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Photo gallery: 
A gallery of pictures illustrating the situation of returning 
IDPs in in Northern Bahr el Ghazal state can be viewed at 
the IDMC Flickr site, www.flickr.com/photos/idmc-
nrc/sets/72157626637869100/  
 
 
 
 

 
1. Patterns of return of IDPs 
 
Of the approximately four million people internally displaced by the civil war, the 
International Organization for Migration (IOM) has estimated that from the 2005 signing 
of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) until the end of 2009, over two million 
returned to Southern Sudan and to the region of Southern Kordofan, including the Abyei 
area. The region which received the largest number of returnees was Northern Bahr el 
Ghazal, with an estimated 450,000 returnees, followed by Southern Kordofan with 
275,000.  
 
In August 2010, ahead of a referendum on independence, the Government of Southern 
Sudan (GoSS) announced an initiative aimed at facilitating the rapid return to the south of 
up to 1.5 million Southern Sudanese living in the north and Egypt. Later in 2010, the 
GoSS revised the plan following concerns expressed by the international community and 
a lack of funding. Its Accelerated Returns and Reintegration Initiative (ARERI), which 
began on 30 October 2010, anticipated a longer period for return, and the return of about 
half a million people before the referendum.  
 
However, the return of Southern Sudanese people to the south has been slower than the 
GoSS anticipated, with smaller numbers returning before the referendum. The current 
inter-agency planning figure for returns to Southern Sudan by the end of 2011 stands at 
700,000, including around 300,000 IDPs who returned from the start of the ARERI 
operation in late 2010 to May 2010. Of this latter group, 77,000 returned to Unity State, 
almost 58,000 to Northern Bahr-el-Ghazal, more than 46,000 to Upper Nile, and over 
30,000 to each of Warrap and Central Equatoria States.1

                                                            
1 UNHCR, Weekly Protection Monitoring report 29 (12 – 19 May). 
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Some humanitarian agencies have highlighted that in Khartoum comprehensive 
information was not systematically made available to IDPs about organised or 
spontaneous returns. By the end of 2010, only 120,000 Southern Sudanese had returned 
from Khartoum to the South.  
 
IOM’s tracking and monitoring system identified around 80 per cent of all returnees, but 
some who had returned sponstaneously told IDMC in Aweil that it can take up to a month 
to get registered and receive any kind of assistance. Many of them have ended up 
squatting under trees with all their property exposed to the sun, wind and the coming 
rains.  
 
Humanitarian agencies have warned from the start of the return process that returnees’ 
achievement of durable solutions would be difficult in a region ravaged by war, still 
plagued by insecurity and offering limited access to water, health care, education and 
livelihood opportunities. Many internally displaced people (IDPs), after up to three 
decades in Khartoum, have not returned to their villages as envisaged by the GoSS, but 
have headed for towns and the transit sites around them. In Northern Bahr el Ghazal, over 
16,000 returnees were stranded in transit sites in April 2011, and some had been there for 
months.  
 

Some have stayed in the transit sites because there is no transport to their final 
destination, because of delays in the allocation of plots on which they can settle 
permanently, or because there are no services or livelihood opportunities in their place of 
origin. Others have stayed in these sites because they hope to be allocated land there. 
Neither the GoSS nor state governments have formulated or publicised a clear policy on 
who is entitled to land where, forcing people to try to keep their options open.  
 
The GoSS has provided little or no information to IDPs on what they can expect upon 
returning. Several returnees told IDMC that no information was made available to them 
before they decided to return to their homes in the south. They emphasised that they were 
invited to return by their governments and so expected to be either be able to return to 
their land or given alternative land on which to settle. They also said that they expected 
that some services would be in place and that they would be able to use their skills to 
survive in the south.  
 
2. Obstacles to reintegration  
 
Access to land 
Land allocation is crucial for returnees to be able to integrate or reintegrate in host 
communities and to start livelihood activities. Yet the process of allocating land has been 
slow and its success has been compromised by limited capacity and preparedness of local 
authorities in return areas. UNDP is supporting the process of surveying, allocating and 
distributing 22,000 plots of land in Northern Bahr el Ghazal, Upper Nile, Unity and 
Jonglei States, in addition to 2,000 plots already surveyed in Warrap. In Aweil town, the 
allocation of plots to people stranded in transit sites was delayed because a surveyor was 
only deployed in mid-April.  
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Some people who have been resettled in different destinations, such as the Referendum 
Estate in Northern Bahr el Ghazal, will be allowed to occupy the plots only temporarily. 
They have received plot numbers and paid ten SDG ($3.30); however those who IDMC 
spoke to were not aware that they will have to move or pay the market price for the same 
plot should they wish to stay on it permanently. The price for these plots will be between 
300 and 500 SDG ($100 – $167), which is more than most returnees could afford.  
 
