
of repression of non-Arabs in all parts of 
the country through Arabisation, 
Islamisation and political and economic 
marginalisation. Hence, the Sudanese 
state provided the means by which the 
northern Arab elite in control of the gov-
ernment could expand its power base at 
the expense of non-Arabs. Largely as a 
result of this, Sudan has been at war with 
itself practically throughout the post-
independence period, with various rebel 
groups in different parts of the country 
taking up arms against the central au-
thorities.  
 
In 1983, only some years after oil was 
discovered in the southern provinces, the 
central government retracted the auton-
omy the south had achieved in a peace 
agreement of 1972 and imposed the Is-
lamic Sharia law nationwide. As a re-
sponse, southern troops mutinied and 
formed the Sudanese People’s Liberation 
Movement/Army (SPLM/A) to fight 
against the Arabisation and Islamisation 
of Sudan, regain the lost autonomy and 
increase the southerners’ share of the po-
litical and economic power within a uni-
fied Sudan or eventually in a new 
separate secular state. The prospects for a 
peaceful resolution of the conflict were 
dramatically reduced in 1989 after a coup 
by the National Islamic Front (NIF). The 
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NIF which was led by the current presi-
dent of Sudan, General Omer al-Bashir, 
revoked the constitution, banned opposi-
tion parties and embarked on a repressive 
Islamisation campaign.    
 
These measures fuelled discontent and 
opposition in the south, and eventually 
plunged the country further into conflict, 
causing the death of an estimated two 
million people and generating the largest 
internal displacement crisis in the world 
with a around four million IDPs and the 
exodus of over 500,000 refugees to the 
neighbouring countries. A majority of the 
IDPs are southerners aligned with or sup-
portive of the SPLM/A; about half of 
them fled the war zone in the south to the 
north and mostly settled around Khar-
toum (UN, 30 November 2004). The 
signing of the Comprehensive Peace 
Agreement (CPA) between the central 
government and the SPLM/A in January 
2005 marked the official end of the con-
flict. The agreement provided for an 
autonomous south with its own constitu-
tion, government and armed forces dur-
ing a sixth-year period after which a 
referendum will be held on the final 
status of the south. The agreement also 
provided for the inclusion of the SPLM/A 
in a Government of National Unity, inau-
gurated in July 2005, as well as the inclu-
sion of representatives of the north in the 
new government of southern Sudan 
which was sworn in in October 2005. 
However, the National Congress party 
representing the former Arab-dominated 
government still controls power struc-
tures at the central level, while the 
SPLM/A secured a majority of the minis-
tries in the new southern government, as 
provided for in the CPA (IRIN 24 Octo-
ber 2005; Sudan Tribune 27 October 
2005). 

Return movements and prospects 
 
The peace agreement of January 2005 
paved the way for the return of the IDPs 
and the around 500,000 refugees who had 
fled the main conflict zone in the south 
and the areas of Abyei, the Nuba moun-
tains and the southern Blue Nile, which 
are still contested between the north and 
the south. 
 
An estimated 250,000 IDPs along with 
small numbers of refugees returned spon-
taneously to their places of origin in the 
south and to the contested areas in the 
months following the signing of the CPA 
in January 2005 (OCHA, 10 October 
2005, 1 September 2005). However, there 
are millions left who are increasingly 
wary of the conditions in their home ar-
eas. Their concerns are not unfounded; 
the civil war devastated the southern 
countryside leaving hardly any schools, 
health clinics, water and sanitation facili-
ties and shelter intact. The distances to 
home areas are enormous and transporta-
tion costs are a major obstacle for any 
return movement. The United Nations 
Mission in Sudan established by the Se-
curity Council in March 2005 to support 
the implementation of the Comprehen-
sive Peace Agreement, including the vol-
untary return of refugees and IDPs, is 
seriously under-funded. Consequently, 
UN officials have warned that IDPs who 
decide to return will end up in urban 
slums in the south unless humanitarian 
assistance and recovery go hand in hand 
and the donor community responds ur-
gently to the massive needs. The UN 
Mission in Sudan currently does not en-
courage returns, but provides limited hu-
manitarian support to those who 
nevertheless decide to go back. The UN 
Mission in Sudan has appealed for $55 
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million to cover the most urgent needs 
during the peak return season between 
November 2005 and March 2006 
(OCHA, 10 October 2005; UNHCR 
briefing, 15 October 2005).  
 