There is very little public land available; under pressure due to the number of returning 
IDPs and the humanitarian emergency which they might face, some state and county 
authorities have demarcated large areas of community land for the returnee settlements 
without consulting chiefs or paying any compensation. This might create tensions in the 
future between returnees and host community. 
 
Returnees are only allocated residential plots, but for their livelihoods they would also 
need agricultural land; however this is not being demarcated. The returnees have 
generally been told that they can cultivate any available land that they find. However, 
some returnees told IDMC that they would need permission from the local chiefs to 
acquire agricultural land; this would not be easy for those who were not returning to their 
original village.  
 
Freedom of movement 
Reports have increased of returnees wanting to go back to the north because of 
impossible living conditions in the south. However, a UNHCR protection monitoring 
update reported in April that returnees are facing difficulties if they want to return north. 
According to the update, “Southerners wishing to return north will have to obtain travel 
authorization from their County Commissioner, which should then be endorsed by the 
[...] Police. [...] The officer informed that no one had approached his office for permission 
to return to stay or settle in the north, and that those who did leave for the north without 
authorization papers are stopped at the border by southern authorities.”2 During IDMC’s 
visit to Northern Bahr el Ghazal, several people were arrested and imprisoned for trying 
to return to the north. Until 9 July 2011, Southern Sudan remains part of Sudan and 
people should have the right to freely move to another part of the country if they wish to.  
 
Livelihoods and access to food and water 
Concerns regarding the food security of returnees during the upcoming lean season from 
May to July are growing. 18 per cent (48,000) of all returnees are severely food insecure 
(compared to six per cent of residents) and another 43 per cent (114,000) are moderately 
food insecure (compared to 28 per cent of residents).3  
 

                                                            
2 UNHCR, Protection Monitoring update on returns to Southern Sudan 22, 21 – 28 April 2011.  
3 WFP, Executive Brief of the Emergency Food Security assessment for Returnees (South Sudan), May 
2011. 
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After returnees are registered and verified, the World Food Programme (WFP) provides 
them with an initial three-month supply of food assistance.4 Since December 2010, WFP 
has been feeding more than 70,000 returnees; if their number increases dramatically some 
prioritisation among the beneficiaries will have to be made. The duration of assistance is 
based on the presumption that within three months returnees will be able to reintegrate 
and feed themselves; in practice, however, returnees do not necessarily know how to farm 
or are not interested in farming after living in urban environments for decades. Even 
those that want to farm need agricultural land which is not readily available or requires 
them to acquire permission from a local chief first.  
 
Returnees from Darfur generally have more experience with farming, as it was their 
livelihood while there. However, they need access to local markets where they can sell 
their agricultural products and buy others. Returnees from Khartoum, on the other hand, 
spent decades in urban settings where they often worked as casual labourers. These 
returnees want to stay in towns and to do so need appropriate livelihoods support. Several 
returnees told IDMC that they want access to micro-credit schemes that would enable 
them to set up a small business, for example mobile shops, tailoring, or repair work.  
 
Other concerns for the returnees in Aweil are water and sanitation. The Governor has 
blocked agencies from digging the boreholes and latrines in the transit sites in order to 
force people to move out.  
 
Access to education 
Returnee children of school age face the grim educational reality of Southern Sudan: less 
than 25 per cent of an estimated 2.2 million primary-school-aged children are enrolled in 
school and less than 50 per cent of children receive five years of primary education. 
There is also a severe shortage of teachers, with an average teacher-to-student ratio of one 
teacher for every 100 students.5 In addition, schools in Southern Sudan have struggled to 
integrate students returning from Arabic-language schools in the north. The GoSS’ 
Ministry of General Education, in collaboration with the federal ministry has agreed to 
establish examination centres for the returnee students in the southern states so they can 
establish their educational level before entering Southern Sudan schools6. These students 
need extra English classes so that they can follow English-language schools in the south, 
while the system needs to address the lack of trained teachers, given the increasing 
number of students.  
 