The return process was further disrupted 
by the death of SPLM/A leader John Ga-
rang in a helicopter crash in July 2005 
which triggered violent clashes between 
IDPs and supporters of the government, 
in Khartoum and other big cities, under-
mining faith in a united Sudan.    
 
The government announced in October 
its decision to resume the demolition of 
IDP camps and squatter areas in Khar-
toum after the end of the rainy season in 
November and forcibly relocate IDPs to 
resettlement areas as part of what it de-
scribes as ongoing urban development 
efforts.  
 
However, the new settlements in most 
cases do not even provide the most basic 
services and the relocation is feared to 
create a major humanitarian crisis and 
push even more people into prematurely 
returning to the south. Some 236,000 
people are expected to be affected by 
forced relocations in the coming months 
(OCHA, 10 October 2005).  
 
Conditions in areas of origin are clearly 
not conducive to the reintegration of the 
IDPs who are faced with the dilemma of 
whether to remain in the north, and be 
exposed to forced relocation by the gov-
ernment, or return to the devastated 
south. Despite the pressure from the au-
thorities and the dire conditions in the 
camps around Khartoum, some of the 
returning IDPs have found the conditions 
worse in their home areas and have de-
cided to go back again to the squalid 

conditions in the north. The main reasons 
for their returning are a lack of opportuni-
ties to earn a livelihood, insecurity, tax 
extortion, drought and lack of services 
(UN briefing, 18 October 2005).    
 
 
Other conflicts and human rights 
abuses 
 
The CPA was a two-party agreement, 
excluding rebel groups from other non-
Arab marginalised people and has not   
resolved old grievances in other parts of 
the country. This has resulted in renewed 
internal displacements and the outflow of 
thousands of Sudanese refugees to 
Uganda and Kenya (UN briefing, 18 Oc-
tober 2005; UNHCR, 30 June 2005). 
 
In the Darfur region, two rebel groups 
issued predominantly from the sedentary 
groups, the Sudan Liberation Move-
ment/Army (SLM/A) and the Justice and 
Equality Movement (JEM), crystallised 
in 2003 in response to decades of mar-
ginalisation and underdevelopment of the 
Darfur region as well as the lack of gov-
ernment protection against recurrent raids 
by nomads (ICI, 25 January 2005).The 
conflict has caused the displacement of 
an estimated two million people – 
715,700, 770,800 and 480,000 IDPs in 
West, South and North Darfur respec-
tively – as a direct or indirect conse-
quence of the brutal scorched-earth 
counter-insurgency tactics used by the 
government and its allies. Another 
220,000 have fled Darfur into neighbour-
ing Chad where they receive protection 
and assistance from UNHCR under ex-
tremely difficult conditions (UNHCR, 29 
September 2005). The roots of the con-
flict can be traced to the early 1980s 
when drought and concomitant desertifi-
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cation led to intensified competition for 
land and scarce resources and ensuing 
divisions between predominantly Arabs 
and black Africans. The tensions were 
further fuelled in 1988 when the govern-
ment decided to empower and arm the 
Arabs to fight against an incursion by the 
Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) 
in Darfur. The arming of the Arabs dis-
rupted the local balance of power and 
rendered peaceful local resolution 
mechanisms obsolete (Sean O’Fahey, 
BlackElectorate.net, 3 August 2004). 
 
The government responded to the rebel-
lion with a massive counter-insurgency 
campaign including air and ground at-
tacks, but relied mainly on the local no-
mad Arab militias who had been armed 
to fight the SPLM/A in the late 1980s. 
The offensive has been accompanied by 
deliberate and indiscriminate attacks on 
civilians, including massacres, rape, tor-
ture, abductions, forced recruitment and 
systematic looting and burning of vil-
lages. The conflict has cost the lives of 
around 200,000 people, according to con-
servative estimates, whereas others put 
the number as high as 370,000 (Reeves, 
31 August 2005). The warring parties 
started their sixth round of peace-talks on 
15 September 2005 under the auspices of 
the African Union, while splinter rebel 
factions, particularly from the SLA, and 
government-aligned militias continued 
killing, raping, looting and abducting ci-
vilians. The peace-negotiations were sus-
pended on 19 October for a month 
without having reached any significant 
results (AFP, 20 October 2005). 
 
In the south, oil-rich Upper Nile is one of 
the regions most racked by violence.  
Heavy fighting between government-
backed militias and armed groups that 

used to support the government but 
changed sides to ally themselves with the 
SPLM/A in October 2003 resulted in the 
internal displacement of more than 
100,000 people in the Shilluk Kingdom 
district (Christian Aid, 6 May 2004; 
IRIN, 11 May 2004). Since then, the Ci-
vilian Protection Monitoring Team 
(CPMT), set up by the government and 
the SPLM/A to investigate violations of 
the Geneva Conventions, reported an in-
crease in military action and human 
rights abuses. These involved deliberate 
attacks on civilians, including systematic 
destruction and burning of villages, gang 
rapes, killings, looting and extortion, 
committed by all sides (CPMT, 2 Octo-
ber 2004, 25 May 2004, 19 August 
2003). This was in clear violation of the 
October 2002 ceasefire agreement and its 
February 2003 addendum, whereby the 
government of Sudan and the SPLM/A 
committed themselves to facilitate the 
return of people displaced in the region. 
Heavy presence of militias outside the 
local authorities’ control was reported in 
October 2005 (UN briefing, 18 October 
2005). 
  
In Kassala state in eastern Sudan tensions 
were as of October 2005 on the rise be-
tween the Eastern Front that brought to-
gether the Beja Congress and Free Lions 
on one hand and government forces on 
the other.  In late 2004 and early 2005 
accumulated grievances led to bloody 
confrontations and the government de-
ployed thousands of troops to quell the 
uprising and the potentially devastating 
threat to the oil installations in the region 
(Sudan Tribune, 2 October 2005; Justice 
Africa, 23 February 2005).   
 
In the contested oil-rich Abyei region, 
tensions are on the rise between Arab 
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Misariah nomads who were aligned with 
the central government during the 
north/south conflict and black African 
Dinka Ngok farmers aligned with the 
SPLM/A. The nomads complain about 
the presence of around 5000 SPLM/A 
fighters whereas the Dinka farmers fear 
being attacked by the nomads (Panapress, 
10 October 2005).  
 
Risks of renewed fighting between dif-
ferent southern-based rebel groups may 
have been reduced with the inclusion of 
rebel leaders opposed to the SPLM/A in 
the Government of Southern Sudan. 
Fighting among southern rebel groups 
caused massive internal displacement in 
the 1990s and many of those displaced at 
the time have not yet returned and remain 
in settlements in the vicinity of urban 
centers. The UN estimates there are 
roughly 1.5 to two million IDPs in the 
south, but the figure is strongly contested, 
even by UN officials (UN briefing, 18 
October 2005; UN, 4 July 2005).   
 
 
Forced displacement and military, 
political and economic objectives 
 
Forced displacement has been and con-
tinues to be an integral part of war strate-
gies, particularly those of the 
government, and serves two immediate 
purposes. The physical capture or control 
of the civilian population is also the cap-
ture of the enemy’s support base. The 
local militias used by the government to 
uproot the civilian population often come 
from communities already at odds with 
them, in most cases over access to land or 
water. Therefore, the uprooting frees land 
and access to water or other resources 
which are in turn occupied by the perpe-
trators and their communities or other 

supporters of the authorities. The dis-
placement of civilians as war strategy 
started to be systematically implemented 
by the government in 1985-1986 in 
southern Kordofan and is currently in full 
swing in the western Darfur region 
(UNSC, 14 October 2005; Johnson, 2004, 
pp. 151-153). 
 