                                                            
4 Ibid. 
5 Save the Children webpage, available at: http://www.savethechildren.org.uk/blogs/2011/04/southern‐
sudan‐the‐gift‐of‐a‐school/ (accessed on 28 April 2011). Unicef, UNICEF Deputy Executive Director calls for 
concerted efforts to tackle key issues for children in Southern Sudan, 27 March 2011, available at 
http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/media_58057.html (accessed on 27 April 2011). 
6 Miraya FM, GoSS setting up exam centres for returnee students, 8 March 2011, available at 
http://www.mirayafm.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=5315:good‐news‐for‐the‐
returnees‐students&catid=85:85&Itemid=278 (accessed on 27 April 2011). 
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3. Recommendations 
 
According to Principle 28 of the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement: 
“Competent authorities have the primary duty and responsibility to establish the 
conditions, as well as provide the means, to allow IDPs to return voluntarily, in safety and 
with dignity, to their homes or places of habitual residence, or to resettle voluntarily in 
another part of the country. Such authorities shall endeavour to facilitate the reintegration 
of returned or resettled internally displaced persons.”  
 
International humanitarian and development actors should work together with national 
and local authorities in activities to support durable solutions for IDPs.  
 
To the Government of Southern Sudan 
 The GoSS should give returnees a genuine choice to settle where they want in 

Southern Sudan. The authorities should accordingly prioritise urban planning that 
will enable accommodation of large numbers of returnees. 

 The GoSS should guarantee the freedom of movement of returnees and not prevent 
them from returning to the north if they wish to do so. The GoSS should also permit 
freedom of movement and settlement throughout Southern Sudan in accordance 
with the Interim Constitution of Southern Sudan. 

 Local authorities should provide emergency shelters, non-food item (NFI) kits such 
as jerry cans, blankets, plastic sheet, mosquito nets, and basic services for returnees 
stuck at transit sites. Returnees need plastic sheets to protect their property from the 
rain. If authorities are not able to provide such assistance they should allow 
humanitarian actors to provide appropriate and immediate assistance.  

 Local authorities should immediately allow humanitarian actors to set up sanitation 
and latrines in the transit sites.  

 The GoSS should increase assistance to enable returnees in transit sites who wish to 
relocate to final destinations to do so before the rainy season arrives. 

 The Southern Sudan Relief and Rehabilitation Commission (SSRRC) should be the 
GoSS’ primary agency involved in rebuilding livelihoods. The GoSS should invest 
more in building the capacity of the SSRRC and provide funds to State offices of 
the SSRRC so that they can fully assume their responsibilities. 

 The GoSS should provide funds for the appointment of more teachers. The Ministry 
of Education (MoE) should identify qualified teachers among returning IDPs and 
include them in the pool of teachers in the south. MoE should organise additional 
English classes for returnee students to accelerate their integration in English-
language schools in the south, and create additional schools to accommodate the 
increasing number of students. 

 The GoSS should have a clear national policy on land allocation and/or provide 
instructions to state authorities to formulate their own within set parameters. 

 The GoSS should accelerate the surveying, demarcation and allocation of land to 
returnees, to prevent transitional sites becoming long-term settlements. To enable 
this, it should provide sufficient funds for the Ministry of Housing and Physical 
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 Infrastructure to give adequate support to the County and Payam Land Authorities 
carrying out the activities. 

 The GoSS should make that both agricultural and settlement land plots are available 
and affordable to returnees. 

 The GoSS and local authorities should decide on the fees and charges for land plots 
on a clear, consistent and affordable basis which does not exclude the poorest 
returnees. It is necessary that the system of land allocation is equitable and fair in 
order to avoid conflicts with host communities or earlier returnees who may have 
paid higher fees. This system should be widely publicised.  

 
To donors 
 Donors should prioritise the funding of multi-year livelihoods programmes, 

particularly programmes to increase urban returnees’ income-generating 
opportunities. 

 To enable durable solutions, donors should start supporting early recovery and 
development programmes while still supporting ongoing emergency operations.  

 
To humanitarian and development actors 
 Organisations should immediately provide tools, seeds and training to returnees 

who hope to make a living from farming. They should work closely with state and 
county authorities to ensure returnees’ access to markets, for instance by improving 
roads to market centres.  

 Local and international agencies should increase livelihood initiatives in support of 
returnees who do not want to farm, particularly including micro-credit schemes.  

 Food assistance to returnees beyond the three-month assistance package should be 
targeted, needs-based and community focused.  

 Organisations should include host communities in their programming to enhance 
their capacity to absorb the increased pressure on existing services due to the return 
of IDPs, and to reduce the risk of conflict between communities.  

 Organisations involved in surveying, demarcating and allocating land should work 
closely with the Ministry of Housing and Physical Infrastructure.  

 Organisations should identify vulnerable groups among returning IDPs, and provide 
them with specific and appropriate assistance and services.  

 Organisations should provide new returnees with more systematic information on 
the services and employment opportunities available in the area.  
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