The strategy transforms internal dis-
placement from being a secondary conse-
quence of the fighting to a military and 
economic objective with its own local 
and national logic.  
 
In Greater Upper Nile the link between 
forced displacement and oil exploration 
has been highlighted by successive UN 
Special Rapporteurs on Human Rights in 
Sudan and several NGOs. Observers have 
consistently reported that the Khartoum 
government deliberately depopulated oil-
rich areas, using violence and sophisti-
cated weapons to assert control and en-
able oil firms to exploit new sites. The 
government used proxy wars and divide-
and-rule tactics to weaken the southern-
based opposition, notably by sowing ten-
sions between Nuer and Dinka ethnic 
groups (ICG, 10 February 2003; HRW, 
25 November 2003). 
 
The overall strategy has been accompa-
nied by a series of laws which have un-
dermined the land rights of small farmers 
and rendered them more exposed to long-
term consequences of internal displace-
ment, particularly in western Sudan, 
southern Kordofan, southern Darfur and 
southern Blue Nile (Johnson, 2004, p. 
49). For instance, the Unregistered Land 
Act of 1970 gave the state ownership of 
most of the rural land, paving the way for 
the central state to establish large mecha-
nised farming schemes in these areas and 
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open land for oil exploitation.  Another 
law of 1974 restricted nomads’ and small 
farmers’ access to land and in 1990, the 
Civil Transactions Act removed custom-
ary land rights from the protection of the 
state courts (Johnson, 2004, p.130). With 
these measures, the state has given itself 
the means to legally occupy and dispose 
land abandoned by IDPs.    
 
Other legal measures have undermined 
security of land tenure during displace-
ment. By way of example, the govern-
ment has been reluctant to consider the 
southerners squatting around Khartoum 
as IDPs, and decrees issued in 1987 and 
1990 recognise as such only those who 
had arrived before those years. According 
to the decrees, people who arrived later, 
whether forcibly displaced or not, were 
denied the right to own land and con-
struct permanent shelter. This, in combi-
nation with the government’s demolition 
of IDP camps and squatter areas around 
Khartoum, has undermined the IDPs’ 
possibilities of sustaining their liveli-
hoods. However, it has rendered large 
numbers of IDPs willing to accept low-
paid or unpaid jobs on large labour-
intensive agricultural schemes to the 
benefit of the government and even the 
army (Johnson, 2004, pp.133, 155-156).   
 
 
International and national re-
sponse 
 
The national response to the protection 
and assistance needs of IDPs varies sig-
nificantly between north and south. The 
southern government is willing to support 
the return and reintegration of the IDPs, 
but lacks the resources. In the north the 
Government of National Unity may have 
the resources, but seems to lack the will 

to protect and assist displaced popula-
tions. In Darfur, for example, the gov-
ernment’s continued support of the 
militias responsible for displacements 
and the harassment of IDPs make any 
expression of commitment to solving the 
displacement crisis ring hollow. The 
Humanitarian Aid Commission set up in 
1995 to protect and assist IDPs has not 
achieved any tangible results, as demon-
strated by the forced demolition of IDP 
camps in Khartoum and the ongoing at-
tacks on IDPs in Darfur (UNSC, 14 Oc-
tober 2005). 
 
In the south, the SPLM/A set up the Su-
dan Relief and Rehabilitation Association 
(SRRA) in 1985 to coordinate and facili-
tate humanitarian assistance in SPLM/A 
controlled areas, but its impact remained 
limited so far. Little has changed with the 
formation of the new and strongly sup-
portive government of southern Sudan 
which is far from being in command of 
the means and institutional capacity to 
respond adequately to the massive needs. 
Hence, increased returns to the south 
coupled with the poor or non-existing 
socio-economic infrastructure is expected 
to cause a major deterioration of the hu-
manitarian conditions. It is therefore im-
perative that donors start disbursing the 
$4.5 billion pledged to the support the 
voluntary return of IDPs and refugees as 
a matter of urgency (Aljazeera, 13 April 
2005). 
 
In Darfur, the IDPs have had improved 
access to food and shelter throughout 
2005 as a result of the increased presence 
of UN agencies and international NGOs 
and despite the recent escalation of the 
conflict and the ensuing access problems. 
However, if the security situation contin-
ues to deteriorate as has been the case in 
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September–October 2005, this positive 
development could come to an end soon. 
The UN has already relocated non-
essential staff out of parts of West Darfur 
in response to increasing assaults and at-
tacks on IDPs and aid workers in Sep-
tember and October 2005. The African 
Union peace-keeping mission has not 
been able to provide sufficient physical 
protection for IDPs and humanitarian 
workers, despite having deployed almost 
7000 personnel, including 4800 troops as 
of October 2005 (IRIN, 26 October 2005; 
UN SC, 14 October 2005).  
 
As a result, more IDPs may be forced to 
cross the border to seek protection and 
assistance from UNHCR in neighbouring 
Chad. This may have disastrous conse-
quences for Chadian host communities 
which have already stretched their re-
sources to the limits. To avoid an even 
greater crisis, the African Union has been 
urged to redouble its troops on the 
ground with the immediate financial sup-
port of the European Union (UNHCR, 30 
July 2005; ICG, 25 October 2005). 
 
The UN Security Council established the 
United Nations Mission (UNMIS) in Su-
dan in March 2005 to support the imple-
mentation of the CPA, provide protection 
and assistance to vulnerable groups, and 
facilitate and coordinate the voluntary 
return of refugees and internally dis-
placed persons. The mission was set up in 
addition to the UN agencies which have 
been working in Sudan for decades and 
there is a need to improve the coordina-
tion between the new and the old UN in-
stitutions.  
 
Yet, the UN and NGOs have been prepar-
ing for the expected return of hundreds of 
thousand of IDPs under highly volatile 

circumstances. The agencies have de-
ployed staff to collect information about 
the number, gender, age and destination 
of returnees along routes of return 
(OCHA, 10 October 2005). UN assis-
tance to IDPs returning spontaneously 
includes mine protection, return and rein-
tegration packages in urban centers close 
to the final destinations as well as micro-
credit schemes to support the local econ-
omy. Nevertheless, as demonstrated by 
reports of IDPs returning to camps in 
Khartoum, humanitarian assistance alone 
may not be sufficient. There is a clear 
risk that lack of investment in infrastruc-
ture and livelihood opportunities in the 
south could derail the process of reinte-
gration of IDPs and refugees, thus putting 
the overall peace process in jeopardy 
(Updated October 2005).   
 
Note: This is a summary of the Global 
IDP Project’s country profile of the 
situation of internal displacement in Su-
dan. The full country profile is available 
online here.
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About the Global IDP Project 
 
The Global IDP Project, established in 1998 by the Norwegian Refugee Council, is the 
leading international body monitoring conflict-induced internal displacement worldwide.  
 
Through its work, the Project contributes to improving national and international capaci-
ties to protect and assist the millions of people around the globe who have been displaced 
within their own country as a result of conflicts or human rights violations.  
 
At the request of the United Nations, the Geneva-based Project runs an online database 
providing comprehensive information and analysis on internal displacement in some 50 
countries.  
 
Based on its monitoring and data collection activities, the Project advocates for durable 
solutions to the plight of the internally displaced in line with international standards. 
 
The Global IDP Project also carries out training activities to enhance the capacity of local 
actors to respond to the needs of internally displaced people. In its work, the Project co-
operates with and provides support to local and national civil society initiatives. 
 
For more information, visit the Global IDP Project website and the database at 
www.idpproject.org. 
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